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			Advance Praise for Camouflage

			“Camouflage is a tender journey of real talk of life in the shadows as a military spouse and a quest to forge a self-identity in a culture of blending in. Stripped of the romanticism often ascribed to Navy wife life, Heather Sweeney’s journey to herself is one readers will find relatable and inspiring.”

			— Tia Levings, author of the 
New York Times bestseller A Well-Trained Wife and Navy mom

			“When Heather’s husband joined the military, she assumed her new life wouldn’t be easy but welcomed the challenge. What she didn’t expect was how easy it would be to lose herself in the all-consuming role of military spouse. Or that the demands of the military on her family would force her to confront cracks in her marriage that she’d long been ignoring. 

			This deeply personal memoir follows one woman’s journey through the hidden challenges of military life: the loneliness, the uncertainty, the slow unraveling of a marriage shaped by constant, daily sacrifice. With unwavering honesty, she writes about what it means to love someone in uniform—and the strength it takes to walk away.”

			— Karie Fugett, author of Alive Day

			“A story about endings and beginnings and all that happens in between, Camouflage is a powerful reminder that everything in our lives—the good, the bad, and the ugly—was worth it, simply because it made us. Sweeney has drawn a bold portrait of self-discovery filled with warmth, wisdom and heart.”

			— Simone Gorrindo, author of The Wives

			“There are few life paths that can subsume a woman’s identity like “marrying into the military.” Heather Sweeney’s clear-eyed and heartfelt memoir deftly underscores the ways that military spousedom can both define and erase you. And when her marriage came crashing down around her, Heather stood up and reclaimed her destiny, fashioning a way forward that introduced her to who she truly was—apart from any role, duty, or expectation. Vulnerable and inspirational, Heather shows us that the true heroine’s quest is taking the long road home to yourself.”

			— Lily Burana, author of I Love a Man in Uniform

			“In Camouflage, Heather Sweeney writes with honesty, clarity, and passion about navigating the demands of being a military spouse, while in a marriage that gradually erased the woman she once was. But, this isn’t just a story of loss—it’s a powerful tale of reclaiming self-amidst the equally compelling pull of motherhood and the need to feel of service to a greater ideal.  With running as her lifeline and writing as her compass, Sweeney breaks formation to reveal a world few civilians understand. At its heart, this is a memoir about letting go of who you were told to be, in order to find who you were meant to be.”

			 — Estelle Erasmus, TEDx Speaker, author of the award-winning, Writing That Gets Noticed, NYU Writing Professor, Host of Freelance Writing Direct

			“In this unflinching memoir, Camouflage reveals the quiet ache of loneliness that comes with being trapped in a military marriage that is slowly unraveling. With a deeply relatable voice, Sweeney offers a rare and honest look at the emotional cost of loving someone in uniform and the courage it takes to walk away. This is an intimate story of a brave and resilient woman forging her own path to freedom.”

			— Aileen Weintraub, author of Knocked Down: A High Risk Memoir

			“Camouflage is the intimate and gripping story of how Heather Sweeney became someone utterly unrecognizable to herself: a military wife who loses her identity to her spouse, his job, and a lifestyle she never chose. It’s also a story of resilience and reclamation. Of how she held onto the belief she deserved more and, bit by bit, built herself back from broken to whole.”

			— Ronit Plank, author of When She Comes Back and Host of Let’s Talk Memoir

			“Entering into a world unknown to me, at once I was taken in. In the aftermath of divorce as a military wife, stripped of the familiar, Sweeney embarks on a path of self-discovery, resilience, and reinvention. A deeply compelling memoir of one woman’s journey learning that she was never meant to disappear, but to rise.”

			— Hannah Sward, author of Strip: A Memoir
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			“Above all, be the heroine of your life, not the victim.”

			— Nora Ephron

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Memory is a tricky thing, and people’s recollections of the same events might not always align perfectly. This is a true story based on my memory of the events as they happened for me with the help of journals, photographs, interviews, and social media. In some cases, I compressed the sequence of events and omitted events and people for readability purposes, but doing so didn’t affect the accuracy of the narrative. To protect the privacy of individuals, names and some identifying details have been changed. Except for the dogs. They would want you to know they’re very good boys.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Virginia, 2013

			By the time I reached the landing where the stairs changed directions, sweat dotted my forehead, and my arms shook. The mattress was winning but I wouldn’t let it defeat me. Not this time.

			Halfway up the stairs, I paused to catch my breath and give my tingling arms an overdue break. I had to summon up the strength to finish the job. Leaning the mattress against the wall like a shield, I hid behind it and let go. I let go of the tears I hadn’t allowed to fall all day. I let go of the tension that had been collecting beneath my shoulder blades. I let go of the uncertainty that had my stomach tied in knots. I couldn’t hold it all in anymore. I let it all go, crumpled to the floor, and sobbed behind that mattress as quietly as sobs can be, so my children wouldn’t hear me.

			“What have I done?” I thought. “How could I have just blown up our lives?”

			“Mom?”

			At the sound of Grady’s sweet voice, I froze. “What’s up, buddy?” I tried to temper my shaking voice, but I knew he could hear the tears.

