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Foreword


Throughout his celebrated life, Bob Hope, my grandfather, embodied the American Dream. Through hard work and great talent, he rose from humble means to become, at one time, the most famous man on earth. He was a talented singer-dancer-actor-comedian. He was an innovator in every medium he touched: stage, radio, TV, film and stand-up comedy. But it was through his United Service Organizations (USO) tours to entertain service members abroad that he encountered his favorite audience and created his most enduring legacy.


During the week of Christmas, 1987, I accompanied my grandfather on one of his last tours with the USO. We flew around the globe that week — flying west from Los Angeles to arrive eight days later in Los Angeles. Bob Hope performed seven shows along the way, in various remote corners of the globe, in the heat of an air base in the Philippines, in the vast waters of the Persian Gulf, on a snow covered Army base in Northern Italy. The schedule was unrelenting: set up, break down, sleep on the plane.


I was seventeen, helping with cue cards and costumes, and I had never known such exhaustion. I came home and slept for two days. My grandfather spent that week reviewing hundreds of pages of possible material, writing, fine-tuning and performing seven shows flawlessly, meeting with service men and women and statesmen, and even attending a midnight Christmas mass in the weight room in the bottom of the USS Midway aircraft carrier in the middle of the Persian Gulf. At the time, he was eighty-four years old.


That’s when I really saw that he was cut from a different and extraordinary cloth. I saw a tireless work ethic, a roll-up-your-sleeves and do-what-needs-to-be-done attitude, a serve-those-who-serve humility, a commitment to choosing to comfort others over one’s own comfort, a total lack of narcissism or vanity, and an absolute inability for it to even occur to him to complain. He knew that he wasn’t just bringing jokes and Super Bowl Cheerleaders, but that he was also bringing humanity and courage and home. He took his talents to the center of a crisis and used them to heal. He had a wonderful time doing it.


And the audience had a wonderful time receiving it. If you look on YouTube and watch a clip from Bob “Somewhere in the Pacific” Hope 1943 and then watch a clip of Bob “Persian Gulf” Hope 1987, you’ll hear the same roar from the audience of service men and women. It is a thrilling, deafening, adoring sound. It is the sound of thousands of human souls, far from home, in a frightening, uncertain terrain welcoming this man, as their brothers, mothers, uncles, sisters, fathers, and grandfathers welcomed this same man to their own battlefields. This man, who in his forties, in his eighties and in every decade between, flew away from ease and comfort to strengthen their lonely, dedicated hearts at Christmas, to lift not just the morale of his audience, but the morale of his nation and to do it with tireless grace, wit and charm.


“Only in America,” he told me on that trip, as we made our way through monarchies and flew over dictatorships. “Only in America could a stonemason’s son from Cleveland who left school after the third grade to support his family, have this life that I have now.” He loved this country. He loved how it rewarded his hard work and talent. He never took for granted his freedom and he loved the men and women who defended it.


It was that trip and his commitment that sparked in me a desire to serve. We know that many veterans returning from war are not thriving in civilian life. There are plenty of reasons why and many ways in which they need support, but the fact remains — they need and deserve it. Through the Bob & Dolores Hope Foundation, I am honored to partner with charities that feed, clothe and shelter veterans and help them to thrive through meaningful work.


I hope that you enjoy the stories relayed here in the pages of Chicken Soup for the Soul: Military Families. I am pleased to know that a portion of the book sales will go to support the USO and their commitment to “strengthen America’s military service members by keeping them connected to family, home and country.” Such a noble cause! And, an accurate description of Bob Hope’s greatest legacy. May these stories not just move and entertain you, but strengthen you as well, wherever you may be, currently deployed, returned from deployment, or holding down the fort at home as a spouse, child, parent or friend of a service man or woman. You are, as the USO says, “the force behind the forces.”


~Miranda Hope


Vice President, Bob & Dolores Hope Foundation
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The Common Denominator


Family is not an important thing; it’s everything.


~Michael J. Fox


In December 1999, with orders in hand, my twenty-five-year-old son Ty boarded a plane in Kosovo and headed for Germany. For the first time, he would spend Christmas outside the United States and apart from relatives.


Because I didn’t understand how the military operated, I envisioned the worst. Would my son spend an icy Christmas Eve outdoors on guard duty? Would he eat a cold turkey sandwich alone in his apartment?


I shouldn’t have fretted.


The day before Christmas, Ty called home. “Mom, a chief warrant officer and his wife invited me to dinner tomorrow. They also invited another single lieutenant and two married lieutenants and their wives. I knew you’d be worried I’d spend Christmas alone, so I want you to know I have plans.”


The chief and his family gave Ty the gift of hospitality. They also gave me a present because, for the first time, I beheld the strength of military family life.


