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To my husband, my family, and my therapists.

You all know who you are, how much you mean to me,

and how deeply all of you have enriched my life.





To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most people exist, that is all.

—OSCAR WILDE

This life is what you make it. No matter what, you’re going to mess up sometimes, it’s a universal truth. But the good part is you get to decide how you’re going to mess it up. As for lovers, well, they’ll come and go too. And baby, I hate to say it, most of them—actually pretty much all of them are going to break your heart, but you can’t give up because if you give up, you’ll never find your soulmate. You’ll never find that half who makes you whole and that goes for everything. Just because you fail once, doesn’t mean you’re gonna fail at everything. Keep trying, hold on, and always, always, always believe in yourself, because if you don’t, then who will, sweetie? So keep your head high, keep your chin up, and most importantly, keep smiling, because life’s a beautiful thing and there’s so much to smile about.

—MARILYN MONROE
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PROLOGUE

My therapist, wisely, once told me, “There is no such thing as perfect.” My thinking at that time was that I had to be perfect. Like so many women, I have spent a lot of my life being controlled by self-imposed perfectionist issues. This thinking is most likely a carryover from my growing up a child of an alcoholic. (Not understanding the disease, I believed [wrongly] that if I could just be perfect he—my father—would love me enough not to have to drink.) Over the years, I’ve learned you can drive yourself crazy trying to be perfect. The goal instead is to do and be your best, learn from your mistakes, and move forward. With the advent of wisdom—the greatest gift of aging—I am more relaxed. I live my life the best I can, succeeding and failing, learning to forgive myself and others, being “present,” and feeling incredibly grateful and thankful for my life’s good fortune.


We must learn from our mistakes otherwise they hold no value.



My life is our life: my life with him—my husband, Alan Hamel—and his with me. No kidding. He is what makes the day begin. He makes me smile before I fall asleep and wake up happy in the morning. I don’t like to be away from him. Others criticize this togetherness, tell us we are crazy and that if something were to happen to one of us, we would be so lost. I figure, I’ll take my chances. We have the dream. We have what everyone wants; what poets write about, why love songs are written, why movies get made. We have achieved it.

As with all love stories, though, we had a rocky beginning, a bumpy middle, and a lot of problems and imperfection along the way. Yet with the perspective I now have, we clearly are living the greatest life together two people could imagine. You see, it’s never perfect. As M. Scott Peck says in The Road Less Traveled, “It is the wise man that welcomes problems and mistakes, for through them we learn to grow spiritually and emotionally.” Growth is agitating, but it is what allows us to move forward as people.


When you are living a relationship you never want to end, then good health is a responsibility. It is respectful to want to stay healthy for each other.



None of us knows what tomorrow will bring, but Alan and I live together each day wanting another day together tomorrow, and the next day and the next. I want to be with him forever. We have a true love aligned in deep commitment to each other, to our mutual desire for optimal health, and to the business we created from scratch. We have fun together doing all of it. We are two like-minded people who respect and encourage each other, we are each other’s best friend and most trusted confidant. We love our children and grandchildren; family is where we connect and enjoy the “stuff” of life—food, meals together, holidays. My husband is the man I have loved with all my heart for fifty years.

I have not always been a perfect wife. When I look back at hurtful, stupid things I have done or said, I feel a pain in my gut so palpable, I can hardly live with it. When it overwhelms, I run to my therapist to remind me (again) that we all screw up and we all have the capacity to forgive and be forgiven. Then I use those actions like judo; using forward energy to win.

We must learn from our mistakes otherwise they hold no value. What we have is an almost-perfect relationship (there I go again). I never get tired of him, am always amused by him, am completely turned on by him, and rarely feel annoyed with him. I admire him and his thinking. We are in sync. Our sex life has been part of our cultural lore ever since an offhand comment on The Talk that we often have sex twice a day. That information follows us everywhere, when the bigger question is why two people, after fifty years together, still feel so drawn to each other sexually.

The questions I am asked most often are Why does it work? and How can two people spend 24/7 together 365 days a year and get along so great? Everyone seems to want the combination for this love lock. I call it a figure eight: never beginning, never ending. Lovers, best friends, companions, business partners, each holding our individual strengths and rarely getting in the other’s way. This story is an attempt to share our unexpected life as a couple. Perhaps you might recognize yourself and find inspiration when times are hard, knowing that dreams can come true but that growing up takes time and is hard work.


