Hello All,

Week 3 seemed to fly by. Just one more week and we’ll be one month down, 5 to go. Really 4 to go, because one month is dedicated to leave. 

Exciting details from this week included the final arrival of the remainder of our military kit. We also received an air hockey table for our BAT (Big @$$ Tent, for those who missed letter 2) that is located about 5 feet from my bed. It makes for a great sleeping environment. Fortunately, I am usually so tired that sleeping is not a problem!

 We still haven’t gotten our UAB (unaccompanied baggage). Apparently, it’s in the camp but they won’t give it to us until all of the ROTO 0 guys leave. No-one is sure why that is, but there is a big lottery going around as guys pick days when it will arrive. I have laid my dollar for 5 March. We’ll see if I’m right.

Week 3 is marked by a series of small yet critical events:

1. The complete and total disappearance of all toilet paper in our area of the camp. This resulted in raids onto other camps and good PR statements such as “the Americans don’t really use it anyway”. The fallout of this event is that we are now no longer allowed to cut through the other camps on our way to the kitchen or canteen. People are going to be talking about “The great TP shortage of 2006” for months to come…tensions were pretty high for while. We have since been re-stocked. Now the big concern is about hoarding. I must confess to have my own stash in case of a repeat emergency.

2. Wed night was the first Karaoke night that I’ve made it to. It turns out that my Sgt is a hidden Karaoke superstar. He wouldn’t get up in front of the crowd, though. In case you’re curious, I didn’t either (there are advantages to it being a dry camp).
3. My HLTA was moved from April to June. June seems like a long way away, but I think Jay is happy that he’ll have more uninterrupted study time. It is nice that I’ll be missing one of the hottest months and also that I’ll only have a month to go at that point. I just hope that the next 4 months continue to fly by.
4. I saw my first Afghani woman. She was in a full burka and walking back from the gas station/bus stop. I don’t know how they can see or function. I can’t imagine never feeling the sun on my face or not really being able to see where I’m going. Imagine not being able to go out for a run or a relaxed walk! Then I remind myself that these people are primarily concerned with survival-they would never waste energy on a run or go for a relaxed walk-there is enough walking to the nearest water source! I remind myself to be open minded-we have some pretty whacked cultural idiosyncrasies, too. 
5. A ‘female quarters’ was established within our BAT. It is sectioned off by tarp so that we are completely isolated from the males. Personally, I think that we have taken a benign situation and created a fantasy. The original intent was to move us to a completely different BAT. I wrote a memorandum protesting the move to the Commanding Officer. He actually wrote back to me personally, and agreed to compromise but wanted us in a segregated cell. I guess it is okay. Girls generally smell better then guys and I get my own bunk now so I’m not complaining too much. It is more for when the imbedded media arrive-the female reporters might be uncomfortable, I guess. Mind you, both of my room-mates are open lesbians, so I think that my chances of being gawked at are actually higher now( It’s all good(
6. We received a huge crate of books and magazines donated by helpful Canadians for the troops overseas. When the box was first opened, there was a huge line to get a book. It quickly dissipated. The donations included almost the entire Harlequin Romance series, the majority of Daniel Steele’s novels and Canadian Women’s magazines. I’m sure they were sent with the best of intentions but they didn’t really meet with the soldiers’ idea of what is “cool”.
On a more serious note, on Tuesday we attended the ‘Ramp’ ceremony for the 4 US soldiers that were killed by an IED this week. It was quite moving. A ‘Ramp’ ceremony is where they hold a huge parade and the soldiers’ coffins are loaded up the ramp onto the plane heading home. Soldiers from the deceased’s unit line the route from the vehicle delivering the coffin to the plane. The coffins were carried by fellow section members and friends. The rest of us, close to 5000 strong, formed up along the runway and saluted them as they were carried onto the plane. It was short, very serious, and terribly sad. I hope that it was my last one.

My crew continues to do really well. We have our vehicle sorted out and have been working on crew drills. Tonight we’re having a “party pizza night” which I’m pretty excited about. The food here is okay, but it is repetitive and usually pretty greasy. I find that I crave steamed (as opposed to stewed) vegetables. Still, anywhere that you can order pizza delivered to ‘the Canadian Camp, second BAT to the East’ is pretty cool. I sure miss Bubu’s quiches and soups, though!!! 

I have started to get mail now, which is awesome. Every day this week I’ve gotten a letter. I will write individual responses to them all, but email is a much faster way of getting the weekly message out. It makes me feel so much closer to home-thank you for everyone who has made the effort to send mail. For those of you who haven’t, don’t feel too guilty. I’m just sitting here on my bunk bed, smelling a wonderful combination of sweaty feet and sewage, thinking of home…no need to write, sniff! Sniff!

Seriously-life here is great. I think that we have more amenities then I remember having in Black Lake and the heat hasn’t been too unbearable. We’re going to be doing some dismounted stuff in the future that will suck, but I should come away with some good pictures and great stories. 

I hope that you are all doing well and will write again next week-

Nich
