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Introduction

Military life boasts of travel to exotic places, immersion in the worldly cultures and cuisine that most Americans can only dream about . . . and on the government’s dime, to boot!

At least, that’s what the common perception is. But those who have served know that while the above may be true, military life comes with its own set of challenges and can be a hardship as much as it is rewarding.

Here to help is the advice, guidance, and personal stories of spouses from all walks of life, in stages from the newlywed to the retired and properly salty. They share tips on overcoming the numerous obstacles, and navigating the special culture, traditions, and the one-of-a-kind lingo of military service.

Gathered mostly from those who are affiliated with the military, but also from those with similar diplomatic lifestyles, the anecdotes reveal the special bond they share with their fellow spouses, and the wisdom gained to pass to the next generation.

The very special illustrations were created by a talented Air Force wife, and reflect both the strong beauty and earnestness of those who are engaged in our nation’s most serious business, and yet, have learned to not take themselves too seriously.
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PART 1

Annoying Acronyms and Other Gibberish

 

OH, FUN! MORE THINGS TO LEARN!

Where do I start? When you receive orders to move, you will have one million things to figure out. The first is how to read those orders. HHE, UAB, PCS, THA, to name just a few. But basically these all have to do with your life, your belongings, where they are going, and how they are going to get there.

These are things you need to know. These are things you often have to figure out for yourself. It also doesn’t help that every branch/agency has their own variation of these, their own way of saying the same thing.

Once you figure these out, don’t worry—there are more—and they will keep coming. Your spouse will start speaking in this abbreviated language and you’d better learn the lingo to be able to keep up. Who knows, you may be fluent soon. You can also try creating your own acronyms to keep him on his toes and have some fun of your own.

—Victoria Griffith

ALPHABET SOUP

When joining the military community, you must learn the recipe for alphabet soup as you will be inundated by acronyms from day one. The good news is that now, Millennials and Gen Z have their own unique new words and phrases and will likely acclimate to this recipe quickly. As a young spouse decades ago with no military affiliation prior to my marriage, I often botched the recipe!

The first hack is to not be easily fooled by what you think you know, and the second hack is to know where the official “recipe books” are.

Hack 1: When encountering acronyms in military information, don’t be fooled by those that seem familiar or that you think you understand. The alphabet recipe changes with time and has been influenced with the development of new equipment, operations or programs, or unique military humor. A few examples follow.


• BZ is known as a naval signal Bravo Zulu, or well done! It can also mean Buffer Zone and is the name of more than one commercial activity. It can also stand for below the zone—or early promotion in rank.

• CC in my world always meant to copy a designated person on an email or document. A person on my team recounted a story that she received a message to send the message to CC. She was baffled and asked the colonel she worked for to identify all those to be copied on the message. The colonel did not reply to her question and suggested that she immediately learn military terms. In this case it meant Command & Control. Big botch!

• Etsy and Pinterest have DIY projects; the military acronym for do-it-yourself is DITY, most commonly used for a DITY move. A DITY move seems like a good idea, but trust me—it is not!

• We all have our FAVs that we like on social media or mark with hearts in our digital photo albums, but the military FAV is a fast attack vehicle.

• Then there is HUD which we all know is the Department of Housing and Urban Development. Not so in the military or in some new cars! It is a head up display.

• Lastly, my favorite which I have used in my work many times to tell my team about a new hot task—a GOBI—a general officer bright idea! I find this acronym to be appropriately expressive with the perfect hint of sarcasm. Its civilian meaning is a South Asian dish or a desert in East Asia.



I could go on and on, but you get the GIST (Graphical Intelligence Support Terminal).

Hack 2: Recognize that the alphabet soup changes constantly. It’s best to have a good recipe book for the soup. While Google will always serve up many choices for you, some of which are infused with military humor and quite fun, a few official sources exist that are helpful:


• MilitaryOneSource.mil

• Defense.gov

• jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/pubs/dictionary.pdf



Enjoy the alphabet soup and add a few ingredients of your own!

—GamGam

PT vs PT, RSO VS RSO, EFM VS EFM—LEARN TO ASK!

Nobody wants to look foolish or unknowledgeable. Acronyms undefined can lead to huge misunderstandings. The first time I discovered this was when my now-husband and I were dating.

Geographically separate, we talked on the phone in the evenings. I was working in the medical field and he was stationed halfway across the country. For what seemed like several months, he had been talking about going to PT. One night, he informed me the next day he would be playing football for PT. I lost my temper and demanded to know his physician’s name as this was a clear case of malpractice!

Anyone in PT for months on end being told to play football was unbelievable! This is how I learned that “PT” in the military means “physical training” and not “physical therapy.”