Allow yourself to be humbled by each other.



The health component of our relationship, and anyone’s, truly is not to be downplayed. We are two people who take it seriously; when you are living a relationship you never want to end, then good health is a responsibility. It is respectful to want to stay healthy for each other, so you can enjoy quality of life, vitality, longevity, mental clarity, and all-around superb health. As you know, if you’ve ever read any of my other work, I believe this wholeheartedly: without health, you’ve got nothing.


We all are capable of the worst behavior; can you still love each other even then?



So what is the magic? How do you get it? Is there a formula, or are we just a once-in-a-lifetime almost-perfect match, two chemistries that mesh and meld together? I’ll tell you what it isn’t. It isn’t about luck. A great relationship takes work and tremendous respect. You must hear each other, and that takes time. Sometimes you’ll have to wait for the other person to grow up enough to be ready to hear you; sometimes it’s the reverse. You also need to allow yourself to be humbled by each other. It requires seeing each other, not only in the best light but also in the worst, and still knowing that it’s okay. We all are capable of the worst behavior; can you still love each other even then?

This is our love story.

Let’s start at the beginning.






CHAPTER 1



IN THE BEGINNING


Nothing’s impossible I have found, for when my chin is on the ground, I pick myself up, dust myself off and start all over again.

—JEROME KERN AND DOROTHY FIELDS, “PICK YOURSELF UP”



Alan Hamel is an interesting guy, and I would say that even if he weren’t my husband.

That we even met is the stuff of dreams; he was the son of Polish immigrants who luckily escaped from the jaws of Hitler. His father lived in a settlement called Little Pietrokov on the Polish-German border with dirt floors and thirteen children. Somehow in 1905, at thirteen years old, he managed to get the equivalent of eight dollars (an enormous sum of money at that time) to ride steerage on a ship to America. With that many children, it probably wasn’t noticed much when he took off on foot to Bremen to a new life. He wanted to get himself to Texas and become a cowboy. Speaking no English, amazingly he did just that. And then eventually at sixteen, he wound up in Chicago, where he was clubbed over the head and blinded in his right eye by police on horseback who were rounding up union troublemakers. (He was not one of them, just a casualty.) That incident led him to seek out relatives who had immigrated to Canada, and that is where he stayed.

Alan’s mother’s mother also emigrated to Canada, but she became lonely and returned to Poland. Sadly, once back home again, she was rounded up by Hitler in the worst of ways along with boxcars of her family and met with an unthinkable death.

Alan’s mother wanted to expose him to all cultures, so as a young boy he was sent to Knox Presbyterian Church for his first year in nursery school. That year he was chosen to perform in the Christmas play and dressed up as one of the three wise men. He carried one of the gifts to put under the manger for Baby Jesus but was so intrigued by the glitter of the gifts that after the ceremony he grabbed the present and ran all the way home and up the stairs to the bedroom. He ripped open the beautifully wrapped gift to find it…empty. It was his first life lesson. He cried when his mother was angry with him for stealing. He hadn’t thought of it that way.

Alan was your typical Canadian kid, loved playing ice hockey in the winter. He was typical, that is, until he was eight, when a gang of monsters, teenage bullies, hung him by a rope and left him to die. An angel in the form of an old man heard the whimpering of this small boy inside an abandoned building and cut him down in the nick of time. He repressed this horrible memory until much later in life, when his mother told me about it, but surely this incident shaped him in ways that took a lifetime to understand.

At home his life was idyllic. He grew up in a boardinghouse run by his mother; sixteen people all lived together; his parents and sister, a black Nigerian prince, eight Chinese brothers, a Presbyterian minister, a stripper whose name was Rita (who took him to his first girlie show), a British engineer, and a blind alcoholic trumpet player who smoked in bed and almost set the house on fire on a regular basis.

His mother worked morning till night, cooking dinner for the group, cleaning, and doing laundry (whatever it took), and in her spare time she ran a candy store. Every morning Alan—or Sonny, as he was called—came down the stairs to find his mother holding his still-warm, fresh-pressed shirt and a spoonful of castor oil; mothers at that time ruled the roost, and refusing the spoonful of “dreck” (his word) was not an option.

