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      This is my blog. There are many like it, but this is mine. 

      I wrote this blog while I served in Mosul, Iraq in 2009. 

      It was my first deployment. 

      It was my second time away from my children in their short lives. 

      It was my first duty station as an officer instead of an enlisted soldier. 

      It was a formative experience and it shaped me in ways I’m still understanding. 

      I wrote because it gave me an outlet from the chaos, the calm, and the frustration. I wrote because I thought people might be interested in what life was like for a REMF. 

      The book you’re about to read does not include commentary on the posts though it has been edited for clarity; it is merely the posts captured and put into a single format to make it easier to read. 

      This blog is mine: my views here should not be taken to represent any official policy or commentary on the DOD, the Army, or any other entity. They are solely mine. 

      This is just part of my journey as a writer, as a mom, as a soldier, as a wife heading to combat for the first time. 

      For those of you who are reading it for the first time, thank you for picking it up. 

      For those of you who have read it from the beginning and are rereading it, thank you for sharing it with me all over again.
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          Hello, World!

        

        October 18, 2008

      

    

    
      THERE WON’T BE MUCH traffic here until mid-to-late December, but I’ll post a little before I go. Once we get settled across the pond, check back daily! Of course, there will be NO OPSEC violations on this blog. I won’t share anything that will risk any soldier’s life. Mostly, it will be my observations and experiences as I go through my combat tour with the First Cav. 

      Later, 

      Jess
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          Food Battles

        

        October 31, 2008

      

    

    
      SO I’M A FEW weeks out from deploying to Iraq. Guess how I choose to spend my last few weeks with my kids? Fighting about food. We’re on day four of my eldest’s hunger strike. She has to eat at least one bite of the food we put in front of her or she doesn’t eat.

      She’s opted not to eat. The thing is, she’s so stubborn. I honestly think I might lose this battle, but I’m afraid if I cave in now that I’ve started, it will be over for the rest of her life.

      Anyone got any tips? I’d love to break this stalemate and get back to enjoying our time together. My biggest worry is that I’ll die in Iraq and my daughter will remember me as the evil mommy who tried to make her eat pizza (yes, the child won’t even eat pizza!).

      Suggestions welcome!
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          Surrender

        

        November 7, 2008

      

    

    
      SO, I’M A SUCKY parent, but I gave in. Something about fighting a never-ending battle for the last two weeks I’m going to spend with my child for over a year made me reconsider just how much I wanted her to eat green beans. I decided not that much. So, we’ve taken a new track. I cook. If she eats, great. If not, oh well. I’m just not cooking anything else. So we’re at an impasse, so to speak. But as the clock winds down to the day I say goodbye to my babies, I’ll look on this as a good decision. Who wants to spend the small amount of time fighting? I’d rather bake pies and have a good time at the zoo.

      Later,

      Jess
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          What I’m Reading Now

        

        November 11, 2008

      

    

    
      SO I’M HAVING AN apocalyptic bent. I’m reading The Stand by Stephen King. The unabridged version on my new toy, my iPod Touch. I started The Stand several years ago (it may even have been a decade ago) but for some reason I never finished it. I’m glad I didn’t then, because I’m enjoying the ride oh so much. The best part about The Stand is that I don’t know how it ends, other than most everyone gets sick from the Army-engineered flu.

      And as I get ready to head into theater, I’m finding latent interest in religion resurrecting. I’m feeling my own version of an apocalyptic story starting to germinate in my brain, so we’ll see what my year in Iraq brings.

      The other book my husband recommends is Swan Song. Anyone want to learn something neat? I’m willing to bet that Stephenie Meyer pays tribute to Swan Song and The Stand in her Twilight series. I could be wrong, but her main characters’ last names are Swan and Cullen. Coincidence? Or just cool.

      One thing the Army teaches us is to honor those that came before us, so if she is paying tribute to those authors, bravo!

      So today, on Veteran’s Day, let’s pause to honor those who gave the ultimate sacrifice and those who haven’t, but who give up something of their lives so the rest of the nation can go about their daily business without worrying over who is going to protect them from the boogeyman.

