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To Kit—olive juice, always and forever . . .



PREVIOUSLY ON . . .
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Our relationship was over before it began.

Less than fifteen minutes into our first date, I discovered that the tall drink of water sitting across from me by the name of Kit Cowan watched zero television, although he admitted to rewatching (over and over again) old episodes of AbFab on his VCR. This explained the glazed-over look in his eyes when I mentioned that my favorite current series was Felicity, starring my soul mate/kindred spirit Keri Russell.

“Oh, wait—is she the one whose haircut almost got the show canceled?” he exclaimed, way too proudly, as if bragging, See, I know stuff!

“Yes,” I sighed, with an exaggerated eye-roll that properly conveyed my half-serious contempt that he had just reduced Queen Keri to a Trivial Pursuit question.

“I’m actually going to be on Felicity,” I boasted. “I’m going to make a cameo in the episode where she graduates, as part of a story I’m writing for TV Guide. I’m flying out to L.A. in January to shoot it.”

“So you’re a bit of a celebrity?” he asked, rhetorically.

“Hardly a celebrity,” I clarified, before deadpanning, “But, generally speaking, I am a pretty big deal. You should be aware of that.”

Kit let out a fairly noisy cackle, as the waitress at Corallo Trattoria, a well-reviewed Italian restaurant in New York’s SoHo district, dropped off the wine list.

“Should we order a bottle?” Kit inquired.

“Actually, I’m not much of a wine drinker,” I replied.

“Ever?” he asked.

“Pretty much,” I said. “I don’t particularly enjoy the taste. Same goes for beer.”

I could see him processing this new information as he unfurled his napkin and rested it on his lap with a poised precision that suggested to me he had grown up around money.

“We could do cocktails instead . . .” he replied.

“I think I’m just going to have a Diet Coke,” I declared with an opposing mix of embarrassment and “Sorry, but this is how I roll” swagger.

“Diet Coke?” he responded, bemused by this sudden twist.

“Yeah, I’m not a big alcohol drinker.”

“You’re not an alcoholic, are you?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Nope, I’ve just never been a big drinker,” I asserted, without divulging that what I really disliked about alcohol was the empty calories and the loss of control. “I do, however, love the taste of Diet Coke,” I added, “especially when it comes from a fountain versus a bottle or a can.”

“Oh, so you’re a Diet Coke connoisseur?” he said, mockingly.

“If you must slap a label on me, sure,” I shot back. “But it’s actually more of a diet cola connoisseur since I’m also open to a nice Diet Pepsi.”

“Oh, this is good to know,” he said, adopting a faux-serious tone, before pulling out of his pocket a small notepad which was affixed to an even smaller pencil. He flipped through to what I assumed was a clean page and proceeded to dictate a message to himself. “He is a connoisseur of Diet Coke . . . and Diet Pepsi,” he said slowly and with an air of satirical judgment. He then closed the book, tucked it back into his pocket, and half-smiled at me as he took a swig of water.

Holy. Fucking. Shit. He was keeping a running list of my eccentricities? Or was it a red-flag tally? In either case, it was a little unsettling but mostly goddamn hilarious. He was hot and could flawlessly land a comedic bit without breaking a sweat? Things were looking up.

“You should probably keep that pad out,” I informed him, cryptically and sassily. “That list is going to get a lot longer tonight.” I then punctuated my retort with my own carefully timed sip of water, as if to say, Game. On. Playa.

That saucy interplay set the tone for what ended up being an enormously entertaining, enlightening, flirtatious, and fun dinner, during which I learned that he had not, as I’d assumed, been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. As Kit (whose birth name is Christopher) explained, he had grown up the only child of a toolmaker dad and a quilt-making mom in a small Podunk town in Pennsylvania called Millersburg—“not to be confused with Millersville,” he clarified—whose biggest claim to fame was that it “didn’t have a single traffic light” within its one-square-mile border. “Everyone knew everyone’s business,” he sighed. “Not an ideal environment to grow up secretly gay.”

After high school, he had attended the local Harrisburg Area Community College, where he majored in photography, before completing his four-year education at RIT (Rochester Institute of Technology), graduating with a bachelor of fine arts degree in Photographic Arts and Sciences. He had then continued his education at the University of Miami, where, with the help of a full scholarship, he had earned his master’s in Art and Art History. I decided not to ruin a perfectly fine evening by telling him that what I knew about photography and art could have fit on the head of a pin.

Kit had lived and worked in Miami after graduation, before deciding to make the move to New York with nothing but himself and a huge U-Haul filled with select vintage furniture and photography equipment. A friend of a friend had connected him with a woman whose behaviorally challenged son Kirby was looking for a roommate to share a spacious, rent-controlled three-bedroom apartment on the Upper West Side. In exchange for dealing with her son’s myriad idiosyncrasies, Kit only had to pay an unheard-of $400 a month for his very own bedroom and bathroom, and use of the unit’s common areas if he should so please. “It was a sweet deal,” he noted, although not one without its drawbacks. Kit warned me that in addition to being untidy, Kirby didn’t deal well with people who were different from him, which was why he never explicitly looped him in on his sexual orientation. Despite Kit’s discretion, I got the sense that the relationship was not a healthy one.

Kit was also not out to his parents—which was odd and slightly concerning given that he was twenty-eight years old and it was 2001.

Almost immediately after arriving in New York a year ago, he had landed a job as assistant creative director for the fast-casual restaurant chain Così, where he oversaw the design and implementation of all of the franchise’s visuals, from menu boards to napkins to store signage.

“I love my job,” he shared, “but the atmosphere can be a little intense. I’m constantly reminding my coworkers, ‘At the end of the day, we’re just selling sandwiches, people.’ ”

He also confessed to being a major computer nerd and an acolyte of Steve Jobs.

