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Military moms: Service has strengthened their families
By ALEXANDRA LUNDAHL

SEMINOLE – Lieutenant
Colonel Michele Sutak, chief
public affairs officer for the
Army Reserve Medical Com-
mand out of Pinellas Park,
loves her job. She has been on
active military service for 23
years this May, and she has
every intention of staying in the
military for as long as she is al-
lowed. The only thing she loves
more than her military life, is
being a mother.

Although being a single par-
ent as well as a military mom
could be challenging, especially
through deployments, Michele
and her daughter, Ashlee, have
faced it with grace. Neither
mother nor daughter have any
grudges about the military or
complaints about major chal-
lenges. For them, it’s just their
life. They now have a home in
Seminole, but their experience
with the Army has allowed
them to travel and have “home”
in places all over the world.

Sergeant E5 Cassie Utsey of
the Marines is a young single
mom who commutes to
MacDill Airforce Base from
Riverview. The Marines have
given her a life she couldn’t
have had otherwise. It has
given her opportunities for her
daughter that she wouldn’t
have had before. Although she
doesn’t think she will be a ca-
reer military person, and being
a single mom with long hours
at work is challenging, there
isn’t anything else Utsey imag-
ines doing right now. 

Lt. Col.
Michele Sutak

Sutak grew up as an “Army
brat,” born in Heidelberg, Ger-
many, to Col. Meredith and Pa-
tricia Caram. She knew what
military life was like. At first she
resisted it for herself and grad-
uated college with a bachelor’s
degree in communications. But
her father saw leadership and
strength in her and encouraged
her to complete the Reserve Of-
ficers’ Training Corps.

“I’ve never really been a fol-
lower,” Sutak said. “I mean, I’ll
follow you to a point, but then I
need to start leading people.
And he knew that. So I think
that’s why he pushed me to-
ward ROTC. … Then I went to
camp for all the cadets. I was
very green. But through those
weeks emerged a different per-
son. And I was like wow, I like
this stuff.”

Sutak excelled in camp,
earning a very high score, and
they offered her a commission
into the U. S. Army Reserves

with a serving obligation, and
she took it. Sutak got the
branch she wanted – Military
Police. She also got Airborne
School, which she wanted, as
well as the region she wanted,
which was Europe. Since she
was born in Germany, she
wanted to go back and be sta-
tioned over there.

Sutak’s career began as a
platoon leader with the Fourth
Platoon 212th Military Police
Company in Aschaffenburg,
Germany. She was quickly de-
ployed as part of Operation
Desert Shield to Dhahran and
Hafar Al-Batin, Saudi Arabia,
and then to Camp Redball,
Kuwait, for Operation Desrt
Storm. There, she ran the For-
ward Enemy Prisoner of War
Cage for the 7th Corps. She
feels honored to be part of that
effort, which also was the
largest call-up for women since
World War II, with more than
24,000 women serving in
Desert Storm.

Initially, being female mili-
tary in the Middle East, people
warned her that the male pris-
oners may not respect her be-
cause she is a woman, and she
may have a hard time. Howev-
er, that turned out to be oppo-
site of how things played out.
Her maiden name is Lebanese,
which helped her prisoners to
relate to her. Many of the cap-
tured soldiers were ordinary
people – farmers and store
workers who only signed up to
fight to avoid an unfortunate
fate from the hands of their
government, Sutak said. The
United States military treated
the prisoners well, Sutak said,
and it appeared that her pris-
oners were actually glad to be
there, and they respected her.
At times, the prisoners were re-
luctant to take orders from the
U.S. military men, so they sent
Sutak in to deal with them. For
her, they were glad to cooper-
ate. By the end of the conflict,
Sutak had processed more
than 5,700 prisoners, which
was far more than had been
anticipated.

After the conflict, Sutak was
stationed in California, where
she met her husband and had
her daughter, Ashlee, in 1998.
Sutak eventually divorced, but
she still was able to easily bal-
ance parenting and being ca-
reer military. When she would
have to go away for a few weeks
for the job, she always sat
down with Ashlee to explain
why mommy had to go away,
but that she was coming back
and in the meantime Ashlee
would stay with her daddy or
her grandparents. 

