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BY NOVELDA SOMMERS
Military spouses endure all of life’s regular difficulties, with the added pressure of frequent moves 

and partners whose duties may call them away from home for long stretches. Yet people like Austin 
Carrigg commit to helping others while navigating the extraordinary challenges of military life. 

Austin calls her role as an Army spouse a “careful balancing act,” of juggling careers, volunteer 
advocacy, cross-country moves and caring for her family, which includes two special-needs children.

Once again, we have sought to recognize outstanding spouses like Austin, our overall winner in 
our annual Heroes at Home section, and we have been blown away by the ingenuity and resilience 
the nominees embody.

Take finalist Natalie Ealy, wife of Major Daniel Ealy at Marine Corps Base Quantico. A military 
spouse for 21 years, Natalie is co-founder of a nonprofit that works to created suicide awareness 
among military-connected people. 

Through eight moves and five of her husband’s deployments, she also has volunteered at a 
women’s prison, provided leadership and mentoring for military spouse support programs, and 
served on numerous volunteer boards.

Natalie reflected on her first PCS move, to Southern California from the small West Virginia town 
where she and her husband grew up. She said she looked back with gratitude on the monumental 
adventure she embarked upon as a newlywed Marine Corps spouse.

“I found I had a passion for helping others and volunteering where I can,” Natalie wrote. “It also 
has allowed me to meet so many other spouses doing some amazing things!”

Each of the finalists said the camaraderie they enjoyed with other military families was a highlight 
of their service.

“The best part of being a military spouse is and always has been the instant community,” Austin 
wrote. “No matter where the Army sends us, we are never alone.” 

Read on to find out more about our four inspiring finalists this year.
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Military Spouse of the Year

I  met my husband in high school, and we got married when he came home to do recruiting. 
That was 19 years ago, and here we are, he’s still active duty and we have three children 
ages 20, 17 and 9. 

When our youngest son was 2 1/2, and just after my husband deployed, our son was 
diagnosed with a rare, life-threatening syndrome. That’s when I learned what it was to be an 
EFMP (Exceptional Family Member Program) family. 

We decided to grow our family, and we knew that we would rather adopt a child with 
disabilities. We waited five years before the call came. There was a baby girl waiting for us in 
Hawaii. We knew she was sick, and I booked the first flight I could to get her and bring her 
home. Within days, she was admitted and would undergo open-heart surgery. 

We moved to JBLM (Joint Base Lewis-McChord), and it was here I realized as families we 
needed change. EFMP isn’t talked about, there is a stigma to it. Families like mine are isolated 
and need support from each other. This is where the idea for a nonprofit just for EFMP families 
came from. 

Life calmed down to a new normal, and I found KHI (Ketotic Hypoglycemia International) 
and started assisting with medical research for one of our daughter’s medical conditions, 
desperate for a cure. 

In 2020 we found ourselves on orders to Los Angeles. Within months, our daughter had an 
MRI that would shake our world again. She has moyamoya (a condition affecting the arteries of 
the brain). Two days later, our daughter suffered a catastrophic stroke that left her entire right 
side paralyzed, the doctors unsure if she would make it. This was the defining moment of our 
lives – we agreed we’d continue to advocate for her and others like her, as a legacy to her life.

Austin Carrigg
Spouse of U.S. Army Master Sergeant Joshua Carrigg
Joint Base Fort Meyer-Henderson Hall

VOLUNTEER SERVICE HIGHLIGHTS
•  Exceptional Families of the Military:  Founder and CEO, 2020-present
• Ketotic Hypoglycemia International: Vice President of Disability Research and Policy,   
2021-present; Research Committee Member, 2020-2021
• The Youth and Children’s Advocacy Network: Executive Director, 2018-2020
• Little Lobbyists: Vice President, 2017-2018

•  I work easily 40-60 hours a week, but I don’t take pay. Instead, I pour myself into things that 
bring me joy knowing I am changing the world, even if it’s one person at a time. 
•  I love music, and my house is often full of noise because we’ve somehow instilled that love of 
music in our deaf daughter.

FUN FACTS ABOUT AUSTIN

Years as a military spouse: 19   Number of  deployments: 2   Number of PCS moves: 7

Military Child of the Year

Affectionately known as my “right-hand woman,” Isabel is the example of all that 
we hope for in a military child. She is immediately recognized by family, friends, 
teachers and neighbors as mature and responsible beyond her years. She came out of 
this year excelling at virtual and in-person school as a consistent honor roll student 

in a schedule filled with all academic honors classes. She picked up additional responsibilities 
at home with her father on a yearlong deployment during the pandemic (her second “yearlong” 
in her childhood). 