“Oh, wait—is he the guy with the apples?!” I sassed, before sarcastically explaining to him that “We in the business refer to that as a callback.”

Cut to Kit’s similarly exaggerated, extremely playful eye-roll.

Oh, yes, ladies and gents, I was on fire.

I presented Kit with the CliffsNotes rundown of my life story, offering snapshots of my small-town New Jersey upbringing (although apparently not nearly as small as his), my escape to the West Coast to attend college at USC, my obsession with—and subsequent career in—television, which led to my gig at TV Guide. I also divulged to him that I had lost both of my parents by the age of twenty-two—“my mom to cancer, my dad to heart disease”—to which he expressed genuine sympathy but not (and this was important) pity.

Our boyfriend history was fairly similar. We had both had one major prior relationship of similar duration (three years) and end date (less than two years ago). Our girlfriend history, however, diverged greatly, in that I’d never had one and he, well, had. And a serious, adult one at that.

All told, what we lacked in common interests we more than made up for in snark-filled chemistry.

I wrapped up dinner wanting to know more about him. I got the distinct impression he felt the same about me.

We split the bill, proceeded outside, and faced that awkward “what do we do now” quandary. It was clear that neither of us wanted the evening to end.

“We could go back to my place and hang out,” Kit suggested, sheepishly.

“I don’t know . . .” I hedged.

“We don’t have to have sex,” he assured me. “We could just . . . hang out.”

“I’m not sure I’d be able to restrain myself . . .”

And with that, Kit pulled out his notebook and pretended to write, “No. Willpower.”

I stood there silently and smiled, giving his perfectly timed callback room to breathe. I wanted so badly to make out with him right there on the street. I resisted on account of not wanting to get gay-bashed. Yes, it was 2001. It was also, you know, 2001. But it was an exercise in extreme self-control.

It had been forty-eight hours since Kit and I first laid eyes on each other at New York’s Webster Hall, the site of the Gay Sports Ball, an annual event that was a mashup of my favorite things: gay athletes and gay music, and, if I was lucky, gay tonsil hockey. My BFF and wingman Matt Eriksson was my plus one, and it would be our first social outing since the events of 9/11 exactly two months earlier.

Like most New Yorkers, I became something of a hermit in the weeks following 9/11. I would head straight home to my one-bedroom apartment in Bloomfield, New Jersey, after putting in a full day at TV Guide’s midtown Manhattan offices and lose myself in fresh episodes of my then-obsessions Friends, Felicity, Gilmore Girls, 24, and such. The idea of going to a bar to continue my elusive pursuit of a cute boyfriend amid fears of another terrorist attack, an approaching war, and anthrax-laced snail mail did not interest me. I also just wasn’t in the mood for revelry of any kind. The world was falling apart, and I needed to focus my full-time attention on whether Felicity was going to choose Ben or Noel.

“If anything can snap me out of my 9/11 funk, it’s a gay athlete,” I joked to Matt, who, luckily, was also ready to dip his toe back into NYC nightlife.

And for what it’s worth, I was an avid runner. Which technically made me an athlete, too. So I wasn’t so much attending the Gay Sports Ball 2001 to stalk hot guys as I was going there to kick it with my peeps. Yep, that was my story and I was sticking to it.

Within minutes of Matt and me making our first loop through Webster Hall, I spotted someone I knew—Nate. We were both members of GAAMC (Gay Activist Alliance of Morris County), New Jersey’s longest-operating LGBT organization. We had become acquainted through the twentysomething support group, but this was the first time I’d seen him out in the proverbial wild. He was with a small gaggle of friends, one of whom immediately caught my eye. This particular slice of heaven was tall, probably six-two or six-three. Slim build. Aquiline nose. Smart glasses. Sexy in a nerdy kind of way. And I could tell by the way he was chomping on his little cocktail straw that he didn’t lack confidence.

Sign. Me. Up.

A quick round of introductions yielded the hottie in question’s name: Kit.

I caught up with Nate, all the while making googly eyes at Kit. Lucky for me, the googly eyes were being returned (and then some). Houston, we had a spark.

And . . . we had a problem. Nate and his entourage wanted to move onto the dance floor.

Now, what happened next would be the subject of much heated debate over the course of our entire thirteen-and-a-half-year relationship. According to Kit, I immediately lunged toward him, desperately crying out, “No! Don’t go!” I, however, recall taking a more subtle approach, something along the lines of “You sure you don’t want to hang out here a little longer, you handsome sexy fuck?”

Regardless, Kit ended up staying behind with me, while Nate and his crew (which now included Matt) moved on to gayer pastures. Maybe it was the residual high from my one-sided flirtation with the captain of the flag football team downstairs, but the moment Kit and I were alone, I boldly moved my lips toward his and yanked that cocktail straw right out of his mouth and into mine.

“Excuse you,” he mock-reprimanded me, as I smiled sheepishly at him.

Without missing a beat, he charged at me and snatched the straw back.

“Oh, I see how it’s going to be,” I sassed.

We would repeat this unusual mating ritual continuously over the next nine minutes, our mouths never once touching. The pace of our straw-play gradually sped up and ended in him kissing me.

Holy shitballs. He looks like that and he’s an A+ kisser?!

I immediately charged back at him and stole a second kiss. And then a third. And then a fourth. By the tenth, we decided to make ourselves more comfortable on one of the nearby sofas, on which we continued practicing an aggressive form of CPR on each other for the next hour or so. We eventually came up for air, exchanged phone numbers, shared one final kiss, and met up with our respective posses. The Cheshire grin on my face filled Matt in on my rendezvous more than words ever could have. Not to say I didn’t use some words.

“That was . . . highly enjoyable,” I said to him, attempting to play it cool. “I think I’m going to see him again, Matt.”

