















Praise for Not Exactly Love: A Memoir



“Breaking the silence about the complex dynamics of abusive relationships is the most powerful act anyone—victim, bystander, or perpetrator—can take. Bravo to Betty Hafner!”


—Leslie Morgan Steiner, author of the New York Times best seller, Crazy Love


“Betty Hafner eloquently writes about being in an abusive relationship . . . A powerful example of how people can gather the courage and insight to create a better life.”


—Rosalind Wiseman, Creating Cultures of Dignity, author of the New York Times best seller, Queen Bees and Wannabes


“Why do women stay—and how do they gain the courage to leave? Betty Hafner’s memoir is both a courageous portrait of a woman and her will, and a moving guide for women who are also dealing with the horrors of domestic violence. Her story will resonate with some and give spirit to others, and is an indelible document for readers and feminists everywhere.”


—Lizzie Skurnick, author of Shelf Discovery


“Hafner’s deft prose puts the reader inside the story, revealing in intimate detail the anguish of ongoing physical abuse, the slow building of a victim’s agency, and finally, the redemptive power of boldly taking back one’s freedom.”


—Robin Rinaldi, author of The Wild Oats Project


“Betty Hafner’s intelligence is on display throughout. She shares such piercing insights that burst the bubble of attraction, enabling, love and marriage, family repression, the complexity of domestic entanglements—and her atmospheric elements do a wonderful job of giving fullness to the scenes.”


—Matthew Klam, author of Sam the Cat and Other Stories


“For the literally millions of women who are physically abused and emotionally terrorized Not Exactly Love clearly explains the attachments, fears, and rationalizations that keep a woman trapped in a toxic relationship. Better yet, Hafner writes beautifully about how she took charge of her life and grew strong enough to break free. Both a gripping story and a manual for survivors.”


—Barbara Esstman, author of The Other Anna, Night Ride Home, and Sure Thing


“Not Exactly Love is a brave and honest account of a domestic violence victim’s tense, unpredictable world. Illustrating many of the early warning signs that batterers typically display, it accurately describes the complex dynamics of an abusive relationship. Betty’s story offers a raw, unflinching description of the tough choices and sacrifices survivors are often forced to make, but ends with an inspiring lesson on the cathartic power of letting go.”


—Lynn Fairweather, MSW, Author of Stop Signs: Recognizing, Avoiding, and Escaping Abusive Relationships
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To the memory of Lynn





Author’s Note


I have changed the names of many but not all of the people and places in this book, and at times I have altered identifying details in order to preserve anonymity.


I cannot recall exact conversations from decades ago, but I have attempted in every instance to convey the underlying truth of the scene.





Part One





1.


Philadelphia, August 1970


On the sweltering afternoon of my wedding I took one last look in the bedroom mirror, happy to see no sweat rings showing. My fake eyelashes felt loose, so I pressed hard on my eyelids and scolded myself for not reading the directions. “Here goes nothing!” I said out loud to make myself smile.


At twenty-five I looked like a skinny teenager with my long sun-streaked hair, dangling earrings, and freckles. I wore no veil, no flowing gown, just a white dress with lace on the front and wide gaucho pants that had shocked my mother. The sleeves hid a new bruise on my arm, but that wasn’t on my mind as I stood at the door.


I grabbed my bouquet—gardenias, not roses—and walked down the hall as if I were gliding down the aisle of a church filled with a hundred people, not just the ten who were waiting in the living room below. At the top of the stairs, I heard a rustling noise, probably Jack’s youngest brother, and a loud “Shhhh!” I paused, took in a deep breath, and started down. But then it happened.


The heel of my satin pump clipped the carpeted edge and snapped off. My flowers flew up as I grabbed the banister and tumbled onto a step. No one could see me behind the wall, but they knew. I heard my mother gasp.


“I’m okay,” I shouted and hobbled back up the stairs. In my childhood room, with a toy chest still holding stuffed animals, I stormed around in circles before throwing myself onto the bed. I clutched my pillow and hugged it like a life preserver.