I’ve caught other glimpses during Ty’s years of service. Some revealed simple acts of kindness. When Ty deployed, his friends stateside checked each week to make sure his car still ran and his townhouse pipes hadn’t frozen. He did the same for them when he came back and they deployed.


Ty phoned the day he returned to the United States from an overseas deployment. As a thirty-two-year-old captain, he’d taken and brought back 163 soldiers under his command. Most were between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two.


“How are they doing?” I asked.


“Mostly okay. They have to contact me if they get into trouble. Saturday at 0200, one of my soldiers called. The first thing he said was, ‘Sir, I wrecked my car.’ ”


I marveled. “If you ever have kids, you’ll already know how to deal with them when they’re that age.”


“Yeah, well…”


After we hung up, I realized Ty considered his soldiers part of his family. His military family. Brothers and sisters in arms who protect one another.


Other categories of family, primarily kin related by blood and marriage, can strengthen the military clan. In a phone conversation Ty told me he places great importance on family. “Mom, today the doctor asked me how I consistently maintain a positive attitude.” In 2005, a roadside blast injured him. Since then, he’s dealt with chronic pain and ongoing medical procedures.


He continued, “I told the doc the first thing that came to mind: ‘My family supports me.’ ”


We do. When he deploys, we send cards, letters, and e-mails of encouragement. We ship care packages, which usually include homemade cookies for Ty and his soldiers.


On his latest assignment, in Washington State, he lives near grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. My sister Jannet invites him to holiday dinners and family functions. She drives him to medical procedures. When he flies to trainings, she takes him to the airport and brings him home when he returns.


He goes with family members to the symphony, pizza parlors, and movies. They drop by to visit and make sure Ty has food in his house when he’s recuperating.


Ty’s cousins are like brothers and sisters. They provide him with friendship, comic relief, and opportunities to participate in the give-and-take of relationships.


When Ty deployed to the Middle East, I joined Blue Star Mothers, an organization of moms with sons and daughters in the military. We moms worked well together. Our chapter shipped thousands of care packages each year.


Later, while visiting with Ty, I said, “Supporting our troops and veterans gives us moms something positive to do.”


“That’s great.” He furrowed his brow. “You’ll never know the emotional burdens adult family members put on some of my soldiers. They’re already giving everything they have during training or completing their missions while also watching each other’s backs and staying alive. They don’t have any energy left over to take care of their moms and wives who are falling apart from fear. I understand they’re afraid. But it makes the soldiers’ jobs that much harder when family members dump their fears and guilt on those who need absolute focus to keep themselves and the soldiers to the left and right of them alive.”


As a woman, I understood some of the anxieties of the moms and wives. I also silently thanked my friends in Blue Star Mothers because we’d encouraged and shored up one another to be brave and strong for our adult children serving in the military.


During another deployment to the Middle East, Ty couldn’t always keep in contact with us, so I obsessively watched news reports for information. I held my breath as I searched for a glimpse of him in televised news programs that depicted fierce fighting and bombings.


While on a business trip during that time, my friend Betty noticed I wasn’t as talkative as usual with our group of co-workers. As we walked to our rooms after dinner, she asked, “What’s wrong?”


“I haven’t heard from Ty in two months.” The lump in my throat kept me from saying more.


Betty had prayed for Ty for years, including his latest deployment.


We stopped in the empty hallway, and she prayed with me. The next day, I received a brief e-mail from Ty. “Hi, Mom. Everyone’s okay.” After he returned stateside, I learned he’d led missions into forward areas without U.S. mail delivery, e-mail access, or phone service.


The answer to prayer, Ty’s short message, lifted my spirits and kept my hope alive until the next time he contacted me.


Diverse types of families strengthen the military. These people reflect American demographics with respect to race, religion, age, gender, socioeconomic status, and education. Yet, regardless of the composition of the different kinships and their contributions to the military’s family, they all share a common denominator: love.


Love for the men and women who serve our country.


~Linda Jewell
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Thank You for Your Service


One of the deep secrets of life is that all that is really worth the doing is what we do for others.


~Lewis Carroll


“Thank you for your service.” After more than twenty years of active duty in the military, I still blush at this comment. It’s always nice to hear, but it makes me feel awkward. I don’t think my enlistment is some amazing thing worth special attention.


In high school, I worked on comics instead of homework. My above-average grades could have netted the scholarship I needed, but classmates with better scores beat me out. With little money and few options, the recruiter’s pitch and the thought of a stable paycheck sounded pretty good.


Even so, I deeply appreciate the occasional free cup of coffee, surprise discount on dinner, or simple expression of gratitude.


I never expect it or demand it. I chose this life with a decent understanding of what it entailed. And my wife, who also served, chose to marry into the military with first-hand knowledge of what that meant. We walked into it with eyes wide open.


My kids, on the other hand, were drafted into this life at birth. They’ve spent the majority of their lives in a foreign country that is more home to them than the United States whose uniform their dad puts on each day. My brother-in-law calls them his Japanese niece and nephews, despite their blond hair and pale skin.


