














Praise for Fly Safe


“Cody has an uncanny way of giving us a vulnerable look behind the curtain of a commander in theater and the woman who loves him back on post. Her intimate details of ‘deployed love’ are honest and heartfelt … with a level of candor I’ve never before seen.”


—Heidi Collins, former CNN news anchor and proud wife of USAF fighter/attack pilot Capt. Matt Collins


“With unparalleled grace and humility, Vicki Cody pours her soul out on the page for all to experience. In bearing her soul, she captures our hearts. Fly Safe is a must read for all Americans.”


—Jimmy Blackmon, author of Pale Horse and Cowboys Over Iraq
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To Dick, Clint, and Tyler—my inspiration.


To the members of 1-101st Aviation Regiment, Expect No Mercy, during Desert Storm—heroes, each and every one of you.


To the Army spouses and kids who wait for letters and phone calls and live with the stress and the worry—you are every bit as courageous as those in uniform.





Preface


For years, the decorative hatbox sat in a closet or under the bed, at times all but forgotten. It is overflowing with memorabilia from a very significant time in my life. There are the journals I kept, the yellow ribbons that we tied around a tree in the front yard to signify that someone in our family was deployed, and the engraved metal wristbands that my sons and I wore in honor of their father, my husband, bearing the inscription “LTC Dick Cody—Apache Pilot—Operation Desert Storm.”


Also in the box, and most important, are the letters my husband wrote to me while he was deployed. Tied in bundles with red, white, and blue ribbon, they survived the next thirty years and another nine moves. When Dick retired from the Army and we settled into our forever home, I found the perfect place for my hatbox, in the sitting room off our bedroom. Every time I clean, I have to vacuum around it, so it’s not as if I don’t know of its existence, but I rarely take the time to look at the contents.


In 2016, while writing my first memoir, Army Wife, I sorted through some of the letters for reference and dates but didn’t have the time then to really look at everything. I mentioned the letters in my memoir, but because that story encompassed more than thirty years of Army life and covered so much material, I couldn’t spend as much time on that era as I wanted to. I always felt there was more to say about that particular year, 1990–’91—such an important time in our lives.


Now that my memoir is published and out in the world, I have more time on my hands. I recently stumbled upon the box while vacuuming, and something made me stop what I was doing and go through its contents. Hours passed while I read letters. Like a good song that transports you to another place and time, so too did the letters from my husband. Even after forty-five years of marriage, looking at his handwriting, rubbing and sniffing the paper, and reading his expressions of love and pride for me made my heart beat just a little faster, and I couldn’t help but smile.


But it is not just his love that I feel from the letters; they also fill in a nine-month gap in our marriage and serve as a window into his life then, as well as into world events as they were unfolding: the stifling summer heat in the desert of Saudi Arabia, the soldiers’ abysmal living conditions, the stress and responsibility of command, and eventually the moral dilemma of picking the flight crews that would go into battle alongside him. All of that was set against a backdrop of impending war.


The year 1990 would prove to be monumental for me in terms of growth and self-discovery as a wife and as a mother. My husband would make military history that would chart the course of the rest of his Army career. At the same time, it was a coming of age for our two young sons, putting dreams in their heads of one day following in their dad’s footsteps.


Dick and I were fifteen years into our marriage at that point, and he was about halfway through what would turn out to be a thirty-six-year Army career. As a career officer and helicopter pilot, Dick lived on an exciting edge, doing exactly what he had dreamed of doing since he was a young boy. He had been part of deployments, missions, training exercises, and operations that had taken him all over the world, for varying lengths of time. We had even postponed our wedding because of a deployment, so I was no stranger to the realities and challenges of Army life. But when he left, quite unexpectedly, in August 1990 for Saudi Arabia, I could feel in my gut that that deployment was different. Dick was a lieutenant colonel (LTC) and the commander of an elite attack helicopter battalion in the storied 101st Airborne Division, and the events leading up to his departure made me pretty sure that he was heading into combat. While he was living his dream, I prepared myself for what I could only guess would be a very challenging and stressful time. Before he left, I began writing in a journal, and when his letters finally began to arrive, I kept every single one—all ninety-four of them.


It was a historic time for the United States and certainly for our military. It was the first time the Army deployed its all-volunteer force to fight what would later become that generation’s protracted war on terrorism. It was the first time I had heard of a dictator named Saddam Hussein. It was also a time of patriotism in our country.


With all that serving as the backdrop, let me take you back to a time when we still corresponded by mail, few of us had personal computers, and there was no internet, no email, no iPhone, no texting, no tweeting, and no Facebook. I didn’t even have an answering machine yet! When my husband deployed, it was weeks before they even had phone service. When they did get phones, he and his soldiers waited in long lines at phone banks to call home. Phone calls were expensive and few and far between.