Isabel helped her younger brother, who is challenged with learning disabilities, through his 
virtual schooling to keep him on track, which freed me to help my youngest daughter with her 
virtual schooling. This has kept all of our kids from falling behind academically. 

I knew that there was nothing she wouldn’t do to help our family thrive through the 
deployment — from cooking, cleaning, laundry, yard work or child care — and it was up to 
me as her mom to keep her from doing too much and burning out.

Isabel is known to our neighbors as the “dog whisperer.” She is a sought-after dog walker 
and sitter who isn’t intimidated by size or breed. Her dream is to be a veterinary surgeon, 
specializing in canines and wolves. She can easily spend up to 20 hours a week caring for other 
dogs in our neighborhood in addition to our health-challenged “failed foster” dog.

I see the woman that Isabel will become one day. She has stood by her best friends during 
challenging times in their own families and in their own lives. She has reflected patience and 
grace when supporting peers (at school and in extracurricular activities) who are considered 
neurodivergent — and we’ve seen how other adults have leaned on her for help. She knows how 
to be part of a team (from being in Chorus or Dive), and to encourage every member to be a 
part of it — even when they are not the strongest.

As I mourn the time she has lost for her childhood I’m incredibly proud of the person that 
she is becoming.

Isabel C. Smith
Child of Col Albert E. Smith

“No matter 
where the 

Army sends 
us, we are 

never alone.”

“I knew that 
there was 

nothing she 
wouldn’t do 
to help our 

family thrive”
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Finalist

My husband and I met and started dating in high school. After boot camp, he was a 
Reservist. During that time, we were married and had our daughter. Then 9/11 
happened, and my world changed. There were many back-to-back deployments to Iraq, 
and during one of those, our son was born without him here. I knew nothing about 

being a military spouse. 
After those deployments, he decided to go Active Duty. We left for the first time, our small 

hometown in West Virginia to Southern California, moving to the largest Marine Base. I could not 
have been in more culture shock. That first PCS led to many more, all over the country and the South 
Pacific. It also provided me a chance to grow and meet amazing spouses I would have never met 
otherwise. I always call it our journey. 

I love several things about being a military family: the amazing places we have lived, the different 
job opportunities it has afforded me. My number one, though, is the fabulous people we have met 
along the way. They have given us the best friendships. 

My words of wisdom for other military spouses: Kindness goes a long way. You do not have to 
do big, glamorous things. The small things make a huge impact. Take over coffee to a new neighbor. 
Reach out to a spouse to invite them with your friends, if you know they are struggling. Volunteer 
where you can. Again, it can be a beach cleanup or being a chairman on the thrift shop board.

One thing I would like to see improved for military families is mental health, especially for our 
military kids. Social media has been great, but it also has brought on more bullying, and a word can 
hurt more than one knows. We need to do a better job, even in our military community, of letting 
others know, “It is OK to not be OK.” As parents, we need to keep the communication open. Even as 
friends and neighbors, we need to be the community of support for our military children. They need 
to know they are not alone.

Natalie Ealy
Spouse of U.S. Marine Corps Major Daniel Ealy 
Command Staff College at Marine Corps University, CG8

VOLUNTEER SERVICE HIGHLIGHTS
•  Ohana Homefront Foundation: Co-founder, 2021-present
•  Military Spouse Advocacy Network (MSAN) New Military Spouse Support Program 
Executive Team: Director, 2020-2021; Manager, 2019-2020; Coordinator, 2018-2019
• Military Spouse Association of Camp Pendleton: Treasurer, 2018-2020
• 5th Battalion 11th Marines Family Readiness Volunteer, 2018-2021
• 11th Marines Molly Pitcher Committee Finance Chair, 2018-2021

•  I love history! Wherever we live, I will learn that area’s history and embrace their culture.
•  I have a degree in the medical field, but as spouses sometimes we cannot work in our field. This 
has led me to many jobs. The funniest one was, I cut grass at a local golf course. It was actually so 
much fun, and the golfers would laugh at this 5-foot-2-inch girl on a massive rough mower. But I 
tell you I can cut perfect lines on a green, and I had a really cool farmer’s tan.

FUN FACTS ABOUT NATALIE

Years as a military spouse: 21   Number of  deployments: 5    Number of PCS moves: 8

finalist

W e met in Israel when I was on Active Duty. My military spouse life began then 
and has transitioned since I retired from the Air Force in 2020. I have thrown 
myself headfirst into supporting his military career, because we are a team.  We 
decided the dual military life wasn’t good for our family and have never looked 

back. Being a spouse has opened my eyes to the amount of unpaid work a lot of us go through 
to support the military lifestyle.

