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Review by W. H. McDonald Jr.
Author MJ Allaire's novel My Blissful Life as a Submariner's Wife is a look at life in the Navy for families. It is based partly on the author's personal life experiences; but it is hard to tell which parts of the story are fiction and what she actually went through in her own life. The reason is that she writes the story in such a way that it is all believable and sounds and reads like her own memoir. One soon discovers all of the emotional issues that come from being left for months at a time without your husband. There is no one there to fix things that are broken, or need repair, including personal relationship issues. Being alone with your children with no support, or help, coming from the absent father - even though he is just following orders and is doing his duty - is a very hard and difficult life. The author makes this very clear.
This book is about coping and adjusting and trying to make the best of situations that are all working against the very fabric of the family and the marriage. Even the strongest of couples under these kinds of circumstances can end up killing off a good relationship. It is a tough life for the family and Allaire paints a well written story of how this process destroys the family unit. She takes the readers on an emotional and spiritual journey. She lets us view a life torn apart by outside influences that the characters in this story cannot handle and have absolutely no control over. When reading this book I found myself totally emerged in the story. It is entertaining and insightful. A rare treat and look inside family life for military dependents - makes a good book to gift someone you know who is part of a military family.
* * * * *
This book, although based on actual events, is primarily a work of fiction. Many of the characters, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real.
* * * * *
Before I begin, I would just like to give you a small look at what you are about to get yourself into. First of all, if you’ve decided to keep reading, I’m thrilled! Some people may not care to read about what life in the military is like, either as an active duty member or dependent, and that’s okay because I totally understand different people have different tastes. Initially I decided to write this book for fun and humor, but as the story began to take shape, it turned into something much more.
During the early years of my marriage to a submariner I lived in Hawaii, raising my children mostly on my own with only one or two people I considered my friends to lean on. More often than not, my husband was out at sea on one submarine or another, doing his job and serving our country. My immediate family, for the most part, lived in Florida, which seemed like a galaxy away to a young mother in her mid-twenties raising three small children on her own. Sure I could pick up the phone and talk to them anytime but it wasn’t the same as having them around me to physically lean on and share life with. I had to learn how to rely on myself, as a person and a mother, and eventually I found other friends, both military dependents and civilians, who I could turn to if needed. I was certain there were countless military families out there who could relate to what I went through, and as I wrote my story, I realized how important it was to me to try to make a difference to them – to let them know they’re not alone.
Secondly, although there are multiple branches of the military, I decided to take my experiences and use them to give you some insight as to what it is like being a U.S. Navy Submariner’s wife.
Lastly, I want to make it clear that the following story is not a reflection in any way, shape or form on the military or the United States Navy. It’s meant to be an entertaining look at one woman’s journey through life as she struggles and eventually blossoms from a naïve young girl into a more experienced and well-rounded middle-aged mother of three beautiful children.
Enjoy the journey!
MJ Allaire
* * * * *
Have you ever wondered what it’s like to be in the military? To be just a small part of the organization we call our government of the United States of America? Perhaps you’ve thought about getting a job with one of the many State offices where you live because word has it that a government job means good pay and great benefits? Or perhaps you’ve known someone who has participated first-hand in part of our nation’s history – a friend or family member who took part in one of our country’s historic wars, like World War II or the Vietnam War, or more recently, was involved in some way with the one tragedy that is still very fresh in many of our minds – September 11th?
In my travels through life, I’ve heard many different opinions as to how people view our military. Some people talk about it full of pride like a proud parent will boast about their children, while others have a different view, angrily venting about how the government takes advantage of the little guy. Frequently included in this view is the idea that those who are a part of our military take advantage of the benefits, which may include free housing, no electric bill, free food (from the base or ship’s/sub’s galley), free flights to duty stations… the list can go on and on.
I’ve seen each of the three sides of the military coin first-hand. Yes, you read my words correctly… three. Now, realistically I know there are only two sides to a coin, but let’s think about this for just a moment…
You have the head’s side and the tail’s side… everyone knows that, right? But just for a moment, let’s think outside the box, shall we? Take another look at that coin and let’s try to see what else you might have?