They endure the transitions and challenges of military family life with patience and resilience, but it takes a toll. They’ve lost touch with friends in our moves across the world. Even when we stay in one place for a few years, other families get orders and friends move away.


Although modern technology makes communication instantaneous and easy, our time overseas still separates us from family on both sides. My kids have grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins they see every few years at best. Such is the price they pay for a decision they never made.


But sometimes we find, or create, “family” in unexpected places.


A few years ago, we moved to Nebraska and settled into the Omaha community. My children made some friends in the neighborhood with practiced ease and speed born of years of temporary but meaningful connections. My wife and I also sought out places to connect.


Shortly before the move, I committed to “this whole writing thing” I’d toyed around with over the years. I realized that being in the States meant access to writing groups and seminars. With a quick Google search and an e-mail I found the monthly critique group I’d attend for the next two and a half years.


My wife and I met with published authors and amateur writers who welcomed us and helped us learn the craft. A kind widow nicknamed “the lion-hearted” Kat hosted the group and provided the relentless yet constructive criticism the rest of us seemed too timid or kind to give. Her warm and inviting home became a peaceful refuge we looked forward to each month. We encouraged one another, developed friendships and watched each other’s skills improve.


With Christmas approaching, the group made plans for a casual gathering that included our families. I showed up at our host’s house with my wife and four kids, and found out that, for various reasons, no one else could attend that night. So the planned party became Kat and the Williamsons instead.


With a two-year-old, a seven-year-old, a middle-school boy and a teenage girl, Kat had her hands full. But we played silly games, the old-fashioned sort that involved talking face-to-face, telling jokes and stories, and interacting with people instead of electronic devices. Then Kat brought out thoughtful Christmas gifts for the kids to enjoy, along with a fruit-filled Jell-O dish for dessert.


That night, we left with stomachs and hearts filled with cheer.


Later that week, I got an e-mail from Kat, thanking me for coming and especially for bringing the children.


“I didn’t think about your four kids when you and Jami came to critique group each month. Seeing them in the house made me realize they are far away from family just like you are. And I thought about how long it’s been since the laughter of little children echoed in this house. I know I can’t replace family, and I wouldn’t want to try, but I thought, ‘Well, maybe I can be a surrogate grandma to those kids.’ So I’d like to have you all back for your son’s birthday next month, and then have you visit every month after that.”


Kat saw it as supporting the troops in general while ministering to a specific family’s needs. And she made good on her invitation. For the next year and a half, we regularly visited and shared our celebrations, birthdays, holidays, and everyday lives with this wonderful woman who saw my kids and said, “I could do something special for them.”


Kat’s hospitality and love blessed not just me but my entire family, especially those “drafted” in. So, while I’m sure she doesn’t need to hear it, I’ll say it anyway: To Kat, and to the many people across America (and with our troops overseas) who reach out in similar ways to touch the lives of military members and families, thank you for your service. It matters more than words can say.


~David M. Williamson
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Why Every Moment Counts


When we realize the shortness of life, we begin to see the importance of making every moment count.


~Dillon Burroughs


While the USO offers many programs to America’s troops and their families, Operation Birthday Cake is one that has always been very near and dear to my heart. It can take hours or weeks to coordinate the logistics, but the program has a big impact. Not only does the service member know that someone back home is thinking of him or her, but a loved one who is far away gets to feel connected on a special day.


A Marine mom contacted me in April 2015 to schedule a surprise for her son’s birthday on May 6th. We had surprised him with a last-minute-request cake the previous year since she had just found out about the program. This year, she contacted us with ample time to make sure we would be able to surprise him once more as he celebrated another birthday away from home. Then, the unforeseeable happened. She contacted me on Friday, May 1st, with the news that he would be deploying that weekend for a humanitarian relief effort in Nepal after a large earthquake. Immediately, I responded that I did not have time to order a cake from the bakery, but I would do my best to coordinate with his unit to surprise him before he left, or possibly send a belated cake upon his return.


On Monday morning, May 4th, I contacted his unit and was happy to find out he had not left yet, but was scheduled to leave in the next day or so. I went to the commissary bakery to get a cake to deliver that afternoon. I arrived at his workplace and was escorted in secretly. Holding the cake, I started singing “Happy Birthday.” His whole unit was already gathered around as they were prepping for their departure, but they knew the surprise was coming. Without missing a beat, they all joined in to wish their brother-in-arms a happy day. It was incredibly heartwarming to see a tightknit unit joining to celebrate as more than workmates… they were a family.


That service member left the next day with his unit. Unfortunately, he did not return. There was a helicopter crash, and he and a fellow Marine, who sang him “Happy Birthday” with the entire group just days before, were killed.


