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To Mom, Dad, April, Laura, and Kitty


To Those I Did Not Know, One Street from Mine, I Honor You
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PROLOGUE





Can and will people ever be able to see Germany as “a good guy”? I can only answer for myself. I do. An important caveat here: I spent my years there from the summer of 1974 to the summer of 1977. Thirty years before my arrival, that land, that place, and those people were all part of a horrific past. They were integral to my transformation upon my arrival and three years living there. Memories connected with “place” remind me of who I am, and the reflection, years later, of those memories and that place gave me the space for so many “Ahas!” that inform who I am today.


My story is the love story of a place that brings me back to myself. As life altering as my three years in the mid-1970s in Cold War–era Germany were, upon my recent research for this manuscript, I found myself, my life, and all fifty years of the Americans in Frankfurt, Germany, nowhere. Nowhere but on the side of the former Frankfurt American High School main building. Now it’s the Philipp-Holzmann-Schule entrance, way up high.


I had a life, grew, changed, and loved that countryside and the people. The truthful telling of recent times, regarding the horrific actions of the Nazis and the recognition of the Jewish population, was awe-inspiring to me. There was and is a resilience of the German people to regain their culture, heritage, and pride. I think and feel that we, as another culture, helped to heal that land. And in doing so, we encouraged the courageous spirit of so many of the German people to move into a new way of living. Isn’t that what transformation is?


The exciting and intriguing thing to me is that both during and after the writing of my memoir of this time, I began to question ideas, motives, events, and history that I did not know while living in Europe and therefore had not asked questions of previously. That’s what truth telling does. It does not erase your life; it adds to it. Be brave with me. Come back with me to what I knew then and to what I know now.


No, I don’t lose a limb in this manuscript. I am not abused. I do not get hooked on drugs. I do not become an alcoholic. I do not suffer in any accidents. So much modern literature and movies only give the female story credence if some tragedy befalls the girl/young woman. The oddity is that there are many current books and films about boys coming of age where the “normal” is celebrated. Why the difference?


When I read in 2017 of a live World War II–era B bomb discovered in my former Frankfurt, Germany, backyard, I cried. Crying is only done in private—all we 1970s-era Brats know that. This 2017 live bomb unearthed in my former backyard shook me to my core and brought those three years screaming back to me. The shower was my sobbing refuge. I contemplated the possibility of my former home—my former life, the place that sheltered me and expanded me as I grew from child to young woman—being in danger of being destroyed by three thousand pounds of HC 400 live ammunition.


Once I composed myself, dressed, and waited until the proper phone-calling hour of 9:00 a.m., I called my parents. They had not heard of the bomb, so after quickly explaining the details, I uttered the over-the-top emotions I thought I had tamped down.


“Oh, my god! We could have been vaporized!” Apparently, I had not cried out all my emotions, and my father did not appreciate it.


“Well, the German government is well equipped to defuse such munitions,” stated Dad. How could he be so calm? How could he not ponder all that could have happened and all that did not happen?


Mom’s response: “Yes, I guess we were lucky.”


Lucky? We were lucky? Clearly, those two were not going to share in my desire to mull, contemplate, and dissect this discovery properly! So to contact both of my sisters to share in this drama, I quickly messaged them along with the accompanying BBC News photo.


Oh yes, they would undoubtedly be the two to debrief this event. We would share in the collective worry of it all, peppering it with stories of our time there. Unless you looked way up high on the Holzmann School for the FAHS symbol, the world at large had no idea that Americans built those houses, lived in those houses, and cherished those houses!


“Just think,” my older sister, April, began, “if it had exploded, so much of the history each of us has influenced, so many of the people we created would not exist!”


“Sounds kind of sinister to say, ‘people we created,’” my younger sister, Laura, weighed in.


“Oh, my god, you two,” I said, trying to cut right to the chase. “We could have been playing an innocent game of kick the can, hide-and-seek, or walking to the commissary, and bam! Life over!”


I was desperate to find another soul ready and willing to stay hysterical. I was not anywhere near finished emotionally processing this knowledge. Who knows dramatic hysteria better than teenagers? Lucky for me, I had “created” one. When I told her about this bomb two hundred feet from my old house, she grabbed her computer and said, “Do you think the house is still there?”