The house was silent. No footsteps on the stairs. No voice calling, “How are you doing up there?” I could visualize our two families below, Jack’s and mine. My mother—eyeing the group and worrying about the reactions of the family she’d met just minutes before and the minister who’d be waiting with his prayer book in hand. My father—hunched in his wingback chair, looking at his lap to avoid eye contact with Jack’s parents as if they were uninvited foreigners not just my in-laws-to-be, on the couch with their four kids around them. Next to the minister would be Jack—pale and shaky with a hangover from barhopping with my sister’s husband.


I was sure that every face downstairs must be registering confusion—What’s she doing up there? Still, no one came. My family didn’t have that instinct.


They’re all waiting, I told myself. You’ve got to go down. Yet I didn’t get up; I couldn’t. My embarrassment was evaporating, making room for a chilling fear that trickled into my gut and worked its way up to my head. Maybe stumbling was a sign telling me I shouldn’t marry Jack. I covered my eyes as though I could shut out the picture of his fist coming toward me.


I didn’t want to choose between pretending he hadn’t hit me and telling people what he had done. That choice was terrifying. My heart raced. Do something, do something, each beat said, do something.


“Everyone’s expecting me down now,” I whispered. “I should go.” So I took off my shoes and flung the broken one into the trash. I grabbed my flowers and pinched off a broken stem. Taking a noisy breath, I stood up tall and walked barefoot past the mirror without a glance. I relaxed as I descended; the decision was made. I would do what everyone expected me to. The other option was unthinkable.


I passed the broken heel on a step and strode to my spot on Jack’s left. It was there that I promised “before Man and God” that I would stay with him forever.





2.


One year earlier, on the morning after Labor Day in ’69, I made my bed, chomped down a bowl of cereal, and walked the dog before driving to school for the opening-day faculty meeting. It was the start of my fourth year teaching French at Lincoln Jr. High on the south shore of Long Island. Walking into the noisy cafeteria, I looked around for other foreign language teachers. Each department was like a club, maybe even a gang, staking out its territory in preparation for turf battles and money fights later on. The only exception in the room was a couple who’d been having an affair for three years. In their case, Industrial Arts and Math merged at a table in the back, but I was sure that finding love at school would never happen to me. I winced remembering how two years earlier I had harbored a crush for months on a handsome, attentive new English teacher who, as it turned out, lived with a boyfriend named Steve.


I found a seat at the table where my language buddies were deep into small talk.


“Here we go again!”


“Have a good summer?”


“Yeah, great but way too short.” We said the same things every year.


Our fleshy and flamboyant chairman, Freddie Flores, was making conversation with his sidekick Allen Hanks, a gaunt, effeminate chain-smoker who could deliver outrageously witty comebacks to even the freshest ninth grader. Freddie made his points with a dramatic wave of his hand; Allen countered with a well-placed puff of smoke. Nearby were Angela and Ellen, our two young Spanish teachers, one a blonde Italian and the other a well coiffed Jewish woman, both with strong Brooklyn accents. They were all as entertaining to me as TV. I had moved to New York for the people. As I saw it, people in New York were more interesting, more colorful than people in Pennsylvania. No study proved it; they just were.


Those two women (“the newlyweds,” I called them) were as close as I got to role models. They talked incessantly about dinners they cooked for their husbands, furniture they ordered, and family celebrations they hosted seemingly every weekend. We all knew they were just putting in time at work before having children. I hung on every word of their conversations—I can still hear Angela say with eyes heavenward, “Oh, I just love the smell of fresh garlic on my fingers.” With houses and husbands, and before long babies, they were on the other side of the great divide, and I was their devoted pupil.


There I sat amid the clamor of one hundred voices waiting for another year to begin, as single as a person could be. It was one month before my twenty-fifth birthday and not a boyfriend in sight. I had a roommate and a dog while my friends from school were coupling up like rabbits. In July I’d finished a graduate program in French Lit at Hunter and gotten my permanent teaching certificate. I’d been sure I would meet men in grad school. Magical thinking, that was, as if cute, eligible guys would be sitting alongside me in French Tragedies of the Seventeenth Century. It was that summer the Beach Boys had us all singing, “We could be married. Then we’d be happy. Wouldn’t it be nice?”