Sometimes, it may not seem like a big deal if an Operation Birthday Cake request is a day late. Sometimes, it is frustrating to get a request for a birthday that is only a day or so away as the requestor just found out about the program. Sometimes, it is frustrating to make last minute changes or rearrange dates and times to accommodate unforeseen changes in their schedules. While we suggest a two-week window for cake requests to ensure ample time for planning, there are always exceptions. Thus, I always tried to make a cake happen, and so did the rest of the USO Okinawa team. The USO’s slogan is “Every Moment Counts.” This was one of those true defining moments.


Cases like this show how something as small as a birthday cake can mean so much. When he died, I contacted his mom to offer my condolences and to see how she wanted us to move forward with his group photo on our Facebook page. She replied:


Thank you, Andrea. You can leave the pictures up. I am so thankful we were able to get that cake to him. Everything was up in the air surrounding his departure, but you all helped wish him a happy birthday, and I’m so thankful you did. His friends have said he was very happy to receive that cake. Thank you for all that you do.


~Andrea Holt
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Yellow Ribbons


Ye cannot live for yourselves; a thousand fibres connect you with your fellow-men.


~Henry Melvill


The following are excerpts from letters #50, #51 and #52 that we received from our son Darren while he was deployed in Saudi Arabia with the 82nd Airborne Division during the Gulf War from August 2, 1990 to February 28, 1991. Today is the first time in the twenty-five years since the war ended that I’ve taken them out of the faded cardboard box and reread them, and I wonder how I ever managed to get through those seven terrifying months.


Mom, it is not looking good over here. It sounds like bombing will start long before you get this letter. I don’t know what the outcome of this deployment will be, but all the guys are willing to do whatever it takes. I just want you all to remember I love you and miss you tons. I can’t wait to see you again. (I will see you again.)


Mom, I just want you to know I’m still safe. But we should be fighting by the time you get this letter. Don’t worry, Mom, I’m going to come home. Nobody is going to keep me from watching Timmy and Elijah grow up.


Dear Mom and Dad. This will be the last of my letter writing for a long time. I will be moving out for combat. Just remember I love you with all my heart. Maybe I’m not the best son you ever had, and I probably never told you enough, but I love you and Dad very, very much. Now we have to pray that we see one another soon.


Writing to Darren daily and baking cookies to send in care packages for him and his buddies kept me busy and made me feel like I was contributing what I could to support our troops. I prayed constantly, and I leaned on the shoulders of my family and friends. Darren’s best Army buddy’s mother contacted me by letter, and LaDonna and I became fast pen pals, trying our best to keep each other’s spirits high. We wrote each other nearly every single day.


But what unequivocally filled my heart with pride and strengthened my soul were the countless thoughtful people throughout the United States who showed their patriotic support for our troops.


Among the letters in the box, I found one written to Darren from a complete stranger who got his mailing address from a newspaper listing of all the soldiers serving in the Gulf.


This gentleman, Nick, wrote:


The patriotic fever of us folks back here continues to manifest itself as strongly as ever… almost like each succeeding day must surpass the previous one. No let-up around the country. For instance, would you believe our national anthem made the top 40 charts this week? Whitney Houston sang it at the start of the Super Bowl, and 78,000 fans went “ape.” It’s the high mark of excellence; they show it over and over again.


Of all the numerous ways Americans showed their support for our troops, my favorite will always be the yellow ribbons — beautiful yellow ribbons from sea to shining sea!


Darren had asked his sister Jacqui and her girlfriend Julie if they’d tie a yellow ribbon on the arm of the statue in the Veterans Memorial Square in our small town of Sandy, Oregon. The Sandy Post published a photo of the girls honoring his request.


Soon after, the VFW tied yellow ribbons to branches of the tall arborvitae trees that formed a border for the square — each ribbon bore the name of a soon-to-be veteran serving in the Gulf War. The plan was for each soldier, upon his homecoming, to take down the ribbon bearing his name. I held my breath and prayed for that day to come.


Every house in town eventually displayed yellow ribbons on their trees, in their windows, or on their fences. Car windows had yellow ribbons. People wore T-shirts imprinted with yellow-ribbon designs or ribbon pins on their lapels. Women even wore yellow ribbons in their hair. Yellow ribbons were everywhere.


My friend LaDonna wrote me that her house was covered with yellow ribbons, and their little town of Osage, Iowa, was adorned much like Sandy, Oregon.


From news reports, we could see that towns throughout the entire country were showing similar support for our troops with united displays of yellow ribbons.


Jacqui even decorated her Christmas tree that year with nothing but yellow ribbons tied in beautiful bows. She didn’t have the heart to celebrate Christmas without honoring our troops in a significant way. It was stunning and perfectly patriotic, and the next best thing to having Darren home for the holidays.


Darren celebrated his twenty-second birthday in the Saudi Arabian desert, preparing with his unit to spearhead the attack into Iraq.