It was a time when our written letters to each other were our only communication, our only connection. Knowing the risks and dangers in what he was doing, and unable to tell him in person, I ended every letter with the words I had been saying to him since his very first flight: “Fly safe.”
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April 1990


The call came when I least expected it. I had just walked in the door of our quarters at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. My mom was with me, visiting for a week while my husband was on a four-month training exercise at Fort Hunter Liggett, in the California desert. We were busy unloading packages and talking excitedly about the yarn we had found for our knitting projects, when my neighbor suddenly appeared at the open front door. She had a frantic look in her eyes and her voice shook as she told me that Colonel (COL) Loftin, Dick’s brigade commander, had been trying to get in touch with me.


My radar was up immediately, and, as I started to ask her what had happened, my phone rang. I ran back into the kitchen and picked up the wall phone, sensing that it was not good news. The old, familiar feeling came rushing back—that sick sense of dread that made me want to run the other way—but at the same time, I had to know. Dick and I had experienced more than our share of tragedies and accidents, many of them right there at Fort Campbell. You would think I would be used to that feeling, but I wasn’t.


“Vicki, it’s Dave Loftin. There’s been an accident. I need you to come out to my office at the airfield.”


Dick had worked for Dave Loftin twice, and we were very close. I was on a first-name basis with him. “Dave, what happened?”


“I’ll tell you when you get here.”


“My mom is coming with me. We’ll leave right now.”


I thought I was okay, but my mouth was so dry, I could barely swallow, and my hands were on the steering wheel in a death grip. Sensing that I was struggling, my mother said, “Vicki, why don’t you pull over? Do you want me to drive?”


I pulled off onto the shoulder, put the car in park, and turned to her. “I’m okay, Mom. I just need a minute. I can do this.” I was fighting back tears but didn’t want to get hysterical just yet. I needed to get myself under control because the sooner I could get us to the airfield, the sooner I would know what had happened. I just kept telling myself, It’s going to be okay. Maybe it was just a minor accident, maybe a hard landing. The rational part of my brain knew that if it was Dick who was injured, someone would have come to my house to tell me. But the irrational part of me was thinking, This is it, Vicki. This time, it’s your husband.


Why did I think it was Dick? I suppose that, after years of going to memorial services, burying close friends, sitting with grieving young widows, and living with a husband who defied the odds every time he took off in his helicopter, in a moment of weakness I thought maybe our luck had run out.


“Mom, I should’ve asked Dave if it was Dick. Why didn’t I just ask those words? He was so official and didn’t seem to want to say anything, and I just wanted to get off the phone.”


“I can’t imagine he would make you drive out to the headquarters to hear news about your husband.”


“You’re right. It’s just that I’ve never been this scared.”


We continued on our way, and I pulled into the parking lot of the aviation brigade headquarters. As I was getting out of the car, I saw Father DeGregario, our battalion chaplain, coming toward me. I thought I was going to be sick. I ran to Father D., and as we hugged, I asked, “Is it Dick?”


“No, Vicki, it’s not Dick. But there’s been an accident. COL Loftin is waiting for you.”


For a brief moment, I felt tremendous relief, but then guilt. I knew something had happened to someone else’s loved one.


Dave was on the phone when we entered his office. Mom sat down as he motioned me over to his desk. With his hand over the receiver, he mouthed that he was on the phone with Dick. He then pointed to a pad of paper with four names on it. Another moment of relief as I saw the word “injured,” not “deceased,” by the names. But I knew all of them, and two of the four were married. I looked at my mom. She looked lost, and I felt terrible for putting her through this. Throughout the years, I had called my parents and Dick’s every time there was a mishap, an accident, or even a close call. I always started those calls with, “Dick is okay, but there’s been an accident.” On some level, they felt our pain and were always sympathetic, but there was no way they could understand the harsh realities of Army life; no one can, unless they’re in the moment, watching events unfold. My mom was getting a full dose of reality now. That day in Colonel Loftin’s office was the real deal.


When Dave got off the phone, he explained that two of Dick’s Apache helicopters had collided in midair. I knew what that meant, as very few pilots survive a midair collision, but miraculously, that time, three of the four pilots had walked away with non-life-threatening injuries. One pilot was critically injured and had been airlifted to the nearest trauma center, in San Luis Obispo.


“Vicki, CW2 [Chief Warrant Officer 2] Chuck Noble is in really bad shape—head trauma and burns. Dick is with him and will give us updates as soon as he can. I need to stay here and make arrangements. Dick and I would like you to go with the chaplain and the XO [executive officer] to notify Chuck’s wife. Do you think you can do that?”


“Absolutely.”


“Here’s the thing, Vicki: The initial notification will be about the accident and Chuck’s serious injuries.” He hesitated for a second and then continued, “But if things change, it might be a death notification.”


I felt the muscles in my stomach tighten at the implication and replied, “Okay, I can do this. I know Kelli pretty well, and they have twin boys who are about eight months old, so I need to be there for her. I want to help any way I can.”