Back to our first date: I ultimately caved and agreed to relocate to Kit’s apartment, but I vowed to keep sex off the table for now. I needed to delay introducing Kit to my childhood alter ego—“Fat Mike”—as long as possible. I was convinced that if he were to find out too soon that hiding under my comfortably fitting clothes were pockets of loose skin and rows of faded-but-still-noticeable stretch marks—a by-product of my supersized teenage years—he would promptly run in the other direction. Best to leave Kit thinking there was a Marky Mark–caliber six-pack waiting for him underneath my disco shirt. If and when the day came that he learned the truth about my uniquely proportioned midriff, I’d already have my hooks deep enough into him that it wouldn’t even matter.

We hopped in a cab uptown to his pad on 68th and Central Park West, copping various PG-13–rated feels the entire way. As we entered his fourth-floor apartment, he warned me, “My roommate is here, but we can hang out in my room.” I hoped he had noise-canceling earplugs for when Kit and I banged. Oh, right. Fat Mike had already declared tonight a sex-free zone. Ugh. Fuck off, Fat Mike!

He led me through the long, narrow entryway, which was not nearly as polished and put-together as Kit. In fact, it was falling apart. The wall paint was peeling and the original wood flooring was extremely worn. And the entry didn’t look like it was in mid-renovation. It looked like it was the victim of severe neglect.

I caught a fleeting glimpse of the sizable living room, which, much like the hallway, was a homely, poorly lit sight. What little furniture there was appeared old, dusty, and mismatched. In the distance I’m pretty sure I saw a banana peel on the floor, right next to . . . a dinner roll? What the fuck was this place? I’d known he was too good to be true.

There was no sign of the alleged roommate. Before I could take in the rest of the apartment, Kit opened his bedroom door and invited me in. I was worried about what might be waiting for me on the other side. Mannequins covered in the excised skin of Kit’s exes? A trophy case filled with blood slides from his victims? Weapons of mass destruction?

As I stepped foot inside the room, it became immediately clear that his bedroom was—drum roll, please—everything the rest of the apartment wasn’t: clean, organized, stylish, and impeccably curated. It was packed with interesting, artful touches. The headboard behind his bed wasn’t a headboard at all, but two vintage wooden door frames leaning up against the wall. He had two distinct workspaces; one featured a desktop Apple computer surrounded by little curiosities like an orange ceramic octopus, a miniature green army figurine, a white plastic bowling pin, and a Rubik’s Cube; the other one was mostly bare, save for a paper cutter and a three-hole puncher and some photography equipment. There was a huge, designer-looking black clock hanging in the center of the wall not far from an equally oversized designer-looking calendar, which was right next to a poster that looked like it was ripped off the wall of a 1940s kindergarten class or pediatrician’s office. It was an illustration of a generic young boy’s head with arrows identifying his eyes, ears, mouth, and nose.

Everything just looked smart.

What his bedroom did not have, unsurprisingly, was a decent television. There was a dusty, eleven-inch, rabbit-eared relic of the eighties resting on his bookshelf next to VHS box sets of his aforementioned obsession AbFab.

“I don’t spend much time in the rest of the apartment,” Kit shared. “As I told you, my roommate is kind of troubled.”

“Hey,” I whispered, as I lunged toward him and kissed him. I did not know who this bold, aggressive, confident Michael Ausiello was, but I liked him. Kit’s lips were every bit as pins and needles–inducing as I remembered. We stood there in the middle of his bedroom and made out like high school students in the parking lot of a 7-Eleven. He at one point reached under my shirt to cop a feel, but, like a good goalie, my ribbed tank top blocked his shot.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re a good kisser?” I cooed, breathlessly.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” he replied, before continuing to devour me.

After about thirty more minutes of major mouth-to-mouth stimulation and light grabbing and groping, I asked to use his restroom, partly because I really had to pee and partly because we were getting dangerously close to transitioning from heavy petting to loud banging.

“Sure, follow me,” he said, as he led me out his bedroom’s other door, through a different decaying hallway, and into his private bathroom. Still no sign of the roommate. Kit flipped the light on for me all gentleman-like.

“Thanks,” I said, as I closed the door behind me. The bathroom still had all of its prewar bones, giving it a classic New York bathroom vibe. There was subway tile lining the walls, a huge ceramic tub, a tank-less toilet. It was a sea of white. And what few surfaces existed were completely bare.

As I stood and peed, I continued my visual inspection. I noticed the mirrored medicine cabinet. I wondered what was hiding inside. I also questioned why it mattered so much. Was I looking for a second toothbrush–type smoking gun? Was I trying to sabotage my own happiness? “Chill the fuck out and just enjoy yourself,” I said to myself.

I finished tinkling, flushed the toilet, and . . . opened the medicine cabinet.

Much like the rest of the bathroom, its contents were sparse. There was a stick of deodorant, a tube of toothpaste, your standard-issue toothbrush—just the one, thank heavens!—a small jar of mouthwash, all of which had been (curiously) stripped of their labels. On the bottom shelf, tucked into the corner, were two miniature plastic dinosaur figurines hugging each other—adorable! Oh . . . hold up a second. On closer examination, they weren’t hugging at all. The Triceratops was brazenly riding the Apatosaurus from behind in what appeared to be a consensual act. Hmm . . . Slightly disturbing but not a deal-breaker.

On the top shelf rested a wooden paddle with red-and-black illustrations etched into the wood. Only after picking it up and reading the words “Peter Meter”—and noticing that it was shaped like a cock—did I realize it was a measuring stick. A penis measuring stick. The units (in ascending order) were as follows:

* Should have been a girl

* Just a water spout

* 95% imagination

* Seen better days, but not much

* Just a teaser

* Woman’s home companion

* A secretary’s delight

* For large girls and small cattle

* Home Wrecker size

* For Barroom Betting only

* WOW!