			“I can help get the mattress up the stairs,” he said. “I’m really strong.”

			He was standing at the top of the stairs looking down, unable to see me behind the mattress. But he sensed his mother was struggling. I hated that. I hated that I allowed myself to fall apart within his earshot. I was supposed to be the strong one. My lack of strength shouldn’t require a nine-year-old child to be strong, to be someone I leaned on. Grady never signed up to listen to his mother crying behind a mattress. He had enough to wrap his mind and heart around—his parents’ divorce, a new apartment, starting again at a different school, along with everything else I had turned upside down in his world with my decisions. No, he was supposed to be the kid. I was supposed to be the strong one.

			“I know you’re strong,” I said, with more conviction in my voice. “And so am I. After I take this little rest, how about we do this together? Teamwork.”

			I wiped the tears from my face and peeked out from behind the protection of the mattress. Grady stood outside his new room looking down at me. When I smiled, he smiled. I reminded myself that my reactions spilled onto the kids. Moms cry in hiding for a reason.

			But maybe that had to change. Challenging days happen. Sadness happens. Tears happen.

			Grady squatted low and reached out. He pulled the mattress from the top while I pushed it up the stairs from the bottom. He was eager to be able to help, to claim his role in our teamwork. I was proud to accept his help without making him feel a sense of duty that he was now the “man of the house.” Because that wasn’t his role to claim. Nor should he feel the unreasonable responsibility thrust upon him. I wanted him to just be a kid, with his five-year-old sister. To play tag and hide-and-seek and eat macaroni and cheese while watching cartoons.

			Together, we could get mattresses upstairs.

			Together, we would provide support and be each other’s shields.

			Together, we would write our own rules for our new life after divorce.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			The Beginning of the End

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I Do It for You

			Alabama, 2000

			The vast number of choices in steak knives and bath towels in the department store made it impossible for me to choose alone. I sighed, suppressing my disappointment, as well as my concern, that this was a preview of things to come.

			As children, we’re led to believe that getting married is one of the most exciting times in our lives. But I had yet to feel like a blushing bride-to-be. Instead, I stood under the bright fluorescent lights as a tired woman contemplating an unpredictable future she didn’t fully understand.

			“I want to join the military,” my fiancé Tristan had said as casually as if he were suggesting we order pizza for dinner.

			With two months to go before we said “I do,” Tristan’s words reverberated in my head. As a young couple, still figuring out adulthood in our early twenties, this wasn’t an announcement I had expected.

			“I have it all worked out,” he said.

			And he did. He could barely contain his excitement as he ticked off all the requirements he needed to become a service member. A medical exam, a physical fitness test, an extensive application, then one series of training after another in locations along the East Coast. My head spun with timelines and acronyms and military jargon Tristan suddenly knew.

			Though both my father and my grandfather were Army veterans, I knew nothing about the military. My father left for Korea a month after he married my mother, and a year later he was honorably discharged and my parents carried on with their civilian lives.

			But despite my lack of knowledge, if Tristan was passionate about this path, I would support him, follow him anywhere, just as I followed him from where we met in South Carolina to the University of Alabama.

			So I put my hopes of earning a master’s degree and embarking on a teaching career temporarily on hold. I loved Tristan for his charm, his contagious energy, his drive, and I admired his ability to map out options for us and our future together. More than anything, I wanted him to find himself. I wanted him to feel fulfilled and complete. I wished those things for him as I sought them for myself, too.

			Over the next two months, as I watched Tristan get in shape for the military physical fitness test, I avoided talking about the implications of what his service would mean for me or our relationship or our future children. Whether out of fear of the unknown or the complete naivete in my belief that his military career wouldn’t affect me any differently than any other job would, those discussions never happened.

			However, as Tristan’s free time was seized by the application and preparation for the fitness test, I couldn’t help but sense a shift between us. While I built our wedding registry without him, the military stole his attention away from me. I didn’t want to share the spotlight with anyone or anything, including his possible employer, and the seed of resentment took root.

			It was the first time I resented the military. It would be far from the last.

			***

			Tristan and I exchanged vows two weeks after my twenty-fourth birthday on a summer day filled with joy, laughter, and a sense of invincibility.

			Ours was a whirlwind romance. Tristan had an electricity that instantly pulled me in. As the adage goes, I found love when I least expected it. I had just ended a long, serious relationship with my college sweetheart and wasn’t looking for another serious relationship to jump into.

			I had a history of making poor choices in men. I even got a broken heart tattoo when I was fourteen. Like most hormonal teenage girls facing their first heartbreak, I thought I was dying when my boyfriend broke up with me. I wanted a reminder not to let my heart get trampled on. I wanted a way to remember that hurt so I could protect myself from feeling it again. A few days later I was in a tattoo shop, and a stranger inked that reminder in the form of a broken red heart onto my left buttock. As much as I thought I knew everything there was to know about love at fourteen, I had a long road of relationships and love lessons ahead of me that the tattoo neglected to shield me from.

			But Tristan was different.

