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My husband and I met on a blind date. When he knocked on my door, he felt like Alice falling 
through the rabbit hole. Figurines and paintings of 
fairies, nymphs and angels adorned every table top 
and picture frame. For a bachelor who had lawn 
chairs in his family room, my powder pink curtains, 
lace, doilies and garlands of fake flowers almost 
catapulted him out the door and down the steps faster 
than the White Rabbit.

If only he’d been a unicorn; he would have felt right 
at home. Reigning over Wonderland from his perch 
on top of the TV set was my plump pet hamster, 
Albert. 

“It was very odd,” recalled my husband last week in a phone conversation from Iraq. “It 
reminded me of an old lady’s apartment. I thought, ‘What am I getting myself into? Geesh.’” 

If I could have whacked him in the shin with an angel statue, I would have. 

After we married, I signed a peace accord with the neutral color camp and placed my platoons of 
angels and fairies on rear detachment duty. In exchange, my husband abandoned his idea that 
gargoyles would make nice accoutrements to the outside of our home. We’ve been in wedded 
decorating bliss ever since.

“Whatever your tastes, a comfortable home and a good relationship are mutually supportive,” 
said Kathryn Bechen, (www.kathrynbechenink.com) a San Diego-based interior decorator who 
teaches a seminar called “Decorating Without Divorcing.” 
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Kathyrn writes for a number of national home and garden magazines and recommends couples 
develop a style they both like. 

“And realize, no two people will always agree on every piece of furniture,” she said. “When it all 
comes right down to it, a beautiful house and furnishings are nice, but a true home is ultimately 
about the heart.”

“The home should be the expression of both of you,” she added. “In the military especially, your 
home becomes your story.” 

But what if your military story includes skulls? And not the Halloween variety. A number of 
military units have the Grim Reaper as their mascot. You’ll find skulls wearing berets, tank 
helmets and cavalry hats. You’ll find skulls outfitted with gas masks and flying goggles and even 
skulls with bat wings and parachutes. The decorating challenge is when these things end up in 
your house. 

If your husband is assigned to a unit called The Deathdealers, The Hellraisers, The Hellfighters, 
The Sledgehammers, The Cobras, The Tarantulas, The Scorpions, The Vultures, The 
Widowmakers or The Assassins, chances are good he won’t receive a parting gift from the unit 
with a ladybug on it. 

Kelly, an Army wife, has an elaborate wood-burning of a skull outfitted with a tanker’s helmet, 
fangs and dripping blood, a gift from her husband’s company command days. Above the skull is 
an honest-to-gosh, real hatchet. The entire ensemble is displayed in a lovely shadow box. 

“It’s just plain creepy and has always gone to the office,” Kelly said. 

Since there is no office in their current home, Bag O’ Bones is stored in the garage so as not to 
frighten the children. 

It turns out she is not alone. After Kelly shared her story, I e-mailed my husband. 

“Do we have any skulls around the house?” 

He e-mailed back: “I have a skull plaque in the garage from my company command.”

After rummaging around, I never found the Grim Reaper, but I did find my Penn State diploma 
and a heavily taped box with the word “SWORD” scrawled in marker. Some things are best left 
unopened. 

I asked Kathryn what to do with this kind of stuff if a couple doesn’t have an office or den and 
the husband insists on displaying it in the home. 
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“Make a small space in the corner that you can hide with a screen,” she suggested. “Or find a 
hallway and group them together. The best place is the hallway.” 

Military wives have other decorating dilemmas, specifically the expensive and handsomely 
framed limited-edition battle scene prints, from the Revolutionary War to the present battles in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. 

“I always thought the military prints were the biggest challenge a military wife faces,” said 
Peggy, an Army wife. “Luckily, my husband has good taste, and I don’t have tanks and blood and 
guts in the dining room.” 

Peggy has three military prints hanging in her home.

“I always liked Southwestern art,” she said. “So when we started collecting the Stivers’ prints, 
we stuck with the Western themes, which blend nicely with the Indian pottery and sand 
paintings.”

And now that Peggy’s discovered one of her husband’s prints is worth $4,500, she’s liking those 
old-time cavalry men a whole lot more.

Since Kathryn, the interior decorator, weathered my skull question with flying colors, I had other 
military home-specific questions. Here are the highlights. 

Furniture and the Military: Is It Worth the Investment? 

Me: “When it comes to furniture, military couples tend to fall into two schools of thought. The 
first group waits to invest in quality furniture until after retirement from the service, due to 
potential damage from young children and moving every few years. The second group buys 
quality while in the service, believing they should enjoy their home in the present, despite what 
might happen from a military move. Can you weigh in? 

Kathryn: “I can see both sides. My rule: Never buy a cheap sofa, and never buy a cheap bed. A 
bed and a sofa are an investment. You can recover a sofa three or four times in a marriage. Buy 
the good quality, and keep it as long as you can.”

If you can’t afford quality furniture or if you don’t want to make that kind of investment, 
Kathryn says, “Buy the best you can of the cheapest stuff. At Target and K-mart, you can find 
furniture that looks good.”

This Is Where We’re Going to Live?
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Me: “In the military, we don’t always have much control over the house we call home. We’re 
assigned quarters or have to find a place, often quickly, off post. Any suggestions for making the 
most out of a less-than-desirable living space?” 

Kathryn: “If you’re living in a 900-square-foot white box with an ugly stove, you have control 
over what you do on the inside. Focus on what you can change.” 

She said sprucing up a drab space can be done cheaply: Buy a pretty tablecloth, and add a vase 
with daisies. Put a colorful spoon rest on the stove. Buy a colorful rug for your kitchen. Frame 
greeting cards in 5x7 frames. Buy an affordable bedding ensemble. Get the kids involved, frame 
their art and let them pick out their bedding. 

“That’s what you’re trying to create,” she said. “That feeling of home.” 

Deployment Decorating: A Good Idea? 

Me: “Over the past year, I’ve felt a smidge guilty for not consulting with my husband before 
buying a grandfather clock and a 1920s china cabinet. Was it wrong of me to make these 
purchases? 

Kathryn: “It goes back to the dynamic in your marriage.” 

Then Kathryn gave me, and all military-wives-in-waiting, a free pass: “A nurturing home -- you 
need that, your spirit needs that.” 

Kathryn does recommend that couples establish and stay within an annual decorating budget. 

“Everyone has a different budget,” she said. “What can I do creatively within that budget?”

Military friends also soothed my conscience. 

“The best decorating is done while your husband is deployed,” my friend Gabrielle assured. “He 
really can’t say much if he’s not there.” 

“Since Tom is gone so much, and he’s so outnumbered, we tell him this is his vacation home, and 
we decorate, paint and organize to our own tastes,” said Dina, whose husband is in Iraq. 

Of course, some military men are quite content to miss out on these things. Becky, whose 
husband is in Iraq, recently purchased a dining room table after going to every furniture store 
within a 100-mile radius. 

Her husband Steve said, “I’m so damn glad I’m not there.” 
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In her own 30-year marriage, Kathryn does the research, narrows down choices and then asks her 
husband Steve for his opinion. 

“If he doesn’t care, I go with it,” she said. 

Kathryn says most men don’t like to shop. 

“If yours doesn’t, don’t drag him from shop to shop. He’ll agree out of exasperation,” she said. 
“That causes resentment in a relationship. It comes down to mutual respect.” 

Feeling vindicated, I showed off my new pinch-waist grandfather clock to Dina. 

“That looks like it came out of a fairytale,” she said. “Just like in Alice in Wonderland!” 
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