So that was his life. Who knew this son of immigrants would grow up to be one of the most popular and beloved TV personalities in Canada? In Canada today, he is referred to as a television pioneer. His picture is positioned front and center and prominently displayed in the Ryerson Hall of Fame. Lucky for me, being Mr. Canada just wasn’t enough for him. Though still to this day, whenever he hears “O Canada,” he tears up.

I was raised in San Bruno, California, a lovely, small, middle-class town about twenty miles from San Francisco. Ducky Mahoney was my father, and his father emigrated from Ireland. His people were hardworking, staunch Catholics, with more than a bit of an alcohol problem. And in and from that, I was shaped and formed. The Irish are fun-loving, and my father was no exception. He told great stories and was a true entertainer, although he didn’t realize it; he was able to hold the attention of a crowd, whether at a dinner table or at a school assembly. He would make people laugh, and his stories had an element of great physical humor, which he acted out using his body to make a joke work. On the dance floor, he could wow a crowd.

In his twenties, he was an all-star baseball player and won a scholarship to the University of San Francisco, at a time when very few went to college. It was quite a special honor, and for sure everyone thought he was destined to play professional baseball. He was in line to be chosen for the farm team for the San Francisco Seals, a pro ball club. Their star player then was Lefty O’Doul, and my father most likely would have ended up in the same league as Lefty—everybody was sure.

With the onset of World War II and like so many men of that time, his dreams were cut short to serve his country. He became a Merchant Marine stationed on a ship outside Nagasaki, during the time the atom bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. He describes his job as the worst on the ship, loading bombs into the bottom of the hull, knowing that if the ship were hit, there would be no way out for him. His stories of that time were horrific and must have shaped him in some deep way. The demons were surely in his dreams. After he came home in 1945 (I was born in 1946), he put aside his aspirations of pro ball out of necessity and he took a job at a brewery—a terrible choice for a budding alcoholic. And with that choice, and in that moment, all he could and would have been slipped away.

Everyone loved being around Ducky, the fun-loving, funny, life-of-the-party guy. But by the time I was growing up, his disease had progressed, and that person was rarely the reality anymore.

That great guy faded, and the person who emerged was the drunken one: mean, frightening, abusive. Laughter was replaced by long scary nights hiding from him in a locked closet (rigged on the inside by my brother Danny), where my brother, sister, mother, and I trembled in fear, praying he wouldn’t find us and hoping he would just pass out. In an alcoholic family, everything revolves around the needs and feelings of the alcoholic, so the rest of the family is left to figure it out on their own. I feared him, loved him, hated him, loved him, an unhealthy vicious cycle, which never ended until a teenage pregnancy shamed me from living in the only environment I knew and condemned me as bad.

In these horrifying nights of my childhood my self-esteem took a hit; in his drunkenness, my father decided each night who would be the object of his rage and ridicule. The booze made him act viciously and say terrible things: “You’re stupid, hopeless, worthless, you’re nothin’, you’re a big zero!” He also repeatedly told me, “You’re gonna get knocked up.” I didn’t even know what knocked up meant; I had never even had sex at this point. Sadly, his rants became my reality. I believed I was what he said, and the only time I did have sex (if you can call it that) I got knocked up. My mother, confined by her Catholicism, stated sadly, “You made your bed, Suzanne, now you must lie in it.” Abortion was out of the question. On the night before the wedding, my father once again drunkenly ranted, “I always knew you’d get knocked up,” which had me sobbing on the floor of my closet wishing I could die. I was convinced he was right about my worthlessness and felt I deserved my punishment.

In this chaos, I found myself not only pregnant, but a teenager with neither the means nor the skills to be a mother. This time was, in retrospect, the hardest period of my life.

My new husband was a nice guy, a good guy, but we were both kids. The responsibilities of being parents and of being married and starting a real life just didn’t and couldn’t work out for us. We parted amicably and I got custody of our son, which was the custom of the time. The whispers in my small town for being their first divorcée were too much to bear, so I moved away to try my best to make a good life for us.

Life has a way of sending you what you need when you need it, even if you don’t feel ready. And “it” was my child, my beautiful little baby son, Bruce, who would give me my reason for living. As they pulled him from my body, while still on the delivery table, we locked eyes. His stare was so intense, and he looked so worried that I said out loud, “I promise I will make a good life for you.” I meant it. I would keep that promise. When I think back on it, I believe Bruce was sent to save me. My childhood had so damaged my self-worth that I was a walking ball of shame. But with Bruce there was no shame, only love and acceptance, and somehow together we would survive and thrive.