Well, of course, it’s still there. The bomb was discovered during construction. So what part of this was my daughter not getting? I sought to clarify so we could get back to my train of drama. “Sweets, I told you, the German government is evacuating about 1.8 miles of the city, and then they will try to defuse this massive bomb! But don’t you understand? If that bomb had gone off while I lived there, all of history would be different. You wouldn’t even exist! If it blows up now, my history is gone!”


She had already pulled up Google Maps while I was dramatically pontificating upon my importance to the thread of history. With her twenty-first-century fingers flying in search of 2360 Wismarer Strasse, I knew I’d have to get my importance in quickly before she was on to something else that caught her eye.


“Sweets! There is a bomb in my backyard!” And then the location popped up. There it was. Oh, sweet, beautiful house. “That’s my house, and that’s my best friend Jenny’s house with the red roof!”


“Mommy, it’s not actually your house.”


But it was my house. She couldn’t understand because she wasn’t an Army Brat. It had been my three-year landing site, where I was on the cusp of turning thirteen when we arrived. And when I left at almost sixteen, I had formed the base and pillars of the truths of feminism and social justice. I had also entered the always colorful world of menstruation and boys while navigating life as an Army Brat in American-occupied Germany. That is a ton of emotional baggage to keep to myself, and that’s what I did. There was no “social-emotional learning/sharing” for Brats in the 1970s. “Suck it up and move on”—that was the therapy.


My daughter, sensing my inward historical vision quest, quickly grounded me with, “Mommy, it’s been forty-two years. It’s not your house.”


I had not been back to this street, this curb, this house, and there it was via Google Earth, and there I was, living in my fifty-seven-year-old self and still embodying the depth of feeling and deep cellular meaning that only the innocent age can bring.


We had been an Army family heading for a three-year tour in Frankfurt, Germany. I was to come of age in the birthplace of both Goethe and Anne Frank, just thirty years after the devastation of World War II. I didn’t think about all that while I lived there. I was focused on “me” and wanted adventure.


Being an Army family, we traveled as a unit with Dad in the lead and Mom behind him, keeping the proverbial home fires burning. She lived The Army Wife (written by Nancy Shea), and as I moved along in my three coming-of-age years, it became harder and harder internally to accept “woman as a second-class citizen.” The challenge and journey of my story were separating myself from them and societal norms so that I knew who I was and began learning how to speak my truth.


It was June of 1974, and I was a few weeks shy of turning thirteen. I had stopped the games of childhood and was in the fog of the in-between. That’s when the five of us went to live in Germany.














TOR NACH EUROPA (GATEWAY TO EUROPE)






It had taken Old Blood and Guts George S. Patton’s entire Third Army to capture Frankfurt in 1944. I was doing it thirty years later, traveling with my bossy older sister, April, my loving Army-wife mother, my too-smart-for-her-own-good little sister, Laura, and our cantankerous drugged-up-for-the-airplane-ride cat. Dad had relocated there six weeks earlier. The odds seemed stacked against me. Patton had ground troops, military strategy, and tanks. I had anxiety, ignorance, and looming puberty.


When the plane finally landed five thousand hours later, I had only gotten brief periods of dozing off. This length of time in the air left me in a mental fog, with painful neck muscles and zero enthusiasm for anything but a soft bed in someplace familiar. I had neither.


Mom instructed us, “Smooth your hair and clothing with your hands so that you look presentable.” I felt sure that even with the gargantuan size of my hands (description compliments of April), no smoothing would alter the effects of the fourteen motionless hours. But, of course, the expectation was that we must look presentable.


Mom constantly thought ahead of ways to keep travel peppy and upbeat. She always had new magazines like Family Circle, comic books for us, Life Savers, and gum. She just thought of everything and moved through the world with sparkling optimism. She was beautiful, with a ladylike air always about her. Her swanlike neck was always lightly sprinkled with Jean Naté perfume. She was perpetually slim and svelte in the artfully constructed dresses she had sewn. She walked in high heels like they were part of her feet.


With my hands rigid and flat, I started at the top of my head, but when I attempted to fix my hair, my bangs stuck to my now-oily forehead. I was sure this was not a good look, and the derisive cluck from April sealed that thought into truth. Only fifteen months older than me, my sister already had womanly curves. Her sandy blond hair was always straight and cooperative. She had recently traded her ugly-beyond-measure, dark-framed glasses for wire aviators like Gloria Steinem wore. Mom had said that Gloria Steinem was a “feminist.” I did not know what that was. Mom’s wrinkled brow when she said those words told me that it couldn’t be anything good.