“If the parent of a military
child is talking to them so they
understand everything, it
should be smooth sailing,”
Sutak said.

She handled it the same way
when Sutak decided to take a
public affairs course that would
take her away from Ashlee for a
few months. Sutak’s parents
dropped everything to tem-
porarily move to California to
stay with Ashlee during that
period of time. After a few
weeks, Ashlee began to wonder
why her mom was gone for
longer than usual, but they still
talked every day and got
through the time almost as
normal.

Almost immediately after
Sutak returned from the
course, in the beginning of
2007, she was deployed to the
Middle East for a year as part of
Operation Iraqi Freedom and
Operation Enduring Freedom.
Sutak’s parents remained living
in her house with Ashlee, who
was 7 years old at the time, so
she would not have to change
schools and life could remain
the most normal for Ashlee.

Sutak was stationed in Arif-
jan, Kuwait, as the operations
and plans officer for the pubic
affairs office for the United
States Army Central/Coalition
Forces Land Component Com-
mand. Even though she was
thousands of miles away from
Ashlee, life continued as nor-
mal for them. To help Ashlee
and her classmates better un-
derstand what was going on,
Sutak had gone to the school to
sit down with Ashlee’s class-
mates. Sutak brought some
Meals Ready to Eat to share
with the students and they
talked about the mission, why
she was going away and any
other questions or concerns.
The students gave Sutak a
Build-A-Bear, and while she
was deployed, Sutak took pic-
tures of the bear at various lo-
cations. She sent the pictures
back to the class, with notes
like “There was a bear sighting
at the Taco Bell at Camp Arif-
jan, Kuwait, today.” The stu-
dents wrote Sutak letters, and
she always made sure to write
them back individually.

Ashlee and Sutak talked
nearly every day, either through
a special 800-number they had
set up or with video chats on
Skype. Therefore, Sutak re-
mained actively involved in
Ashlee’s life, whether it was just
knowing the latest news in her
life or helping her with her
homework. Sutak even “attend-
ed” Ashlee’s piano recital by lis-
tening in on the phone while

Photos courtesy of MICHELE SUTAK
Lt. Col. Michele Sutak sits on Saddam Hussein’s throne in the Al-Faw Palace. The throne was
given to Hussein by Yasser Arafat, which was found in the basement of the palace when the U.S.
took it over during the initial invasion. The throne sits in the main room of the palace and became
a popular photo op for U.S. soldiers.

Ashlee performed. Likewise,
Ashlee, Sutak’s family and
friends were able to support
Sutak by “attending” her pro-
motion ceremony when she
made Lieutenant Colonel. Ash-
lee and company watched the
promotion via videoconference,
and Sutak said it was so spe-
cial for both parties to be able

to share in that experience.
Because of all the contact, it

was easy for both Sutak and
her daughter to jump back into
regular life after the deploy-
ment.

“When you come back from
a deployment, everyone has
gone on with their life,” Sutak
said. “Yours has stopped. So

you’re going right back into
where you left off at. In my
case, I kind of came back in
maybe just a week or two off, it
seemed like, because I was so
involved. So I knew that the fol-
lowing week was going to be
her spring break. And that we

Ashlee, left, and Lt. Col. Michele Sutak travel to Tombstone, Ariz., for a vacation after a yearlong
deployment to Kuwait.
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already had plans to go to Ari-
zona and traveling and visiting
my grandma. … But I kept up
with her, so I knew what was
going on. And I fell right back
in.”

Ashlee agrees that life re-
mained mostly normal during
the deployment and it was not
as hard as people may think it
would be. 

“Honestly, the only thing that
was different was not physically
having my mother there,” Ash-
lee said. “We were very much
involved. We spoke on the
phone all the time.”

Ashlee missed the little
things, like having her mom
there to tuck her in at night,
but she felt good being with her
grandparents, and she was not
worried about her mom. She
felt her mom was in good
hands, so she felt secure in the
situation.

For Ashlee, now 13 and an
eighth-grader at Seminole Mid-
dle School, having a military
mom is just normal life. All par-
ents have their own profession,
Ashlee said, and she thinks it is
interesting to be able to say
that her mom is in the Army.