You have the middle.
Aha! Come on now, stay with me for just a little bit and let’s consider a few more things. Broaden your focus a smidge and let’s take a closer look at that coin. Instead of looking at it as a circular piece of pocket change, let’s think of it as the sides of something totally different.
Do you see it? Just what are we really looking at?
Let’s start with the “heads” side of our coin – we’ll call it civilians.
Civilians live their lives, day in and day out, doing what they want. They go to work during the day or out with friends at night, enjoying many activities in life that are, very likely, taken for granted. An example of some of their activities might be driving out of state to visit a friend or family member without having to report to anyone where they’re going, who they’re seeing, or how long they might be gone; going to bed when they want and getting up when they want (depending on their job); or going out for a drink after work if it suits their fancy. As a civilian they can do all of these things without having to answer to anyone (unless they have a wife at home, that is!). They can come and go as they please, doing pretty much whatever they want, when they want, and how they want, provided they stay within the limits of the law.
Now, flip that coin over. We’re going to call the “tails” side of our coin our Veterans.
Veterans are members of the military who were active duty at one time but are now either no longer in the military (due to an honorable or dishonorable discharge) or retired. After giving a few (or many) years to their country, it’s likely that many Veterans live their lives much differently than they did as civilians. They probably don’t take things for granted like they did before they joined the military, and, regardless of the circumstances surrounding their change of military status, many of them now understand the true meaning of “the price of freedom.” Like civilians, Veterans can do what they want, when they want, how they want, but it’s likely that the ghost of structure and discipline now hovers over their shoulders. They enjoy their freedom but also understand without a doubt just what the military, and living the life of someone in the military, are really all about.
So now we have our proverbial coin, with a heads side (a civilian) and a tails side (a Veteran), but let’s take one more look at that coin. Look at it closely… what else do you see? Again, think outside the box. Flip the coin over in your hand. Feel the cool, raised surface. Are you seeing what’s left? What about the solid mass that makes up the middle of the coin? What about the one piece of the coin that melds each of the two sides together?
This, my friends, would be our Active Duty member.
A civilian has many different reasons for joining the military, such as pride in our country, the love of our freedom, a desire to go to college without having to pay large sums of money, a need to get away from something in their past, a desire to better themselves, or, especially in today’s economy, a solid income, to name a few. Whatever reason drove them to make their decision to walk into the recruiting office, sign that piece of paper and raise their right hand, this much is clear…
They’re ready for a change.
Of course, if the civilian signing up for the military is anything like I was, they think they know what they’re getting themselves into. Many of them probably do, but in my opinion, quite a few of them don’t. Some people join up right after high school, like I did, while others, due to a series of events, find that joining the military is one of two choices, with jail time being another, for example. Still others venture out into the world right after high school, sample life, and decide for whatever reason after a few years they want to experience a life much different than what they’ve been living.
For many people adjusting to military life is like nothing they’ve ever experienced before. I’m not saying this to scare anyone, but unless you come from a family with VERY strict parents, you simply may not understand.
As a member of the military, one of the first things you discover when you get to boot camp is you can’t just do whatever you want. You’re told when to eat, sleep, exercise, etc. You’re given a very small amount of time, along with dozens of other people just like you, to shower and brush your teeth every morning. You go to classes to learn about things such as recognizing a fellow military member’s uniform (what rank they are, regardless of the branch of service), how to prepare your uniforms, how to fight a fire, etc. You have no choice but to go to PT (physical training) every day, and you’re tested on this, too. You also learn how to march in perfect step as a single unit instead of a large group of people, and believe me, when you put 80-100 people together from all walks of life, this can be challenging in and of itself!
I’ve been lucky enough to experience our three-sided coin. I was a civilian for the first 18 years of my life before I gave the following four years to the Navy as an Active Duty member. My four years of active duty obligated me to four more years as an inactive member in the Inactive Reserves. Now I’m a civilian but I’m also a Veteran. This is where it gets a little more complex though, because for nearly half of my life I was not only a Veteran, I was also a Dependent Wife.