The female leisure suit I had donned in my attempt to acquire something resembling denim (as Mom had forbidden our wearing of jeans) effectively contained the BO smell that had stained the white blouse I wore underneath. My training bra had ridden to the mid-chest level, making me acutely aware of the various nerves running through that area. I pulled it down quickly while April looked out the airplane window.


April had blue eyes, and I had brown. Her skin was fair, and mine was olive. April called it “sallow.” My skin is sallow, echoed in my mind continuously. This was not good. I was not good. I had no beauty. She did. That’s what I knew to be valid from her constant verbal analysis of me. Appearance for girls was everything. To be admired by males was everything. That’s what society showed us, and I had every reason to believe that even though we were traveling across an ocean, these outward confines would be similar.


These were the constraints I operated under, but inside, oh, inside, I was pleading to get out from under her thumb. I didn’t know what that was like—to be free—but I imagined it had to feel better than the crushed spirit I possessed.


Upon our arrival at the Frankfurt Flughafen (airport), it was good to see Dad, as we had not seen him for six weeks. He was posture-perfect, dressed in his usual “off-hours” garb: crisply pressed slacks, collared shirt with a mandatory pocket filled with file cards and a mechanical pencil, leather shoes shined to a glassy sheen, topped off with the once-weekly crew cut.


He and Mom embraced tightly and smooched a loud kiss on the lips. They looked so joyful together. Mom was always quick to laugh, ever the wordsmith, the joy-giver, and the joy-finder to all she encountered. When we left the boundaries of the US, she was thirty-eight. Had she always been as self-confident as she was now?


I adored Mom. It seems she existed only to bring beauty and light to all she met. She had been raised on the South Side of Chicago by her Slovak immigrant parents, flanked by eight older siblings. Mom never complained, cursed, or looked down upon or up at anyone. How could I share with her my fears, my disappointment in myself compared to April, my lack of, well . . . everything?


I didn’t. I kept all those revelations to myself. Indeed, since no one else in my family had these deficits, I was the problem. Even my little sister, Laura, seemed to possess the McKnight confidence I lacked.


Laura was two years younger than me, and before our US exit, that age difference didn’t matter to us. When she was little, her blond hair fell in little angel ringlets around her sweet face. Her blue eyes were often rimmed with tears, and her sensitive nature probably refined my empathetic gift/curse.


I think I broke her heart when I no longer found our daily games of Barbies or dollhouse rewarding. I went through the motions of playing but no longer knew what to make my Barbies say: “I feel depressed. My chest is flat. My armpits stink.” No, these were not the lines my Talking Barbie used to say, but they swirled in my head on perpetual repeat.


Laura was eleven and still wanted to play. She was lucky. Growing up stunk. Breath, pits, attitude . . . it all stunk.


We had another family member traveling with us on our trans-Atlantic flight, and that was Kitty. We loved Kitty. We had argued among ourselves about her name when we got her in 1967. That verbal family conflict ended, as most did, with Dad announcing loudly and firmly, “Her name will be Miss Kitty. End of discussion.”


With my stomach churning and cramping from jet lag, my initial excitement at the landing and seeing Dad was dampened by the extreme pace at which we were required to walk to keep up with the Colonel. This exercise in briskness was punctuated by the carrying of our individual hard-case, wheelless, avocado-green Samsonite suitcases.


Any complaining on our part was met with, “Well, you should have thought of that when you packed your suitcase.” Yes, I should have, but I was twelve and packed what I thought were necessities, along with the requisite amount of clothing. The directions given to us from Dad via Mom before the trip were, “Pack what you will need for at least a month while we wait for our household items to travel across the ocean and be delivered by the Army.”


With that in mind, my clothing and the necessary items of my youthful self on the cusp of teenagerhood were as follows: my small Virgin Mary statue in a prayerful pose; a metal bank of the world filled with American coins; Dad’s childhood cylindrical, wooden paper-money bank from Shamokin, Pennsylvania; my stuffed bear named Freddy; and my yellow, loved-almost-to-shreds blanket I had snuck along.


Mom had wanted me to pack up my childhood blanket with all the other items to be in “storage” in the States for the three years we were stationed in the Frankfurt, Germany, American Military Installation known as USAREUR (United States Army in Europe). I’m sure Mom meant well in trying to transition me into growing up and growing on, but I knew in my anxiety-ridden heart that I was not near ready to do so.