			He was a natural leader, and even early on, I couldn’t help but feel like I wanted to follow him everywhere, like I wanted to give myself to him and I could trust him to protect me, lift me up, and show me the time of my life, whether we were sneaking into a hotel pool in the middle of the night and skinny-dipping or he was reading my bad high school poetry that he had bound into a book as a gift. After three months we moved in together. We stayed up late talking about anything and everything. We went camping and pulled ticks off each other. We pulled our double-sized mattress into the family room to binge movies on rainy weekends. He held the top side while I carried the bottom. He was my best friend, my true love, my favorite person in the world.

			So, when he proposed before we’d even reached our one-year anniversary of dating, I didn’t question it. I never wondered if it was too soon. I wanted this man in my life forever, and he offered that to me. I would have married him that day if he had asked.

			But we waited a year, planning a small destination wedding, with my mother as the matron of honor, his father the best man. And as we slipped the rings on each other’s fingers, the rings we had engraved on the inside for each other with secret messages—his with “Now I am whole” and mine with “Love eternal”—I thought all my dreams were coming true.

			It wasn’t until days after our return to Alabama flipping through photos that I remembered a moment from my wedding day that I had hoped to forget.

			When we booked the all-inclusive resort in the Bahamas, no one warned us our stay was during hurricane season. Fortunately, the rain didn’t start until the rings were on our fingers and our reception of only my parents, Tristan’s parents, and my brother and his then-girlfriend was winding down.

			I didn’t think about how the overcast sky might have affected our wedding photos until I picked up our developed film from the drugstore. In the year 2000, before the digital age of instant photo viewing, we had no way of knowing if we had a roll of perfect snapshots or a pile of blurs and bad lighting.

			As I flipped through the envelope, I discovered photos from the night we sang karaoke in the lobby with another couple getting married the same day as us.

			I found photos of the green hair my stylist had promised was hidden, a gift from the highly chlorinated pools and hot tubs we had soaked in during the days leading up to the wedding.

			A few pictures captured random vacationers with beach bags and jet skis buzzing by behind the waterfront gazebo as we recited our vows, a reminder that the number of wedding “guests” I didn’t know far outnumbered the guests I did.

			These photos sparked a brief twinge of regret that we didn’t have a big wedding, but I admitted these minor details were part of the wedding I chose. They weren’t bad omens; they were merely unexpected subplots.

			Then I saw it. The photo that didn’t belong with the rest. The photo that triggered my memory with a thought that would plague me for years. The photo I would flash back to throughout my thirteen-year marriage.

			In the picture I’m standing beside my father, who looks sharp and distinguished in his beige suit, as we prepare to walk down the aisle. My left hand holds his as my right clutches the bouquet in front of the thirty-four-dollar white dress I had found at the mall that somehow fit me perfectly with no alterations. Neither of us is smiling, unaware we’re being photographed. A woman wearing a beach cover-up is mid-stride behind us, as if it was an everyday occurrence to pass through a wedding to get to an oceanfront lounge chair. The camera captured my anxiety, a fear I knew went deeper than the worry I would be unsteady in the stretch of sand in my heels.

			The camera also captured the ominous charcoal-gray sky.

			Almost all the photos from my wedding are filled with blue skies and sunshine. Behind Tristan, I only saw turquoise water and an endless horizon as I walked down the aisle. Only that one shot of my father and me told the true story of the weather, the storm that was brewing, the imminent downpour that forced every other wedding after ours indoors. At the time, I bragged about how lucky we were, that the universe was letting us know we were special enough to get the sunny beach wedding we’d traveled there for.

			But that photo revealed a different story.

			It reminded me that right after it was taken, I started my walk down the aisle, my arm hooked into my father’s. With my first tentative steps in the sand, I looked up at the man who would be my husband in mere minutes. My first thoughts weren’t how handsome he looked, or how I couldn’t wait to look deep into his eyes while reciting our vows. As that man looked back at me, I thought, “We’re not meant to grow old together.”

			The thought nearly stopped me in my tracks, almost pressed pause on the entire wedding. I had no idea where it came from, what sparked it, or why my brain chose that moment to doubt my love or my commitment or my faith or whatever it was that was suddenly in question.

			But I didn’t stop walking. I didn’t put the wedding on pause. In that split second, I chalked it up to nerves and allowed the thought to drift away into the ocean that sparkled behind the gazebo. By the time I arrived at my designated spot and my father released my arm, my only thought was how lucky I was to marry a man who promised me forever.

			The next photo in the stack caught me from the opposite angle, smiling amid sunshine. That was the scene I wanted etched in my memory. Not darkness. No looming clouds in the distance. No doubts.

			I placed the storm photo in the pile of snapshots I wasn’t including in my wedding albums and continued flipping, tossing aside rejects—anything that wasn’t smiles and sunshine.

			***

			A month and a half after the wedding, Tristan did what he set out to do. He joined the military. I couldn’t pinpoint why, but I felt an overpowering relief that he committed to me before the military.

			We road-tripped three hours to Montgomery, and after a small ceremony with a recruiter, Tristan became a commissioned officer in the Navy. It didn’t take long after that for me to discover I had a lot to learn about military life.