      That’s all for now. 

      Jess
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          A Huge Thank You

        

        November 12, 2008

      

    

    
      FOR THOSE OF YOU who don’t know, I’m a member of the Austin Romance Writers of America. They’ve been amazingly supportive over the ups and downs of going through the pain of seeking publication and last night was no exception.

      They threw me a going away party, complete with an Inject the Venom cake and a song. I’m going to say I’ve never heard a more beautiful rendition of “God Bless America” than the one Lexi Connor sang last night. It moved me to tears. The cards and notes are going with me, so when the bad days come next year, I’ll have some cheerful thoughts to remind me. The cake was donated by Cake Please and was amazing!

      Folks, if you ever have a chance to swing by a meeting at the RWA in Austin, you really should. You’ll leave a better person for knowing them.

      And before I forget, HUGE congratulations to Skylar White on her publication offer. It was a great way to end the evening. Celebrate, girl!

      Okay, that’s all.
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          I’m a Mac

        

        November 13, 2008

      

    

    
      SO, I’M WORKING ON finishing up my total migration over to Mac from my PC. I have to say, I’m nervous, primarily because I know how to find data on my hard drive if my Windows craps out. I’ve heard, though I have not verified, that if you lose your data on a Mac it’s gone for good. Thank Steve Jobs for Time Machine. So we’ll see. The only thing I’m having trouble with is my Quicken. My PC Quicken files are not compatible with my Mac Quicken. I’ve found a work around for the Outlook to Entourage thing.

      Oh, and one more little gadget I’m in love with: my iPod Touch. You heard me rave about the little sucker regarding the ebook reader. Well, I can also check my email, balance my checkbook, and so much more. The more I use it, the more I love it. It’s the iPhone without the phone (which probably wouldn’t work in Iraq anyway).

      So that’s all for now! 

      Jess
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          It’s That Time

        

        November 15, 2008

      

    

    
      SO THE SECOND WEEK in November is done and gone. Why is that anything to remark on? My family and I are down to our last two weeks together as a family for at least a year. It sucks but it’s the life we’ve chosen as part of the Army. So if anyone has any suggestions for dealing with crushing depression and missing of one’s children during my upcoming deployment, I’d love to hear it.

      Later!
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          On the Road Again

        

        November 18, 2008

      

    

    
      SO MY FAMILY AND I are somewhere outside Knoxville, getting ready to cut across North Carolina on the way to MomMom and PopPop’s house up in Delaware on the first stop in the journey to drop the kids and all the pets off for the year.

      I have to say, this has been the most relaxing trip we’ve taken so far. The kids have been angels and even the psycho cat hasn’t been that annoying and I cannot honestly recall when I’ve been this patient. It sucks that I can’t be like this all the time... Anyway, I’m keeping my mind busy and trying not to think about next Friday (The Departure) when the year away from the kids and pets and home officially begins. I’m trying to figure out how to post the donut of despair up on my website, so you all can count down with me. Otherwise, I’m just ready to get started so I can get it over with already.

      That’s all for now!
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          A Good Day

        

        November 23, 2008

      

    

    
      IT’S NOT OFTEN THAT extreme amounts of manual labor result in a good day, but today was it. My kids got to spend it with their entire family on my husband’s side as we did some remodeling at my in-law’s house. It was great and a day my oldest will remember for a long time as her uncle let her help drive the Bobcat. I have pictures. It was great. But the best part was that my kids got to spend time with their MomMom and PopPop, something they don’t get nearly enough time doing. Now mind you, MomMom hooked them up with marshmallows so she’s forever in their good graces, but it was a really great day for memories. And after all, isn’t that what today is for? Making memories...

      So here’s the thing. Take a minute out of your day and hug your kids. Even when you want to smother them, give ‘em a quick squeeze. Make that the memory they remember, instead of fighting over eating pizza. Cause you might not get the chance tomorrow to make a better one.

      That’s all for now!