****
Life as a dependent spouse can, at times, be more challenging than it is for the Active Duty (whom I will from now on refer to as ‘AD’) member. When a person agrees to marry that one special person in their life who is serving our country as an AD Member, do they realize just what they’re agreeing to? Sure they repeat their vows - to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, till death do us part - but what about when the AD spouse has to travel while they’re in the military, either by plane, submarine, or ship? Does this former civilian, now military dependent, really understand what life will be like when their spouse is called away by the military, sometimes disappearing for weeks, months, or even years at a time on a mission to some secret place? How do you think this former civilian will feel when their AD spouse, because of security reasons, really can’t say where they’re going? When all they can disclose is they’re going (because when Uncle Sam says go, AD members listen) because they have to? How will that civilian feel when their AD spouse reassures them that they love them more than life but they just have to go, goodbye and hold down the fort? All the while there are bills to pay, a budget to adhere to, children to raise, homework to be completed, and school activities (sports, plays, band practice, etc) to chauffeur the children to. Now throw into this mixture when the civilian spouse also works full time, has housework to do, meals to cook, and yard work to do… yes, this really complicates matters.
If you’re a military dependent and what I’ve described above rings more than a bell to you, then please read on. The following pages are my story of what it was like going from civilian, to AD Member, to dependent wife, to Veteran.
The life of a dependent spouse, depending on the branch of service, can be quite lonely. My husband and I were both in the Navy when we met in Hawaii - I was stationed on shore duty and he was stationed on a submarine. During his twenty years or so of AD service, he was home spending time with the family realistically only about five years of that, in pieces of broken time here and there when the Navy allowed it. Since he was married to Uncle Sam first and me second, he had no choice but to go where the Navy took him. I understood that and always supported him with it, but because of this he missed many family milestones – a baby’s first steps, the first day of school, emergency surgery for appendicitis, and our oldest son’s graduation from high school to name a few.
If this sounds familiar, know that you are NOT alone. Many dependent spouses will understand and totally relate to your feelings of pride in your spouse and our country, your frustration that they aren’t around more often, the stress of carrying a high percentage of the family struggles on your shoulders, and ultimately, your adjustment to the situation.
Successfully navigating through life as a military family will very possibly be one of the most challenging things you’ll ever have to deal with as a dependent spouse. An alarming number of marriages don’t survive this challenge, but you don’t have to be a statistic. Get out there and meet your neighbors, make some friends. If you live in military housing your neighbors are probably going through some of the same things you are so don’t be afraid to network with them and share ideas. You may live in a location far away from your family where leaning on them may be impossible, but look around you – it’s very likely that your next door neighbor is going through the same thing.
If your spouse is in the Navy and stationed on a ship or a sub, have them find out the name of the Ombudsman for the Command. An Ombudsman is often a dependent wife who is a type of liaison between the dependent spouses and the military or the Command. If you have a question about the military or need help with something, especially when the ship or submarine is deployed, the Ombudsman will know who you can contact. If they don’t, they should at least be able to point you in the right direction.
* * * * *
As you continue to read, you’ll soon find that this story is about me, my family, and what it is like being a bigamist.
Wait - let me explain.
Being married to someone in the Navy does not necessarily mean you are married to them and only them. This goes for all of our Armed Forces. My story is based on living a life intertwined with the Navy, and I can only imagine what it is like for the other Armed Forces and their families.
Before I go any further, however, let me give you some background as to who I am.
My name is MJ Allaire and I was born in 1967 in South Florida on a warm, June day, the only daughter of four children. My mother turned 40 six days after my birth, and my father had just turned 45 that April. At one time in my teenage years my mother told me I was the “oops” baby. Sometimes I joke with people, telling them I was a mistake, but I try to look at it a little differently. Since I have three older brothers, I’d like to think that my parents finally got it right…
Do you think since I was the youngest AND the only girl that perhaps I was a bit spoiled? Of course I don’t think I was, but my youngest older brother would likely argue this point, each and every time!