My mother and I were silent in the car as I drove us back home, each of us trying to grasp what had just happened, while I focused on what I needed to do before heading back out. My sons would be home from school, and they had soccer games, and I was thinking about the roast beef that I needed to get in the oven for dinner and a million other things that no longer mattered but served as a distraction from what I was facing: watching a wife receive terrible news that would most likely change her life.


We pulled into my driveway, and my mom looked at me and said, “Vicki, I don’t know how you live like this.”


“Sometimes I wonder that myself.”


I called my best friend, Gail, and asked her to pick up my mom and the boys and take them to soccer, and then I put the roast in the oven. I couldn’t call any of the other wives yet, since the notification had not been made. But I was terrified that someone would hear something and call me before I left.


On the way to Kelli’s house, the XO briefed me on the procedure while the chaplain and I listened in silence. I felt like my heart was beating out of my chest. I had been through this before, but each time was unique, and I just never knew what to expect.


When we pulled up, I saw Kelli in the driveway, putting the trash out. She looked at us, and as soon as we got out of the car, I saw the fear register on her face and in her eyes. I didn’t want to wait for the official statement because by then she would fear the worst, so I immediately went up to her, hugged her, and said, “Chuck is alive, but he’s been in an accident.” She deserved to know that he was alive; everything else could be sorted out when we got inside.


Luckily, her babies were napping, so the XO was able to read his statement and give her as much information as he had. Dick called and talked to Kelli, and as I watched her on the phone, I could see the veins in her neck pulsating. I felt like I was having an out-of-body experience. If I was feeling that way, I could only imagine what was going through her mind. She was so quiet, hardly acknowledging what Dick was telling her, and I realized that she was probably in shock. I knew that Dick was telling her that her husband was in critical condition and that she needed to come to California as soon as possible. The XO had already explained to me that the Army would pay to fly her, her babies, and her mom. Kelli then handed me the phone.


“Vicki, try not to react. I’ll spare you all the details for now, but Chuck is in bad shape. Time is of the essence. We need to get her out here as soon as possible.”


“Okay, I understand.” I walked into the other room. “I think she’s in shock, Dick. She’s just sitting there, not moving.”


I hung up the phone and went into planning mode. For a trip of that magnitude, which would last indefinitely, we had much to consider and prepare for.


When the last of the arrangements and phone calls were made, and Kelli’s close friend had arrived and her mom was on her way, the chaplain and I left. Part of me didn’t want to go, but another part of me felt like it was time to. I didn’t want to be in the way, and there was only so much I could do.


When I got home, it was dark and my mom and the boys were just finishing dinner. I was exhausted but so glad to have Clint, Tyler, and my mother waiting for me, and so glad I didn’t have to be alone. The emotional day I’d had reminded me yet again just how different my life was from that of my husband’s and my siblings and our civilian friends.


I talked to the boys about the accident. They had been through this before, and at their ages—Clint had just turned thirteen, and Tyler was almost eleven—it was somewhat easier, as they were old enough to comprehend and process what I told them. When they were younger, I would try to explain an accident or why someone they knew had lost their dad in a crash, always walking that fine line between just how much to share and how much they could understand. So it was somewhat of a relief to be able to talk to them in a more mature way, although I was still careful with them. I knew what they were thinking: It could have been our dad. They had learned a lot already in their short young lives and had adapted gradually, but many times I worried that the realities of Army life were just too much for them. I worked hard to ensure that they could enjoy their childhood and not grow up too fast.


I went to bed that night praying for Chuck and Kelli and their babies. As in previous times, I questioned the life that Dick and I had chosen, wondering if we would all be okay. I always felt like we were the luckiest couple in the world, with two wonderful sons and supportive and loving parents, siblings, and extended family. We were healthy, and, while not rich, we didn’t want for much. We lived a very decent Army life, making wonderful friends and memories each place we lived. And yet on that particular night when I went to bed and thanked God for my blessings, the weight of so many tragedies and the stress of my husband’s career were piling up on me. The burden felt heavier than the blessings. Each incident, crash, or mishap chipped away at my normally upbeat and positive attitude. The cumulative effect was wearing away my resolve.


As I finally fell asleep, I thought, I know that nothing in life is guaranteed to any of us. I know that life can be taken from us or change in an instant. At any given moment, we are each just a heartbeat away from death.
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Two months later, the boys and I stood in one of the cavernous hangars at Campbell Army Airfield, waiting for the sound of helicopters. Dick was in the last flight of Apaches returning from California. The long cross-country flight to Kentucky, along with the usual maintenance issues and weather, made it difficult to synchronize all twenty-four Apaches’ arrival. Two flights of eight had landed the day before. Wives were chatting and kids running around; the excitement in the air was palpable. Four months may not seem like a long time, but so much had happened. All we could think about was seeing those helicopters land. We just wanted our soldiers home safe.