      Jess
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          Home for a Minute

        

        November 30, 2008

      

    

    
      SO THE LEAVING IS over, at least for now. Nothing can describe the feeling of having your four year old look at you and ask why you’re sad and then having to explain that you’ll be gone for a while. But she’s a smart kid. She said, “But you’ll have Daddy with you, right? And Daddy makes you happy?” Not as happy as being around my kids, but yeah, having Daddy around will help.

      I’m not going to complain, because others have done this way more than I have. I’m going to be grateful. Grateful that we have my mom to take care of our kids. Grateful that they’re healthy and overall happy. And grateful for the time that I have had with them. And I won’t mope (okay, not too much) because my kids love being with my mom.

      So. I’m not going to complain about how bad this sucks, I’m going to be grateful for the opportunities ahead and pray that everyone comes home safe this year.

      That’s all for now. 

      Jess
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          Oovoo, My Friend

        

        December 2, 2008

      

    

    
      SO, I’VE DISCOVERED A handy little thing to help me keep in touch with the kids. Oovoo. It’s video teleconferencing via the web and it’s FREE.

      The big plus was that it only takes two steps for my computer-illiterate (I mean that in the nicest way, Mom) mom to dial us, plus she already figured out how to leave us video messages. Pretty cool. Still working some bandwidth issues, but hey, anything that lets me see my kids while I’m deployed is worth it.

      That said, I’ve been slacking off on my To Do list. I’ve got a ton of stuff to accomplish and yeah, I’m waiting until the last minute to do it. Like finish medical readiness. Wills. You know, the important things. Got to get cracking.

      Oh and in the keep-myself-busy department: I accomplished 5000 words today in my latest WIP, Saving Trent. Not bad in the way of occupied so I don’t sit around and miss the kiddies. I’m hoping to have this book done before the new year.

      That’s all for now! 

      Jess
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          The Packing Is Done

        

        December 6, 2008

      

    

    
      SO TOMORROW IS THE big day. I’m off, the packing is done for the most part (okay eighty percent but pretty dang close) and all that’s left to do is get up and go.

      And I won’t say that I’m not nervous. This isn’t a training exercise; it’s real. I can only hope that at the end of the day, I don’t do something that gets someone hurt or worse. I’m grateful that my husband is going with me. I’m grateful my mom is taking great care of my kids. And I’m grateful that I have a huge long wait tomorrow to do nothing but sit around and wait to get on a plane (and hope my duffle bag fits).

      So if you’re interested, drop me a line sometime this year. I’d love to hear from you.

      Let the adventure begin.

      See you whenever I get internet access again! Check back soon, as I have no idea when that may be. :)

      Jess
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          Made It!

        

        December 8, 2008

      

    

    
      MADE IT SAFE AND sound to Kuwait. Did a little work today, but the major grind starts tomorrow. Pretty jet lagged but can’t seem to get used to sleeping. It’s just like being at NTC (the National Training Center at Fort Irwin), as far as the sand and the five-minute combat showers, so all in all, it’s not bad.

      Except that I didn’t do any writing on the plane. Nothing. Not a single word. I slept instead, which may explain my current insomnia. I’d like to write something but I’m just not feeling into it. Though I did discover a cool fact during a layover: Stanza (eReader app for iPod and iPhone) offers many classics for FREE. I downloaded Poe, Hawthorne, Neitzsche. All kinds of good stuff.

      That’s all the excitement for now! Otherwise, I’m on Day 1. 364 to go.
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          Task and Purpose, People

        

        December 11, 2008

      

    

    
      OKAY, I RECOGNIZE THAT leadership is not an inherited trait. Some people are better at it than others. But some people have no business being leaders. They should really get out of the Army and go home because they do a disservice to soldiers in the Army. They should also realize that they need to stay in their functional areas of expertise and not tell other people’s soldiers what to do.

      And on the flip side of that, I am NOT a noncommissioned officer any more. I am a lieutenant and that means when a captain, regardless of how experienced, tells me to do something, I have to do it. Even when I KNOW I have a different mission. But that’s okay. That’s how the Army works and it works that way for a reason. Lieutenants do what captains tell them. Let’s just leave it at that, for now. I’m going to finish my book.