“(The best thing) is probably
the fact that she’s not just my
hero because she’s my mom.
She’s literally a hero,” Ashlee
said. “And the fact that even
though she is on deployment
and sometimes has to leave,
she’s always there for me. She
always has my back and she’s
very supporting of my choices.
And sometimes I don’t always
realize that she’s in the military
because you’d think it would be
difficult, but she’s just my
mom. When she’s wearing the
uniform, she’s the country’s
hero. But when she’s out of
uniform, I call her mom and
she’s my hero.”

Prior to moving to Florida for
her current post, Sutak was
stationed in Germany for sever-
al years and took Ashlee with
her. Both mother and daughter
cherish the life and adventures
this brought them.

A lot of kids stay in one place
their whole lives, Ashlee said.
But because of the military,
Ashlee has visited 15 countries.
She can speak more than one
language. She has a better out-
look on life. She loves that she
has seen how other people in
other countries live. Education
was also exciting in Germany,
she said.

“Everything there was higher
tech in learning,” Ashlee said.
“Things that people are just
learning here, I’ve already
learned.”

Ashlee also cherishes the
cultural adventures she has
been able to experience.

“Kids here go to the beach on
the weekends,” Ashlee said.
“There, we visited France on the
weekend. And on cruises, you
don’t just see the Caribbean.
You see several different coun-
tries. It was just an experience
of a lifetime.”

Sutak said Ashlee is her best
friend. Even though she is
growing up fast, she will always
be her baby doll. Her hazel-
eyed, curly-haired little girl.
Sutak has no greater joy than
spending time with her daugh-
ter and her daughter’s friends.
It is hard now that Ashlee is a
teenager and pulling more to-
ward her friends, but they still
have special times together.
And while her current position
is certainly challenging, she is
grateful that it also allows her
flexibility and more time to
spend with her daughter while
she is still young. Because she
knows, one day she will have to
retire from the military. But she
will forever be Ashlee’s mother.

Ashlee said she loves her
country and what the military
does for it, but she does not
think that will be her path.
Right now, she envisions her
future as either going into a law
firm or going into interior de-
signing.

Sgt. Cassie Utsey
For Utsey, the military of-

fered the chance for a life she
could not otherwise have had.
Joining the Marines allowed
her to take charge of her life
and make it what she wanted.

“My dad was a Marine,”
Utsey said. “He got out before I
was born, but I felt it was
something that would be good
for me to do. We didn’t have a
lot of money growing up, so for
college, that was hard. I lived in
a small town in Alabama, and
not too many people got away
from there. If they went to col-
lege, they came right back. But
I didn’t want to do that. I want-
ed to do other things besides
work in the grocery story or
work in the family business,
which we don’t even have one,
but that’s what my friends were
doing. I figured the Marine
Corps would be the best way to
do it.

Not only has the military al-
lowed Utsey to get away and
see the world, it has also
changed her as a person.
Growing up, Utsey was shy and
not very outgoing. She didn’t do
a lot of things, was non-con-
frontational, and a homebody,
she said. But the military has
given her confidence. Now she
talks to people all the time and
has no problem public speak-
ing or talking to strangers. She
enjoys being active and doing
things, and she loves taking her

daughter, Anna, to do many
different things.

“(If I hadn’t joined,) I would
probably be back in my home
town working at the gas station
or the grocery store because
there aren’t a lot of jobs,” Utsey
said. “My dad is disabled, so I
probably would have settled
down there close to him to help
him out and help my little sis-
ter.”

She also probably wouldn’t
have her daughter, she said.

Anna turned 4 on March 8,
and being a single, military
mom has been both the most
rewarding and the most chal-
lenging thing that Utsey has
ever done. The days are long,
waking up at 5 a.m. to make
the drive from Riverview to
MacDill to drop Anna off at
daycare by 6:30 a.m. And by
the time they finally get back
home around 6:30 p.m., she
sometimes has to scramble to
get dinner ready and Anna
bathed and ready for bed on
time, only to do it all again the
next day. 

The first few years of parent-
hood were the hardest for
Utsey. She said she felt like she
would go crazy balancing every-
thing when Anna was an in-
fant, and then it was hard
because she was deployed for a
year in 2009, when Anna was
still very young.