The paddle, combined with the fornicating prehistoric reptiles, suggested three things to me about the man waiting for me in the other room: He liked himself a vintage novelty item; he had a cheeky relationship to—and an unapologetic attitude toward—sex; and he was a size queen.

That last one worried me. What if my “woman’s home companion”–sized endowment wasn’t big enough for him? What if he was aiming for someone in the “secretary’s delight” range?

We weren’t having sex tonight anyway, so I could set those fears aside for another day.

We ended up sucking face for another fifteen minutes before I cabbed it to Port Authority to catch a bus back to Bloomfield. On the way home, as I replayed the night’s big moments in my head, I was forced to confront a simple truth: This thing with Kit felt . . . special. Although I’d only had one prior long-term relationship, I’d been on enough dates by the age of twenty-nine to know that one of these things was not like the other. Yes, there was the obvious physical attraction, but it was more than that. There was an in-sync-ness. A connection. A shorthand. It was like we got each other, without fully knowing at this point exactly what it was we were getting.

The best part? “Fat Mike” wasn’t shitting on my post-date high. And, for that matter, neither was “Gay Shame Mike.” Or “Survivor’s Guilt” Mike. All the Mikes that for the past fifteen years had conspired to convince me that because my parents had died, or because I wasn’t straight, or because I was once 250 pounds, I didn’t deserve to be happy. Or to be loved. They kept their collective mouths shut the entire way home and allowed me to just be. I had never enjoyed a bus ride to New Jersey more.
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It was the occasion of my forty-second birthday—and a few months into my thirteenth year with Kit—and I wanted to do something special for myself. So I planned a double-date weekend getaway to the decaying seaside wonderland that is Atlantic City with our best gay friends Nick and Brandon joining Kit and me.

I rented a car, booked two rooms at the super-swank new (and now shuttered) Revel Casino Hotel, and made high-end dinner reservations at American Cut steak house. I confirmed that they had a decent seafood selection, because although I publicly labeled myself a vegetarian I was technically a pescatarian, which basically made me a big ol’ hypocrite.

I was super-excited about my birthday weekend extravaganza, mostly because the itinerary featured some of my favorite activities: gambling, food, four-star accommodations, and . . . Kit. Add to that the fact that we were renting a car and not using public transportation—thus giving us the freedom to tack on a few of our signature NJ stops, namely Kit’s beloved Target in Clark and IKEA in Elizabeth—and you had the makings of an epic birthday adventure.

We checked into Revel on Saturday morning and . . . my God, it was immense and slick and expensive and totally out of place in Atlantic City. I was sad to hear it was on its deathbed. In fact, Revel had only a few months to find a buyer before being forced to close its doors for good. The idea that this gargantuan $2 billion complex, barely a year old, could end up just another abandoned Atlantic City attraction was shocking and sad and . . . oh, my fucking God, the view from our oceanfront suite on the twenty-eighth floor was spectacular.

Kit and I entered the room, made a beeline to the window, and just stood there for five minutes, staring out at the Atlantic. So serene. So peaceful. So not New York. Honestly, we could have been happy just camping out in Room 2806 for the entire weekend and ordering room service and taking naps and thinking about having sex.

Kit immediately unpacked his toiletries, claimed his side of the bed (the right-hand one), and then we made our way down to the casino to enjoy some slot fun before meeting up with Nick and Brandon for dinner. I darted over to the 25-cent Double Diamond corridor, and the more fiscally conservative Kit parked himself in front of the penny slots. Frugal Kit was one of my favorite Kits, and this was especially true when he was in Atlantic City, where lowered stakes sometimes yielded greater joy. I found the juxtaposition of this über-stylish, successful design snob setting up shop in the penny-slot carousel alongside thrifty senior citizens so wrong yet so right. He fit right in. Sights like that made me look forward to our lives as an elderly couple, living out our twilight years in some classic, renovated brownstone on the main drag in quaint upstate Hudson, New York, the ground floor serving as our gift shop—featuring a mix of Kit’s Pretty Bitter stationery line, impeccably curated novelty items from local designers, and maybe if Kit let me, a small area of Smurf collectibles—and the upper levels functioning as our home.

Thirty minutes into our slot play, Kit paid me a visit in the Double Diamond district to tell me he was heading to the room to take a nap and maybe have a bowel movement. (When you’ve been together for more than a decade, there’s no shame in that level of specificity.) He kissed me goodbye and I turned my attention back to winning some cold hard cash.

As my reserves started to dwindle, I decided it was time to reach out to the Universe for a little help.

“Come on, Universe . . .” I began. “I’ve had a rough life. There was the gay bullying in high school. All my obesity trauma. My mom’s death at sixteen. My dad’s death at twenty-two. My whole tragic life has been building to this magic moment . . . it’s time something swung my way. And that something is three double diamonds in a row.”

Minutes later, the fucking Universe responded with . . . three. double. diamonds. bitches. step. off.

Bells were ringing. The simulated-yet-still-intoxicating sound of coins crashing into the payout tray filled the air. Confetti started falling from the ceiling. Flashbulbs were going off. Crowds began forming. There might’ve been a balloon drop. In the distance, I could see a local news crew approaching.

And then I glanced at the award counter. It was climbing. $100, $200, $300, $400, $500—please don’t ever stop!—$600, $700 . . . and that’s where it stopped. I had won $700. Holy shit. Thank you, Universe, for the birthday gift. I took a deep breath and then I proceeded to do something completely out of character for a slot addict: I cashed out.

And the best was still to come—sharing the news with Kit.

With seven crisp $100 bills in my pocket, I marched up to the twenty-eighth floor dreaming of all the possible fun ways I could break the news to him. I entered our room and first thing I noticed was that view. The second thing I saw was Kit sound asleep in the bed. And, in that moment, I felt a wave of happiness and gratitude wash over me. Like I had hit the figurative jackpot in addition to the literal one.