			Our first step was finding the nearest military installation—Maxwell Air Force Base—to get military ID cards, mine donning my new title of “dependent.”

			We explored the base, which seemed like a microcosm of the civilian world but with guarded entry gates and starched uniforms. It was like stepping into a foreign country where I didn’t speak the language.

			I watched in quiet awe when Tristan was saluted for the first time at the main gate in our car that now sported military stickers at the top of the windshield. It was borderline comical. To me, Tristan was a young student whose military experience hadn’t logged twenty-four hours yet. But to the man standing guard at the entrance of the base checking IDs, Tristan was an officer to be shown respect, to be saluted, to be called “sir.” We were in a whole new world, and I couldn’t help but absorb Tristan’s buzz of excitement.

			As we drove back home to Tuscaloosa a few days later, neither of us had any idea how drastically our lives were about to change.

			***

			Tristan bought me a book called Navy Spouse’s Guide, a handbook of sorts that was equal parts informative and overwhelming. I appreciated the explanations of military procedures and terms I didn’t yet have a practiced understanding of, but it made me question if I was capable of being the type of person who accepted these procedures as normal, whose vocabulary revolved around these terms. I might have read too much into the author’s words, but that book, the first of many I would read about military life, left a vision in my head of the perfect military wife, a vision I would spend my entire tenure as a Navy spouse attempting to live up to.

			The book stated that one of the biggest challenges of this lifestyle was the frequent separations. Though Tristan wouldn’t be considered an active-duty service member until he finished his degree, and his graduation was two years away, he still had military training to report to. And as the summer of 2001 approached, nearly a year after Tristan joined the Navy, the countdown to our first separation, a long six-week stretch, began.

			Most days leading up to Tristan’s departure for Officer Indoctrination School in Newport, Rhode Island, I dreaded being apart, barely sleeping through the anxiety of imagining a month and a half without my husband. I loved being married, being a wife. I loved merging every aspect of my life with his, loved the security of having a partner to share everything with, never questioning the independence I was relinquishing because I believed it was what I was supposed to do. I changed my last name. We opened joint bank accounts and credit cards, closing any financial ties to my single self. I added Tristan to my health insurance I was getting through my teacher’s aide job. Even Cody, the chocolate Labrador retriever Tristan adopted before meeting me, finally came around to becoming as much my loyal companion as his.

			I truly felt Tristan was the other half of me, and I couldn’t imagine being ripped apart for six weeks.

			But sometimes I wished his departure would arrive sooner. The anticipation of all the unknowns of this training made us both moody and on edge, and instead of making the most of our last days together, we argued, whether it was about whose turn it was to walk the dog or how we should use the money from his Navy paychecks. Exhausted and drained, a part of me wished the hours would move faster, if only to get a break from fighting.

			Regardless of the roller coaster of emotions the days before Tristan left, that first day, departure day, was like a million little paper cuts in my heart.

			I sat helplessly on our bed watching him dress in the civilian clothes that would soon be replaced with a uniform. He neatly packed shirts and shorts, toiletries and a book for the flight, zipping up his suitcase and declaring he was ready to go. I drove him to our local airport. We parked and sat in the car for a few minutes, the air conditioner cooling us from the late spring heat. Then, in silence, we walked hand in hand through the airport. I sat with him at the gate surrounded by other passengers checking their watches or whispering to loved ones waiting with them. I promised to write him real letters sent in the mail. He smiled, and I tried to memorize the shape of his lips and how they felt as he kissed me.

			“Think how romantic it is that we’ll be writing love letters to each other that we’ll keep forever,” Tristan whispered as we waited by his gate at the airport. “Reading your letters will be the highlight of my days.”

			I hugged him as if our lives depended on it, my tears forming blotchy wet spots on the back of his shirt. Then they announced the boarding call over the crackling speaker, and he broke our embrace.

			He boarded the plane, leaving me behind in Alabama with no family, no military spouse friends to commiserate with, and too many questions about how this time apart would affect not only our marriage, but each of us separately as the young adults we still were.

			I tried to consider the bright side. Now that I was done counting down to his departure, I could count down to his return. My grocery bill would be cut in half. I could cook dinners he didn’t like, but I did. And even though I missed his first phone call from Newport, he left a message so his voice was on a recording to listen to whenever I needed to hear it.

			But staying positive didn’t last long. The small apartment appeared too big, and too empty. His side of the bed lay untouched, the pillow stiff. Only one toothbrush in a cup stared back at me in the morning and before bed.

			I continued to experience insomnia, loneliness reared its ugly head and lingered, and I questioned how I would get through these six weeks apart. Seeing no other option, I decided to stay so busy that I was too exhausted to overthink everything.

			“Stay in motion,” I told myself. “If my mind and body are busy, time will fly.”

			So I forced myself to maintain a full schedule. I went to work. I took long walks with Cody. I journaled. I chatted with friends and my mother and Tristan’s mother, who called to check up on me. I watched reruns of Friends for comic relief and cooking shows as I experimented with new recipes.

			But staying busy did nothing to combat my loneliness and how much I missed my husband.