It was a long and exhausting seven months for both the troops and their families. But the united support of so many caring persons on the home front lightened the burden tremendously.


On February 28th, we were ecstatic when President George Bush declared victory in his address to the nation. He said Iraq’s army was defeated, and our military objectives had been met. The war was over!


Completely relieved of worry, but too overwhelmed to relax, all I wanted to do was call LaDonna. Although we had never in our seven months of friendship talked on the phone, I dialed her number almost instinctively. When I heard her voice for the first time, it was as though the weight of the world was lifted off my shoulders. Like our sons, we had survived this war together.


We laughed, cried, and praised God for over an hour on that phone call, and we knew our families would be friends forever. We also knew there were families whose sons or daughters would not return, and our hearts hurt terribly for them.


Darren’s company returned to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, in the middle of March. On March 23rd, he arrived at Portland International Airport to be greeted by a crowd of friends and family all wearing yellow-ribbon T-shirts.


On his way home, Darren stopped in Sandy and proudly removed the yellow ribbon bearing his name from the emerald green branch of the arborvitae tree. That ribbon lies among the letters in the humble cardboard box.


~Connie Kaseweter Pullen
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A Magical Gift


We believe distributing copies of God’s Word plants powerful seeds God can use according to His own timing…


~The Gideons International website


Magic lived in every hotel room of all the vacations of my childhood. In the top drawer of each nightstand was a Bible stamped “Placed by the Gideons.”


I asked my mother who the Gideons were and she told me, “They are good folk who bring hope and wisdom and comfort to those who need it.” I pestered my mother to describe a Gideon to me, but alas, she had never seen one.


I thought that a Gideon must be magical indeed. I envisioned elves with turned-up slippers, bells on their toes, stocking hats, and pointed ears. Did a Gideon look like Snap, Crackle, or Pop? A teddy bear? A fairy-like Tinkerbell? Peter Pan? Mr. Smee?


On the endless car trips my family took in our Pontiac station wagon, well before the interstate highway system was built, my imagination ran to the Gideons. From West Virginia to Florida to California and all places in between, the Gideons had placed a Bible in every room. They had been there before me. They must have known I was coming. That idea, like a warm hug, brought me such peace.


I grew up, married into the Army, and moved all over the United States. Although the Gideons receded into my childhood fantasies, I would occasionally open a hotel room drawer, and sure enough, a Gideon had been there before me. Even as an adult, seeing that familiar Bible gave me a sense of peace and comfort.


In August 1990, safety and comfort for all of us seemed in jeopardy. Iraq had invaded Kuwait, and for all we knew, World War III was at hand. My husband had deployed with his unit, the 2nd Battalion, 327th Infantry of the 101st Airborne Division out of Fort Campbell, Kentucky. The waiting spouses of the unit quickly formed support groups and “chains of concern” — telephone trees wherein each spouse called up and down the chain to check on other spouses. We had all sorts of group functions and get-togethers. Since this was before cell phones, Skype, and social media had become common, we relied on each other, the U.S. mail, and an occasional phone call from our husbands.


Although my husband was away for ten months, I received only two phone calls. But I considered myself lucky. In previous wars, who had even that?


It was the letters that sustained the families, and the activities that kept up our spirits. Every week, I would have “pajama parties” at our house wherein any spouse or family member was welcome to spend the night. We watched movies, played board games, made crafts, and ate endless potluck meals. I was never without a full house.


On February 24, 1991, the ground war of Desert Storm began. This set off the longest one hundred hours of most of our lives. The shock and awe were terrifying to us all. My home was nearly bursting with frightened people on that February night. Every time the bell rang, I would answer the door and more people would flood in. I have never known exactly how many people were in our house that night.


One time that night I opened the door, not to a military spouse, but to a civilian man. He said to me, “We think you all could use some hope and comfort tonight. Where would you like these?”


There on my porch were stacks and stacks of wonderful Bibles. Gasping, I opened the door wide, and he and his friends brought them in.


He said to me, “God bless you. We are praying for you,” and he left before I could regain the power of speech.


And there it was: “Placed by the Gideons.”


So now I know. There are real live Gideons out there. I know. I have seen them. They look like regular men. They walk among us, often overlooked, but always there.


The Gideons brought hope and comfort and wisdom to the families of the 2nd Battalion, 327th Infantry when we needed it most.


~Anne Oliver
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We Can Do That!


All the kindness which a man puts out into the world works on the heart and thoughts of mankind.


~Albert Schweitzer


Before coming to work seven years ago as a volunteer for the USO at our center in Times Square in Manhattan, I would describe my experience with the military as two-fold: (1) navigating life with my late father, an infantryman who was drafted and served on the German front during World War II and was discharged many years before I was born; and (2) growing up with my brother, ten years older than me, a draftee who served stateside as an Army doctor during the Vietnam years.


