“Outside, you would think everything was great”

Johnetta Harms is a retired registered nurse and farm
wife. Johnetta lives in Jefferson, lowa.

| was the only child of older parents. My parents
loved me and they loved each other. They were protective
of me, and wanted to keep me safe.

I met my future husband, “X”, on a blind date in
Des Moines while | was working as an RN at Veteran's
Hospital. We dated for two years, and | was thoroughly in
love.

He was controlling, but I took that as love. “He
cares about me,” | thought. We had two children, a boy
and a girl, and moved to my family farm. | wasn't enthusi-
astic about it, being a town girl, but we did it.

| joined a bridge club and the neighborhood “arts-
and-crafts” club. In those days, appearances were very im-
portant. No one guessed how horrible family life was.

He discovered early on that | bruised. He didn't
want people to see bruises, hence the hair pulling. Then it
was “We're going to the garage.” If | didn’t obey him, he
said, the kids would pay. | don't know what he would
have done, but | was so worried.

Ironically, the children seemed very close to him
and preferred to be with him.

X owned five guns and rifles. They were a con-
stant threat. And our son took kitchen knives from his dad's hands many times eatehtta to kill me. | do be-
lieve our son saved my life many times. Then it would not be pleasant whemauosla go to the field to help his
dad.

Our daughter would run upstairs. X treated her differently than her brother. or m

When | returned home from my evening shift as a nurse, the house wasialaajate of disaster. | found
out later that X said, “Oh, Mom will clean it up in the morning.” Popcorn would beyewere. To this day, | can-
not stand the sight or smell of popcorn.

One time X wanted a new big tractor. We'd go to the garage to discusdtittie Taese sessions would last
four to five hours, convincing me why he needed a new tractor. | was worried peodirgy the money. | was
working, always giving my paycheck to him. In the end after five to six ey garage, | agreed to a new tractor
or whatever he wanted, just to escape. Then he would say, “My wife wants ateatoayv tractor. She has no con-
cept of how to take care of money.” He bought the tractor and anything he wantedend leaving us greatly in
debt.

He had a hired man, but | really didn't get any time to myself. If nothing else, | jest $tand by in case
he needed me for something. He had a seed planting monitor, the state-ofthbeatime. But | was required to
dig in the dirt to count how many seeds dropped in each hole--even after theatbevere applied. I've often won-
dered if the chemicals were the cause of my cancer. One day | was sostisetdd walking home. He chased me
with the tractor, and | barely made it around the fence. | didn't do that &gtaged and counted seed populations.

Another day X decided we would go to the drive-in to eat. He got mad and left md tist¢o pay a man
to take me home.

When we got married, | had been Catholic, but X was Lutheran. We compromised addljeifPresbyte-



rian Church. He seldom went to church, but | was allowed to go, taught Sunday schediiferand was a dea-
con. When the abuse got really bad, | went to the Presbyterian minister. Heetwdyo back and try harder. So
| did. It didn’t help. | finally went to the priest. He was angry | had left theathand told me to try harder.

One day, | phoned the attorney who attended my church to come to the farm. | didn't think fecwlld s
one more session in the garage. X met him in the driveway, and five minutethatgtorney drove away. |
was standing in the back doorway. We had made eye contact, but he still drove away

Another day, X and | had been in an argument. | got in my car and drove in to town to thetadiln;
| was going fairly fast, and X was following me. As | drove toward towmouligght, “They are not going to be-
lieve me.” It was a feeling of complete hopelessness. What am | golgtteem, because who would they
believe?

After 20 years of this, getting worse and worse, there was no happirfes® was nothing.

In the end | could not even speak to acquaintances. It was just easier notdbthentaor go out. | quit
the bridge club and the arts-and-crafts club because when they came to thérenesedid know if he would
come and explode in front of them or abuse me later. Once when my aunt and cousinttieyarnh, he met
them outside. | don’t know what he said. They drove away.

| didn't know how to get out or get help. | don't think anyone had a clue as to what the sitaatibn w
thought of it as “the Harms House of Horror on the Hill.”

One morning in 1985, | found a lump beneath my right shoulder area. A friend accompanied me when |
had a biopsy, which turned out to be lymphoma. | was devastated. Our daughter washbormtold X. In
front of her, he said, “How soon will | see you in your casket?” | can't begirstoilde how I felt. At that mo-
ment, | knew | must leave or die there.

About three months later, X had an appointment and | knew he would be gone a few hours. | phoned a
nurse friend who agreed to give me shelter. In my rush to leave, | took one sofiteagerms, one full of mis-
cellaneous things, and the houseplants. | could not take my beloved dogs and in tieyehedt | also took
the guns and rifles and delivered them to the police station. | ended up stakihgmor three months.

X immediately froze my access to all accounts and started telephbaingighbors. Previously, X had
convinced me to put his name on the farm title, so he could “do business moreaf§ic¢i@hen, in the di-
vorce, he got a restraining order that | could not set foot on the farm--rily farm--without special permis-
sion.

Still, he wrote me letters saying we should get back together fealgeof the children.
My farm neighbors have remained mostly silent and hostile. I'm used to.iltmeally hurt at first.

When the divorce was final, | returned to my own church. In addition to working fel) tiomderwent
chemotherapy three different times and a stem cell transplant followiggsurgery, when the cancer returned a
fourth time. Going to night classes at Drake University in Des Moirreseived a bachelor's degree in nursing.
Eventually, | retired. So far the cancer has not returned. | play in sevigige clubs and am active in volunteer
work.

I've been wanting to help other women in some way. I've given copies of books on demkstae to
to several attorneys, including the one who came to the farm and ignored me seararagg.

Now, | have friends and family who are supportive and understanding. Thisentdras been met
with positive support from those with whom I've chosen to share.
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