			When I finally talked to Tristan, I heard his own fatigue through the landline as he described the drill sergeants, his assigned guard duty, and the marching, all the marching. After five minutes he told me he had to go to “get some sack time,” a phrase I’d never heard come out of his mouth.

			He was already changing.

			***

			“Your wife shouldn’t come,” one of Tristan’s Navy friends advised him.

			Because we were so new to military life and separations and the role I was supposed to play, Tristan asked around to determine whether or not we should spend money we didn’t have for me to fly to Rhode Island for a weekend. Even though the Navy paid Tristan while he was in training, we were already bookmarking that money for bills, including the $1,200 in military uniforms he had charged on our credit card because we didn’t have the cash. Was a weekend together worth the added debt?

			“You two need to wait it out,” the friend said. “These six weeks are nothing compared to what you’ll deal with from now on. Use this as practice for what’s coming.”

			Tristan and I had only been apart for two weeks, and I already felt lost and deserted. I knew on an abstract level that as a military spouse, I should expect to frequently watch my husband pack up and leave. But instead of accepting the situation and viewing this six-week stretch as a warm-up for the bigger marathons we would face throughout Tristan’s career, I questioned my resolve to support his decision to join the military. If military retirement was his goal, that meant twenty years of a life separated by oceans, mountains, and deserts. How would I be able to do this for twenty years if I was barely functioning after two weeks?

			But we took the advice, restraining ourselves from booking plane tickets and telling ourselves the longer we were apart, the sweeter the homecoming would be.

			If the first week of the separation was about survival, and the second week’s theme was reality checks, then the third week screamed insecurity.

			By week three, our conversations became dominated by how much Tristan was enjoying his introduction to military life. He mailed me a Navy sweatshirt and a postcard of the base with a thick arrow he drew pointing to the building where he was staying. He dropped names I didn’t know, clearly thrilled to be making connections in this club he joined.

			Of course I wanted him to like his profession. Of course I wanted him to make friends. Of course I wanted him to call me in good spirits. But sometimes I wasn’t sure how happy I wanted him to be. Because sometimes he sounded so happy I worried he wouldn’t come back, that he was realizing he liked life better without me. Maybe he would return to Tuscaloosa and announce he liked being single better than being married.

			To add to my rotation of unexpected emotions, I also learned an important military spouse lesson—dates on the calendar were fluid, and the Navy didn’t care about special occasions unless they directly involved the Navy. Specifically, Tristan would miss our first wedding anniversary.

			Like our wedding, our first anniversary would have been simple but enough. I pictured a fancy dinner. We would order wine and sip slowly, recounting our memories of the joy of our wedding day and making plans to return to the same resort on our tenth anniversary to renew our vows. We’d ooh and ahh over a shared dessert that might have “Happy Anniversary” drizzled in chocolate around the edge of the plate because Tristan would have told them about our special day when he’d called to make the reservation. I didn’t need anything extravagant. I just needed him.

			But the closest I could get to my husband on our first anniversary was a quick early-morning phone call. I tried to push the significance of the day out of my mind, reminding myself we were simply postponing it. Moping with self-pity wasn’t going to bring Tristan home, and in the grand scheme of life, celebrating an anniversary a few weeks late wasn’t the end of the world. I should consider myself lucky he was even able to call.

			In June the school year ended and work was on pause, and with nothing but rejections from summer job applications, I expected long, empty days alone. So when my parents suggested I visit them in Florida, I didn’t hesitate. I welcomed the escape.

			With my loyal companion Cody, I packed up Tristan’s Toyota 4Runner and drove the 550 miles to my parents’ house. Knowing how disappointed I was about Tristan missing our anniversary, my parents took me out for the dinner I was wishing for, where we reminisced about the wedding and the trip to the Bahamas. We clinked glasses of wine to toast another year of wedded bliss to come. There was no chocolate-drizzled dessert plate, but being with my family eased my loneliness.

			I reclaimed my teenage bedroom at my parents’ house for the entire second half of Tristan’s training. I let them spoil me and Cody, sleeping in and eating meals I didn’t have to cook. I met up with old high school friends, remembering what it was like to have my own friends that weren’t Tristan’s classmates.

			I drove back to Alabama, the survival mode, reality checks, and insecurity of the first half of Tristan’s absence vanished. I wasn’t sure what it meant that I was a twenty-five-year-old married woman who suddenly longed to move in with her parents, but those three weeks rejuvenated me. Tristan would return to a calm, relaxed wife, not the frazzled woman of a few weeks earlier. I needed him to see I could handle this. This was the Navy career he had chosen, and to show him my support, I needed to handle the homefront. How could I complain about life at home when he was working hard to serve our country?

			Homecoming day wasn’t the ceremonious gathering I would one day see regularly on social media, crowded events with military spouses in fancy dresses and children clutching homemade posters, waiting for their service members to sprint into their arms and meet babies born during deployments with photographers weaving through reunited families to capture joyful hugs.