I proceeded over to the bed and slowly, gingerly placed one $100 bill after another down on the nightstand next to Kit until all $700 were laid out like the climax to a magic trick. I then took a seat in front of the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the ocean and waited for him to wake up.

After fifteen minutes I said, “To hell with this waiting shit,” and began the slow and steady process of waking him up. First I kissed him gently on the cheek. That triggered some light facial twitches but not much else, so I kissed him more forcibly, this time on the forehead. There: two open eyelids.

“What time is it?” he asked drowsily.

“It’s 5 p.m. We have to get ready for dinner soon. We have 6 p.m. reservations.”

“How did you make out?” he asked, not yet noticing the huge cache of cash a mere ten inches from him.

“I did OK,” I downplayed.

He sat up, looked over at the nightstand, and saw the cash spread out like a royal flush. Without missing a beat, he quipped, “We’re rich, bitch!”

He picked up the bills—one at a time—and proceeded to count them as I sat next to him on the bed and excitedly replayed the entire experience.

With our 6 p.m. dinner reservation fast approaching, we showered and threw on some fancy duds. Kit spent a little extra time in the bathroom due to some ongoing bowel discomfort. In the end, we still arrived at the restaurant a few minutes before six. I did not like to be late for anything, especially my own birthday dinner. Nick and Brandon weren’t nearly as time-conscious. It was nearing 6:05 and they were still nowhere in sight. Their tardiness was made all the more irritating considering that their commute consisted of a ten-second elevator ride.

Perhaps they were busy commiserating about the big scoop Kit and I had dropped on them during the car ride to Atlantic City. Roughly thirty minutes into our two-hour trek, I—with Kit seated beside me—looped our best gay-couple friends in on our little secret: For the past six months—ever since we had cashed out on our gut-renovated-by-Kit, two-bedroom, two-bath apartment in Hell’s Kitchen—we’d been maintaining separate residences in different parts of the city.

Kit and I were relieved to be sharing the news with someone other than our cat, Mister Scooch. And Nick and Brandon—who were navigating through their own long-term relationship woes—felt like a safe, nonjudgmental audience. Plus, we were spending the entire weekend with them, so it was better to come clean now rather than risk one of us letting it slip at the blackjack table (that’s the one with the big wheel and tiny ball, right?).

“We are not broken up,” I stressed to our backseat riders as I barreled down the southbound express lane of the Garden State Parkway in our rented-for-the-weekend sedan. “We just decided to give ourselves a little breathing room. We’re trying it for a year. Also, we’re keeping it on the DL, so don’t tell anyone, please.”

“I already tweeted about it,” cracked Nick, not missing a beat. Despite his best diffusing-with-humor efforts, I could tell by the way he was shuffling in his seat that he was surprised. And maybe a little worried for us. Brandon was a little harder to read.

“How’s it working out for you?” Nick asked, his concern giving way to genuine curiosity.

I briefly took my eyes off the road to look at Kit. We both smiled at each other.

“It’s going . . . well,” Kit informed them, a tinge of pride—and relief—in his voice, as I nodded in agreement.

It was a far cry from where we had been last June when Kit came home from work one night and informed me, two months ahead of our closing, that he had signed a one-year lease on a modest $1,300/month one-bedroom apartment across the river in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. For himself. I was livid.

“You signed the lease?” I fumed. “Without the two of us having a conversation first?”

“We’ve been talking about this idea for weeks,” Kit fired back, loudly and defensively, as if utterly gobsmacked by my incensed reaction. “Don’t act like this is coming out of nowhere.”

“Yes, we’ve been talking about it,” I countered. “But we never agreed to it. Thanks for including me in your big decision.”

Back in May when we were getting ready to put our apartment on the market, Kit first raised the idea of us staying consciously coupled while securing separate crash pads, arguing that it might help remedy our considerable, seemingly insurmountable codependency issues. The idea seemed nuts to me. Couples who have been together for more than a decade don’t just move into separate apartments. And if they do, it must mean that something is terribly wrong with the relationship. What would we tell people? How would it look? Who would get custody of Mister Scooch?

It also felt like the textbook first step in a soft breakup. Like it was easier to call it quits if we convinced ourselves that we weren’t actually calling it quits. We were just, you know, moving into separate homes. No big whoop.

But I agreed with Kit on one thing: Something had to change. Our relationship was in serious trouble. For starters, our sex life was riding on fumes. It had been for years. But now that we both had crossed into the gay dinosaur decade that was our forties and could see sexual extinction on the horizon, we began to seriously ask ourselves, “Is this it? Should we maybe find out what else—or who else—is out there for us before we enter the decade whose name shall not be uttered?”

In a nutshell: We were starting to resent each other, but we loved each other too much to actually do anything about it. We were essentially trapped. And, to cope with the subsequent feelings of anger and guilt and fear, he got high and I got drunk. I considered his drug of choice to be much more of a threat to our relationship, though.

It was at the point where it seemed like Kit was almost never not high. Our spare bedroom/office and bathroom had started to look like the pot version of Walter White’s meth lab RV, with vaporizers and rolling paper and bongs and bud grinders and bud crumbs scattered throughout. And the smell of cannabis permeated our entire two-bedroom apartment. I couldn’t escape it.

Every couple of weeks I would reach a breaking point and put my foot down and issue an ultimatum that mostly involved me demanding that he curtail his usage from every freakin’ night to, say, every other night or just weekends or just Tuesdays or not before dinner or not after dinner or not in the morning. He would capitulate at first, before slowly reverting back to his old ways.

I felt like his parole officer, with daily check-ins to make sure he was following the rules. I would get sick of policing him and, Lord knows, he hated being policed. He regularly asked me to join him in stoner-land, but I always refused. Partly on principle. Partly because I didn’t want to get hooked myself. And partly because I had my wine.

