A Marriage Story
Rooted in childhood,
lasting a lifetime
By June Scharf

D

octors Gretta and
Michael Jacobs
have accomplished
one of the more elusive
and uncommon practices
of marriage… a blissful,
lifelong relationship.

Their marriage story has its roots in
Johannesburg, South Africa, where their
educational paths continually crossed. They met
in preschool at age three, and both skipped first
grade because of their exceptional intelligence.
They were sent to different elementary schools,
but ended up together for the last two years.
They attended different high schools, but their
paths again realigned when they pursued their
medical educations at the same university, at
age 16. In South Africa, students enter medical
school straight out of high school.
“I tried to avoid him as best I could,” says
Gretta with a twinkle in her eye. “I was
interested in the taller guys at med school.”
She knew, however, that Michael took
outstanding notes, so they studied together.
They had been friends for years previously, and
their families were connected through regular
card games between Michael’s grandmother
and Gretta’s mother.
The couple’s many convivial experiences over
the years foreshadowed what was to come: they
are true teammates. They support each other’s
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Part of their relationship’s
alchemy seems to lie
in how they strike a
solid balance between
their common and
contrasting interests.
interests and become full role players in some
esoteric and mildly eccentric endeavors.
For example, when Michael was growing
up, his hobby was breeding pedigreed
Persian cats, which he imported from
Holland and England. At one point, when
he had 27 felines at home and he needed to
build housing for them outside in the mild
climate, Gretta became his co-conspirator.
This is how she first got to really know
Michael, but it came at a price – she was
terribly allergic to cats.

Gretta

Michael

Gretta and Michael in elementary school.
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“It’s a testament to how I felt about him
that I suffered from sneezing for days, but
I persevered and became used to the cats
after a few years.”
They both adored their pets and still have a
photo of their cream-colored grand champion
hanging in their Beachwood home.

The couple became engaged at age
22 and married at 23 (their birthdays are
precisely one month apart). A measure of
their relationship’s alchemy seems to lie in
how they strike a solid balance between
their common and contrasting interests.
And their consummate respect for each
other is added to the mix. They support each
other unequivocally. This formula has been
working for 47 years.
“He’s the sanest person I know,” Gretta
remarks from their recently purchased and
completely remodeled Beachwood ranch

home. “He a rock; he’s always there. Even
though he says the most outlandish things
sometimes, he’s very kind and his heart is the
best.” She also believes their temperaments
are very well matched.
“We always support what the other one is
doing,” he adds. “We are both the ‘boss,’ but
one of us has a ‘y’ at the end!”
Nonetheless, she notes that, “He has the
weirdest sense of humor and sometimes
mocks me!”
They would agree that theirs is the kind of
love that bends and flexes and doesn’t take
life too seriously.
Their medical careers were never in
conflict either, she reports. “I’m as proud of
him as can be.”
She also states that Michael is very
artistic and creative. These traits expressed
themselves in the kitchen (a pseudo
chemistry lab!). When their children were
young, they would bake a birthday cake with

20 eggs and Michael carved a castle with a
moat out of it. He also did all the decorating
and frosting.

It was never a predictable path that they
would be united in marriage.
“We were buddies, but I didn’t think I’d
marry him. I wasn’t seeking a husband – that
was the last thing I was looking for because I
was in medical school.”
Michael, however, has the handling of
Gretta down to a science. And he appreciates
how she puts up with him, adding, “She’s
a good person.” As a pillar of mental and
emotional stability, he appears amused
by the way Gretta approaches all the
vicissitudes that life has to offer – including
four cranky teenagers, all present at the
dinner table long ago. They were the catalyst
for the enforcement of Gretta’s DNA rule:
Do Not Argue.
“Each child had a different opinion on
everything,” she recalls.
She was occasionally on her own with
the children when Michael traveled globally
to deliver lectures. Those were challenging
times, she recalls.
Their two oldest children, born in South
Africa, are heavily involved in science now.
Erica earned a PhD. in biochemistry and
works at Rockefeller University in New
York where she studies protein complexes
with a particular interest in host-pathogen
interactions.
Kevin is a genetic epidemiologist, with an
interest in cancer genetics. He has worked
for the NIH and several genetic testing
companies, and is highly published. He lives
in Ann Arbor with his wife, Sarah, and their
canine and feline menageries.
The two younger children were born in
the U.S. Paul is a medical-imaging expert
who works and lives in Beachwood with his
wife, Alexandra, and their children, Max, Sam,
and Sally. They receive generous amounts of
babysitting from Gretta and Michael. David,
their youngest, is a mechanical engineer who
lives in Philadelphia with his wife, Crystal,
and son, Miles.

In 1979, several years after medical school
graduation, Gretta and Michael immigrated
to Cleveland and continued their careers in
medicine at University Hospitals and Case
Western Reserve University. They share an

Gretta and Michael – now and then.

interest in pathology, and Gretta’s practice
was in surgical pathology whereas Michael’s
was in clinical microbiology.
Michael became the medical director of
Clinical Microbiology and was a professor
of pathology, with a career lasting 40 years,
from which he retired in 2019. He now works
one day a week at the same institutions.
Gretta became the head of Renal, Liver and
Transplant Pathology and an associate professor

at the same university and hospital system. After
34 years of practice, she retired in 2013.
Their lives together have been guided
largely by their careers, but also by their
niche interests. One of them is a passion
for opera – they attended more than 100
international performances that featured
their favorite lyric tenor, Raul Gimenez.
Reading historical fiction is one of
Michael’s long-held interests. But with these
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The Jacobs’
Relationship Advice
•
•
•
•
•
•

Just be good to each other
Don’t be competitive and strive to outdo
each other
Consider yourselves a team, as in “I’m for him/
her and he’s/she’s for me”
If something is meant to be, it’s meant to be
Having a lot in common helps
Fighting:
Gretta – “We used to fight early on, and I
came to the conclusion that so many things
are not that important. To get your way or to
get an acknowledgement that you’re right, it’s
not worth it. People fight over the stupidest
things. I usually swallow my pride. I’d say that
he’s right 100% of the time, too.”
Michael (with a virtual wink and a nod) –
“Actually, I’m only right 99% of the time.”

Party & Coupon
– TODAY ONLY –
to Celebrate

Rita’s 85th Birthday
Please join us to celebrate Rita’s birthday!
Wednesday, February 12 • 10-6
TODAY ONLY RECEIVE

20% OFF

1 ITEM OF YOUR CHOICE

Cake • Coupons • Prosecco • Raffle Prizes
Giveaway Grab Bags & More!
2-29-20.

A perfect day to get your Valentine’s Day gifts or a treat for yourself.
New items arriving daily. Bring a friend and come have some fun!

28699 Chagrin Blvd. • 216-831-4444
www.mulhollandsachs.com
Mon – Saturday 10 to 6:30 • Sun noon to 4
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