To quiet us down for his “welcome back” talk that fall morning, the principal rapped on a cafeteria table. As I turned toward the podium, I caught a glimpse of a new face at the door, a guy who looked like a nineteen-year-old surfer with shaggy, sun-bleached hair marching in with his arms full of textbooks. He could have been mistaken for a student, but he strode in confidently, wearing the uniform of the male teachers—a collared shirt with a tie and khakis. The wrinkles in his shirt told me he didn’t live with a mother, a wife, or an iron. With a blast of breath from his bottom lip, he blew wisps of hair out of his eyes, slammed his books down on the science table and dropped onto a chair.


Studying the stranger that morning, I had a powerful feeling that I knew him, not well, but that I had at least seen him before. I thought he might be one of the nameless freshmen boys who’d entered college at the start of my senior year, who showed signs of the cultural phenomenon blowing in. They’d be out in the work world that fall—those gawky kids with their unkempt hair hitting their collars and their bangs hiding their eyebrows.


That morning, I’m sure I didn’t attract Jack’s attention. Older by three years and sitting with the motley bunch of language teachers, in his eyes I must have been part of the lackluster wallpaper. To me, he stood out as if surrounded by an aura. The only hippie in the room, I thought.


Jack must have been experiencing culture shock in that fluorescent-lit room that smelled of Mr. Clean and brimming with middle-aged teachers, listening to administrators drone on about new referral forms. Later he would tell me that a month before, he’d been packed in with five hundred thousand bodies for a weekend on farmland in Woodstock, NY. He’d been tripping for days, he said, screwing strangers and rocking along with Creedence Clearwater, Janis Joplin, and the rest.


As other administrators made announcements, I studied our new faculty member. His pen ran out so he poked a neighbor and borrowed one. He scanned some of his reading material while the attendance officer spoke. His knees bounced together non-stop.


No, I decided, I had never actually seen him before. He just exuded the spirit of guys coming of age in the late ’60’s, and the life-force I saw in him was what I’d been looking for. I wanted some of his to rub off on me. It didn’t occur to me I could find it in myself.





3.


On the first day of classes, I showed up in the cafeteria for fourth-period duty, the dreaded assignment I’d avoided for three years. Standing among the tables in the middle of the room was Jack, who’d be my partner for the year. He looked prepared—an authoritative frown on his face and a whistle around his neck. His long hair swung as he spun around to watch the room fill.


I had to shout when I introduced myself. That big shiny box of a room was vibrating with noise. The school had instituted a new policy—piping popular music into the cafeteria through the public address system to accompany the chicken croquettes and tuna casserole. So, added to the noise level that only junior-high-school kids are capable of making, rock music filled the air—The Zombies, The Fifth Dimension. To this day I can’t listen to “Hey, Jude” without smelling hot dogs.


I looked at the sea of bobbing heads as I walked around the tables and felt a rush of pleasure. In two weeks I would be starting night classes for a Masters in School Counseling, and before long, I hoped, I’d be working with kids one-on-one.


From the middle of the room Jack got the kids’ attention with a booming, “Yo. Qui–yet! Listen up, everyone. When I ask for your attention, I expect it . . . Got that? . . . Good.”


Unlike me, he appeared to welcome his assignment. I’d been at the school for the past three years, and he was on the third day of his first job. Well, he said he did just graduate from a teachers’ college, I reasoned, so maybe he’s learned this stuff in Cafeteria Duty 101.


Tweeeet!! “Listen up, everyone,” he shouted. A pause and then another Tweeeet!! His next announcement covered the routine for trays and trash.


Geez, I hoped we’d have some laughs, I thought, but he’s all business . . . He’s pretty short. Maybe it’s a Napoleon complex or something.


And yes, I also thought . . . he is cute, though.


Every day I looked forward to fourth-period cafeteria duty, a fact that would have astounded any teacher who heard me say it. With second period free, I could stop in the faculty lounge and check my hair and lip gloss in the bathroom mirror. In the glare and noise of the packed cafeteria that September, Jack and I patrolled the tables and developed our routines. I stopped and talked to the kids who were sitting alone or looked uncomfortable. Jack sought out the troublemakers. There were always plenty of both.


“Where do you live?” Jack asked one day as we ambled along the tables.


