CHAPTER 7

​​​​​​Had Miriam visited her husband’s home before they were married, she might not have been so bent on marrying him, since it meant living there. Milton had told her about his stepmother, of course, but even Milton didn’t know how Deborah would react to a strange woman (Deborah’s condition prevented her from realizing she was the strange one) in her house. Miriam was frightened by the woman’s baleful looks when they were alone in the house. Deborah would never speak directly to Miriam, looking away as she muttered responses to Miriam’s attempts at conversation while they worked together in the kitchen. Some days were okay, but on other days, Deborah would cackle nonsensically, and Miriam would get the shivers. Gradually, however, Miriam had become more comfortable around her.


Four years later, late on a weekday afternoon, she erupted in anger when she cut her finger while the two peeled potatoes for the evening meal. They stood side by side at the square, rough-hewn, wooden preparation table in the center of the large kitchen, their backs to a table against the wall a few feet away that was used for breakfast and, usually, lunch. Deborah reached back threateningly with the paring knife and laughed hideously at Miriam, who was standing nearest the door to the combined dining room and living room, into which she fled. The spartan living room, with its worn lavender couch, rocking chair, and wing chair resting on a thin blue-gray carpet, offered little protection for Miriam. Just around the corner from the kitchen, however, was the dining room table, a sturdy mahogany rectangle with a tarnished finish partly hidden by a rust-colored center cloth. Six hard-backed chairs were positioned on the ends and either side. Miriam ran to the far end and grabbed the posts of the chair as Deborah entered and stood momentarily at the other end, her face witchlike, eyes blazing crazily. 

Suddenly Deborah sprang, knife raised, running around the table in pursuit, a terrified Miriam managing to stay ahead of her. Deborah switched directions repeatedly,  but the younger Miriam was able to out-maneuver her. The cat-and-mouse chase continued for several minutes until the sound of the screen door opening was heard, and Deborah quickly returned to the kitchen and resumed peeling potatoes. Gerhardt had come in from the barn to deposit his straw hat, which got in the way only when he sat down to milk the cows toward day’s end, and was no longer needed as a shield from the blistering sun. Sensing something was amiss, he stood momentarily in the kitchen and, speaking in Dutch, asked Deborah if anything were wrong. She muttered that she had cut her finger, but it was okay. Gerhardt got a glimpse of Miriam in the dining room and figured she was setting the table, and without saying anything to her he left the house. Miriam remained in the dining room, too afraid to get near Deborah, until the men came in from their chores.


She said nothing about the incident until she and Milton were alone that evening. 


“That’s it,” he said. “We’ve got to get out of here. This can’t continue. I’m not going to have you living like this anymore. Before it was just hard work, but now it’s gotten dangerous.” Miriam didn’t protest. She, too, had had it. 


The two began talking in the evenings, as they lay in bed before going to sleep, about what kind of job Milton might be able to land, given his education. On weekends, they bought the Sioux City Journal and the Des Moines Register, and scoured the classifieds for jobs. But the Depression was still in full sway, and what few jobs were available offered such low wages that the two would scarcely have been able to survive.


Two months later, as the two were readying for bed one night, Miriam told Milton there was something important she had to tell him. 


“Uh-oh,” said Milton, guessing what it was. 


Miriam smiled and said, “That’s right.” Her smile metamorphosed quickly into a frown, and she said, “But Milton, I can’t have the baby here. I wouldn’t feel safe leaving the baby alone for even a few minutes.”


“I know,” said Milton. “We have to do something.”
But they were at a loss what to do. Milton discussed the matter with his father, telling him about the incident with the knife and insisting that Miriam could not be left alone with Deborah for more than short periods. Gerhardt agreed, and he and Milton arranged to have someone in the house—one of Milton’s much younger step-siblings, Gart and Frances, when they weren’t in school—at times when no one else but Deborah and Miriam was around.  