The people we work and connect with are the best part of the military experience. With our 
shared experience and sacrifices, it is easy to create meaningful relationships.

The military experience is excellent but requires an open mind. If you don’t get the duty 
station/job/etc., that you want but keep an open mind, it may lead you to the very thing you 
didn’t know you wanted. Seek out meaningful relationships in-person and online. Military 
spouses have helped me through the darkest of times.

Israel, where we met, was magical. We met over a parking dispute at the Embassy. We took 
that negative energy and transformed it into a beautiful marriage. We traveled all over Israel 
and Jordan while we were there.  We learned how to scuba dive together in the Red Sea. We 
went to a religious wedding and experienced a lot of Jewish holidays with locals. It was an 
indescribable experience that we will never forget.

Rebecca Emerson
Spouse of U.S. Army Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Sawruk 
National Geospatial Intelligence Agency, Fort Belvior

“Kindness 
goes a long 

way. The 
small things 
make a huge 

impact.”

“Keep an 
open mind, it 
may lead you 

to the very 
thing you 

didn’t know 
you wanted”

Years as a military spouse: 8   Number of  deployments: 1    Number of PCS moves: 4

VOLUNTEER SERVICE HIGHLIGHTS
•  Exceptional Families of the Military: Executive Director, 2020 – Present
•  Special Education Advisory Board to the School Board for Falls Church City Public Schools – 
2021-Present
•  Jessie Thackrey Preschool: Room parent, 2021-present
•  Falls Church PTA Spirit Wear POC, 2021–present
•  Down Syndrome Diagnosis Network: Military Group Moderator, 2020-present
•  North Carolina Down Syndrome Alliance: Family Support Volunteer, 2017-2020

•  In my heart I am somewhat of a “prepper.”  I would like to get to a point where we are semi-
self sustainable.
•  I ran a marathon on a whim once. I had only trained for the 1/2 marathon and decided last 
minute to switch it to a full. It was my first full marathon and I was so proud of myself.
•  I was saved from a dog attack in Iraq by a friend.

FUN FACTS ABOUT REBECCA



finalist

I have been a military spouse for three years, and I am a federal service employee with 
the Department of the Navy. We just moved from Washington, D.C. to Iwakuni, Japan. 
I’m also a new mom to a 4-month-old baby boy, as well as a fur mama to our 2-year-old 
rescue pup, Kona.

The best part of being a military spouse is other military families. Giving support to 
and being supported by other military families is amazing! Due to the inconsistency we all 
experience, there is a camaraderie and support system built in.

My words of wisdom for other military spouses are: Embrace the adventures! Leave base 
and find something new to see and someone new to meet. Very few people have the privilege 
to live in and experience as many beautiful places as we do.

Military spouse employment is one thing I would like to see improved. I’m a huge military 
spouse advocate, and I try to assist my fellow spouses in taking advantage of the programs that 
are already in place. We need to increase awareness of the employment challenges and help 
shine a light on programs available to help.

One of my best experiences as a military spouse was recently assisting two of my fellow 
spouses with navigating the federal hiring process. I’m glad to say that they both found great 
positions!

Susan Tafuri
Spouse of U.S. Navy Lieutenant junior grade Joseph Rega
ONI Nimitz, Suitland, Maryland

“Embrace the 
adventures!”

Years as a military spouse: 3   Number of  deployments: 0    Number of PCS moves: 3

VOLUNTEER SERVICE HIGHLIGHTS
•  Dogs on Deployment: Foster, 2019-present
•  SPCA: Volunteer, 2019-2020

•  I’m a new Mom which currently means I’m always just a little bit frazzled.
•  I love dogs and baking.  
•  My degree is in Government, and I love to read social science books and further my 
education. 
•  I hate to run, but I adore spin class.

FUN FACTS ABOUT SUSAN
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MATTHEW SIMON MENDEZ
Child of MSG Miguel Mendez, Jr.  |  Marine 

Corps

PARKER ROLLINS
Child of SSgt Kevin L. Rollins  |  Army

Join us in honoring all of this year’s finalists 
for their strengths, their sacrifices and 
their commitment to our community.

Military Child of the Year Finalists 
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WE LOOK FORWARD TO HONORING MORE MILITARY 
SPOUSES AND CHILDREN WITH YOU NEXT YEAR. THANK YOU.

 2022 LITTLE HEROES 
AT HOME FINALISTS