As Kit was off Snoop Dogging in one half of our apartment, I was in the other half channeling my inner Sue Ellen Ewing, aka Dallas’s legendary alcohol-addled heroine. It was probably no coincidence that as Kit’s pot intake increased, so did my wine consumption—ironic, considering I detested vino when Kit and I first met. But then, about a year into our relationship, we were enjoying a comped three-night stay at The Point, a sprawling, ultra-exclusive, all-inclusive resort in the Adirondacks that ran thousands of dollars a night and accommodated a maximum of eight hoity-toity couples thrown together by happenstance (including, on this particular weekend, Barenaked Ladies’ original front man Steven Page and his then wife Carolyn, who were enjoying some “couple time” away from their three young kids, and with whom Kit and I bonded because the other six couples were pretentious assholes). It was during this stay that I was compelled to venture outside of my comfort zone during our nightly communal black-tie dinner in the main dining room. The menu called for every bite of our five-course meal to be paired with a corresponding wine and not, you know, a can of Diet Coke. So as a result of Kit’s gentle prodding, not to mention my own concerns about being a Debbie Downer amid a bunch of Richie Riches, I—around Course No. 3—decided to give the chardonnay a try. And, much to my surprise, after about the second or third sip, I kinda stopped hating the taste of it. And by the time we checked out on Sunday, and bid farewell to Steven and Carolyn, I actually kinda liked the stuff.

Over the next couple of years, I began gradually rotating my Diet Coke with a glass of sauvignon blanc when dining out. And even more than the taste of it, I liked how I felt while drinking it. I was happier, less stressed. And I realized I didn’t just have to feel that way while out at a restaurant. I could pop into the liquor store after dinner and keep the party going at our apartment—on weekends and weeknights. I was usually home from work first, so I’d be one glass in by the time Kit arrived around seven. While scanning Seamless for our takeout options, I’d pour Kit his first glass as I dove into my second. The nectar of the gods would continue flowing through dinner and right into RuPaul’s Drag Race (if it was a Monday, which is when our reality obsession originally aired). Right around the time the climactic runway portion of the show started, and certainly before Ru declared, “Silence! Bring back my gurls,” we were moving on to Bottle No. 2. Then Drag Race would end and Kit would begin his sixty- to ninety-minute “wind-down time” and I’d stay behind to catch up on my TV (like Homeland or Grey’s Anatomy or The Big Bang Theory) while polishing off the second bottle of wine.

At around eleven-thirty, Kit—fully stoned now—would rejoin me—fully tipsy now—in the living room to watch the one-two-three punch of Chelsea Lately, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, and The Colbert Report. If I wasn’t dozing off at this point, I was shooting Kit daggers for laughing at every joke in such an annoyingly exaggerated manner that it rendered them impotent for me, sending me storming off to bed in a huff.

This routine played out pretty much nightly. And I was so busy demonizing Kit for his pot dependence that I shrugged off my wine use as the lesser—and certainly the more legal—of two evils. Kit occasionally called me out on the double standard, but for the most part he didn’t judge my drinking. Part of me wished he would express some concern or take more notice, to demonstrate to me that he cared. Because, the fact was, over the course of our relationship I went from hating wine to tolerating wine to liking wine to loving wine to needing wine.

I needed wine to quell my raging insecurity about the extra thirty pounds I had gained in the twelve years since Kit and I met, extra padding I feared only drew more attention to how far out of my league he was. I needed wine to dull the shame I felt over Kit and me not having had what he referred to as “big boy sex”—intercourse—in more than two years. I needed wine to ease my guilt about waking up early each morning and quietly jerking off to porn while Kit lay asleep next to me, because it was easier than initiating sex and getting rejected or, even worse, having sex and being reminded of how much our romantic spark had dimmed. I needed wine to drown out my suspicions that, despite his unequivocal denials every time I point-blank asked him, he had fallen off the infidelity wagon again, this time with a guy named Todd, an up-and-coming interior designer he’d met through his current gig as head photographer at Manhattan’s foremost vintage midcentury furniture shop, Wyeth, and who spoke the same design language as Kit, and, as bad luck would have it, was the spitting image of his ultimate celebrity crush, Olympic diver Tom Daley. I needed wine to live with the part of me that felt like a pushover for not trusting my gut about Kit’s infidelity because, if I did, it would mean I’d have to finally make good on my threat to leave him. I needed wine to silence the voices in my head that pointed out all the instances where I chose my job over my relationship. I needed wine to calm the part of me that worried that Kit, after eleven years, was finally coming to the realization that he could do better than me.

And for one hour every two weeks we visited our longtime couples therapist, Tony Frankenberg, and attempted to fix our broken relationship. We discussed possible solutions, one of which, now, was living apart. Other Mike-and-Kit Act 2 options included buying another apartment together, sitting the real estate market out for a year and renting an apartment together, and—lastly—yanking the apartment off the market and just staying put. After all, it was a sweet pad and we’d developed a Friends-like comfort with the building and many of its residents, particularly Rose, our dear sixty-year-old friend and a fellow co-op board member of Kit’s, who lived one floor up from us and would regularly pop down unannounced with a bottle of wine and a fresh batch of neighborhood gossip, all delivered with the theatrics you’d expect from a woman who’d spent the past three decades working behind the scenes as a dresser on Broadway.

Despite our love of Rose, there was little chance we were going to choose the “staying put” option, since we were pretty determined to get the blazes out of Hell’s Kitchen. I had initially been drawn to the once-stigmatized midtown west neighborhood for its undeniable convenience and relative affordability. But between the gentrification of nearby Ninth Avenue, triggered by a massive pilgrimage of young gays from Chelsea, and the proximity to the booming theater district, our backyard had grown into the loudest, most congested place on Earth. And we were just too old for this shit. Our tolerance level for mobbed sidewalks and idling tour buses and aggressive horn honkers and long restaurant lines had diminished significantly. Also, we were anxious to liquidate our number one asset before the housing market crashed and/or a terrorist detonated a dirty bomb in adjacent Times Square.