			Tristan wasn’t attached to a duty station or command. No other service members exited with him on his commercial flight. No other military spouses waited at the airport with posters and balloons. I nervously paced, peering around arriving passengers until I saw him, his hair short and rigid with a high and tight cut, his crisp uniform making my heartbeat race. Unable to wait a second longer, I threw my arms around him, and we kissed like we hadn’t seen each other in years, the time apart melting away. I don’t even remember the drive home because I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

			Overall, we handled our first separation well. The only noticeable adjustments were that we’d both gotten used to hogging the covers in bed, and Cody’s primary loyalty had shifted from Tristan to me. Maybe six weeks apart wasn’t so bad, I thought.

			Maybe I could do this military life thing.

			***

			Two and a half months after Tristan returned from that first military training, an airplane flew into the North Tower of the World Trade Center in New York City at 8:46 a.m., a terror attack that killed 2,977 people. It changed everything about our world, including what it meant to serve in the military and what life would be like for a military spouse.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Homefront

			“My detailer called.”

			I closed the refrigerator door, forgetting all thoughts of what to cook for dinner, and met Tristan in the family room, where we both plopped down the couch, rays of sunshine beaming through the windows behind us as if shining a spotlight on this life-changing information Tristan was about to share. I couldn’t read his facial expression, but even with the little knowledge I had of military procedures, I knew the detailer was the person giving Tristan his assignment.

			“This is it, right?” I asked, jittery with anticipation. “Where are we going?”

			“Well, we have three duty station choices,” he said. “Camp Pendleton in San Diego. Naval Station Norfolk in Virginia. Or Naval Air Station Pensacola in Florida.”

			I nodded, mentally subtracting South Carolina, Hawaii, and DC from our wish list.

			“And we only have twenty-four hours to decide.”

			In the time it took for Tristan to graduate, jobs had come and gone, other families had accepted their duty stations, and options for us had opened or been removed, more evidence that nothing in the military is set in stone until you have orders in hand.

			But despite my surprise at the urgency of the decision we had to make—an early example of what I’d later learn military families refer to as the phenomenon “hurry up and wait”—we already knew our answer.

			The next day Tristan called his detailer. And we told family and friends we were moving to Pensacola.

			“Florida,” I thought. “Seven hours away from my parents in the Tampa Bay area. Somewhere familiar.”

			A good sign, I hoped.

			***

			In the early days, I didn’t know much about military life, but one thing was constant—I should get used to moving.

			The process of packing up and moving in the military is known as a “PCS,” or Permanent Change of Station. It’s a term military spouses accept with a mix of familiarity and dread, not only because PCS moves happen so frequently, but also because spouses have to uproot and replant their entire lives again and again for the duration of their service members’ careers, quitting jobs and hoping to have enough time to get new ones, learning new geographic areas, registering kids for new schools, consoling those kids when they have to say goodbye to old friends and make new ones. And all this typically happens without the partnership of their service members, who must immediately report for duty and get accustomed to their new jobs.

			After some back-and-forth with the detailer, Tristan had orders for our first PCS move. But before we could call Florida home, he had to report to Rhode Island again for more training, this time for ten weeks. Meanwhile, I would stay in Tuscaloosa again, counting down my remaining days at the teacher’s aide job I’d long outgrown.

			Because Tristan was getting regular paychecks from the Navy and we had more money in our checking account than we’d ever seen, we splurged on plane tickets for me to spend a weekend in Newport. We felt like newlyweds as Tristan showed me around Newport, a city the Navy had helped him get to know. We visited the Tennis Hall of Fame, then drove up and down unfamiliar roads to the Cliff Walk. We held hands, snapped pictures of waves crashing on the breakers to our left, and Tristan retold the stories he had heard about the famous mansions to our right. We ate at recommended restaurants, savoring mouthwatering seafood and daydreams about our future.

			But after an amazing weekend, I wondered if his friend’s advice was valid, that even if I could visit him during separations, it didn’t mean I should.

			As Tristan dropped me off at the airport in Providence, I strained to hold it together in front of the strangers gawking at the cute couple who couldn’t tear themselves away from each other. He didn’t escort me to the gate or wait with me until I boarded the plane. September 11 had changed so much. Only ticketed passengers were permitted to pass through airport security and kisses had to be exchanged earlier than our previous airport drop-off, reminding me again that I had to be independent and alone for the next month.

			As I stood in the security line, I watched him walk away. It was a gut punch, as nauseating as our last goodbye. I thought it would get easier the more we said it, but the opposite was true.

			There was no way to know how many more times I would fight tears while watching my husband leave me behind or how many more times I would wonder if a brief reunion was worth the painful farewell. I treasured my Rhode Island time with Tristan, but saying goodbye again almost eclipsed the joy of being together.

			***

			Again, I struggled to acclimate to solitude and the side effects of a long-distance relationship. A quiet apartment. An empty bed. Meals for one. A list of things to discuss during our next five-minute call. And even more pronounced than the first time, there was a nagging insecurity about my marriage.

			Our phone calls became more business-like than intimate, our brief conversations revolving around logistics like bills that needed paying and the military’s TRICARE health insurance. An unfamiliar complacency normalized between us. At the tip of my tongue sat the words I wasn’t brave enough to say. We were drifting apart.