My father returned from battle with psychological wounds so severe that they impacted every aspect of his post-Army life and so deep that they were invisible to all but those closest to him. Although ultimately blessed with long years and many successes in his life, my dad remained haunted to the end by his traumatic wartime experiences. Sadly, he was born in a time when there was too little knowledge of these issues, let alone services that might ameliorate them. The understanding and the access to modalities that could have helped him achieve a more self-accepting, integrated and peaceful life would come much later. To my dad, comfort was simply not attainable, even when offered in the form of a child’s love, a wife’s unwavering and steady adoration, or an acknowledgement of gratitude for his being part of “the greatest generation,” an epithet that seemed deserved even then when I was too young to know what those words actually meant.


Alas, the mere mention of “Army” was prohibited in our house, as though the word itself could conjure danger. As children we were forbidden to look at the few pictures we found of my father in uniform; we later learned they had somehow survived his earlier purge. Nor were we allowed to watch M*A*S*H on television while Dad was in the house. There was never an explanation for his erratic behavior, his bouts of depression, his mercurial outbursts, or his crippling fears and anxieties, leaving four children struggling to make sense of their dad, and hoping and praying that someone would “fix” him. It was a high order that eluded the best minds of the time, none of whom seemed to know exactly what needed fixing or how.


My brother had it easier. After all, he entered as an officer doctor, was kept stateside, and had access to the most current science and every service available at that time to help him cope. What my brother did not have was the understanding, let alone the gratitude, of any of his non-military peers. His unseen trauma, shared almost unilaterally by all who served during the Vietnam years, was living with the shame he was made to feel for having served, willingly or not, in a military that was vilified by most everyone in his generation. He left the Army with his own set of internal scars that, like our father before him, were painfully visible to those of us closest to him.


Of course, I had it easiest of all. I was born at exactly the right time to have access to emerging and cutting-edge science and literature that allowed me to contextualize and put my experiences in perspective and to formulate a dedicated response. That plan did not include my joining the military; it did, however, lead me to make a fervent personal commitment that those who serve “under my watch” would never experience the loneliness of my father and brother. I am not a physician, therapist, historian or genius. I am simply a daughter and sister who chooses to devote myself, in my own small way, to ensuring that no service members will ever feel that their wounds are invisible, their service unappreciated, or that they and their families are alone on their journeys.


Of the countless opportunities I am given every day to fulfill this personal mission to which I’m dedicated, a particular instance stands out. A family of five entered the USO center one morning when I was staffing the front desk. The young mom presented her military ID showing a status of Retired on Disability. Upon signing her husband and three young children into our system, she began to unravel in ways that looked all too familiar to me. Her husband glanced at me and whispered that they were “dealing with some PTSD issues” and asked if there was any place in our center to give his wife her meds and allow her the space to relax. I motioned to him to bring his wife to our café, get some water from the cooler, and position her at the computer farthest from the door in the least visible spot.


In the meantime, I offered the kids a foosball table, some Xbox games, and some snacks. With the kids settled and Mom seemingly regaining composure, I brought Dad back to the front desk and asked if he thought it would be possible to have the entire family attend a Broadway show, courtesy of the USO. As fate would have it, we had in our possession some wonderful tickets donated by Disney to one of their top-rated, family-friendly productions. It was a small gesture on our part that yielded a reaction one might expect when offering someone a winning mega millions lottery ticket. And then, reality. Yes, he and the children would cherish an opportunity to do something fun and “normal” with Mom — and he was relatively certain her medication could get her through the show — but if she needed to leave abruptly, which happened often, they would require an aisle seat. And that is when he got a dose of USO reality. Yes, we will do whatever we can to ensure you get the seats you need, he was told.


Sometimes, our guests call, e-mail, or write to us, articulating the profound impact of the small acts of kindness they receive at the USO. I never heard back from this family, nor did I expect to. They expressed everything I needed to know as they walked out our doors, giggling together, and turning those tickets over and over in their hands. When they thought they were out of eyeshot of our center, we saw them gleefully jumping up and down.


~Raya Levi
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My Father’s Voice


Teaching is one of the noblest of professions. It requires an adequate preparation and training, patience, devotion, and a deep sense of responsibility.


~Calvin Coolidge


I never heard my father’s voice. There were photographs of him, and I know his handwriting from the letters he wrote to my mother. But I always wondered how he sounded. Did his voice reflect the French Canadian dialect of his parents’ speech? Or did it have a masculine North Jersey sound to it? Was he soft spoken or a deep baritone? I will never know because he died in World War II when I was just an infant.


Louis La Pointe, my father, enlisted twice before he was finally accepted into the U.S. Army. The war was raging, and like most of his friends, he felt duty-bound to defend his country. He shipped out filled with hopeful idealism, but he never returned home. I became what the government called a “war orphan.” As tragic as it was for my mother and me, this is not a sad story. Most people who hear it call it “inspiring.” It’s about friendship, loyalty, and keeping promises.