That was essentially where we were at when Kit decided to go rogue: We were weighing all of our options. Together. So for him to unapologetically sign the lease behind my back, before we had mutually agreed on which path to take, infuriated me. And the fact that the communication-challenged Kit struggled to articulate why he would do such a hurtful, insensitive thing—beyond saying that he felt suffocated—only confirmed my worst fears: I was losing him. And to a fucking outer borough.

So I reacted as I typically would when Kit pushed me to the emotional brink: I gave him the silent treatment. Instead of engaging in a knock-down, drag-out shouting match that Kit was always game for, I went in the opposite direction and shut down. It was the same dance we’d been doing for the past almost twelve years. Kit wore his emotions on his sleeve and I bottled mine up. And I did so, in large part, because I was terrified of what lay beneath. If I cracked the floodgates open even just an inch, forty-one-plus years of grief and gay bullying and fat shaming and sexual oppression could potentially come pouring out. And what would that look like? What would it look like to completely lose it? Combine that with Kit’s default incendiary temperament and things could get ugly. Maybe even violent, as they often had with my short-fused dad.

So, instead of discussing the matter further with Kit, I froze him out until our next appointment with Tony, who attempted to put Kit’s insensitive actions into words: What if his impetuous decision to slap his John Hancock on that lease wasn’t a sign that he wanted to end our relationship, but, rather, his last-ditch attempt to save it?

Kit loved it when Tony was able to translate his complex feelings into one smartly constructed sound bite. And he seemed particularly relieved on that day, as he nodded, looked at me with a sheepish smile, and joked, “Yeah. That’s the ticket.”

And as frustrating as it was that Kit needed Tony’s help in both diffusing the storm brewing inside him and finding the right words to articulate those feelings, I was just relieved to hear that we both still wanted the same thing: to be in a healthy, happy relationship with each other.

That session with Tony went a long way toward helping me make peace with the fact that Kit and I would soon be receiving our mail at different addresses. And, slowly, a number of silver linings came into view, like, for example, Kit would no longer be the boss of me from an interior design perspective. After ten years of willingly and (for the most part) happily letting him control every aspect of our apartment’s feng shui—from the positioning of my hair gel in the medicine cabinet to the symmetry of our pillowcases when making the bed (“The opening flaps face out,” he’d harrumph at me every time we made the bed together)—I would, for the first time since my Bloomfield, New Jersey, days, be able to see how I’d grown as an interior designer under Kit’s tutelage. And Kit’s current no-Smurfs-in-the-bedroom rule? Vetoed!

Suddenly, this crazy, scary idea became exciting, liberating. And now that we were at the eight-month mark, I was comfortable declaring it an unqualified success.

I was living it up in a one-bedroom apartment with an outdoor space and a washer and dryer and a fireplace, on the top floor of a circa-1800 brownstone on one of the best blocks (Jane Street) in one of the best parts of the city (West Village), which just happened to be down the street from our favorite restaurant, Benny’s Burritos. Frugal Kit, meanwhile, had turned a long-neglected one-bedroom on the top floor of a two-family house in Brooklyn into the coziest, most eclectic, smartly curated safe space.

And the best part? He spent hardly any time there.

Turned out, Kit liked living the metaphorical high life, too, especially when it was within walking distance of Wyeth’s SoHo headquarters. He was pretty much living in my apartment full-time. The fact that he could hit an eject button and be transported to his own personal retreat five miles away should he need a breather from me, or simply because he didn’t like what was on my work-mandated TV schedule for the night, made his enjoyment of my West Village pad all the easier.

His Brooklyn home became known as our weekend pied-à-terre—a makeshift Hamptons, if you will. For all intents and purposes, though, the West Village was our home. The apartment, however, was mine, and Kit respected that. Sure, he served as my design sensei throughout my furniture buying and laying-out process, but he knew the buck literally and now figuratively stopped with me. He’d occasionally take certain liberties, like decorating the inside of the fireplaces with dozens of towering candles, and organizing my pantry into distinct categories like “cleaning supplies” and “toiletries” and “Target returns.” And I welcomed his involvement. It meant he was feeling at home in my home.

Oh, and we were planning a big fancy vacation together—a two-week, all-inclusive African safari the coming summer. We’d done all the research and narrowed it down to two vendors. We were making our final decision by the end of the month.

With much of the uncertainty surrounding our new living arrangement in the rearview mirror, we’d started to feel comfortable sharing the news of our living situation with those close to us. Like Nick and Brandon, whose initial reaction of surprise and curiosity had now given way to . . . jealousy. They genuinely seemed envious that we had rewritten the relationship rulebook. And lived to tell the tale.

It was now 6:09 and Nick and Brandon were still MIA. As I started crafting a bitchy text to Nick, I saw the two of them hurriedly walking down the escalator toward us.

“Did you get stuck in traffic?” I sniffed.

“Yeah, the expressway was a nightmare,” Nick zinged back, giving as good as he got in typical Nick fashion.

Nick and I had a crackling repartee. His vast pop culture well, combined with just an edge of acidity, made him the quintessential sparring partner. I sensed Kit felt threatened by our comedic chemistry, so I always attempted to dial it back a smidge when we were all together. Conflict Avoidance 101.