“In a high-rise in Forest Hills,” I said, excited that he’d asked a personal question. Hiding a smile, I said, “What about you?”


“Hey, you!” Jack shouted, turning abruptly from me. “Just where do you think you’re going?” I watched a child-like seventh grader, probably looking for a bathroom, shrink even more as he slid back to his table. Poor kid, I thought. Jack was a little harsh there.


He spun back to me. “I live in Queens, too. Bayside.”


“What did you do this weekend,” he asked one Monday.


“My roommate Lynn and I saw a good movie Friday night,” I said. “My Night at Maud’s.”


“Never heard of it. Is it playing around here?”


“No, we were in the city. It’s French,” and with my best Edith Piaf imitation I said, “ ‘Ma Nuit chez Maud’. There’s a theater for foreign movies near the Plaza. Lynn’s a French teacher too so first we had dinner in a bistro in the 50’s. That is our idea of an exciting night.” I got him to smile.


He was waiting for more, so I said, “We did go into the Plaza afterwards for a Mai Tai at Trader Vic’s,” as if having a sugary cocktail at a tourist trap made it cooler. I failed to mention that on Sunday night we wound up at Lynn’s parents’ apartment in Flushing watching The Ed Sullivan Show with her four younger siblings.


“I go into the city a lot but never around Midtown,” he said. “The Village, mostly.”


The Village. It figures. Cool.


The piped-in music provided a soundtrack for our daily encounters; it made the job almost bearable. I kept the radio on whenever I was home or in the car, and I’d been dancing alone around my house since the early days of American Bandstand.


“Oh, listen. I love this song,” I said to Jack about the tune playing on the PA system. “I heard it on the radio everyday the year I started here . . . ‘Cherish is the word’… ” I lip-synced along with The Association.


“What station do you listen to?”


“Usually WABC-AM and sometimes—”


“Oh, that terrible AM pop junk. You should listen to WNEW-FM.”


So driving home I clicked to FM and moved the dial to his station. But at least once a day I clicked back over to AM to see if I could catch, “I Heard it Through the Grapevine.”


When it came to our tastes, though, the most important thing in 1969, as the Vietnam War raged, was that we were both Doves. Had he or I been a Hawk, that revelation might have ended our story right then and there.





4.


I’d had boyfriends off and on in high school and college, but once I began teaching, my social life slipped into a coma. There were no available guys near my suburban apartment on an industrial street and not one on the faculty at my school. None. Lynn and I went into the city every weekend, nursing our drinks in smoke-filled, crowded uptown bars on First and Second Avenues. Guys would start up a conversation but would back away quickly when they found out we lived out on Long Island. “GU” was what they labeled us: Geographically Undesirable. As months went by, weekend barhopping lost its promise and became a chore. Our “pathetic” lives provided Lynn and me with enough comedic material to keep us up late in our beds laughing.


I basked in the attention I got from Jack during those forty-five minutes each day, so I accepted the new role he gave me—sounding board. When he wanted to talk, he sidled up next to me and spouted on and on about something that had driven him crazy that morning.


One day it was a simple request from a teacher sharing his room. “Can you believe it? She can’t raise the damn blinds back up herself!”


Another day it started over a “stupid” school form. “Why do they need two frigging weeks to get a projector ready?”


He acts like everyone’s out to get him, I thought. He must be nervous about his first job.


I was quick to make an excuse for him. He wasn’t like my other guy friends, so I assumed he’d get over it. Standing there listening to his diatribes, though, made me uncomfortable. Minutes ticked by as we stood in one spot monitoring the huge room. The number one rule of cafeteria duty was to circulate at all times so the students felt our presence. But he stood and rambled on loudly with kids in earshot. I worried we weren’t doing what we were supposed to.


One day during a break in his story, I walked away to check on kids at a table by the sunny windows.


“Hey, where are you going?” he said with a hint of alarm in his voice.


“I’m going over there to keep an eye on those ninth graders. Sabatino looks like he’s hatching a plan.”


“They’re okay. Come back here,” he said as if talking to an insubordinate student.


I stared at him for a few seconds. “No, I want to move around a little,” I said and started walking away. Almost instantly, I felt him maneuvering up to my side.


