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BABY


When Spc. James Atkins arrived at Green Ramp, Pope Air Force Base March 24 from an eight-month deployment in Iraq, he did not expect his nine-month pregnant wife to greet him at the airfield. He expected to meet her and his new baby at Womack Army Medical Center or at their Fort Bragg home because she was due to give birth to his child that day.


But when James walked off the aircraft around 3:40 a.m., his wife, Vanessa Atkins, was waiting for him (although she may have been a little uncomfortable,) and the baby was on its way.  


“I was surprised she was still pregnant and relieved because I knew I would be there for her when my baby was born,” said James, an OH-58D Kiowa Helicopter Armor System maintenance paratrooper from the 82nd Airborne Aviation Support Battalion. 


Vanessa had gone into labor late the night before, but was determined to greet her husband when he returned from his deployment, she said. She was contracting lightly as she hugged, kissed and cried with her husband who she had not seen since September.


However, the reunion was cut short as the baby prepared to enter the world.


“We have to go,” Vanessa said to her husband.


James, 23, handed his weapon to a fellow soldier. Dressed in his Desert Combat Uniform, and jaded from hours of traveling, he and his wife left the airfield to have their baby.


After a short stop home so James could reunite with his 19-month-old son, Christopher, he and Vanessa headed toward Womack Army Medical Center at Fort Bragg.


Thirteen hours later, Vanessa gave birth to a baby boy, Spencer. 

After months of being in the Middle East, James began to sit back after his second son was born and adjust to the fact that he was home.  

A lot had changed from before he had been deployed. For example, when James left for Iraq, Christopher was still eating from bottles and baby-food jars. When he returned, Christopher was eating off plates.


He also had to adjust to Christopher’s growing independence, James said. His son was getting older and did not need as much help from his father. 


“It all just started to hit me about a day after I came home,” he said.

Although there were a lot of new additions to his life at home, James was glad he and his wife could experience the birth of their son and take a new step into their lives together.

“A huge weight was lifted from my shoulders,” said James, a soft-spoken man. “While I was in Iraq, I spent many nights in my bunk expecting she would call and say she had the baby. I kept telling myself it would be alright and I would see my baby born.” 


The most stressful parts of deployment for James were those long nights of worrying about his family.


“I didn’t want my children not to have a father,” James said. 


It was also stressful to know that Vanessa was pregnant, having to take care of their older son and housework by herself, he added.


For Vanessa, who met James in high school, the hardest part of the deployment was not having him around.


“It was hard to know that he was in a (dangerous) place,” she said.


Despite the stresses he and his family went through, he was glad he could serve his country, James said.


“I am proud of what I’ve done during this deployment,” he said.


For James, his deployment and way his son was born is something he will never forget.


“It is definitely going in the scrapbook,” he said with a grin.
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