After the war ended, my father’s friends returned home to the neighborhood and learned that their childhood friend was killed in action. His “old gang” from Jersey City’s DeKalb Avenue decided that they wanted to do something special to remember him. Someone asked the question, “What would Louie want?” I don’t know how long they tossed the idea around, but as a group they finally agreed on an answer: He would want his daughter, Lois, to have the same opportunities he would have given her. And to them that meant a college education. But how could a bunch of regular Joes make such a thing happen? They resolved to form an organization and raise the tuition money by sponsoring special fundraising events. It would be called The Louis La Pointe Association.


It was in this spirit of friendship that The Louis La Pointe Association was conceived. I was only two years old, but my future was being decided by a group of men I didn’t even know. I came to refer to them by the name my mother used. She called them “The Club.” Every Christmas, Easter, and birthday, I would get dressed up in my best outfit because members of The Club were paying us a visit.


The only member whom I clearly recall was Stanley Moore. He owned the local pub where they held their meetings. He was the Club’s treasurer for life. It was assumed that because he was a businessman, he could manage money. I guess the others took turns coming to see us, but Mr. Moore was a constant. Like caring uncles, they indulged me with special gifts. Once I received a gold locket with a real diamond chip in the center. I wore it for years until I lost it on a class trip. One Easter they presented me with a three-foot-tall chocolate bunny. Right out of the store window. I was about to tell them that I didn’t like sweets, but my mother squeezed my hand as a signal, and I kept quiet.


Every year, The Louis La Pointe Association held a dinner dance as a fundraiser. I dreaded attending this adult event. As a child, I felt self-conscious and awkward walking into the hall with my mother and hearing whispers of “There’s little Lois.” But, of course, I had to be there. I didn’t understand that these events provided the means to build my college fund. They were honoring my father’s memory by raising money for my future.


In addition to forming the Club, the men petitioned the Jersey City Council to construct a playground in the neighborhood. They labored tirelessly to see this dream become a reality. When I was seven years old, my mother and I sat on the grandstand in the pouring rain and watched the parade of association members walk to the spot where the Louis La Pointe Park was dedicated. From the weeds of a vacant lot rose a beautiful playground for the local children to enjoy. It proudly displayed a white stone monument and a plaque that bore my father’s name.


This was a tremendous accomplishment for a small group of buddies who believed in the American dream and their ability to make a difference. Many years later, my son Jason was present at the park’s re-dedication ceremony. He wore his Marine Corps dress uniform and delivered an eloquent speech in which he thanked the La Pointe Association for its efforts on my behalf. How proud my father would have been to know that his grandson was also serving his country. The park still stands in the place where my dad grew up, a testimony to the goodwill of his friends, who believed in keeping their promises.


Thanks to the efforts of the La Pointe Association, I did attend college. When I received my degree in English, I made a big decision. I asked myself how I could possibly repay the Club for all they had done for me. The answer was so obvious, and yet it had eluded me. I decided that I would try to inspire children to succeed even if it seemed that the odds were against them. I was proof that was possible. I would become a teacher.


Fortunately, there was a teacher shortage in New Jersey at the time, and I had three job offers. I applied for an Emergency Teaching Certificate, and I walked into a sixth grade classroom the September following my graduation. At the end of my first day, I realized that this was the place where I belonged. It meant returning to college at night to earn a permanent teaching certificate that was followed by a master’s degree. This time, I was paying the tuition, and thanks to The Louis La Pointe Association, I was able to do it.


The highlight of my career was in 1987 when I became the New Jersey Teacher of the Year. At a large gathering that honored the outstanding teachers in each county, I stood at the microphone and told the story of a young man going off to war, only to be killed on the battlefields of Italy. I held back his name, but I described the efforts of his friends to help his infant daughter achieve her potential. They wanted to provide her with tuition money for a college education. After many years of fundraising, they accomplished their goal. I explained how, as a college graduate, she wanted to pay back the gift of an education that they had given her. And so she chose a profession that would help children become all they could be. She became a teacher.


I paused and closed my speech with the words, “That young man’s name was Private Louis La Pointe, and I’m Louie La Pointe’s daughter.” Spontaneously, 1,400 teachers stood and applauded. The standing ovation lasted for several minutes. And amid their cheers, I could finally imagine my father’s voice. He was saying, “Good job, daughter. I am very proud of you and of my friends in the Club. Their friendship and loyalty have made all this possible.”


~Lois La Pointe Kiely


[image: image]




[image: Images]


Military Is Family


The family is one of nature’s masterpieces.


~George Santayana


After my parents and only sister died, I had no one to love and no one to love me. Fortunately, I served twenty-two years and ten months in the United States Air Force. I still have friends whom I have known and loved for over thirty years. They are the men and women I served with while on active duty. Even after we retired, we kept in touch by becoming members of military groups.