“Who are you now?” he whispered, “The wild child?”


I didn’t get his reference to The Doors song, but I did catch the attitude. “Hardly,” I said, uncomfortable about what felt like a scolding.


“Good,” he said in a tone that made the sun feel colder than I had hoped.





5.


On the last Friday of September, the school hosted a TGIF party at a pub to welcome the new teachers. Without any real buddies at school, I drove myself and walked into the packed room alone.


I could feel my stomach churning. The bar area had the cozy feel of an old English pub with a warm glow from red lampshades. The stools along the bar were filled with the serious drinkers who could order up “another one” easily without anyone noticing it was their fourth. They were also the biggest smokers, and the ashtrays were over-flowing with crushed stubs whose ashes formed trails back to empty glasses. The rest of the crowd was standing, packed in like lemmings on a cliff. I asked one of the old-timers at the bar to order me a gin and tonic. That gave me time to scan the room.


I looked around to see if my cafeteria-duty friend was there, very much hoping he hadn’t brought a girlfriend he hadn’t mentioned. Sipping my drink I made small talk with two men, married history teachers who had been looking for someone to flirt with. Among a small group by the far wall, I spotted the back of Jack’s head. In a room full of crew cuts and bald spots, his long hair stood out. He was next to an art teacher I sometimes chatted with, and I inched my way toward them. Yet as I passed Jack’s back he whipped around. Our eyes met for two seconds longer than normal, so I knew instantly we were going to get together, whatever that meant.


“Well, hello,” he said.


“And hello to you,” I said, clinking my glass against his raised beer, feeling suddenly celebratory.


“How’s it going?”


“Great. You?”


“Better, now. Much, much better,” he said as we inched away from the others. “Moon River” was playing in the background.


In 1969 it was not laughable to talk about your astrological sign, so we determined each other’s right away—I, Libra (balance, stability), he, Capricorn (stamina, control)—and shared other bits of our personal stories. We found every chance we could to bump against each other while talking. We both knew this would happen.


I rummaged through my bag for my Kents.


“Ugh! What are you doing? You’re not a smoker are you?”


“Yeah, sometimes. When I’m drinking or sitting around with coffee. You’re not?”


“I hate smoking. It’ll kill you.”


“Okay. I don’t need it now.” I slipped the pack into my bag.


After a couple of drinks and a lot more bumping, he led me hand-in-hand out to the parking lot. I understand now if he hadn’t had that boyish grin, those muscular hands I couldn’t stop noticing, and if I hadn’t been that incredibly horny, I might not have gone outside with him and started what we started. At work I’d seen his short fuse, his need to be in charge, but the gin and tonics washed away those thoughts, and I wanted his heat.


Outside we quickly decided whose apartment would be empty of roommates, and he followed me in his car back to mine. We kissed in the elevator all the way up to the sixteenth floor. Because we were the same height, our bodies fit together tightly. As if we’re made for each other, I thought.


Inside the apartment we had an energetic, boozy make-out session on my couch. He quoted some far-out lines from an ancient philosopher or maybe a rock group I’d never heard of as his hands moved around my body. I couldn’t make sense of half of what he was talking about, but I didn’t care. He’s deep, my compromised brain announced.


I was really into making out, but I said, “No, not now” when he wanted to have sex. One sober inch of my brain cautioned me that he was a guy who could be loud and bossy and a little offbeat. Before he left, he lifted the back of my sweater and lightly touched my back with his fingertips for a long time. I loved being touched that gentle way. I wanted more of him.


The next night in his apartment, when he slid down my panties, I said, “Yes, yes.” A boyfriend. A lover. Maybe more. This is what I’d been waiting for, right?


I didn’t have another cigarette for years.





6.


Jack’s apartment became our hangout, since he had his own bedroom while I shared one with Lynn. I was impressed with what he had accomplished just three months out of college. Besides landing a job in a good school district in Nassau County, he had found an airy apartment on a main street in Queens; it was close enough to work in one direction and to Manhattan in the other. It was large enough to make rentals out of two extra bedrooms to help him with monthly payments, and he had found two roommates through an ad in the Village Voice.