For many years before my birth, up to only a few years after (due to an injury on the job), my father was a carpenter. He loved his work and was very good at it. When I was very young, Dad worked for a company that built a house for Perry Como. My father didn’t just “work for” the company as they built this multi-million dollar house, he was out there at ground zero, actually taking part in building it. At the time I was too young to really understand anything beyond the neighborhood I grew up in, but I was proud to know that my father knew (and liked) this wonderful man.
Back when records were popular, Dad either bought or had been given one of Perry Como’s albums and had asked Mr. Como to personalize it for me. I must have been around five years old back then. We had this record for quite a few years, tucked away in its protective sleeve, but too many years and too many changes have gone by since then, and unfortunately, I have no idea what happened to it. My parents sold the house I grew up in a year or so after I left the nest, so a lot of the things from my childhood are now MIA. I think the album might have been in my younger older brother’s attic (I call him my baby brother, even though he’s twelve years older than me), but he recently went through a divorce and the house was foreclosed on, so now I’ll never know.
Anyway, so my Dad did his thing, building houses and nailing nails, while Mom was a stay-at-home mom, doing her house-wifey thing, raising me, etc. I love that she was able to be home for me every day when I got home from school. This was back before the term “latchkey” became popular in reference to children who came home from school to an empty house… and trust me when I say there was no latchkey kid here! My Mom was always home!
When I was in early elementary school, my father got hurt while working on the job. If I remember correctly (of course, this is constantly a question, whether or not I’m remembering reality or if my brain is just making stuff up), a 2” x 4” fell on his head when he was at work, and as a result, some of the discs in his back were damaged. Once, when he was staying in JFK Hospital in West Palm Beach, Florida, my Mom tried to take me in to visit him, but hospital policy wouldn’t let minors go into the rooms (this may have been because of the floor he was on - I’m really not sure). Mom really wanted to get me in to see Dad and we were frustrated that the hospital wouldn’t let me in to visit him. I couldn’t have been more than seven or eight years old and wanted to see my Daddy, but the nurses wouldn’t budge.
Mom knew how much I wanted to visit him, and after trying to drum up ways to get around the hospital’s policy, she suddenly had an idea!
On our next trip to the hospital, Mom decided to dress me up with one of her hats. In addition to this, she also had me wear one of her bras with some other clothes that were too big for me (we had to accommodate the stuffed bra, you understand, and trust me when I say we stuffed that puppy to the hilt!) As an added effect, I even got to wear make up, which, at the time I didn’t realize what a wonderful treat this was, because after this, I wasn’t allowed to wear make up for the next ten years!
Do you know what the best part of this comical charade was? I got to see my Dad! When the nurses realized what my Mother had done, they chuckled and couldn’t help but let me in. It only for a few minutes, but I finally got to visit him!
For a few years during my pre-teenage years, I remember Dad spending a lot of time in the hospital, dealing with back surgeries and having this odd, torture device set up at the foot of his bed that pulled on his legs to stretch out his spine… traction!
After I graduated high school and moved away from Florida, during one of my visits home I found an old suitcase full of pictures – of me, Mom and Dad, my brothers, lizards (yes, lizards – I had to have something to occupy my time when I was outside playing as an ‘only child’!) – and believe it or not, one of the pictures was of Dad laying in his hospital bed after one of his many back surgeries with a lit cigarette between his fingers.
A LIT cigarette! There’s no WAY he would get away with that in today’s world!
During this time in my life, I was too young to understand the final prognosis about his back, but after a while I came to realize it meant he was considered to be totally disabled. When he finally came home from the hospital, his days as a carpenter were over. This meant I now had two parents home all day, every day, instead of just one. This could be good or bad, depending on the day… trust me on this one.
I mentioned earlier that I was raised as an only child. When I was born, my three older brothers were 21, 19 and 12 years older than me. Before I was born my oldest brother, Andy, had already joined the Navy; not long after I was born my middle brother, Bob, also joined the Navy; and although my youngest older brother (my ‘baby brother’) Tony never joined the military, by the time I was eight or nine, he had moved out, so I was the lone child in the house.