 

My low self-worth was soothed only by my mother, a woman of divine sweetness whose example was such that it didn’t feel right to feel sorry for myself. Her life was terrible; if she could do it, I could do it.

Even though we had very little money for luxuries, my mother, Marion Mahoney, was an elegant woman with exquisite taste who always dressed beautifully. She had few pieces, but all were of great quality, an ethic she taught me. “Buy good,” she would always say. “Better to have one great cashmere sweater than a bunch of junk.” She was right. It didn’t take me long to figure out that the cashmere felt better, looked better, and lasted longer. She had attended Lux School of Design, a prestigious San Francisco design and art school. But once she was married, like so many women of her time, she put her dreams aside. Who knows what she dreamed of being? She was a wonderful seamstress with a great eye, and lucky for me she made most of my clothes as a girl, allowing me to create my own styles with great fabric we would buy together in the theater district.


How many great love affairs never come to fruition because it is too easy to walk away?



I imagine my mother thought that by marrying the most popular guy in town—the sports hero, the life of the party—she was going to have the life she dreamed of, that he’d bring her out of her shell and release her shyness. Instead, his drunken behavior horrified her and made her feel even more shy and withdrawn in public. Everyone in our community liked her a lot because she was so sweet. She never said a bad thing about anyone and was always happy for any good thing that happened to people. There was a real purity about her.

After the divorce, my ex and I had no qualms over visitation, the more the better. I was at least responsible enough to want the best for my little boy whom I loved fiercely. The mother instinct, I believe, is wired into the birth process. From the moment of delivery, a protective feeling takes over and regardless of your age and what you think before becoming a mother, afterward, you instinctively know that you’d throw yourself in front of a bus to protect your child.

And so I began a new life, one that revolved around me and my darling baby child. Two of us against the world. My little pal. So close and so bonded; a teenage mother with a baby.

And then life sent me something and someone else unexpected: Alan Hamel.

 

In the beginning, passion, for sure, was the initial draw. The “I gotta have you now, and then again, and then it’s still not enough” kind of passion. Flying to each other’s cities, even if just for a few hours, knowing that any time together was worth any difficulty of pulling it off. That went on for years, and it’s what got us through the bad times. And yes, there were years of bad times.

When I think back, it would have been so easy to cut and run. I did think about it—a lot—in the early years. How many great love affairs never come to fruition because it is too easy to walk away? But I am getting ahead of myself.

It was 1967, and I was broker than broke, a teenage mom, and a divorcée, at a time when no one I knew had gotten a divorce, and I was too ashamed to go home and ask for help. Even if I had gone home, the dysfunction of alcoholism that had my family in its grip would not have allowed me to improve my situation. Besides, since I was the one who had screwed up, I had to figure this out on my own.

I did what I could to keep my little boy, Bruce, and me with shelter and enough food. I worked odd jobs, played extras in movies, and sewed children’s dresses. I was an Avon Lady going door to door and a convention model—my big job was dressing like a squirrel for the American Walnut Association and passing out nuts. I made chocolate desserts for local restaurants, and I did odd modeling jobs for different companies, like for the ad that liquor stores put on their doors that showed me as the girl smoking extralong cigarettes. (I’ve never smoked a cigarette in my life.) I was also the girl standing next to the Chevy on a bluff in Monterey, and I was the budding bride modeling wedding veils. Once in a while, I’d get a commercial, but nothing national, and that was where the money was.

I tried to get a job at the telephone company, but they said I wasn’t qualified. I tried to get a job as a waitress, but I couldn’t “stack.” My mother had stressed the importance of being a good typist and being able to take dictation. She was a medical secretary, so it made sense to her that I would want the same. I learned to type in high school and was a pretty fast typist, and I learned shorthand. I applied for a job working for a goofy-looking lawyer. The moment he saw me, he hired me. The first day, he called me into his office to take a letter. My heart was pounding—I had never done this before. He spoke very quickly, and I didn’t want to ask him to slow down, so I wrote my shorthand as fast as I could. Trouble was, I couldn’t read it back. When I returned to my desk, I knew he would fire me when he realized I had wasted his time. I felt stupid. Rather than go through the humiliation of hearing him do it, I fired myself. To this day, I doodle (and think) in shorthand, and to this day I’m unable to read it back. Go figure.

