
The Gems and a Toxic Command 
on Homecoming Day 2010

We have all heard of good and evil right? Good and bad apples?

They are in every command and in life unfortunately.

This is a story about Tony and I’s awful homecoming experience that helped shape 
me into a stronger military spouse.

Let me first say that of course there could be a worse outcome. My husband came 
home safely. I am always thankful when he comes home safely. With that being 
said, by no means does the fact that he came home dismiss the awful experience 
we had on homecoming day.  

My story has a point and is a part of who I am today. 

Tony’s first deployment was in 2010 just after finishing his schooling. He arrived 
on the USS Princeton half way through their deployment not established.  

I was teaching preschool at the time and not living in San Diego, but I was a very 
excited and motivated navy girlfriend looking to learn and be involved in the navy 
community. I was proud and full of hope. This was a new life.  

I found out about the FRG (Family Readiness Group) for the ship and I decided to 
participate in a traditional raffle where people who enter can win either first kiss or 
first hug. The deployed sailor gets to come off the ship first and its an exciting 
tradition for homecomings.  

Homecoming was near! 

Well I won first kiss! I was beyond excited. I was a girlfriend at the time and not a 
spouse.  



One of the FRG members named Jess immediately took me under her wing. She 
volunteered to Get me from the airport and have me stay with her and to take me to 
homecoming! She was an amazing part of this homecoming story.  

I ended up staying in a hotel but she picked me up from the hotel with enthusiasm 
and the next day she took me to homecoming! 

I stood on the peer waiting with the first hug winner.  

She was so kind and she had a new born who she had given birth to during the 
deployment.  

As we waited, I saw her husband come off the ship, but not Tony.  

Something was wrong. I have strong intuition. 

He never showed. I started seeing the rest of the sailors being let off the ship.  

I wanted to say something! Of course I knew if I did, Tony would be treated badly. 

I just knew. I cried. My heart beat fast and sank. I panicked. My excitement turned 
to heart break and confusion and anger.  

I would have rather not won the experience at all after going through this and 
finding out what really happened.  

He was one of the last people let off the ship.  

Tony was instructed to conduct line handling evolution which obviously was not 
what he was suppose to be doing since the command was well aware of us winning 
first kiss.  

Later we found out that "they" (not naming names, but we know who they are), 
didn't want the new guy which was Tony at the time to be one of the first off the 
ship from a deployment that he arrived half way into. They were bitter and selfish. 
I have many more words about this, but we will leave it at that. They didn't care at 
all about me.  

To add to this, I was told some of the women from the FRG didn't care either and 
actually spoke rudely about me being a girlfriend and winning. I suppose they were 



jealous and bitter just like the sailors on the ship. This is how the Navy should be 
represented at all.  

This day I learned what makes a toxic command and what toxic navy spouses were 
to the Navy. Just as there are in life.  

 There were Gems though 

But, I also learned about the kind hearted gems that can shine as much or even 
greater than the bad apples in a toxic command. 

The first hug winner I mentioned, well she and her husband stayed with me until 
the very end and took these very photos that you see on this page.  

How amazing is that. She was a new mom and he was a new dad. They were 
experiencing their first moments together with their baby similar to new parents 
being with their newborns during a birth. Yet they stayed with me! They could 
have gone home right away to beat the homecoming traffic. I will never forget 
them. I don't remember her name sadly. I don't know that I will ever cross paths 
with her again, but she changed my life and I would love to thank her again. She 
changed how I coped with this situation and taught me what kind of military 
spouse I wanted to be.  

As for Jess, well she was and is my other gem. We became close as time went on. 
Her and her husband has their first child who now calls me Ninang aka Ne Ne. She 
was a homecoming baby. They had another as well. They are family to me. Jess 
has been a big sister that I never had.  

These two ladies are special. They are what I envisioned a strong resilient military 
spouse to be.  

 I believe all people can teach me something in life.  
Tony and I NEVER received an apology from anyone. Not one person in the 
command. I felt so invisible on that pier and after that day. 



If families are so important to the sailor’s life and job, then this should have never 
happened.  

However, I learned so much from this situation.  

I have worked on letting my guard down a little with military spouses and people 
in the military, but I have stayed behind the scenes and taken on more intimate 
relationships amongst some people we have met along the way.  

Would I have handled the situation differently 10 years ago? Maybe. I had to keep 
my mouth shut for many years. I am a completely different person now, but sadly, I 
don’t know that it would have been smart to handle it differently because some 
situations just don’t get fixed and the toxicity is deeper than what I ever can help 
influence or speak up to. That’s the saddest part. Tony is also not a new sailor and I 
am an established spouse, so I don’t believe this would have happened to us if the 
circumstances were different. No excuses for their behavior though.  

I realize not everyone is cold hearted and there are a lot of amazing people and 
spouses I have grown to have bonds with.  

Many of their children I love as if they were my own. I am so grateful for my circle 
of military family. 

After this experience, I made damn sure to open my arms to any service members 
loved ones without the judgements that were put on me.  

I don’t care if you are a girlfriend, boyfriend, spouse… anyone who cares about 
their service member! Everyone starts somewhere. So humble yourself! 

I would never treat people how we were treated that day anyway, but I took it even 
more seriously to follow in the footsteps of Jess and the other navy wife that day. 

It’s extremely important for them to feel supported and that includes the whole 
system!   

Just two years later, I was in one of my CFD classes in college and a girl saw my 
background photo on my computer of Tony and I. Her boyfriend was heading into 
bootcamp. We immediately bonded and I shared everything I knew about our 
bootcamp experience and whatever else I could to help her. Just as I was helped. 



This girl is now a military spouse and one of my best friends. She has grown into a 
flexible, and resilient spouse.  

Since then, I have made sure to help others along the way.  

I hope my story can bring awareness to toxic people in commands and the power 
that gets to people’s minds, but also that there is light in every situation and growth 
that can come of it.  

Love, 
Ash 