As an Army wife, I had witnessed more than my share of the impact of helicopter crashes, training accidents, mishaps, and the day-to-day stress of what my husband did for a living. When something happened while the unit was far away, it was even harder on the families back home; we had to cope and deal with it on our own. I worried about the wives who were new to the game and hadn’t yet experienced the downside of Army life.


Finally, the helicopters were approaching. We could hear them before we could see them. Soon all would be right again. The fear and stress would recede into the recesses of my mind, and it would be as if my husband had never been gone.


Dick was the commanding officer of the 1-101st Aviation Regiment, nicknamed Expect No Mercy, in the 101st Aviation Brigade, in the great 101st Airborne Division, at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. He had taken command of the unit the year before, in the summer of 1989. He was living his dream of commanding an attack helicopter battalion, also called a regiment, and the fact that it was an Apache unit was just the icing on the cake. The Apache helicopter, which had replaced the Vietnam-era Cobra gunship, had come out of production in the mid-1980s and was still in the process of being fielded into all the aviation brigades, Army-wide. Dick’s was the first and only Apache unit in the 101st Airborne Division at that time. That created a certain amount of pressure, above and beyond the typical responsibilities of commanding a unit, since the Apache was new and as yet untested in combat. The aircraft was hugely expensive, featuring state-of-the-art technology, avionics, sight systems, and, of course, firepower. As with any new military aircraft, there was the usual speculation and scrutiny about how well it would perform and if it was worth the cost. But Dick was “Commander Cody,” test pilot extraordinaire of multiple aircraft, with a great reputation and respected throughout the Army, so if anyone could handle the pressure and spotlight, it was he.


The 1-101st was a typical attack helicopter battalion, and while it consisted of twenty-four Apaches, it also had two other types of aircraft, each with a different mission or purpose: thirteen OH-58 Scout helicopters for observation, and three Blackhawks for command/ control and troop carrying.


Dick’s right hand, or right arm, as they called it in the Army, was Command Sergeant Major (CSM) Roger Ehrke, the top noncommissioned officer (NCO) in the battalion and the leader of the enlisted soldiers and NCOs. The battalion had five companies: headquarters and service company (HSC), and A, B, C, and D companies, each commanded by a captain (CPT), with a first sergeant (1SG) as the captain’s right arm. Lieutenants (LT’s)led two platoons in each company, and the battalion consisted of approximately 350 personnel: soldiers, NCOs, warrant officers, and commissioned officers. Besides the pilots, there were crew chiefs, officers, and soldiers performing myriad duties in every aspect of aviation: communications, avionics, armament, and aircraft maintenance. Truck drivers, mechanics, medics, and food-service personnel rounded out the mix.


The pilots’ experience levels ran the gamut from Vietnam veteran Chief Warrant Officer 4 (CW4) Lou “Chip” Hall and my husband, who had each logged more than four thousand hours, to some brand-new lieutenants and warrant officers less than a year out of flight school and everything in between.


Battalion command is one of the greatest joys for an officer, something that my husband had dreamed of and strove for since he was commissioned at West Point in 1972. While it is a most coveted leadership position, it also comes with huge responsibilities, but, like Dick, I believed it was an honor and a privilege to have the opportunity to make an impact on soldiers and their families. Dick had two years to lead them, and with my help, he would coach, mentor, and care for them while preparing them for their journey in the Army, much as we would our own children. Dick had spent the previous year building a cohesive team by providing the best leadership he could. He spent most of his time in the hangar, rather than in his office, and he worked right alongside his men. Whether he was flying with every pilot, of which there were about eighty, turning wrenches in the hangar with his crew chiefs, or playing team sports with them, he was hands-on in every respect. Except for the accident at Fort Hunter Liggett, the unit had performed beautifully and shared a camaraderie that other units envied.


As the commander’s wife, I had worked tirelessly to build a team of spouses and families who would support each other and could sustain the rigors of Army life and the inevitable separations. There were almost as many family members as soldiers in the unit—approximately three hundred. My goal was to keep the group connected and informed and create a family atmosphere. I did it because I believed that was what a commander’s wife should do, I did it because I was as invested in Army life as Dick was, and, most of all, I did it because I wanted to be part of a very special and unique team. I liked being Dick’s teammate and had never felt so much a part of his career as I did at that time.


[image: Image]


A flurry of activity ensued as the helicopters taxied toward the hangar, blowing everything in their path and creating a deafening noise. And then the pilots emerged from their cockpits.


There he is! He’s walking toward us right now. Clint and Tyler ran ahead, jumping up and down, thrilled to see their dad home safe and sound, and when I caught up, I threw my arms around my husband. In those first moments, we felt nothing but joy.