			I felt separated from Tristan, both geographically and emotionally.

			Most days I missed him. But some days I didn’t think about him at all, and that worried me. I feared we’d each change so much while apart that we wouldn’t know how to live together anymore, that we’d transform into two different people who are no longer compatible.

			Coping, I did my best to sidestep boredom. I’d already been accepted into my graduate program at the University of West Florida, and applied for grants, scholarships, and loans, as well as communicated with my advisor and signed up for classes for the spring semester. My program, which included both a master’s degree and a state teaching certificate, would require my full-time attendance and a disciplined focus if I expected to finish before we moved again.

			I also stayed busy painting our apartment and organizing everything we owned into piles and boxes, unaware that the military would be paying for movers who wouldn’t load any boxes into their truck that they didn’t seal themselves. I even started running again, training Cody to jog alongside me on a short leash. To my surprise, by the end of the ten weeks, I was an expert on filling time and enjoying my own company.

			When Tristan returned, we picked up right where we left off, falling seamlessly into step with each other. Any worries about our relationship seemed like a figment of my overactive imagination. Maybe absence really did make the heart grow fonder.

			So I buried my doubts. Tristan didn’t seem concerned about us and never asked if I thought things were rocky. He appeared happy with his job and our marriage, and excited about the next move. His energy was infectious.

			Shortly after Tristan returned from Rhode Island, we said a different kind of farewell. Once the movers had hauled off most of our possessions and left us with an echoing apartment, I completed a walk-through to make sure we hadn’t left anything behind but memories. When we drove away from our apartment in Alabama heading toward Florida, I didn’t look back. I was ready to move on and officially begin our Navy life.

			***

			Tristan and I checked into the Navy Lodge in Pensacola on Christmas Eve with a couple of suitcases. I scanned the hotel room, deflated. No holiday decorations, no Christmas tree. No family or friends nearby. No presents for each other. We didn’t know anyone from Tristan’s command. We had no parties to attend. We didn’t even have Cody, who was staying with my parents until we found a house.

			This wasn’t the welcome to military life I had been hoping for.

			I’d read books written by military spouses. I’d seen movies depicting military families and large, close-knit military communities. Maybe my expectations were unrealistic, but I’d envisioned, at the very least, an invitation to a holiday gathering to welcome us to the command or a gift basket left in our Navy Lodge room. Where was this instant military community I’d heard about?

			Our PCS to Pensacola may have been my first, but I sensed I would develop a love-hate relationship with moving every two to three years. I loved the idea of a fresh start, but the process of moving was brutal.

			I spent a large portion of that Christmas Day hoping our situation wasn’t an accurate portrayal of what military life would be. But as Tristan had already learned during his training in Rhode Island, part of being a military family meant figuring out how to make the best of any situation, good or not so good.

			“Put on a pair of jeans,” Tristan said as he burst into our room. He’d been exploring Pensacola, while I curled up in bed wishing I was somewhere else. “I’m taking you out for Christmas dinner.”

			Hoping dinner would inspire some Christmas spirit, I climbed into the passenger seat of our red Acura Integra, the first car we bought together in Tuscaloosa after my 1988 Honda Accord had stalled in the middle of an intersection one too many times. But as Tristan held the door open for me at the Flora-Bama Lounge, the only place he could find that was open, I found no holiday cheer amidst a dive bar with bras hanging from the ceiling.

			Each employee of the bar had brought in a dish, and a buffet was spread out for all to dig into. Tristan piled his plate with spinach artichoke dip that was supposed to be hot but wasn’t. He ordered himself a beer, a Diet Coke for me, and we found a table in the smoky bar, a live band screeching through the speaker by our heads.

			As I ate chicken fingers and nachos, I longed for my mother’s feast in front of her perfectly decorated Christmas tree, my grandmother’s handmade stockings for each member of the family hanging off my parents’ mantle, light music playing in the background before we all cleaned up and watched a movie. This wasn’t Christmas.

			Eventually, I would learn to at least attempt to embrace the suck, to see the humor in situations like this that were out of my control thanks to the Navy. But only two days into the next phase of military life, I wasn’t there yet.

			We didn’t stay long at the dive bar, but before we left, Tristan asked a bartender for a marker, and as others had done before us, we marked our presence permanently on a wall.

			“Tristan and Heather Christmas 2002.”

			He smiled, and I smiled back, even though this wasn’t a cute tradition I wanted to remember. The military forced us to be creative, and Tristan accepted the challenge well.

			There that night, I thought it was the absolute worst place to spend Christmas. Little did I know this was a preview of sorts, that the Flora-Bama was actually an iconic bar that would become one of our most treasured landmarks during our time in Pensacola, a bar on the Florida-Alabama border that we would return to often for a fun night out and for annual events like the legendary Mullet Toss, a bar we would bring family to when they visited, a bar we would be devastated to learn was heavily damaged in a hurricane years later, our Christmas writing on the wall possibly gone forever.

			But most of all, I would never forget how much effort Tristan put into trying to make me happy.