“It was rough especially be-
cause I had to start doing
workups starting when (Anna)
was 9 months old, so I missed
about a year and a half of her
life, and it tears at you,” Utsey
said. “You miss so much, and
when I came back it was like,
‘Wow, you’re 2 years old and a
whole new person.’”

When Utsey returned from
Afghanistan, she almost imme-
diately had to move from South
Carolina to Tampa, where she
now works in intelligence.
These major transitions were
harder on Anna than they were
on Utsey, she said. Anna had
lived with her father during
Utsey’s deployment – he is also
in the military – and he has dif-
ferent rules and different par-
enting styles. At first, there
were some behavioral issues
and separation anxiety, but ul-
timately they worked through
that, Utsey said. She feels for-
tunate to have always had sup-
portive supervisors and
coworkers who can help her
when she needs time to take
care of family issues. The mili-
tary also was a huge help dur-
ing the transition – going back
into life after deployment, mov-
ing, finding a new home, and
setting Anna up in daycare.

Anna no longer cries when
Utsey leaves her at daycare,
and now that she is older, it is
much easier on both of them.

In fact, Anna loves the military
and is proud of her Marine
mommy. Already, Utsey sees
that her involvement in the mil-
itary has helped Anna be more
of a leader herself.

“She says, ‘Mommy, do you
know being leader makes me a
rock star?’ And I say, ‘Yes, yes it
does. It makes you a rock star,’”
Utsey said. “And she loves
walking around like, ‘Mommy,
you’re Sgt. Utsey.’ ‘Yes, yes I
am.’ And I’ll get promoted this
year, and she says, ‘Mommy,
when you’re Staff Sgt. Utsey, I
can be Sgt. Anna.’ Well, it does-
n’t work that way, but she’s so
confident and out there.”

Being around the military
has helped form Anna in who
she has become, Utsey said.
She no longer is the shy girl
with separation anxiety. She is
confident and outgoing and
proud of her country and the
military. Anna loves the Ameri-
can flag, knows the story be-
hind the POW/MIA flag, and
always points out other people
in uniform, saying, “Mommy,
they wear a uniform like you
do.” Utsey said she would not
be surprised if Anna grew up to
be a Marine – and if not that,
than a pilot because Anna loves
planes.

Utsey has a strong family,
and Anna is a “community
child,” so that helps a lot in tak-
ing the pressure off of being a
single parent in the military.
Anna loves spending time with
her family and relishes the
chance to spend some time
with them.

Photo by STOWERS PHOTOGRAPHY
Sgt. Cassie Utsey of the Marine Corps poses with her daughter, Anna, who proudly sports her Marines
T-shirt.

Photo courtesy of CASSIE UTSEY
Marine Corps Sgt. Cassie Utsey stands with her daughter, Anna, at a
Veterans Day event in November 2011 at Solivita active living
community in Poinciana.

“My (older) sister still feels
bad for me because I am a sin-
gle parent and I don’t get to do
all the normal 26-year-old
things, so she’ll take Anna
every couple of months for a
week or two and just watch her

and let her hang out with my
nieces and nephews because
she absolutely loves being with
her family and always asks to
see them,” Utsey said.

See MILITARY, page 10
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Anna also loves spending
time with her father and recent-
ly spent her birthday with him
in New Orleans. Utsey’s military
family is also wonderful, she
said, and is extremely family fo-
cused and provides excellent
benefits.

Utsey loves her own time that
she gets to spend with Anna
and wants to make every
minute with her count. She
takes Anna on adventures to
the aquarium, Busch Gardens
and Disney on weekends, al-
ways doing something together.
She hates that Anna has to
work her schedule with her,

spending 50 hours a week in
daycare, but at the same time,
Utsey has what she feels are the
best jobs in the world – being in
the military and being a mom.
And she feels good that Anna
understands most days why
mommy has to go to work and
she has to go to daycare.

“She looks at it more like, oh,
Mommy is going to go fight bad
guys,” Utsey said. “I don’t know
who told her that, but out of the
blue one day she said, ‘Mommy,
you went to Afghanistan to fight
bad guys.’ She knows
Afghanistan and Iraq.”

Utsey said she looks at it
more like she helps people
rather than fighting people, but

she is glad that her daughter is
proud of her and what Utsey
does for her country.