Upon landing, I hoped that we could sit down in some comfortable chairs in the airport and decompress from our trek. “Hoping” always translated into silence. I wanted to say, “Hey, Dad, we’re exhausted from our trip. How about if we sit here at the airport and discuss what’s going to happen next?”


I said nothing, as the scenario above was not the established parent–child dynamic laid out within the confines of The Army Wife. Dad had gifted Mom with her copy shortly after their engagement. His instructions were for her to read it from cover to cover and to decide if this was a way of life she could and would embrace.


So lucky for us, there was a section in that book with dedicated pages to “The Army Wife in Germany.” “As an Army family, you will have tremendous influence overseas, and this influence should at all times be helpful to our national objectives. Courteous, loving, well-mannered children can be a tremendous help in showing foreigners a better picture of American life. Spoiled wives and children, on the other hand, hamper our best efforts at promoting good relations abroad.”1


Yeah, right . . . that’s what I was focused on as we deplaned . . . “promoting good relations abroad.” I was only concerned about getting Kitty back, as she had been in the plane’s cargo hold.


Upon picking up our furry family member from the Frankfurt suitcase turnstile, we girls took turns carrying the awkward rigid plastic cat carrier in addition to our Samsonites. “Hey, Dad,” I cheerfully said with an indoor voice, “they have some carrying carts we could rent. I saw people put coins in a slot and then get the cart.” I know he heard me and was actively ignoring me. He had glanced at me when I was talking, and then I swear he moved faster to indicate that we would not be purchasing any assistance.


I looked at Mom with pleading eyes, but she was in Europe, heart, mind, body, and soul. The smile on her face erased the last fourteen hours aloft, and that was that. April and Laura were walking just a step or two behind Dad. The silent but deafening message was, See how we don’t need help. Mary is such a weakling. I was sure that by the time we got to our car, my fingers would be rife with gangrene due to lack of circulation induced by inflexible suitcase and cat carrier handles. It would be all Dad’s fault. Welcome to Germany.














SELTSAM (WEIRD)






The Frankfurt Flughafen was bustling with wide corridors, scads of people, and various shops. The physical airport setup was one we were familiar with, having traveled frequently as a military family. However, I was unfamiliar with the language on all the signs and the people speaking words I did not understand. Dad saying, “Move in the direction of the Ausfahrt,” reduced us three girls to instant laughter. Why was Dad talking about farting?


A quick stern glance from him and his translation of “That means ‘exit,’” was my first German lesson. I have never forgotten it. Then, while heading for the Ausfahrt, my eyes were assaulted with the thoroughly English word “sex.”


This shop was something no airport I had ever been in had contained. Mr. Somebody’s Sex Shop, complete with a display window of nude nipples protruding, pubic hair on proud mannequins, and a variety of tools, the purpose of which I had no idea. A sex shop—just the thing you want to view and experience with your mom and dad. Mom gave her typical “Oh, my gosh!” gasp, elicited by all situations that might scar our virginal brains. The pace picked up to put the sex shop behind us. April and I stifled our laughter, followed by Laura—all of age eleven—bugging us with, “What? What was it? What are you guys laughing at?”


My jet lag liver bile had temporarily settled down upon passing numerous restaurants and carts filled with German culinary delights. I thought about trying the passive approach with Dad, as the direct process clearly was a total failure. “Hey, wouldn’t it be cool to try some German food?”


Dad’s reply: “We will eat at the local time and not before, so that you all can acclimate to this time zone.”


At that point, I did not give a rat’s ass about “acclimating.” I was starving! I did not, however, protest beyond a slight groan and an internal vow that if I ever traveled on my own, I would eat when I damn well wanted to eat! But that scenario would have to wait, as I was currently living under the Colonel Dad Dictatorship.


With the march across the Flughafen completed upon reaching the main Ausfahrt, we arrived at our car. “Everything had better fit,” Dad stated. We all stood back as he precision-packed the vehicle. I’m sure I must have been breathing during this spatial-perceptual exercise, but emotionally, I was oxygen-less. I was sure if anyone had packed too much, it was me.


I always carried the weight of fault. It might have been my way of preemptive protection. If I imagined things were my fault first, it could lessen the blow of someone blaming me and pointing out my ineptitude.