This would not be the last time I had to bring the conversation to a halt in order to get clarification. In certain assignments, an “EFM” is an “eligible” not “exceptional” family member and means you can get a job and not that you need special services.

Just this past fall, I discovered that although I have worked in the “RSO” (Regional Security Office) the acronym on a military base means “Religious Services Organization.” Acronyms can differ in every branch, assignment, location, or culture and be influenced by current pop culture. When in doubt, ask!

—Diana Ringquist

A FEW IMPORTANT AND LESSER-KNOWN ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS

CAC: Common Access Card, also commonly referred to as the CAC, is a smart card about the size of a credit card that is used as identification in secure environments.

COC: Change of Command Ceremony, usually laden with snacks.

CONUS: Continental United States, the forty-eight connected states.

DEERS: Defense Enrollment Eligibility Reporting System, the tracking system for eligibility for health and other benefits.

DODEA: Department of Defense Education Activity. A school system for military and federal government civilian children in places such as overseas, where the local system lacks sufficient capacity, doesn’t teach in English, or otherwise cannot meet their needs.

EAA: Employee Activity Association store is a small commissary/shoppette, such as at an embassy. The EAA also runs cafeteria/kitchens.

FRG: Family Readiness Group. During the Gulf War, the informal spouse networks were found to be so critical for families dealing with deployments that the system was made a formal and mandatory part of each service’s programs. Every unit has an FRG, usually run by volunteers, but supported by professional DoD (Department of Defense) staff as well as a myriad of programs and official websites.

HHG (HHE): Household Goods. All your worldly possessions that are eligible to be packed up and moved. Always subject to a weight limit, and also restrictions due to various rules and customs, both of the service, and at your destination.

Last Four: the last four numbers of your sponsor’s social security account number. It will be used to identify you for a number of services. It is best to memorize his/her entire SSA number; you will need it frequently.

LTS: Long Term Storage—stuff you need to say goodbye to for the length of your next assignment.

OCONUS: Outside the Continental US—all foreign countries, plus Alaska, Hawaii, and US Territories. In other words, anywhere except the forty-eight contiguous states.

OPSEC: Operational Security. Maintaining an awareness for keeping certain sensitive information secure. For example, spouses shouldn’t discuss troop movements with anyone outside the unit/immediate family.

PCS: Permanent Change of Station—to a civilian: “moving.” Related to . . .

Space A: Space available—for things like military flights, or reservations at military hotels, the reservation system is structured so that priority goes to mission essential, or people on orders first; then there is a pecking order, active duty first, then families of active duty, then retirees/reserves, etc.

TDY: Temporary Duty. An assignment usually lasting six months or less, so not “Permanent.” The family may or may not move, depending on circumstances.

THA: Temporary Housing Assistance/Allowance. A monetary allotment you are paid for living costs when you are traveling, or waiting for housing.

Tricare: The health insurance program for military family members, retirees, and retiree families.

UAB: Unaccompanied Baggage. Important stuff you send ahead to your new duty station, that you will need right away. However, sometimes it arrives at the same time, or not much before the rest of your HHG.
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PART 2

Military Traditions—The Fun, The Ugly, and The Just Plain Confusing

 

KNOW YOUR ROLE

My most memorable Army tradition FAIL comes after just one year of marriage, most of which was spent with my husband deployed. He came home in April of 2008, and I immediately became pregnant. It wasn’t three months later when he was to be promoted to interim commander.

There is usually a Change of Command Ceremony (COC) when they take command and he had told me nothing about when it was, or any other details.

I remember asking, “Do I need to do anything for this?”

His response was, “No, babe.”

Silly me, I believed him.

He came home one morning after PT and said, “Come on, we have to go!”

What?! Remember I said I was pregnant? The only things that fit were a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt. I kid you not. Not only was I expected to be at the COC, and had a special seat under the tent, but I was also supposed to provide food and drinks for the reception after it!

Never have I ever been so embarrassed in front of such a large group of people. And never was there such a large group of spouses, soldiers, and officers so hungry!


LIFE HACK

Make sure you ask some other spouses about what the expectations are for you. Your military spouse will be concentrating on his or her own role.



—Katie Elze

STANDING TALL AGAINST THE (SOMETIMES) PREVAILING STEREOTYPES

If the Military wanted you to have a family, they would have issued you one.

—OLD PROVERB

After waiting two hours with my newborn son in my arms, my service member’s “last four” (last four numbers of the sponsor’s social security number) were called and I gathered my things and followed the gentleman into his office. Less than five minutes later, I was told that I could not register my son in the DEERS program without my service member being with me, because I “could not prove the child exists” despite my offer to change his now-dirty diaper on the man’s desk. I left the office, newborn son still unregistered and my temper flaring.

