From wine to war

Soon after moving her Wine Gourmet shop, Kimberly Eakin is deploying to Iraq.
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Kimberly Eakin prepares breakfast for her family in the kitchen of their Roanoke home on Friday, November 9. 
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Eakin (left) talks to an employee of the Wine Gourmet about arranging and displaying bottles at the shop Eakin co-owns.

Kimberly Eakin is exchanging her purse, diaper bag and briefcase for a 9mm handgun, an M-4 rifle and a gas mask.

In military terms, “I’m mobilizing as a member of a Foreign Security Force training team to deploy to Iraq,” the Army reservist explained less than a week before being deployed.

In domestic terms, she’s leaving her lawyer husband, Lenden Eakin, as sole provider for their two children, Mariah, 31/2, and Nathan, 16 months, for 400 days to fulfill military duties. She also is leaving a business that moved recently and has seen a growth spurt in its new location.

After 17 years in the Army and Army Reserve , Sgt. 1st Class Kimberly Eakin is preparing to leave American soil for the first time. A James River High School and Virginia Tech graduate, she joined the Army as Operation Desert Shield was starting but never drew overseas duty. She has trained deployed soldiers on handling and shooting various weapons.

Many details of her upcoming tour are murky, but Eakin left Roanoke on Monday, the day Veteran’s Day was observed, to meet her training unit, the 2125th Garrison Support Unit. She’s scheduled to train in Kansas in January before being shipped to Iraq in March and training the Iraqis in advanced military concepts.

She has three demands for the soldiers she’ll be working with: “ They better be good at their jobs , they better be loyal to the team , and they better be a good shot.”

Although she has conflicting feelings about her deployment, Eakin said it’s a challenge she’s prepared for. When her emotions overtake her, Eakin reasons that she’s not the first mom or soldier to be called up.

She said she couldn’t expect to be in the military nearly 20 years and not be called overseas at least once. Some of the soldiers in her U.S. Army Reserve unit, the Salem-based 2nd and 7th brigades of the 80th Division, have returned from Iraq and have shared information and hints with Eakin.

“I have a lot to learn about how to be street-smart in Iraq, but I do know from my unit 'to keep your head down and look for the digs.’”

But she said she’s not afraid, and she exhibits confidence and not cockiness while explaining her mission.

She’s being called “because they need my expertise,” Eakin explained. Going to war “is my way of protecting my family and everybody,” she added.

“There’s no better person anywhere than me to provide that protection,” she said.

Eakin has such a strong desire to protect U.S. soil that she re-enlisted in the reserves.

“I was pregnant two years ago when I re-upped,” she said, explaining that “since 9/11, there’s never a day that goes by that I don’t think about how horrible it was” for someone to come onto American soil and kill people.

Lenden Eakin, who has 11 years in the Army and National Guard, said the deployment fulfills his wife’s desire “to keep war and terrorists on the other side of the water … she’s trained to do it; she’s good at it. It’s her duty.

“Kimberly wants to make sure people understand that what she’s doing is the right thing for her.”

Still, he said, “I’m still a little numb about the whole concept.”

Business-wise, the deployment “caught her at a bad time,” Lenden Eakin said.

Kimberly Eakin started Wine Gourmet in Daleville about seven years ago and moved it to a higher-traffic area in Roanoke in September. Since the move, she and her partner have had to hire more staff and they have had an upswing in business.

Lenden Eakin said he canceled a hunting trip to help his wife prepare for deployment. 

A child psychologist “made my mind feel better about the children,” Kimberly Eakin said. Her husband, she added, “has been my pillar.”

Family — their mothers and sisters and sisters-in-law — and many friends have volunteered to try to provide a “normal-as-possible routine” for the children.

Logistics for personal and business planning have been nightmarish, but both Eakins said the Roanoke Valley community has been very supportive.

As a businesswoman, Kimberly Eakin had a hypothetical plan for her potential deployment, but “it’s been hard to change gears from mother-businesswoman to soldier.”

“My heart is broken into pieces,” she said, describing the conflict of leaving her family to serve the government.

“My babies won’t know me when I come back,” she lamented.

But, she noted, she had two weeks to prepare for her deployment, longer than most soldiers.

Cary Bednarek , Eakin’s partner at Wine Gourmet, will assume more financial, planning and promotional responsibilities and possibly will hire another employee to replace Eakin. The shop has 10 employees.

“She’s a big part of the business, and it’s going to take a while to adjust,” Bednarek said, adding he doesn’t expect any noticeable changes in operations.

Bednarek said the store employees are devastated that Eakin has been deployed because they are a family, “but we know that she [Eakin] is fighting for our freedom, pursuit of happiness and the ability to drink red wine,” Bednarek said.

Most of their customers were unaware of Eakin’s departure. “I have the best customers in the world,” she said, but “I’m a wimp . I don’t want to cry all day.”