      Later, 

      Jess

    

  


  
    
      
        
          15

        

        
          Let’s Talk About the S-word

        

        December 12, 2008

      

    

    
      NO, NOT THAT S-WORD. Stress. Too many folks over here are already starting to show signs of breaking down. It’s Day 5. One thing I’ve learned from my husband’s two previous tours over here is that a year in Iraq is a marathon, not a sprint. If you don’t get enough rest, if you don’t eat right, the stress is going to get you way before anything else.

      Stress over here comes in many forms. Missing your family is stressful. People may not acknowledge that it is, but a lack of little kids’ feet slapping on bare floors is stressful. Life with kids has a certain sound. Life in the tents over here has a different sound, one of air conditioners and national anthems. People are used to hearing certain sounds when they sleep, so listening to shouts and a/c units causes stress.

      The biggest thing I can recommend is for you to find a way to deal with the stress. An outlet that lets you channel the energy the stress is taking out of you and put it toward something that makes the unit better.

      So that’s all for now. 

      Later!
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          1 Week Down, 51 To Go

        

        December 14, 2008

      

    

    
      SO THE FIRST WEEK has given new meaning to the phrase Hurry Up and Wait. Troops are arriving and training is underway. All in all, I give the training camp here in Kuwait a thumbs up so far. They have a lot of soldiers to deal with here and they’re only here for a few weeks before heading north. The USO is cool. They have a small studio set up so you can read stories to your kids on video camera and then send them the DVD and the book. It’s really great.

      Otherwise, the drama continues as people continue to be stressed out by the things going on here. I wonder what’s going to happen when we go north. I also wonder how I’m going to handle things and my biggest worry is that I’ll do something stupid to get someone else hurt. I try very hard not to pull rank and I really listen when people with experience over here talk, especially people who’ve had combat experience.

      I’ve already learned one lesson: always be ready. People kind of snickered when the CSM (command sergeant major) said to make sure you’re ready for a fight when you ride off base. I had my first opportunity to go off base here in Kuwait yesterday and the trip was enlightening.

      I’ll go in to more detail some other time, but let’s just say I didn’t sleep the entire trip. It was too interesting and I didn’t want to miss anything. Culture Shock Part 1 coming next.
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          My Muse is On Strike

        

        December 15, 2008

      

    

    
      SO I WAS GOING for the gold with Saving Trent. I was on a roll. On the flight back to Texas after dropping off my kids, I wrote 5000 words and was on track to keep right on going until the end.

      And now? Nothing. Okay, not really nothing. I’ve written about eight hundred words this week, when I should be doing a thousand per day. I think I’m going to have to declare publicly that I will write a thousand words per day in order to get my butt back in front of the computer.

      I think part of my problem is the new environment: it’s austere and boring and there are no outside distractions. I have nothing to force me to sit and write.

      So I think I’ve come up with a solution. However, it involves more than just a thousand words per day. I edited my playlists and I’ve got new music to listen to that’s getting my brain moving again. But the biggest thing is that I owe it to my characters to finish this book. I just can’t leave them hanging in the void left on the blank pages.

      My goal is therefore declared: finish Saving Trent. I will write a thousand words per day, every day, until it is finished. I will not allow my characters to end where they sit right now (one is home with three very upset children and one is getting a much needed girls day out).

      Besides that, I’m afraid that if I don’t start writing again, it will just slip to the side and I’ll be one of those writers who gave up. What am I talking about? I don’t quit.

      So there. Off my butt, time to stop blogging and get on with it. And that’s what’s going on in my world today!
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          A Fun Escape

        

        December 19, 2008

      

    

    
      SO, THE OTHER DAY in my shop we were scrounging for a power cable to a VoiP phone (don’t ask). We managed to find one down at Arifjan, a several hour drive away. I told the boss that my husband was heading to Ali Al Saleem and I could ask him if he could scoot a little further down the road to AJ. Well, it turns out that my husband needed another person in his vehicle anyway so off we went.