Each time I welcomed Dick home, I sensed that we were destined for this life, and as hard as it was sometimes, there was nowhere else I wanted to be than with Dick Cody. We had been soul mates from the very beginning of our relationship. We grew up in Vermont, but it was a chance meeting that brought us together in the summer of 1969, when I was just sixteen years old and Dick was a nineteen-year-old West Point cadet. After six years of dating, we married in 1975 and began our journey together as an Army couple. In fifteen years of marriage, we had experienced all of the typical joys, trials, and tribulations of life. But because of the Army, we had also endured separations, loss of friends, and stress. I felt like we had grown up fast and seen more of life than many couples our age. With that came a maturity on both of our parts, especially for me. I had learned to shoulder much of the responsibility of raising our two sons and maintaining our household by myself for weeks and months at a time. That made me feel capable and empowered each time Dick went away and I was on my own, but it came with a price.


I knew that in the coming weeks I could help Dick process and get through what had happened in California. But in that moment, the only thing that mattered was that my husband was home safe and we were a family again. All was well in the universe.





3


The unit had block leave for the rest of June, meaning everyone could take leave at the same time. We took the boys to Florida for ten days of togetherness: sun, surf, and no agenda—exactly what we all needed. Dick seemed to be transitioning back to family life, but his fellow pilot Chuck was never far from his thoughts. He talked to Chuck’s wife daily, sometimes more than once. He got progress reports from the doctors and nurses from the ICU team, but I could sense that it was never enough. He wanted to physically be there when and if Chuck came out of his coma. I prompted the dialogue and asked questions coaxing him to open up and share his feelings. His reluctance to do so was foreign to me, as I had no trouble on that front; in fact, I was always looking to unload any baggage that was weighing me down.


It took those weeks in Florida for Dick to decompress and begin to express how he felt about Chuck’s accident. As in previous times when we had been through similar events, I knew that once he could talk to me about it, we could sort it out together.


“Dick,” I prompted, “I know your mind is still in California with Chuck. You’re doing everything you can to support Kelli, but there’s no way you can be there right now. She knows how much you care.”


“But I feel like it’s not enough,” he said. “And it’s hard to get the images out of my head. Chuck almost died, Vicki. On the medevac flight, he went into cardiac arrest, and I watched them bring him back. I thought we were going to lose him. Actually, when I got to the crash site, I was sure I had lost all four pilots. I was on my knees, staring at the smoke and twisted wreckage, when I heard voices calling out to me. Through the smoke, I saw three of my guys walking toward me. I couldn’t believe my eyes. They motioned me over to where they had laid Chuck down after they got him out of the mangled cockpit. He was in bad shape. I didn’t know how he could survive.”


“I knew it was bad, Dick. I can’t imagine seeing all that. But Chuck is alive, and maybe he’ll be okay.” I thought that because no one was killed, it would be easier to deal with, but in reality, a crash is a crash and the difference between life and death is just a split second.


“In those moments when I didn’t think they had made it out,” Dick said, “all I could think about was all the other crash sites I’ve been to, all the friends and fellow pilots I’ve lost, and all the wives I’ve had to face. I couldn’t do that again.” It was exactly what I had been thinking that day.


Gradually, Dick began to seem more like his usual, upbeat self. He played a lot of tennis with the boys, which was good for all of them. We had beautiful days on the beach. But mostly what brought us back together was just being able to relax for a short time, with nothing on the horizon. By the end of the vacation, I felt like Dick was doing well.


We returned to Fort Campbell rested and rejuvenated. The boys went off to 4-H overnight camp for a week with some of their buddies. It was a first for them, and the first time Dick and I had had the house all to ourselves. Dick had work to do after being gone for four months, but he had an easy schedule and we made the most of it.


Dick’s battalion had quick reaction force (QRF) for the month of July, but that was nothing new. As part of the 18th Airborne Corps, a rapid deployment force, the 101st Airborne Division had to maintain a QRF, a brigade-size task force, consisting of infantry, artillery, aviation, and all the other supporting elements, that could be packed and loaded and ready to deploy within hours. QRF was part of our regular vocabulary at Fort Campbell. As the only Apache helicopter battalion, Dick’s battalion spent a lot of time on QRF, but always for just thirty days at a time. QRF meant you could not go anywhere outside a thirty-mile radius from Fort Campbell, in case you got called up.


The boys returned from camp, and my sister, Chris, and her daughter, Ashley, came down for their annual summer visit. My sister and I had a close bond, even though our lives were very different. She had remained in our hometown of Burlington, Vermont, and had moved only once, from one house to another, just a few blocks away. I sometimes envied her predictable life; she was able to keep all the same friends and lived close to our brother and our parents. She, in turn, enjoyed visiting me at our various duty stations and getting to see other parts of the country. We counted on and looked forward to her summer visits.


So, with the distraction of houseguests and kids, I wasn’t paying attention to anything on the news. My curiosity was piqued one evening when Dick casually said, “Hey, Vick, something interesting happened today. The division commander, General Peay, told me our battalion will remain on QRF indefinitely, past the usual thirty days.”