By the grace of the suitcase gods, our luggage and Kitty in the cat carrier fit in our red VW Squareback—shipped over from the US. “Let’s go,” was the Dad-directive. With permission granted, I climbed behind the driver’s seat and sat on the leather seat I had ridden on since we first bought the car. Laura shoved in front of me. She was forced to the middle straddling her legs over the clutch hump between the driver and the passenger seat. Of course, April rode behind the passenger seat, affording her the most legroom.


The VW packed, we were ready to proceed. When we left the States, it had been a typical hot, humid Maryland June day. Now we were plunged into a cool, sixty-degree gray German day. “Roll your windows down an inch for ventilation,” directed Dad, so April and I both manned our window cranks, rolling them down one inch each.


Dad hit the gas, and we soon hurtled down the Autobahn—a series of highways with no speed limits. After sharing his quick Autobahn history lesson, he sternly informed us, “During our three years as guests of the German people, we are not to ever speak of Nazis, Hitler, or World War II.”2


Why would we? Weren’t they going to teach us about it all in school? I kept these questions to myself. No good exchange of ideas could have happened if I had inquired aloud. To have asked would have been interpreted as confrontational.


Mom never said, “Do not provoke your father,” but it was just understood. He was not a violent man, certainly no Great Santini.3 He conducted his life with detail, expectation, and honor. We were to do the same. It was written in The Army Wife, so it must be true.


I knew from watching Mom’s face what the expectation was in almost all situations. My insides only felt at ease if she was at ease. I never considered what my needs and wants might be over hers. I watched the side of her face as we drove. She had such a glow of excitement.


With no speed limits, our VW reached a pace we had never experienced. The German landscape blurred like the backdrop of a cartoon. Had I not felt my gagging nausea, not heard the deafening yowls of Kitty coming down off her drugs, and Laura wailing, “Are we there yet?” it might have been fun. But instead, all we could do was be thankful that we were packed in so tightly in the back seat that if we were to be in a collision, we were certain not to be ejected from the car.


By the time we arrived at the entry gate of the Frankfurt American Military Post, the clothing I had worn for the past twenty-four hours straight had molded to my body. The Ban deodorant I had sprayed stateside had, in fact, worn off, contrary to the claims of the commercial (“Ban won’t wear off as the day wears on”), and my hair had taken on the look of an oil spill.


At the gate, Dad had his military ID in his wallet, snapped open and ready to show the MPs (military police) to read and let us enter. A sharp salute ensued, followed by Dad’s return salute, and off we drove to our new house.


The 27,000 tons of bombs the Royal British Air Corps dropped had turned most of the medieval city into rubble during World War II. Germany and the Americans had spent the past thirty years rebuilding the city with old-world and modern elements. One of those 27,000 tons of bombs was lying in wait underground, sixty yards from the very place we would soon call home. It would not be discovered until 2017, long after the Americans had decommissioned the Army facilities and grounds back to the Germans in 1995. I would live behind it, play over it, and grow into a young woman, blissfully unaware of its existence.


The time was 1100 hours. All I wanted was a shower and some food. Unfortunately, both would have to wait. Dad’s internal itinerary said so.














DU BIST DA (YOU ARE HERE)






Out front of each of the big white stucco houses in our new neighborhood was a metal sign with the rank and name of the officer living there. “Col. James R. McKnight” was hung on our new domicile. We were home. Now the adventure felt like it was starting. “Place” is a character to me, much more than simply a setting for my life. It lives, breathes, alters, and influences as time does. I carry all these places—the houses, the rooms, the windows, the land—with me in my heart, mind, and in every cell. That’s where memory lives for me.


I make mental notes of my new physical surroundings and integrate them with my awareness, taking note of the distinct smells, sights, and sounds. Now that we were on post, all signage was in English, and many people were walking in fatigues and khaki uniforms dotted with US military brass and patches. This looked and felt familiar and comfortable.


Our new living quarters were on Wismarer Strasse, off Miquel Allee. The generals’ quarters of 1959 were now housing for colonels (COL), lieutenant colonels (LTC), and their families. Behind our place of residence for the next three years were the BOQs (bachelor officers’ quarters), where Dad had spent the past six weeks beginning his duty assignment before our arrival. Little did we know that between our backyard and the BOQ was that live bomb buried by layers of thirty years of undisturbed soil.