Jack and his roommates spent most of their time in their own rooms. The two guys, both from Lubbock, Texas, were in a graduate psychology program in Manhattan. They were taking courses and undergoing their own therapy.


One night when they walked into the apartment with swollen red eyes, Jack looked up then quickly back down at the newspaper. A few minutes later he jumped up and called toward their closed doors. “Either of you guys want anything? Coffee? A beer?”


“Nope.”


“No, thanks.”


“Okay,” Jack said, “You take care.”


Sweet, I thought, happy to see he had a sensitive side.


Jack had also adopted two cats from a shelter. I was charmed by the names he’d given them—Isaac and Isabelle. It showed respect for them, as if they too were boarders, though Jack actually treated them more like visiting royalty.


One of the two was always with us, no matter what we were doing. That was fine with me. During my childhood I had yearned for a cat, but my mother had a severe cat phobia and dashed away whenever a friendly neighborhood cat was around. We loved hearing the story of how when she was young, a neighborhood boy had thrown a cat at her, and it vomited across her chest.


Isaac, Jack’s grey and white tabby, was an even-tempered, dependable guy. He and Jack were inseparable. Isabelle was a longhaired calico with a melancholic temperament. She watched over us from the back of a chair she’d claimed. We referred to her as the Nurse since she had a keen sense for knowing who most needed her warm, furry body next to them.


In our first weeks together, Jack and I rarely left his bedroom, passing through the living room only on our way to the kitchen for whatever nourishment we could drum up. His room was dominated by a disheveled double bed along one wall and along another, an elaborate stereo system with huge speakers on either side. Above the stereo he had taped a Woodstock poster from that August, one with a white dove sitting on the neck of a guitar. A small lamp on the bedside table had a red bulb in it. Not much reading going on here, I thought when I saw it. He had a lava lamp too, the first I’d ever seen. Jack had stopped smoking pot as soon as he started teaching, but those slow, sexy bubbles in the dark worked on both of us like a love drug.


Sex with Jack was vigorous, with heavy rock music pounding along with our bodies. He’d been a college wrestler and was strong and agile. My fingertips tingled as they slid along his rock-hard muscles. He smiled as he studied my body and told me my legs were the longest he’d ever had wrap around him. I felt adored.


For my birthday in October, Jack took me out to a popular steakhouse for a special treat. Sitting across from each other at a candlelit table with a glass of red wine and crusty bread, I felt like a celebrity. As a devotee of New York films from the ’30s, it was easy for me to imagine us as sophisticates in a nightclub as we leaned in to whisper a funny observation to the other, he putting his hand gently on mine, me straightening his collar. The only thing missing was the cigarettes. We both ordered the same thing—steak rare, baked potato, and salad with blue cheese dressing—but I ended up giving him half of mine; he had the appetite of a scavenger on the savannah. I was finally in the relationship I’d yearned for.





7.


I knew and loved Manhattan by that time. Living in New York City had been a dream of mine since childhood, and right after college in the summer of ’66, I had packed up my belongings, said good-bye to my family and left Philadelphia for New York. Lynn, my friend from college, and I took teaching jobs on Long Island. We had imagined ourselves living in the center of the universe—Manhattan—but one look at the classifieds showed us that city apartments were ridiculously out of reach for first-year teachers. We ended up in a one-bedroom rental in the family-friendly suburbs, along the south-shore line of the Long Island Railroad. I consoled myself with the fact that it was only a twenty-five-minute train ride into the city.


I had tramped around the city on most weekends with Lynn, a Manhattan expert. She’d gone to Hunter College High School and had made her way around New York City alone for years. She was a font of the kind of information I was interested in—which building Johnny Carson lived in, how you got into the audience of a TV show, and what to do if Warren Beatty was on the stool next to yours at the bar in Maxwell’s Plum. (I had unsuccessfully tried to chat with him.)


Jack, a Long Islander from birth, became my guide to another part of the city. The Village was a special place then, sizzling with energy. The streets were packed with young people. The Doors and Santana streamed out of record stores. Head shops sold pipes and tubes and all sorts of unrecognizable vessels. Clothing shop displays were filled with bellbottom pants. The scent of marijuana wafted from open apartment windows. There was more facial hair, tie-dyed cloth, bare female skin, and men holding other men’s hands than you could find anywhere else. Walking through those streets I’d find myself humming Buffalo Springfield’s, “There’s something happening here.” In the short time since being with Jack, I had rocketed from the June Cleaver ’60s of my youth straight into the Age of Aquarius.