My skill set was limited, but I was willing and able to work. I was smart and knew how to connect with people. It was just that work was hard to come by, and my schooling had been cut short because of my pregnancy. I really disliked typing and never really saw myself in an office. Deep down, showbiz was my lure. I wanted it but hadn’t yet gained the confidence that someone like me could pull it off.

At twenty-one, I tried out for weather girl on the KPIX Westinghouse station in San Francisco. It was the late 1960s, and girls weren’t wearing bras, so I wore a thin jersey mini-shirt dress (my best dress) and thought I looked pretty nice. They handed me a thingy, and I was pointing it at all the wrong cities, and I couldn’t ad-lib, so I’d say, “It’s going to be very cold here and not so cold there.” They laughed me out of the studio.

Then one day I got a job as a prize model on a TV game show. It was a trial run, one day of work for sure, and then depending on how I did, it could become a regular gig. I walked into the local ABC station in San Francisco, and there he was, the center of attention, everyone standing around him while he held court, handsome, sexy, with intense blue eyes, laughing with a throaty laugh. A guy who knows he’s attractive. Men were charmed by him and women were drawn to him. He was wearing a red alpaca sweater and bell-bottom jeans. It was a very hip, cool look for the times. I had never seen that. No one I knew had clothes like that.

I stood off to the side. I didn’t have the confidence to walk into that energy field. I looked around for someone to direct me to wherever, but suddenly I was aware he was staring at me. I looked away because it scared me. I wanted to disappear. And then he walked toward me and my heart started pounding while his eyes took me in. Blue. Deep light pools of blue. I guess he asked my name, I guess he asked me other questions, but I was too involved with his stare and his intensity.

Shortly after arriving in Los Angeles from Toronto, I sold a ninety-minute comedy special to ABC called You Can’t Do That on Television and was offered a hosting job on a game show called The Anniversary Game. It would shoot in San Francisco because studios in Los Angeles weren’t available. I always heard that San Francisco was the New York of the West, very sophisticated and very into the arts, so I jumped at the opportunity. I moved into a Japanese suite at the Miyako Hotel with tatami mats on the floor for beds, translucent sliding shoji screens everywhere, great lighting, and it was quiet.

First day on set, I was talking to my production team, on the way to my dressing room to change for the first show, and I looked up and saw this angel standing alone in the corner of the studio. She was the most beautiful girl-woman I had ever seen. At that moment, everything the group was saying sounded like blah blah blah blah. I didn’t hear the chatter from the crew setting up. I didn’t hear anything. I didn’t see anything except her. I had to say something. What do I say? I was always lousy at come-on lines because they always sounded like come-on lines. My eyes were riveted on her as I made my way across the studio, with my heart pounding. And finally we were face to face. Now what?

“Uh,” I blubbered, “would you mind getting me a cup of coffee?”

Nice, huh? How stupid was that? Thankfully, she said yes, and that was our beginning.

Suzanne says it was love at first sight. For me, the animal, it was lust at first sight, but it was a lot more.

I was still married at the time, but my wife and I had started conversations about a divorce.

I had known my wife for only two weeks when we married; we should have only been good friends. But I was twentyish, and at that age you think you can handle anything that comes your way. This union was simply another challenge. I’d make it work! Right.

On our honeymoon, I felt trapped, but didn’t know how to broach the subject. She had moved out of her parents’ home into mine. We were kids. During the ten years we were married, I was away most of the time with work in TV, radio, and commercials. I created a show that allowed me to choose subjects and locations, so I was in and out of foreign countries constantly.

Back to day one: Suzanne was hired to be the prize model on the show but was fired the first day because when she opened the refrigerator door, she looked toward the wrong camera. No one told her it was the one with the red light. With her gone from the set, I had to figure out how to get in touch with her. The booker had her phone number but refused to give it to me. But I finally got it after much taunting from him.

I called Suzanne, and a child answered. It was her four-year-old, Brucie.

“Is your mommy home?”

“Yes,” he said, and then put down the phone.