I still hadn’t peed in twenty-four hours and felt sure that my bladder was beginning to reabsorb the urine. I just assumed we would get out of the car, and I would hit the bathroom upon entering our new home. This was not going to happen. Dad had an internal itinerary that included properly acclimating and keeping a schedule, so it was time to eat lunch. I knew this because after we pulled into the driveway, he said, “We’ll go across the street and get some lunch. Leave everything in the car.” It didn’t matter who was hungry or not. No one was asked. No one questioned Dad. This was how it was and how it would be. There was no deviation from Dad’s itinerary.


My thoughts at the time: What an a-hole. Why can’t he have already gone food shopping for us and perhaps show us where the peanut butter and jelly are? But no, that “lady task” was to be left to Mom. Because that’s what someone feels like doing after traveling way the hell over the ocean!


Perpendicular to our street was Miquel Allee and the Ambassador Arms Hotel, a 1959 nouveau-ugly, modern, multilevel hotel built to harbor military families while housing was being arranged for new families or families on their way back home to the States. Dad pointed out the details of the facilities as complete with a mess hall (i.e., restaurant), beauty parlor (to attend to the requisite Aqua Net–shellacked bouffants of officers’ wives, I mentally filled in), laundromat, and day nursery for little children.


Even though it was well within walking distance, I had hoped we’d drive as the continued tightening of my pubo-genital muscles had almost reached their breaking point. I did not want their failure to be my first lasting memory in Germany. The urgency of bodily functions forced me to utter the rare request, “Dad, I have to go to the bathroom.” His response shot me down: “They have a bathroom at the Ambassador Arms. You’ll use it there.”


Despite my request, we parked on the concrete pad in front of our garage. Dad took Kitty and her carrier into the house. We were told to “Get out and stretch your legs” while he shut Kitty in a bathroom with a litter box, food, and water. With thoughts on mute, off we went across the street.


I found the bathroom, took care of business, and joined my family at their dining table. One hurdle down.


Grilled cheese was on the menu, meaning that was all that was offered. That was it. Well, there was probably soup too, but the grinding in my stomach from lack of food over such a long period of time rendered the odor of all food unbearable. The hunger I had felt at the Flughafen was gone. That always happens to me if I wait too long to eat.


I could barely choke down the toasted Wonder bread/melted American cheese food unit, as it rode up and back in my esophagus. Dad was stern in his command to “Eat now because there will be no food before dinner.” I was sure at that moment that he was possibly the cruelest individual on earth!


His responses were nothing new to any of us. It was the dad I had grown up with and the husband that Mom had agreed to in 1959. But nevertheless, the urge to speak up about his curtness, orders, and dominance was rising inside me. Did he think we were stupid women and required these directions to enable our functioning? Would he have treated us differently if we were boys?


The oddity to me in all of this was that he believed to the core that his behavior, word choice, and everything else were for our own good, for the good of the family, and, as a result, good for his career. I looked to Mom for support, but she grimaced and continued picking at her food. I did not know then that, as an officer’s wife, Mom had tacitly agreed to Dad being commander in chief of our family. I was beginning to question their power structure and, with it, their relationship.














WIR SIND ZU HAUSE (WE ARE HOME)






Mom was beyond chipper on the traipse back to our new house, post–Ambassador Arms lunch. I swear she labeled everything in sight as though we had never seen anything like it. “Oh! Look at those trees!” “Oh, would you look at that bird!” “Oh, would you look at my three sullen children!” (She did not say that last thing.)


Mom was and still is the most genuinely positive person I have ever known. She finds joy in situations where others see only misery. So how could she be marveling at a sparrow while I felt like nothing but jet-lagged shit on a shingle? The EMO hormones that had begun to take up residence in my soul and corporeal body introduced me to the fine art of sarcasm. Mom’s sunny outlook on everything had the effect on me of a sort of Opposite World.


Mom was raised to be a super-Catholic, and the “Wives, be submissive to your husbands” Bible passage fit right into The Army Wife way of life. I always wondered what she was thinking. I would ask but not right now. It could wait.


More awe-inspired gasping ensued as Mom gazed upon the plethora of rosebushes planted en masse in the area next to our garage. We hadn’t even walked up to the door yet, and we hadn’t gone inside—couldn’t we look at flora and fauna later? No, we could not. April and I shared preteen-invented irritated eye rolls. Surely this moment would never end. But finally it did.


This was not the most prominent house we had ever lived in, but it was close. (Our Victorian folk duplex in Fort Leavenworth took that honor.) This German house was enormous. It was our house, and I wanted to get inside, see what everything looked and felt like, and begin making it feel like home.