Jack and I explored the city on weekends, usually ending up in the Village. We tried to pretend we weren’t just a young couple from Long Island visiting the city. With my long hair, short skirts, and clanking earrings and Jack with his long sideburns, shaggy mane, and jeans, we could have passed for hippies. During my first week with him, I put my bra in the wash and didn’t take it back out of the drawer for many years.


Back in Jack’s apartment, it was mostly sex and music. Jack was crazy about both. He would crouch on the floor in front of his albums, thumbing through them until he found just the one he wanted.


“Here it is. Yes! You gotta listen to this,” he said one night and daintily put the album on the turntable, advancing the needle to the right track. “Come here. Hey! Stop what you’re doing.” He pulled me down next to him. “Put you ear right next to the speaker. Great, right?” It was hard grading papers when one of Jack’s favorites was playing.


“Bam. Bam. Bam, bam, bam!” he shouted in unison with Keith Moon’s drum, tapping a pencil vigorously on the coffee table, eyes closed and head twisting wildly right and left. “Y’ever hear anything like The Who? Bam. Bam.” It’s really neat the way he gets so stirred up about things, I thought.


“I don’t dance,” he announced to me one day as if renouncing a religion, so The Supremes, The Temptations, and all the other albums I danced to alone around my apartment gathered dust back there. That was okay. Sex was an acceptable substitute. For a touch of mood music, though, one time I brought over a Johnny Mathis record, which he tossed aside like a Frisbee, not wanting it to soil his albums. At my insistence, he played Johnny’s romantic crooning one time during sex instead of the throbbing rock album he favored, but I soon lost my taste for Johnny. Starry-eyed romance was not what my relationship with Jack was all about. The heavy beat of a drum was more in keeping with what we had.


As the weeks went by, we developed a school-night routine. While we ate dinner, we watched the nightly news together. In my childhood home the news was on after dinner every night. My parents sat quietly and watched while my sister and I looked at the paper or magazines. But Jack shouted at the set as if Walter Cronkite himself set American policy. “Just pull our fucking troops out of Vietnam!” or, when Cronkite reported what came out of Vice President Agnew’s mouth, “Can’t you shut that idiot up?” Jack’s smart . . . really into politics, I thought. Maybe I’d get angry too if I knew as much about what we’re doing there.


After dinner, we did lesson plans and graded papers side by side on the couch. I tried hard to ignore the snorts and moans as Jack waved his red pencil across quizzes, but his reactions were loud and, I could tell, meant to pull me into his world.


One night, he threw a handful of papers across the floor and slammed the pencil down.


“What’s going on?” I said, taking in the mess he’d made.


“Ed picked a shitty textbook, is what.” Jack didn’t like much about his department chairman. “It pisses me off,” he said. “How can you teach photosynthesis before the kids learn how cells get chemical energy?”


“Beats me.”


“Is that supposed to be funny?” he snapped.


Yes, it was. But instead I said, “Don’t you have the freedom to teach things in an order that makes sense to you?”


“The guy’s all over me, looking at my plan book, asking what I’m doing—”


“He’s a good guy, Jack. I’m sure he wants to be supportive.”


“Great way to show it,” he said, “peering into my classroom while I’m teaching . . . asking kids how it’s going.”


“The first year’s really hard. It gets better, I promise,” I said, but his eyes told me he was already in another world, inside his own head. When I said, “How about asking him to sit down with you?” I felt as if I were talking to the red pencil.


As I brushed my teeth that night, my gut still clenched, a sadness built in my chest. If I were in my apartment tonight, I thought, Lynn and I would be on the couch laughing at Carol Burnett.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Not
Exactly
Love

a memoir

Betty Hafner

swp

S Whres Prs






OEBPS/images/9781631521508.jpg
Not
ExacEly
Love

a memoir

Betty Hafner








OEBPS/images/htitle.jpg
Not
Exactly
Love