Being a military spouse carries with it plenty of stereotypes—sadly, most of them are negative. Whether you became a military spouse shortly after graduating school or joined after years of holding down a high-powered and lucrative career, the entry into the ranks of military spouse can be jarring.

The way in which spouses are treated varies by branch and service member rank. One thing that seems to remain consistent is the idea that “you aren’t the Service Member and therefore you can’t . . .” It can be extremely difficult to come to terms with the fact that the rules are the rules, they are different for you and your spouse, and regardless of how offensive or cumbersome you may find them, they are no reflection on you as a person.

Getting involved in your FRG (Family Readiness Group), your community, and your spouse organizations can help you find support and provide you with a part in the collective voice in order to change how we are treated for the better.

—Diana Ringquist

WHY ARE THEY ALL DRESSED LIKE THAT?

“Why are all these women dressed in frilly, lacey dresses?” I quietly asked my future brother-in-law.

“Because the men like to see them looking pretty and soft when they come in from the field,” he replied.

“I’m never going to fit in, am I?” I asked as I adjusted my powerful, classically cut, professional pant suit.

“Nope. Never.”

Fitting in with your new community can go smoothly as most military communities are welcoming and reach out to offer you support and assistance as you settle in. Not all do this well, unfortunately, for the new arrivals. When you enter a new community, you may find yourself to be a square peg. This can be painful, and you may feel isolated.

General wisdom will advise you to get out and get involved to make new friends. As an extrovert, you may find this exciting. If you are an introvert or a naturally shy person, you may opt for climbing Mount Everest in a bikini as an easier option.

Be easy on yourself and be who you are. You may need to stretch yourself out of your comfort zone in order to meet others and make connections. It is rare that your new best friend will simply come looking for you. If you have questions, ask. Access your creativity and find ways to connect and participate in your community. I was asked to write hacks for this book, after all!

—Diana Ringquist

ROOF STOMPS 101

My introduction to a roof stomp was one of the coolest party-time events I have ever experienced. Entering into my role as a “serious girlfriend” to my hot fighter-pilot beau, I found myself scaling a ladder up to the roof of the Brigadier General Wing Commander’s residence at 01:00 on a Saturday morning.

Expecting to be taken away by Security Forces, we were instead greeted with smiling faces, lots of beer, and what I would learn to be the legendary casserole of Eggtopia! Eggtopia consists of whatever is in the refrigerator mixed with eggs and cheese . . . and tastes fabulous with beer and a party.
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View from our front door. “o Dark 30,” April 2010, Misawa, Japan. 14th FS, The Fightin’ Samurai.

Fast forward to thirteen years later, my husband is the squadron commander, and now our house is the target of the roof stomp. Due to me being pregnant with twins, the squadron showed us grace by not rudely awakening us, but gave us a few hours of notice to find some sort of refreshments for our festive pilots and spouses.

When the squadron of hungry (and beer-thirsty) pilots ascended on our steps, we were ready with easy but satisfying snacks and plenty of beer, which is what they really wanted in the first place.


LIFE HACK

Have a full beverage refrigerator (of all sorts of delights) and easy snacks. Don’t worry if you don’t have the perfect food . . . eggtopia was born out of desperation and creativity . . . but be sure to have the beer.



—Jenn Steffens

CEREMONY SURVIVAL

Promotion Ceremonies and Changes of Command are some of the most common military traditions you will ever encounter. Within the first five years of being married to a military member, you will experience at least one if not both.

If you are attending one as a guest, wear something business casual but not overdressed. Come prepared to have a light snack and not a full meal if there is a reception to follow, which most of the time there will be. Make sure you thank the host and congratulate the service member. This is not a place for a long social hour but it does show that you care about the unit and want to make the best of it!

Now, if you are hosting one of the said events, I usually treat it as a Southern tea party! Relaxed and comfortable for all guests in attendance, but classy with tasty food and beverages. Remember you are supporting your military member and you are a representation of him or her. This doesn’t mean you have to be perfect (which wouldn’t be possible)—just make sure you use the “fine” Chinet plates and you will hit it out of the park!

Lastly, don’t presume your children are welcome to these events unless it is stated in the invitation. If in doubt, ask. If they do come, make sure your children know that it is a special time for someone, but realize they might make noise and be prepared with something to entertain them quietly.

The more they attend and are a part of your spouse’s events and career, the more they are going to understand the struggles that come with the lifestyle as well.

—Whitney Messer

SAY YES TO EVERYTHING
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