      What a fun day. It was by far the most relaxing day we’ve had here. We saw a bunch of camels on the side of the road at feeding time. They’re actually pretty cool to look at, not at all like that a-hole camel out at Topsey in Copperas Cove (for those of you who don’t know, that camel sticks his head in the car and steals the food you’ve bought to feed all the animals). It was a lot of fun seeing them and we were wondering what purpose exactly do camels serve out here. Hubby said they were a status symbol, kind of like an Escalade in the States.

      Oh well, the adventure continues. Muse is back in performing shape. Apparently all I have to do to get her back to work is complain about her and she gets creative on me.

      So now I’m off to work at exciting Camp Buehring, Kuwait. That’s all for now!

      Jess

    

  


  
    
      
        
          19

        

        
          Merry Christmas, Welcome To Iraq

        

        December 24, 2008

      

    

    
      WELL, WE’RE HERE. I’M sharing a CHU (containerized housing unit) with my husband, there’re hot showers and real toilets. What else could a girl want in a combat zone? No internet, however, so blog posts will be somewhat more sporadic for a few weeks until we get situated. Otherwise, we’re here, it’s Christmas and at least I’m with my husband.

      Kiss your kids goodnight and remember how fortunate you are to be home with them right now.

      Merry Christmas, everyone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Deployment
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          It’s a New Year!

        

        January 2, 2009

      

    

    
      IN CASE YOU WERE wondering, internet access is sporadic and will continue to be for the next couple of weeks until we get settled in.

      All in all, things are going well. If you feel like sending anything, send coffee and Coffeemate, all different flavors. The Army runs on coffee, some more than others.

      I’ll post more later, once things settle down about life, mud, and things overall in Iraq.

      Take care!
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          What’s in My Pockets

        

        January 3, 2009

      

    

    
      LAURA GRIFFIN ONCE ASKED me what I carried in my uniform pockets and I’ve been updating her periodically, but I thought the rest of you might be interested in what I lug around every day.

      First, my M4 goes with me everywhere, except to shower in the morning. I have a bad habit of setting things down, so I wear it over my shoulder almost all the time. I usually only set it down when I’m going to be at my desk for a minute (not often right now). Around my belt, I wear a Surefire flashlight and a Leatherman multitool (which has a knife). In my cargo pockets, I have my green notebook that also doesn’t get set down (it goes in my pocket, otherwise I’d set it down and walk off and spend half the day looking for it). In my other cargo pocket, I carry a kabuki brush (to knock the dust off my weapon and computers), as well as baby wipes. When they’re not being worn, I have my gloves, eye protection glasses and my patrol cap in that pocket as well.

      I have pens in one shoulder pocket, and a couple of markers, as well as a laser pointer (the hallmark of a good lieutenant, according to the Signal schoolhouse:). In another pocket, I carry my iPod, because the only way to get any work done is to plug in and ignore the world around you (plus it has my ebooks on it. I just finished the Twilight series—thoughts on that later). Another pocket contains my wallet, which I also put right back.

      In one lower leg pocket, I carry a 30 round magazine (the rest of my basic load of ammo is on my IBA (body armor)) and in my other leg pocket I carry a reflective belt and a headlamp (it gets really, really dark at night here).

      So that’s what’s in my pockets on a daily basis. I figure my pants probably weigh about ten pounds. Good times, huh? But hey, a girl’s got to be prepared.
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          What Keeps Me Busy

        

        January 6, 2009

      

    

    
      SO BY NOW EVERYONE has heard on the news and in the paper about units replacing other units, but what really happens? Here’s an OPSEC (operational security) approved RIP/TOA (relief in place/transfer of authority) brief.

      RIP: Relief in Place. What it really means is the outgoing unit pulls out bits and pieces once ours are up and running and ready to step in.

      TOA: Transfer of Authority. The outgoing commander controls the battle-space until this date when the new commander assumes responsibility.

      So how does this influence the Signal world, which I’m a part of?

      Well, for starters, each brigade has its own organic servers and other equipment that allows us to communicate. So the incoming brigade has to put its equipment in the same place and get it stood up so the outgoing unit can leave. It should be a relatively simple process, but like everything in the Army, no plan survives first contact. Equipment is broken, parts are missing, it’s a never-ending process of holy crap this isn’t going to work. Eventually, everything falls into place one way or another but long days and competent operators help tremendously.