I also volunteer for the USO. When guests come into our Welcome Center, I am saying hello to my brethren. We joke as families do about the different branches of the Armed Forces we served in. We have a kinship no one can ever understand unless they wore the uniform of our great country.


I am no longer lonely. I love so many who come through the USO center, and I know they love me. Imagine meeting a Medal of Honor recipient and, after I saluted him (something all military does in the presence of a Medal of Honor recipient), he hugged me. This old man with the glorious past hugged me. I loved him instantly.


This happens so often. We all know what our history is. We see the scars, the limping, the prosthetics, the families striving to smile when Mom or Dad is leaving for an extended deployment. We cry with them. We hug, and it is as if we are indeed brothers, sisters, grandparents, sons, and daughters of the many who serve.


When it comes to those who serve in our Armed Forces and their families, we care about each other. We laugh when a toddler decides to say hello to all the guests in our USO center. That toddler is our baby. We cry when the remains of one of our brothers or sisters who died in combat comes home with the American flag covering their coffin. We hug the moms, dads, sisters, and brothers and all the family members of the hero who gave all for America. And we cry, too, because the one who died is our brother or sister.


I firmly believe there is nothing that comes close to being part of a military family. We all love our country, we stand and salute our flag, we kneel when we ask God to keep our family safe, and we enjoy the company of each other by sharing stories of our experiences when we wore the uniform of America’s Armed Forces.


We attend church services together, active-duty and retired members of the military, praising God and praying for America and our friends and family deployed to dangerous zones. We congregate at the chapel on our military installations. We seek counsel from our chaplains, who themselves are military.


Yes, we are family. We are not alone. We have people whom we love and who love us back. Our bond cannot be broken. No more loneliness — only a true feeling of being part of a very special family.


~Dolores Incremona
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Getting on Base


I like to see a man proud of the place in which he lives. I like to see a man live so that his place will be proud of him.


~Abraham Lincoln


My husband and I entered military life a little backwards. We lived in the civilian world first, and then decided to sell my husband’s private practice and join the United States Air Force in 2014.


In the fall of 2014, we received our first assignment to Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson, Alaska. My husband left a month before us to secure a house on base for our family. We moved from our home in Arizona, leaving our family, friends, jobs, and the kids’ schools to make the trek north.


We were entering a whole new world. There was terminology I didn’t understand. There were times I was in a conversation with others, and they used acronyms that sounded like a different language. I did not know that PCS meant Permanent Change of Station or COLA meant cost of living allowance. I didn’t know a hangar was where planes were stored. I did not even know what the “flight line” was.


Nonetheless, it was very exciting to live on base. There were the BX (Base Exchange), commissary, gas stations, library, gym, parks for kids, indoor swimming, ski hill, and anything you could ever want inside a little community. There was just one thing missing — family and friends! We moved right before Thanksgiving. To our surprise, we were invited to Thanksgiving dinner by a neighbor who had just met us!


At the dinner, I was telling the military wives how I had to sell our house and one of our cars “by myself.” I had to make sure the movers did everything right “by myself” and a whole long list of other things “by myself.” The women just laughed and said, “Welcome to the military!” It made me realize these women do this every few years, and this is just a part of their lives!


I learned quickly that if I didn’t get out there and meet people, I was never going to make friends in my new military world.


When the kids and I arrived, my husband purchased a new vehicle for us. I had no idea where anything was or how to get anywhere. The second day, when my husband went to work, I had an interview at the children’s new school. I went to the garage to start the car to warm it up. Coming from Arizona, we weren’t used to colder temperatures. As I walked away from the car, I heard a beep. Uh-oh. Somehow, I had locked the car door while the engine was running, and my only set of keys and cell phone were inside the car.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ehlcken Soup

for theSOul

Vilitany;
Eamilies

101 Stories about the
Force Behind the Forces*

Amy Newmark
Foreword by Miranda Hope

CSS

Chicken Soup for the Soul, LLC
Cos Cob, CT










OEBPS/images/part01.jpg
Vilitany,





OEBPS/images/ch05.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch06.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch03.jpg
9
Tt \yO)b





OEBPS/images/ch04.jpg
Tois o)L





OEBPS/images/ch09.jpg
Tois o)L





OEBPS/images/ch07.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch08.jpg
Tz o)L





OEBPS/images/9781611592665.jpg
" [ thkeIl"‘ oup
' . X° theSOU.L

| Mllltaryi :
Famllles

101 Stories about the
Force Behind the Forces™
AIny:Newmark

HIRIH=
E@ieword by Miranda Hope L al |
Royalties-from this book benefit the USO

i






OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch02.jpg





OEBPS/images/swish.jpg





OEBPS/images/com-01.jpg
&mc‘“,@ﬂ \So)ti)

mmw





OEBPS/images/f0xiv-01.jpg