Being a Marine has helped
Utsey be a better parent, she
said. It has taught her patience
and leadership skills. It helps
her with disciplining, and teach-
ing Anna right and wrong, self-
confidence and respect, and
how to help others.

“If she’s doing something
wrong, I talk to her more than
discipline,” Utsey said, “because
it teaches her, ‘Okay, this is
what you did, this is why you
don’t do things like that, and
this is how you fix it.’ And the
Marine Corps taught me to do
all that. You identify the prob-

MILITARY, from page 8 lem and you fix it, and that’s
how I teach her. Being a good
parent is essentially being a
leader.”

The military has also directly
helped with Utsey’s key role as
a parent. At her old base, all the
moms- and dads-to-be were re-
quired to go through mommy
basic training and daddy boot
camp on the base. In the class-
es, medical specialists came in,
as did the fire department,
which taught about car seat
safety, first aid, and everything
from diapering and how to help
a choking baby.

At MacDill, there are numer-
ous family programs, and the
daycare also gets the parents
involved. You can go have lunch
with your child, there are
scheduled events to do together,
such as planting flowers or
making T-shirts or artwork to-
gether. The month of April is the
Month of the Military Child, and
MacDill has many events to cel-
ebrate and honor military chil-
dren, Utsey said. There will be a
children’s parade, and the fire
station will bring their trucks
and dogs for the children to play
with. There are family days and
opportunities to bring your chil-
dren with you to work, she said.
And if she ever needs anything,
there is lots of support.

“They understand how hard
it is,” Utsey said. They don’t
want you to just be physically fit
to deploy or physically fit to
serve. “They want you to be
emotionally fit. And if you’re not
happy with your home life or
family life, they’re going to help
you make that better to be emo-
tionally fit, mentally fit and
physically fit. The mission
comes first. You hear that all

the time. But you can’t do the
mission if you’re worried about
something else.”

Liz Waters is the director of
the Airman and Family Readi-
ness Center at MacDill and said
the base strongly believes in
family and does a lot to ensure
they have the support they
need. They host events for both
the whole family and for family
members left behind during de-
ployments. They give classes on
financial management, Waters
said, to help with budgets, car
buying and checkbook balanc-
ing; there is a spouse employ-
ment plan program to help the
husbands and wives of military
personnel to be able to find jobs,
work on resumes, learn how to
better interview for jobs and
dress for success; and there are
transition assistance programs
to help people retiring or leaving
the service, to help do civilian
resumes and help spouses. The
base has a new parent support
program through the medical
center and also the Bundles for
Babies course for parents who
are pregnant or recently gave
birth. There is the daycare and
a youth center that has before-
and after-school care and
events on the weekend.

“We help the entire family,”
Waters said. “We also help
them deal with the process of
being deployed. It affects both
the mom and the dad when
there are children left behind,
so we try to help. If they give us
a picture, we can make T-shirts
and pillow cases for the family.”

For the child, they can have
the face of their deployed par-
ent put on the shirt or pillow-
case so they can have
something comforting to re-

member the parent by. Like-
wise, they can do the same for
the deployed parent, putting
the child’s face on the item.

“The reason we do these
things is we want to build re-
silient families,” Waters said.
“We want our families to be
prepared for obstacles they
may face in everyday life, not
just in military life. If we build
resilient, strong families, the
military member knows their
family is prepared, so they can
focus on the mission. We’re
here to empower our military
members and families to devel-
op life enhancing skills through
our education and information
that we can provide for them.”

Utsey’s enlistment is over in
June 2014. She will have
served two enlistments, and
she anticipates that is all she
will do. Anna starts pre-kinder-
garten this year, and Utsey
wants to give her a stable
school life. She doesn’t want to
have to move around all the
time. But she will always love
her time in the Marines and the
opportunities it has given her.
Because of a military scholar-
ship, Utsey is going to school to
be in medical office administra-
tion. She is getting her associ-
ate’s degree now and will go on
to get her bachelor’s degree af-
terwards. She takes online
courses after she puts Anna to
bed.

Another benefit of the mili-
tary is that she can use her GI
Bill college benefit for family
members, and she is saving
hers for Anna. So not only has
the military given Utsey and her
daughter a stable financial life,
it has secured Anna’s educa-
tional future as well.
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