“Hmm … I wonder why. You guys just got back from four months of training, we barely had ten days of leave, and you’ve been on QRF since we returned from Florida. It doesn’t seem fair.”


“Whoever said Army life was fair, Vick?”


QRF was a pain the neck, if you ask me. We spent our lives planning around training cycles, QRF, emergency deployment readiness exercises (EDREs), field exercises, etc. I felt like we were just getting back to normal, and then the Army was calling the shots again.


One hot summer day, we took Chris and the kids to a wave pool in Nashville. Along with our beach towels, cooler, and snacks, Dick carried the 1990s version of a mobile phone, which was literally the size of a brick. He called in to his headquarters periodically to make sure he had good communication (coms). He had a pouty and distracted look on his face the entire time we were there. I tried to ignore him so he wouldn’t infringe on our fun.


It still caught me off guard a few days later, on August 2, when Dick got word that Iraq had invaded Kuwait and a dictator named Saddam Hussein had taken control of the oil fields. It was Dick’s fortieth birthday, and I had a big surprise party planned, but all of that was secondary to what was going on in the world. The events of that day set a course for Dick and his unit that none of us saw coming. Well, my husband probably did, because he got up each day, put on his flight suit, and went to his headquarters or the hangar, thinking his unit might be called up. But that was just Dick Cody.


When Chris and Ashley left to go back to Vermont, I was alone with my thoughts and Dick’s constant comings and goings to the emergency operations center (EOC). I had an overwhelming sense, almost a dread, that things were escalating and that Dick’s unit would be deploying. Based on what he was telling me and the fact that he was still on QRF, I knew that if any part of the 101st Airborne Division deployed, Dick and his unit would go as well.


As Dick began his own preparations, the rest of the division was still awaiting the official alert notice. Because he was on QRF and the only Apache battalion, Dick was getting orders from higher up at 18th Airborne Corps, located at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.


“Vicki, I think some people here think I’m premature to be packing up, but I know what I’m hearing, and it’s coming directly from 18th Airborne Corps. I don’t want to get caught with my pants down when the alert order comes down for us to move out. We’re barely recovered from the intense training and the long flight back from California. I have so much to do to prep my aircraft for an overseas flight.”


“I hadn’t stopped to think about all that. I guess with all of your aircraft, you have to do more than the typical unit to get ready. But do you honestly think you’re going to deploy?”


“It’s not if, but when.”


And then on August 8, we heard on the news that an “elite” attack helicopter battalion from the 101st Airborne Division would deploy to Saudi Arabia. No more pretending, no more avoiding. I decided it was time to start a journal. If Dick was leaving, I was going to need someone to talk to—somewhere I could record my thoughts and emotions. That would be my outlet during the uncertain times ahead.


We quickly pulled together a family support group (FSG) meeting for the families in the unit. We met at the chapel, and more than two hundred people attended. Father D. spoke first, then I did, then Dick. It was eerily quiet; everyone’s fear and apprehension were palpable. I had been so much a part of Dick’s career, every step of the way, that I thought I had a handle on things, and it took a lot to rattle me. But that night, sitting up front with Dick and our chaplain, I was anything but confident. I was just a scared Army wife and the mother of two young sons, wondering how in the world I was going to handle what was ahead. But as I saw all those worried faces looking to Dick and to me for leadership, guidance, and support, I realized, I’m in this as much as he is. I don’t want Dick to shoulder the entire weight of this responsibility. I want to—I need to—do my part, because if not me, then who?


Dick made a vow to everyone at that meeting. He told the crowd, “I promise I will bring everyone home safe.” Even as I wondered, How in the world will he do that? I saw how the soldiers and families looked at him. I saw their worried looks begin to dissipate, and by the time Dick had finished speaking, the atmosphere in the chapel had changed. People were talking to each other and volunteering to help.


Afterward, Dick told me I said all the right things and told me how proud of me he was. He said I almost brought him to tears. I said the exact same thing to him. Dick had been in command for a year already, and, amid the recent training deployment to California, we had built a cohesive and close-knit team within the unit. We felt good about how many of the soldiers and family members we knew, I had great company commanders’ wives and first sergeants’ wives who took on their duties and responsibilities willingly. They were a huge help to me. There was always a turnover of personnel every summer, so it was important to have accountability from everyone, especially when the unit was deployed. Dick and I had learned those lessons early on. As we left the chapel that night, it was like we were all thinking, We are a team, and we will get through this together!


Another bright spot during that time was that Chuck’s condition improved and he was brought out of his medically induced coma. Dick even got to talk to him a couple of times. It was perfect timing, as I couldn’t imagine Dick and the unit deploying without knowing the fate of their fellow pilot.
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Because I had known Dick since he was a cadet at West Point, I had complete faith and trust in his abilities. I had witnessed his gift of leadership and the confidence he instilled in everyone around him. He had a magical quality that inspired people and made them feel safe all at the same time. Over the years, his spirit had rubbed off on me and made me feel like I could accomplish anything.