For the next ten or fifteen minutes, I listened to Brucie playing and Suzanne singing. Brucie had answered my question and then moved on. Yes, his mommy was home. Suzanne finally saw the phone off the hook, picked it up, and said hello, and we were joined at the hip from that moment.

Years later Suzanne told me she called her mother that day to announce she had met the man she wanted to marry. I had no one to call, but I knew even then this was not a fling; this was serious, very serious.

What are the odds of a guy from Canada getting a gig in San Francisco and meeting his one and only who came from a little blue-collar town in Northern California?

 

“Can you get me a cup of coffee?” Is that what he said? I thought to myself. Get him a cup of coffee?!

“Ummm…sure,” I answered.

I asked someone, “Where do I get coffee?” I was told it was upstairs in the third-floor cafeteria. I took the elevator and found a vending machine. Fifty cents! Shoot, did I have fifty cents? I rummaged through the bottom of my purse, found it, and took the coffee downstairs to Blue Eyes.

“Thanks,” he said, as I saw that someone had already gotten a cup for him.

We stood awkwardly for a moment looking at each other, and then he was called to the set. Geez. What was that? It was just a nanosecond, but there was something powerful about it.

I was awful as a prize model. I kept looking at the wrong camera. At the end of the day, the producer told me not to come back. I rushed out of the studio, mortified.

I went back home that evening to my life with my little son. I cooked our dinner and put him to bed, then lay down with my stomach grinding, trying to understand why my heart felt like it was tied in a knot. It was no use even thinking about Blue Eyes; he was as out of reach as Siberia.

The next day the phone rang. Bruce, who was four, answered it. When he was asked if his mommy was home, he said yes and then walked away. Kids are literal. I just happened to walk by and picked it up. How long had it been off the hook? I wondered. “Hello?” I asked, about to hang up, and then I heard someone saying, “Wait, wait, wait…” I recognized that voice. Oh my god, it was him!

“I want to take you to dinner.” His voice was even deeper on the telephone, strong and sexy. Demanding.

I was barely able to get the word okay out.

“Meet me tonight at the Miyako Hotel, seven o’clock, my room.”

We were on.

The Miyako is an upscale hotel in the Japanese section of San Francisco. There was no parking anywhere, so I reluctantly parked in the hotel’s subterranean parking lot. I’m already in trouble, I thought. I don’t have enough money to get my car out of here. But as was my usual reality back then, I decided, like Scarlett, that I’d think about that tomorrow. I’d face that problem later.

I had very few nice things to wear—the bulk of my clothes were the inexpensive (cheap) hippie Indian type of the 1970s; flowy shirts, jeans, and boots. I was a San Francisco girl, and the city look was considered sophisticated. In retrospect, he most likely would have preferred my easy-to-get-under, no-bra, flowy shirt that was the style of the time. But I wanted to impress and didn’t know what kind of guy he was, so I wore my best outfit. I had read in the society pages that the “right” women wore hostess skirts in the evening, and I wanted to be with it, so I wore my new one. I didn’t know that women wore hostess skirts only at home when they were hostessing. My Yves Saint Laurent white silk blouse was opened to just above my bra, to reveal what I knew were spectacular breasts. We Irish women are known to have lovely bosoms, and I inherited a good pair. Underneath my hostess skirt were platform shoes that made me look very tall. My hair was freshly washed, long and blond, and I didn’t wear much makeup—some mascara was about all.

I knocked nervously on his hotel room door, and as it opened, I felt my body turn to Jell-O. Him. Inches away from me.

“Hello there,” he said in his deep, sexy way while gently taking my hands. “It’s a Japanese suite, so you have to take off your shoes.”

I hesitated momentarily, then blurted out, “What else do I have to take off?”

He laughed his throaty laugh and pulled me inside. I really didn’t mean to be funny; it was just the first thing that came out of my mouth.

My skirt was too long without shoes, and I tripped on something because it was dark. It smelled like chocolate. Oh my god, he had lit chocolate-scented candles, and they were glowing everywhere. The only actual light came from the TV set, and it was all screwed up to appear like a psychedelic light show.

I think I’m going to be dinner.

There was no bed that I could see, just a tatami mat on the floor, but cracked crab was laid out on top of it with lemon slices and sake, which he was able to warm up in his bathroom sink with hot water. He had done this before, I was sure.