April ran up the stairs and “called” the most oversized bedroom. I assumed I’d share a room with Laura, as we had always done. Instead, Dad demanded that April “come back down the stairs!” and proceeded to give us the house tour. More oohs and aahs from Mom.


The Army had furnished the house from top to bottom. These furnishings included crystal goblets for wine in the dining room. Mom had tears in her eyes as she cradled one in her hands. That’s lovely, Mom, but can we keep going? Boring! Ah, the internal selfishness of one with two weeks to go before turning thirteen. I was filled with the requisite preteen urgency of “What’s next?”


Mom labeled everything contained in each room as we walked. April and I couldn’t understand what the “big whoop” was. We had seen furniture before. We did not know that Mom’s “orders” via The Army Wife were to make our living quarters into a showpiece. We just thought she was overreacting to the heavy, olive-green, thick fabric-upholstered couch. It’s a couch, people. Now, where’s the bedroom I’ll share with Laura? My comments, of course, were strictly internal.


Couch, two chairs, coffee table, floor lamp, table lamp—check. We could function. Chandelier and large, heavy mahogany buffet piece for the crystal and china—check. Small kitchen . . . with no dishwasher! Dad supplied the answer: “You girls will be the dishwashers.” Thank you, Dad. Way to solidify our gender roles.


When we got to the bedroom off the kitchen, Dad proudly stated that this was the “maid’s” room from the days of yore. It would become Mom’s sewing room. We would have no maid. Oh, no, wait a minute—we three girls would be the maids!


When we were finally at the upstairs portion of the tour, Dad pointed to the various bedrooms and gave us our assignments. Laura had a small room with a window facing the front yard. April had the small room at the other end of the hallway with a window facing the front yard, and I, I was gifted with the large (as in two-closets large with a double bed) bedroom with a window facing the side yard and a window to the backyard.


I will never know why I was given this advance in space, but suddenly, Dad went up in my mental book of points and demerits. That room would become a retreat, a daydreaming space to process the next three years. I took a moment to revel and pass April a quick, “Ha! I got the biggest room!” glance. She must have known it was coming because she averted her eyes from mine.


She always had the upper hand. So why did I even try? For many years, I fought this inner conflict of sticking up for myself versus giving in for the greater good (as I perceived it). It took a toll on my spirit and my body.


Whether Mom and Dad had discussed the room assignments ahead of time, I don’t know. I didn’t ask, and they didn’t tell. I suppose this is how leadership keeps the troops in line and the unit functioning smoothly.


It’s not like Dad never showed a pleasant, engaging side, as he did to Mom and all others. On the contrary, Dad treated everyone with the utmost respect and kindness, and we were to do the same. I did like that about him. I just couldn’t understand why he did not openly extend this to April, Laura, and me.


When Mom opened the refrigerator later that day, there was food in it. Dad had grocery shopped. I had called him an a-hole in my head, and he had gone food shopping. Now who was the a-hole?


Later that first evening, we met our “sponsors,” a family who had been in Germany for two-thirds of their three-year tour and were responsible for helping us get settled in this new culture.


Off we went to meet their young daughter, Laura’s age, and their son, my age. The expectation was that the children would show us around the local town (walking, of course) and the parents would enjoy sipping fine German beer and talking about whatever officers and their wives verbalized in 1974. Before leaving, the boy donned a beret, cleverly tipped to one side. April and I shared an annoyed “What a dufus” glance, and off we went. We were not in France. What was with the beret?


We McKnight girls had no idea where we were going but followed Beret Boy down the streets of Frankfurt to a Schnellimbiss. This establishment was akin to a newsstand, with sex magazines front and center, candy and other food, cigarettes, and beer.


He bought us some gummy bears, something we had never heard of before, and some gummy cokes (my new favorite). His generosity was most likely the result of directions from his Colonel Dad. I imagine it sounded something like this: “You will be an accommodating host. You are to provide your guests with a positive, pleasant experience of the local culture. Understood?”


He was clearly trying to impress us with his “worldliness.” On our first day of school a few weeks later, he pretended not to know who April and I were. Idiot. Apparently, his father had yet to give him a direct order to acknowledge our existence beyond our initial meeting.