      We also have to transfer phone numbers and computers from their servers to ours and ensure that the outgoing commander still has the ability to command and control his battle-space.

      It’s been a huge learning experience so far and digital RIP is still several days off.

      The TOA is a physical transfer, much like a change of command. It symbolizes the outgoing commander’s transfer of responsibility for the soldiers on the ground to the incoming commander.

      Speaking of commanders, my brigade commander, COL Gary Volesky and his CSM James Pippin have some interesting history, if anyone is interested. COL Volesky was involved in the first big fight for Sadr City in ‘04 and CSM Pippin is legendary in his own right (allegedly instead of running from an ambush, he directed his driver to head for the shooter). You can read about the Sadr City battle in Martha Raddatz’ book The Long Road Home. It gives a great perspective on how this commander views his responsibilities as a leader of soldiers.

      Anyway, that’s all for now!

      Take care.
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          1 Month Down

        

        January 11, 2009

      

    

    
      SO I’VE OFFICIALLY BEEN gone for a little over a month now and I’ve learned a couple of pretty important lessons.

      One: no one is irreplaceable. I’ve said before that Jesus Himself could command the First Cavalry Division but the day would come when He would change command. I have to keep reminding myself of that and also instilling that in my soldiers. I have one guy who works his ass off but hates sharing information because he feels like it will make him less valuable to the team. He’s getting better though, under the guidance of our outstanding new Automations NCOIC (you know the kind of sergeant who is not only technically proficient but also a solid leader: a new lieutenant’s wish come true).

      Two: prioritize. Everyone over here thinks their mission is important and we are all part of the team that helps the commander make informed decisions but some folks are unwilling to work with the system that we have. They want their own SIPR drops (classified network) as opposed to just logging on to someone else’s computer. These folks tend to get pretty upset when you tell them they have to wait. And it is so much fun being a lieutenant telling a major sir, you’re not a priority right now. That always works out so well for me. 

      Three: no one is exempt from guard duty. I was pretty upset the other day when in the middle of digital RIP, every one of my soldiers was taken from the helpdesk either for guard duty or detail or something else that at the time was way less important than what we were doing. However, the mission continued (though I did walk away for a few minutes to avoid losing my temper) and overall, the digital RIP has gone much better than expected.

      Four: this year is a marathon, not a sprint. This may turn out to be my most important lesson yet. When faced with eating an elephant, you can only take one bite at a time. Slow down and plug away at it. You’ll get there.

      So one month is already gone and it’s gone by pretty quickly. I only hope the rest of the year goes as quickly and I’ll be home with my kids before I know it.

      Take care!
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          Feeling Unsettled

        

        January 15, 2009

      

    

    
      I DON’T PANIC. NOT in an our-base-is-being-bombed kind of way. I just feel...edgy. Like I need to be doing something more than I am. Or like maybe I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

      So let’s talk about this writing thing I keep doing. I’ve spent a huge chunk of time over the last two years learning, reading, and writing, working on this project or that and somehow I feel like I’m standing in the same place that I was last year at this time, when I received my first ever agent request (that was a heady feeling, let me tell you). Since then, I’ve gotten some great rejections and lots of helpful comments and yet, I continue to work on that next book.

      Over here in Iraq, I find myself watching how people look, how they carry themselves, because here is the heart of the stories I tell. How people are impacted by being over here. It dawned on me (and there’s no way for this not to come off condescending, because I’m here with my husband, but that is not how this comment is meant) that it is incredibly lonely over here. For folks who have been here before, the loneliness is something they’re used to, something to be dealt with by meet-ups at chow or at the gym. But I don’t think anyone can truly grasp the aloneness that soldiers feel being away from everything that is familiar and comforting and...home until you’re actually here.

      So as I watch people adjust to these conditions, I realize I’m learning about myself, too. How am I adjusting and changing because of my experiences over here? (Which have been incredibly mundane, so don’t worry, Mom.) We’ll have to see how this changes my writing.

      Take care! 

      Jess
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