We sat down on the tatami mat, and he handed me a brownie. I thought it strange to have dessert before dinner, but nothing about this evening was like anything I had ever experienced. So I figured I’d go for it.

I took a bite and said, “Yuck, it tastes like dirt.”

“That’s because it’s a pot brownie,” he stated matter-of-factly.

Oh my, another first. I had never tasted sake, had never been to a man’s hotel room, and had never had a pot brownie. I had never tried pot. I had hardly gone out with anyone since my divorce.

I had a moment of guilt while setting the stage for what I hoped would happen, but the moment Suzanne knocked on the door, all guilt disappeared. I stood there staring at this incredible woman, someone who was trusting enough to spend our first date in my suite. We had barely finished the crab and shared some gentle kissing and touching, when clothes were flying everywhere, and we were at that place poets write about.

 

After the pot brownie, we nibbled delicious sweet Dungeness crab, and took sips of warm sake. The effects took hold, and soon I was laughing hysterically over the dumbest things. The TV set made me laugh, the nervousness of sitting on his “bed” on the floor made me laugh. Suddenly my silk blouse was unbuttoned and then slipped off. He expertly unfastened my bra, and in an instant my breasts were in his hands. I was spinning. I had never felt anything like this. His chest was beautiful, smooth and muscular, with just enough hair to be perfectly manly. I couldn’t believe I was touching him. He pushed me gently onto the floor, although it was a little uncomfortable trying to remove the cracked crab shells poking into my back without breaking the moment.

Then it was a beautiful blur, crazy excitement, mouths everywhere. I was lost in the greatest feeling of my life. And I was in love. Then…right then. I never wanted to leave.

Our love affair had begun.

Oh, and he paid for my parking.

That was fifty years ago, and I remember it like it was last night.

And then we lived happily ever after. Right?

Not so fast. This was about to be some journey.






CHAPTER 2



GETTING TO KNOW YOU


An invisible thread connects those who are destined to meet, regardless of time, place, and circumstance. The thread may stretch or tangle. But it will never break.

—ANCIENT CHINESE PROVERB



We met again the next night. He didn’t ask me, he told me to meet him at his hotel and that we’d drive to the restaurant for dinner at an upscale San Francisco place. The tables had white tablecloths, and the lighting was dim. It was quiet, with the tinkling of crystal glasses in the background and soft-speaking waiters in black tuxedos.

Our second date was at Fleur de Lys. Frankly, I ordered champagne and dessert so we could get out of there. All I could think of was getting naked again.

 

“We’ll have two chocolate soufflés,” he said to the waiter.

I guess we’re not going to have dinner. But I really didn’t care. I knew what this night was going to be. My insides were already heating up. I felt excited and had a hard time believing this was real. It all felt crazy. I mean, who goes out to a fancy restaurant and just orders two chocolate soufflés and a bottle of Dom Pérignon?

The waiter popped the cork on the champagne bottle and poured us each a perfectly chilled glass: my first expensive champagne. I had had champagne before at weddings, but compared to this, I realized that what I had thought was champagne was rotgut. This was different: colder, the bubbles were smaller, it tasted…expensive. It went to my head quickly. I hadn’t eaten all day. My appetite was gone. We sat in a leather-padded booth like a cocoon, shielded from the rest of the room. His hand rubbed my thigh, and each sip of champagne intensified the feel of him. He leaned in and kissed my lips. I wanted them to stay there forever, but it felt awkward being this romantic in public.

“You know,” I said, slightly tipsy, “I saw you on television a few years ago. You were hosting a show called Wedding Party. I used to watch you every afternoon while I was giving my baby his afternoon bottle.”

“Really?” he asked.

“Yes,” I continued. “I thought you were an ass.” Oh my god, did I just say that? I laughed nervously. “Sorry!”

Thankfully, he laughed too. “Why did you think I was an ass?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “You kind of made fun of your guests, and it made me uncomfortable.”

“Well,” he said, “that’s probably why that show was a flop.”

Geez, why do things just blurt out of me? I thought. I always say the stupidest things. “I really didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“Oh, come on,” he said. “You’d have to do a lot worse than that to hurt my feelings.”

As I sipped another glass of Dom, he went on to explain. “I really enjoyed doing Wedding Party. It was one of my first jobs in America. I had gone as far as I could go in Canada. At one point I was hosting thirteen shows a week on the Canadian network, including Nightcap. When I asked for a raise, they said, ‘If we pay you what you are asking, you’ll be making more than the president of the network.’ That was when I realized I needed to move on and come to the States.”