Upon our return from this “off-post” German jaunt, Mom and Dad were all smiles, I’m sure helped by the hoppy goodness of the Bitburger beer. Mom had her German phrasebook and felt compelled to utter her first phrases on our way home from the sponsors’ house. Her effort was not helped by us, her snickering daughters. It’s not like we knew any more German than she did. We just knew that she was doing it all wrong. This hyper-analysis of others is a highly annoying trait of adolescence. The secret Mom held was that she had the freedom to try new things, unfettered by the opinion of others, and we were in the adolescent mindset of self-imposed limitation.














DAS IST MEIN SISYPHUS (THIS IS MY SISYPHUS)






I assumed that on day two on foreign soil, still jet-lagged but wanting to get the lay of the land, we would head out on some recon around town. But nope, first we needed to get our living quarters up to snuff.


We were all on “maid status.” Even though the Army had spic-and-spanned our house before our move-in day, Mom insisted that we clean it Slovak style. Mom’s mother and father were immigrants from Slovakia, and apparently in that culture, cleanliness was indeed next to (or right behind, so as not to be blasphemous) godliness.


This Cleaning Revolution began with the prep work, which included the individual removal of the living and dining room thermal-lined, thousand-pound, harvest-gold filigree-designed curtains provided by the military. Each hideous panel was attached to the curtain rod by “rollers.” To take down and clean the drapes lined with crisp white canvas as per Mom’s orders, you had to disengage each roller from its metal apparatus. My shoulders screamed with a burning buildup of lactic acid as I struggled to pop the five million rollers from each weighted curtain panel.


When a family on post was a month away from going back to the States, the children wore a set of those rollers on their collars. I am still determining how this tradition got started, but I learned about it from our next-door neighbors at the time, the Balls. They had their rollers on and were headed back to the States toward the end of summer.


After the curtains were down, Mom mixed her toxic brew, ripe with ammonia, to wash the windows. We females were on the inside, and Dad was on the outside with a ladder. Dad had proper ventilation to dispel the toxic fumes. Unhappily ensconced inside, we took turns balancing either up on a stepladder or on the marble mantel over the bay window, always on the verge of an ammonia gas faint-fest. There’s a reason Windex was developed and used by the modern world. Why Mom decided that we needed to clean old-school is beyond me. Due to the massive inhalation of ammonia, I have no recollection of cleaning the rest of the house, but I am sure we did.


The mental exhaustion and brewing agitation created by this tedium of cleaning tasks were only escapable in my room. It was the first time in my life that I had ever been alone! Well, save for bathroom visits. I wasn’t sure what to do with this newfound freedom. My double bed provided a landing area for me and any of my writing and reading.


The solid wooden desk in the corner by the side window was to be more of a storage area. This was the first time I had my own desk, and I took time to arrange the few items I had brought overseas. What to put on my walls? I had no idea. I had never considered what I liked, what I found inspiring, what I loved. Anything and everything in the past had to be cleared with Laura as my roommate.


How could I be almost thirteen years old and have no defined likes? I felt lost as to how one cultivates this. I turned to my Archie Comics Spectacular to look at Veronica’s bedroom versus Betty’s bedroom. I was more of a “Betty,” but even Betty was beyond me. She was beautiful, even though she thought she wasn’t. There was no character like me in the Archie comics. As far as I could tell, I was one of a kind, and not in a good way. My walls stayed bare for months.


I knew some of the things I did not like! I did not like cleaning. As far as I could tell, any “pride in task completion” would only last for a maximum of one week. The dust, grime, and clutter built up, and the tasks were repeated. It was my Sisyphus—rock up the hill, clean, crash down on me, repeat. How did women get stuck with this? This is hell! I hated being told what to do, but honestly, I did not know how to motivate myself. I wanted to change the world but wasn’t sure how or why. Changing the world seemed far easier than changing myself.


The Army-issued, olive-green wool blanket covering my bed was not exactly inspiring. It looked like something borrowed from the set of Hogan’s Heroes. No curtains, just metal off-white venetian blinds on my windows. Mom instructed me that at twilight, I was to twist the apparatus on the side of the blinds so that the individual slats faced down. This was so that no one could see in. Who was going to be looking? I didn’t ask, and Mom did not volunteer any information.


The haze of jet lag, along with the inhalation of cleaning chemicals, leaves the timetable of the following events a little sketchy, but suffice it to say that in the coming weeks, we began to venture out some on post and on “the Economy,” the land not part of the Army post.
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