Miriam gave birth to Kevin, and two months later Gerhardt announced that a visitor was coming to the farm. Milton’s Aunt Georgianna, sister of Jeanette (Milton’s mother), was driving from Lorraine, Ohio, to stay for a few days. Georgianna was something of an outcast in the family. She was a medical doctor who had gone to Kentucky as a missionary, full of zeal for ministering physically and spiritually to impoverished heathens in the Appalachian region, and returned seven years later a disillusioned woman who had abandoned the faith. She had come to realize that most of these poor, plain folks embraced the true spirit of Christianity more than did the Christians in the community where she had grown up. There was greater interdependence among them, with less stress on material gain. Theirs was a socialistic society whose philosophy of sharing and mutual nurturing was foreign to her background. She had been indoctrinated in the aggressive independence of capitalism espoused by the Protestant Calvinism of a God-fearing community and by the Dutch seminary where she had studied for a divinity degree before entering medical school. 


On the recommendation of a friend from her seminary days who likewise had renounced Christianity, Georgianna had left the church and married a German immigrant, an intellectual named Fritz Scharf, who was employed as a mechanical engineer. Scharf also operated a small farm that resembled a commune, practicing European agricultural methods. During an extended coffee break on that Saturday afternoon, Miriam confided to Georgianna the dilemma she and Milton faced. Georgianna said Mr. Scharf was looking for a good hired hand to help with the farm work, and suggested he and Milton would have much in common. Miriam asked Georgianna to talk to Milton, and that night the three stayed up late discussing the possibility of a new life for Milton and Miriam. All agreed the environment would be far more favorable for raising a child. 


Georgianna returned by train two days later to Ohio, and two days after that, the phone on the kitchen wall rang—Gerhardt’s party-line code was two longs and a short—and it was Georgianna, who said Fritz Sharf wanted to talk to Milton. 

“Ya, Mil-tun, gut eefning,” Scharf said in his guttural German accent. “I vould luf to haf you and your vunderful vife moof to Lorraine and haf you manach za farm. Vee haf a larch room vare za sree uf you can stay.” The next day, Milton called back and said they could be there in a week. 

––––––––––––––––––

European farms were considerably smaller than those in the United States, and the farming methods were antiquated in comparison. The plots of land were much smaller, and crops were raised in a sort of large-scale gardening fashion. Scharf’s farm consisted of only fifteen acres. The principal difference in modus operandi involved fertilization. In this country, manure spreaders were used to cover large tracts with the dung of livestock. Scharf taught Milton how to make compost, a mixture of dung and dead plant material left from harvests. This was placed in holes at intervals in the fields where the crops were planted. On his own thirty-acre farm decades later, Milton employed the compost method in raising a large patch of watermelons, which were less than half the size of the large melons sold in supermarkets but were sweeter and fleshier than their larger cousins. 


It was hard work, and life for Miriam was no easier. She was given the responsibility for maintaining the Scharf household, which included Fritz, Georgianna and Carly, their somewhat retarded, nine-year-old son, who was placed under Miriam’s care. She was charged with all the laundry, cleaning the large house, and cooking for the Scharfs and her own family, which included the baby Kevin. 


In the evenings, after Miriam had cleaned up following supper—which she, of course, had prepared—she and Milton were required to join Fritz, Georgianna and invited guests in the library for intellectual discussions. Miriam comprehended not a whit of what was said and had to force herself to keep from nodding off. Milton, though comprehending and eminently capable of contributing to the conversations, found them stilted and stuffy, and became involved only when called upon. 


Milton had kept up a correspondence with a college friend, Chad Wissink, who had entered the seminary and been ordained a minister in the Dutch Reformed Church. His first appointment was at a church in Muskego, Michigan, a small-to-medium-sized industrial city on the shores of Lake Michigan with a population consisting mainly of the Dutch. Milton told his friend about the adverse conditions, and the Rev. Wissink suggested he move the family to Muskego, where jobs were not as scarce as elsewhere and they likely would find support among folks who shared their ethnic background. Wissink would check into the job situation and report back. 


Ten days later, he wrote Milton that a local hardware store was looking for someone who had worked with his hands and was familiar with tools. Milton’s predilection was academia, but he certainly had plenty of experience getting his hands dirty, and he called the owner. They chatted for ten minutes, and Milton was hired.
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