Having both of my parents at home all day was difficult mainly for one reason… we no longer had a sufficient outside income coming into the house. Dad collected his Workman’s Compensation and Social Security checks every month because of his disability, but our money was always tight. To supplement this, Mom decided one day to start doing home daycare, which really helped the bill situation and definitely kept both of my parents busy. Looking back now, as both a mother and a homeowner, I just don’t know how they managed to make ends meet every month. But of course this was back in the 70’s and 80’s and times weren’t quite as rough then as they are now.
Time went on as time always does and my school years came and went. In middle school I met and befriended a girl named Christine, who actually ended up being one of my very few close friends. During these years I spent most of my time staying out of trouble and studying. Of course I was categorized as a “goody two shoes” and a lot of kids wouldn’t give me the time of day. At the time I didn’t understand why some people didn’t like me, but isn’t that always the way it is? Looking back now I’m okay with it because I understand, especially for teenagers, how very difficult it is to be “different,” and unfortunately, many of us are either “in” or “out” of certain “clicks” during those school years. It took a while, but I finally figured out that if you can make it through this painful part of life, you’ll find out it’s not so bad and there’s more to life than that.
Christine took the time to get to know me and was a really great friend. One day we just started talking, which led to a wonderful (although short-lived) friendship, and we had many laughs together. She lived about fifteen minutes away from my house and sometimes would invite me to come spend the night but my mother would never give permission for me to go and for the longest time I just couldn’t understand why.
Eventually Mom explained her reasoning behind her decision. She said if I were to spend the night at a friend’s house (it didn’t matter which one), in her eyes we would then be obligated to have this same friend spend the night at ours, tit for tat, so to speak, but since Dad was no longer working we just couldn’t afford to feed another mouth. Back then, of course, no matter how many different ways Mom explained it, I simply couldn’t understand and thought the world was against me and my goody-two-shoes-self. Now, as an adult and Mother, however, I definitely do understand, and I’ve tried to teach these things to my own children (not that it’s tit-for-tat, but the how’s and why’s of my decisions). I’d like to think that they understand ME now, but because they are young, I like to think that if they don’t understand me now, they will once they have children of their own.
When I started 9th grade I transitioned from middle school to high school and a whole new world opened up for me. West Palm Beach is a very large city and had multiple high schools. Some of my friends followed me to John I Leonard, while others, Christine for one, went to a different high school in another area of town.
My high school had a large number of students looking for an education and in order to accommodate this, there were two different sessions of classes - one in the morning and one in the afternoon. Generally, 9th and 10th graders went to the classes during the afternoon session, which was from 12:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m. and 11th and 12th graders went from 7:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m.
I had taken two years of Spanish in middle school, so by 9th grade I was in Spanish III. It just so happened that the only class available for this course was during the morning session, which worked out great for me because it meant I could go to school with mostly upper classmen. Not that it mattered though, because I was still just a Plain-Jane, goody-two-shoes 9th grader that didn’t party, didn’t smoke, or skip school.
You’re probably saying to yourself I wasn’t much fun in high school, and yes, perhaps I was a “stick in the mud” back then, but of course I had a reason for it! The fear of the Wrath of Mom was FAR worse than any kind of enjoyment I would have had getting into ANY type of teenage mischief, so I decided it was better to behave… you know, “better to be safe than sorry.”
When I was 16, I really had an interest in boys (it was a one-way thing though, for the most part, because not many seemed interested in me). In spite of the fear of the Wrath of Mom, I somehow summoned the courage to tell her one day just before I turned 17 that I wanted to get on the birth control pill (I still have NO idea how I managed to find THAT much courage, but I did!). I wanted to make sure I would be protected when and IF that big moment ever came. It hadn’t yet but I was dating my first love (his name was Clark and we dated for a few months) and I wanted to be safe “just-in-case.” Neither of us had been with anyone sexually at this point and we each wanted to be each other’s first. Fate had other plans, however, as this fairy tale part of my life didn’t end up that way, which is neither here nor there. Let me just say that I believe things in life happen for a reason, and after losing touch with Clark for nearly twenty years, we are now friends and keeping in touch. He is happily married and living in California with his wife Donna and their boys, and I’m very happy for them both.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/22801 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!