Dick and I had never been closer, and now, with a possible deployment on the horizon, we banded together even more. We had always felt like it was us against the world. I guess Army life does that to you—it either makes you stronger as a couple or tears you apart. Living so far from family our entire marriage, we had always counted on each other. Our families back home were wonderful and loving supporters, but no one else truly understood the life we lived and the challenges we faced. All of that made Dick and me as close as a couple could be. We appreciated each other and our two sons and didn’t take for granted our many blessings.


Besides Dick, I relied on my fellow Army wives for support and understanding. But my best and closest friend, Gail Greco, was still on vacation out West and wouldn’t be back until right before school started. Dick and Gail’s husband, Tom, had been West Point classmates and had known each other since they were eighteen years old. We had been stationed together three times, once at Fort Leavenworth and twice at Fort Campbell. Tom was commanding an infantry battalion, the 3-187th Rakkasans. Our kids were growing up together, and our relationship with the Grecos transcended friendship; we were family. The best part was that we were sharing the rigors, the stress, and the joys of command together.


With so much uncertainty about a possible deployment, I missed my friend more than ever. I was forced to process and try to make sense of things on my own. Dick was so busy, I hated to bother him with a battery of questions, so I tried to keep them to a minimum. When we watched the big TV announcement that the entire 101st Airborne Division was on alert, life at Fort Campbell got even more hectic. The TV vans and news crews converged on Fort Campbell en masse. Then the transport trucks and big rigs showed up, almost overnight. Hundreds of them came onto the post and parked in all the lots, waiting to get orders to help transport the division to the port of Jacksonville. I had never witnessed the movement of an entire division. It had not been done since the early days of the Vietnam War, so it was quite something to watch the process of moving approximately fifteen thousand soldiers and every bit of equipment needed to sustain a lengthy deployment. That was when I knew it was serious and that it wasn’t just the QRF that was going somewhere. As Dick told me, “You don’t move an entire city halfway around the world for the fun of it.”


The post that had been our home off and on for so many years suddenly had a different feel to it. It was kind of eerie. Nothing seemed normal in those days after the alert announcement. I continued to make all the preparations for the start of our sons’ school year. We all tried to act like nothing was out of the ordinary, but things were far from normal, and I know my children felt it, too. When Dick and I talked to them in more detail about what was happening, Dick said we should prepare for a six-to-twelve-month deployment, which was a shock to the boys and me. Initially Clint and Tyler were upset and firing questions at Dick, and then we all calmed down and Dick and I mapped out the coming year. Everything would be the same, just without Dad. It was no different than other times he’d been deployed; it would just be for a little longer. Our boys were at good ages; they understood the significance of what their father was going to be doing. They had spent their young lives on Army posts, surrounded by Dick’s soldiers. It was a way of life that they understood and respected. But it was still a scary time for all of us.


During that time, we experienced some lighthearted moments that offset the stress. One afternoon, I looked out our kitchen window to see Tom Greco and Dick in our front yard in their full mission oriented protective posture gear—clothing and masks used during chemical attacks. They looked like creatures from another planet.


“What are you guys doing?” I asked.


In muffled voices, they replied, “We’re just trying out our chemical gear. It’s so hot here, we wanted to get an idea what it will be like wearing this in the desert.”


“You guys look so silly!” I said. And then we all just burst out laughing. Maybe because times had been so stressful, the sight of them wandering around in our yard made me feel like a valve had burst and released the tension. It felt so good to laugh.


One evening, our brigade chaplain, Sonny Moore, stopped by. Sonny was a Baptist preacher who had felt the “calling” and joined the Army late in life. He was older than my husband and a major in the chaplain corps. We were close friends with him, his wife, and their children. His son was Clint and Tyler’s friend, and the older of his two daughters was engaged to one of Dick’s pilots, Lieutenant (LT) Steve Mathias. We had all watched Steve and Pam’s relationship blossom into engagement. They were to be married in two weeks, and Sonny, of course, was performing the ceremony. But I could tell by the serious look on his face that something was up.


“Vicki, I need to see the boss.”


I led Sonny into our kitchen, where Dick was just finishing his dinner. I pretended to be doing the dishes so I could eavesdrop—something I’m not proud of, but the situation called for it.


He and Dick sat at the kitchen table, and Dick asked, “What’s on your mind, Sonny?”


“Sir, I need to ask you something, and I need you to be honest with me.”


“You know I will, Sonny.”


“You know we’ve got the wedding this month; I’m marrying Steve and Pam in two weeks. But I also know that you’ll be on the first flight out of here. I want to go with you; I need to be with our soldiers. I already talked to Colonel Garrett, and he agreed.”