			***

			The day after Christmas we stumbled upon another lucky find, this time at the NAS Pensacola housing office. Despite the four-month waiting list for on-base housing, we were offered a house that was open because no one on the waiting list was able to move in immediately. Ecstatic to be out of the hotel, we moved in that afternoon.

			The house was beautiful. Two bedrooms, one bathroom, a huge dining room, two gas fireplaces, all hardwood floors, fourteen-foot ceilings, and a screened-in back porch as big as the living room. There was an eight-mile trail we could access across the street, a mini mart close by to do laundry. And it was pet-friendly.

			With Christmas money from our parents, we bought a king-sized bed, a television, and other necessities at the Navy Exchange. Living on base meant no security deposit, no pet fees, no rent, no lease agreement, and free utilities. I felt like we had won the lottery.

			We wanted to eventually buy a house off base, but the Navy would only pay for one move, so we chose to keep our belongings in storage until we became homeowners. With nothing but the basics, we adjusted to watching TV on camping chairs and eating meals on the floor. On New Year’s Eve, my parents drove up to relinquish their dog-sitting duties and gift us pots and pans, kitchen gadgets, and card tables. Tristan settled in at his new job that was already keeping him busy with long hours and a massive learning curve, while I familiarized myself with the base and the surrounding city. After a bumpy start, things had smoothed out.

			Or so I thought. A week and a half later I got a slap-in-the-face reminder that our lives were in the hands of the military’s timeline. At 8:00 a.m., my phone rang. It was Tristan calling from his office.

			“Heather!” he yelled as I wiped Cody’s soiled paws with a towel after a walk. “Heather, I got a phone call!”

			“Oh my gosh, are you okay?” I dropped the towel and waited for Tristan to share the frantic news.

			“I have to report to Norfolk,” he said. “Today.”

			“Wait. That’s two days early,” I said. Though we knew he had to fly to Virginia to spend two weeks on a ship, he hadn’t started packing, and we hadn’t tackled an extensive predeparture to-do list.

			“Yeah,” Tristan said. “I have to be at the airport in three and a half hours.”

			When the Navy said “go,” it was time to go, no matter what we were in the middle of doing, no matter where we were, no matter how underprepared we were.

			Shortly after we hung up, he rushed through the front door, and an instinct that would soon become familiar kicked in. I tossed his toiletries on the bed while he shoved folded shirts and underwear into his seabag. I ironed his khaki uniforms while he got a haircut. I rearranged our housing check-in meeting while he changed his plane ticket. It was three hours of heart-pounding chaos.

			I maintained composure, focusing on the goal of getting Tristan out the door without forgetting anything. I had no tears because there was no time for tears.

			After a rushed goodbye at the airport, I drove back to base on roads I still wasn’t acquainted with to face the to-do list that now fell entirely on my shoulders.

			I found the Personnel Support Detachment office for the updated dependent military ID I needed since Tristan was on active duty instead of reserve status. I located the housing office to complete our check-in. I registered Cody at the base veterinarian. I sat on hold with the phone company because our landline wasn’t working. Finally, at the end of the day, exhausted and already lonely, I broke down in tears, wishing once again I had someone to help me.

			That day was also my first lesson in OPSEC, or Operations Security. As a spouse, I learned I was prohibited from publicly sharing certain information about what Tristan or members of his command were doing, including the departure dates of ships. Unprepared, I fielded phone calls from our parents asking for details of the change in plans, and bit my tongue when Tristan’s mother guessed his ship was going out to sea Monday when I knew it was heading out Saturday. When asked how long the ship would be out to sea or when Tristan would return to Pensacola, OPSEC was a no-brainer. Because I had no idea.

			***

			Three days after Tristan left, I started my next professional journey: graduate school. After being out of college for nearly five years, I was unsure of myself and my ability to be a student again, but I welcomed the transition to pursue my own goals.

			The drive from base to campus was thirty minutes long. I got lost on the UWF campus. I couldn’t figure out where to get my parking tag. I didn’t know what a PowerPoint presentation was. One minute I was scared I couldn’t handle the workload or the technology I had to teach myself, the next I felt an urgency to learn as much as possible and be the star student in each class.

			After an emotional first week, all I wanted was to go home and share my experience with my husband. I wanted to confide in my favorite person about my apprehension and angst, my confidence and exhilaration. I wanted him to tell me change and transition are hard, but he knew I’d achieve every goal I set my mind to. I needed his reassurance. But none of that occurred. He was on a ship somewhere in the middle of the ocean with limited access to phone and email. His sole focus was a job that required him to abide by a strict set of rules that included uniforms, chains of command, military vocabulary, and acronyms.

			And I was alone. Again.

			I wondered what this next phase in our marriage would look like. But so far Tristan hadn’t been home long enough for us to find out.

			***

			Less than three months after moving on base, Tristan and I bought our first house.

			While we enjoyed the convenience of living on base, we both wanted a house with our names on the mortgage, a home we could make our own. I also wanted more privacy, a neighborhood that was a bit more removed from Tristan’s job. I quickly learned that living on base gave me the sense that there was no escape from the Navy world.
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