“How can anyone do thirteen series at a time?” I asked incredulously.

“Canada is different. I was in the right place, right time, and I had had some lucky breaks. I had gone to Ryerson University, which was the MIT of Canada; I was in the radio and television arts department. I loved it. When I was taking my midterms in my second year, my professor came up to me and whispered in my ear, ‘They’re holding an audition for a classical radio show, and I think you could get it.’ I said, ‘Okay, great.’ He said, ‘No, put down your pen and go right now.’ So I did and got the job. I can thank my mother for that too. She’d forced me to go to the Royal Conservatory of Music in Toronto, so I knew how to pronounce all the classical names, like Dvorˇák.

“It was a great morning gig. From that point on, I started living my life. I was eighteen years old and had a small apartment on the Detroit River. I got myself an outboard motorboat and went out on the river every day. Soon I started getting called for auditions for jobs in Toronto. In Canada, Toronto is New York and L.A., as in ‘the place to be.’ I landed a job as a CBC announcer, which is the plum job of jobs, kind of like Walter Cronkite, the most prestigious of all positions. And I was just a kid with a deep voice. I was on air in the studio every night but out in the field during the day.

“Because of my youth and ratings, soon I was at the top of that field. More jobs started coming, and I found I could handle them all. I had an afternoon kids’ show called Razzle Dazzle, it was one of those shows with a peanut gallery of screaming kids, and I would come out, and instead of saying hi to the kids, I yelled at them: ‘Aw, shut up.’ They screamed with laughter. Howard the Turtle was my foil.

“But the plum gig was Nightcap. We were the most popular late-night show in Canada—everyone watched. The show was satire and very irreverent. We made fun of everybody. One night I interviewed a topless dancer—topless on national TV—and we got away with it! Canada at that time was much looser than the States, and they understood satire.”

I listened with rapt attention while sipping the cold champagne. He was wearing a black leather sports jacket and jeans. Around his neck was a necklace made of rope with a small silver deep sea diver dangling from it. I wondered at its significance. It looked amazing against his tanned, strong, gorgeous chest. I couldn’t wait to touch him again.

“I was gone all the time, which I’m sure is another reason my marriage didn’t work out. I was never home. I hosted the Tokyo Olympics for the CBC, the World Rowing Championships in Bled, Yugoslavia, skydiving in British Columbia, ballooning over the Alps, Thailand boxing, a deep-sea-fishing tournament in the Bahamas, the Highland Games, Denmark, Sweden, Germany, France, Spain. I loved being on the road, and I created several tournaments around the world so I could get away.

“But then one day I realized I couldn’t go any further in Canada. I loved the sun, but Canadian winters can get you down, and I was curious about the big-time aspect of L.A. and Hollywood. If I made it there, it would be a whole different thing. So I got on a plane and flew to L.A. The door of the plane opened, the sun was shining, the air was fresh, and I thought to myself, ‘I’m home.’ ”

I was hanging on his every word. I felt so special to be having this intimate conversation with him. I had never known anyone famous before, and here I was the complete object of his attention.

“I moved my wife and kids out a few months later, but by that time we had grown too far apart.”

I was glad to hear that his marriage was over. I had been so overwhelmed by him, I hadn’t thought about the possibility that there could be someone else. I still couldn’t believe I was sitting so close to him. I could feel his breath. I loved the sound of his voice.

“We had two children together,” he said. “And when I think of my failure in that marriage, I am so grateful that out of this never-should-have-happened marriage, I had two really great kids.

“I started a new life, moved to L.A. to tape my first TV special. I brought in a lot of my regulars from Nightcap, people I used to work with, including writers. I hired R. J. Wagner as my special guest star and put it on the air. That’s when I ‘got’ that Americans did not understand satire. In Canada we did outrageous satire. The people were used to it. But Americans were clearly uptight with this form of humor. The switchboard at ABC was bombarded with outraged viewers, so I knew we’d struck a nerve. We were the highest-rated show for that time slot. But what I had hoped would be a series was brought down by the right, the left, the Christians, the evangelicals, the Girl Scouts, the Catholics, and pretty much everyone else.

“Moving to L.A. was the
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