“Okay, Sonny, that’s great! I will need you when we land in Saudi Arabia.”


“But, sir, what I need to know is, will Steve still be here in two weeks, and will I be here to marry them?”


Dick hesitated for a brief moment and then said, “Sonny, if I were you, I would marry them this weekend.”


“Roger that, sir! That’s all I wanted to know.” And then he left.


I looked at Dick. I knew then that we were getting close to show time.


The following Saturday, we all gathered at the chapel and celebrated Steve and Pam’s wedding. Most of the men in attendance were in their desert camouflage uniforms, and Dick couldn’t stay for the reception because he was needed at the EOC, but it was a reason to celebrate, and for a brief couple of hours we all felt normal. Dick gave Steve a three-day pass for a honeymoon before he had to report back to the unit. As it turned out, the timing of their wedding could not have been better; Dick and the unit were gone by the following weekend.



Journal Entry



Watching Steve and Pam get married, I couldn’t help thinking back to when Dick and I got married. Our wedding was postponed because of a deployment, so months later, when we finally got married, we were on cloud nine to have that behind us. We had nothing but new horizons ahead.


You never know when you begin your marriage how it will play out. You assume it will be long and full of love and that you and your spouse will grow old together. I’m trying hard to live in the moment, but I feel the clock ticking. I know that it’s almost time for Dick to leave, and I understand that in order to move forward—in this case, get through the deployment—the sooner Dick goes and does his thing, the sooner he’ll come back to me. It’s pretty simple, when you think about it: You have to get over the hurdle—you have to meet the demon head-on, stare him in the eyes, see what he’s got in store for you—before you can get to the other side. Fortunately, the fear of the unknown is often scarier than the actual event.
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Time seemed to stand still for a while. We kept thinking Dick was leaving, but then another day would go by, another night, and it was so difficult to keep things normal. We did the best we could. Dick played tennis with the boys; we went to the movies; we went to Dairy Queen for ice cream—anything that we would normally do in the summer, anything to avoid the reality of the situation. It was a grueling waiting game that seemed to drag on for weeks, but it was really only a week.


By August 16, Dick and his unit were literally just waiting for the Air Force planes to pick them up. The Apaches and other aircraft had been taken apart for the flight; the Apaches had their blades folded and their horizontal stabilizers and wing stores (for weapons) removed—basically, anything that protruded. The other types of aircraft had similar modifications done, all to maximize the number of helicopters that could be loaded into the belly of the C-5 cargo planes. It would take approximately thirteen of those planes to transport Dick, his soldiers, the helicopters, some vehicles, and other essential equipment to Saudi Arabia.


After a couple of bad days during which I had a hard time focusing on anything other than Dick’s leaving, I finally felt calm and a strange sense of peace came over me. I noticed that the knot in my stomach was almost gone. My life was in order, I had the love and support of my family and Dick’s family, and we had two good sons who seemed to have grown up overnight. Most important, I had the love and respect of an incredible man. Sure, I wanted to hang on to him forever, but that was out of my control. I was ready to get the show on the road.


By the time Dick got the call that the planes were en route to Campbell Army Airfield, with an actual estimated time of departure, I think we were all more than ready. Certainly, the boys and I did not want him to leave, but it reaches a point where you have such a constant fear of the unknown nagging at you that you just want it to be over with. Also, as much as I had been dreading the goodbye, I needed to bring some normalcy back to my sons and to my own life. It would be a new normal, but I was ready to create it for my family. Everything I had been through as an Army wife had led me to this point in time.


My pep talk to myself got me through the goodbye and into bed that night, so that somehow the boys and I slept well. But when the airfield commander called me early the next morning to tell me that Dick and his guys had departed during the night, I hung up the phone and the floodgates opened up. In those initial moments when I knew that he was gone—and not just somewhere in the United States where we could call each other, but on his way to Saudi Arabia and possibly combat—I was all the things I said I wouldn’t be. I was scared and overwhelmed and wondered how in the world I was going to make it. I was a crying mess. I wanted one more kiss, one more hug, and began to regret that Dick’s and my last “rendezvous with destiny” had been a few days prior. That morning after he left, I regretted everything. All I could think was that something might happen to him and that we might not have another chance for any of the “big stuff.”


I put on my game face, something Dick had taught me, and after the boys and I ate breakfast and they were on their way to play tennis with their buddies, I went over to see our brigade commander’s wife. Our brigade commander had changed out, and Colonel Tom Garrett had taken over for Colonel Dave Loftin just a few weeks earlier. We had known Tom and Betsy Garrett for years, so it was an easy transition for everyone. Betsy was a great listener, and her husband was on the flight with Dick, so I could pour my heart out to her. She got it. That was all I needed that first day, to know that I wasn’t alone and that I had someone to talk to, someone who understood.
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