I decided to put my $700 haul toward the dinner bill, thus avoiding that awkward, nonsensical ritual where everyone else pays for a dinner you invited them to. Between the four of us, we had no trouble eating and drinking my jackpot away. It was a lovely evening, although I did notice that Kit was shifting uncomfortably in his seat through most of the meal. I assumed it was related somehow to the bowel issues he’d been experiencing. Or perhaps it was connected to the light traces of blood he had started seeing last week in his semen—a worrisome symptom that WebMD nonetheless assured us was likely nothing serious and would probably go away on its own.

After dinner, the four of us retired to the casino and did some more gambling (lightning didn’t strike twice for me), and we called it a night fairly early. The next day, Sunday, Kit and I took advantage of the unseasonably warm weather and went for a stroll on the boardwalk. Even on a peak summer day, the Atlantic City boardwalk scene was pretty sad. This was late February. We nonetheless managed to find a few bright spots amid the blight, beginning with an arcade that had a long row of Skee-Ball machines. We both saw them at the same time, and within seconds, he was at the change machine breaking a $10 bill and I was holding two lanes for us. We were literally the only two people in the entire arcade, but I nonetheless was prepared to defend these two lanes with my life.

Kit divided up the quarters—a stack of twenty on my machine and a stack of twenty on his—and it was game on. Skee-Ball was the one competitive activity where Kit and I were pretty evenly matched, which was a big part of why I gravitated to it. Come to think of it, Skee-Ball was the only game where we were evenly matched. Kit handed me my ass at everything else, including—but not limited to—Connect Four, Phase 10, Battleship, thumb wrestling, hangman, tic-tac-toe, Yahtzee, Ms. Pac-Man, and Ping-Pong. But I could hold my own when it came to Skee-Ball. And on this fateful Sunday, hold my own I did. I was consistently breaking the 300-point benchmark with each game, while Kit was struggling to claw his way past 200 most rounds. I was on a roll.

“I hope you get a hangnail,” he mock-grumbled after my third consecutive victory.

Despite his losing streak, he obviously could tell how much fun I was having and sweetly moved a few of his coins over to my pile.

In the end, we collected a huge-ass pile of tickets and excitedly marched over to the prize counter, only to discover that we barely had enough to win a dusty, partially cracked Atlantic City coffee mug. We decided to just load up on a bunch of tiny trinkets, like fish erasers and bouncy balls. Kit remained relatively passive during this redemption process until the last second, when he took a sudden interest in a big plastic case of black spider rings.

“How many points do we have left?” Kit asked the attendant.

“Sixty points,” the attendant responded.

“We’ll take a couple of spider rings.”

And with that, we packed up our winnings and continued our trek along the boardwalk. Sad little souvenir shop? Check. Abandoned saltwater taffy boutique? Check. Pathetic, embarrassing, hopeless 99-cent store? Check—oh, fuckity-fuck-fuck.

I was hoping Kit wouldn’t see the rapidly approaching sign. He was powerless to resist anything that melded forgotten treasures and steep discounts. And sure enough, much like those Star Wars tractor beams, the 99-cent store took hold of Kit and slowly drew him in. All I could do was watch and pray I wouldn’t have to extend our hotel reservation for another night.

“Just five minutes,” he promised me.

“OK,” I sighed. “I’ll just wait outside. Remember we have a small apartment. And we’re on a tight schedule.”

Kit ventured inside his price-slash wonderland, and I plopped myself down on a nearby bench overlooking the ocean, fountain Diet Coke in hand. Five minutes quickly became ten minutes. And then fifteen minutes. I was beginning to get annoyed. Every time someone who wasn’t Kit exited the store my irritation increased. At the twenty-minute mark, just as the chilly ocean breeze began doing a number on my toes, I realized I was going to have to carry out an emergency extraction. It was unfortunate that our idyllic Atlantic City weekend had to end on such a violent note, but I was left with no other choice. Our rental was due back at the garage by 5 p.m. and we still had to squeeze in stops at Target and IKEA.

I entered the store and began to search aisle after aisle for Kit. Occasionally, a shiny bargain would jump out at me, but I resisted the temptation to stop. This was a rescue operation; I needed to stay focused. Unfortunately, Kit was nowhere to be found. I decided to send up one of our signature audio flares.

“Marco?” I whispered as I made my way through an abyss of half-price greeting cards.

Crickets.

“Marco?” I muttered as I approached the cleaning-products section.

Crickets.

“Marco,” I groaned, my voice now loud enough to evoke confused, slightly annoyed reactions from shoppers. (It was a 99-cent store, not Tiffany & Co. Simmer down, people.)

“Polo,” replied a nearby voice, which I was 99 percent certain belonged to Kit.

I turned a corner, and sure enough, there was my little frugal detective, crouched down sifting through a box of what appeared to be really old party favors. I approached him and I could see the look on his face. The look of a man on a mission. The look of a man experiencing an explosion of endorphins. He stood up and proudly shoved his basket full of goodies in my face.

“This place is incredible,” he softly shrieked. “They have stuff in here from the seventies!”

Before I could get a word in edgewise, he began to present each of his findings to me. A super-cheesy faux gold-plated miniature camera ring for his BFF and artistic soul mate Jen. Retro paper dolls, possibly to resell on eBay. A ceramic middle-finger statue—recipient TBD.

The show-and-tell exercise currently unfolding before me was not unlike the scene in WALL-E, when the titular robot invites Eve into his cave and excitedly introduces her to all of his prized earthly possessions. And just like that, my anger evaporated, replaced with an avalanche of warm and fuzzies. I grabbed hold of him and looked in his eyes, all serious-like.

“Hey,” I said. “I love you.”

I planted a kiss on his lips. And then I looked at my watch. As I was about to remind him about the tight schedule, he interrupted, “I’m wrapping up. Give me ten more minutes.”

“OK, ten more minutes,” I agreed. “I’ll be waiting outside.”

It ended up being closer to twenty more minutes—half of those minutes he spent heavily debating whether to load up on more of those middle-finger statues. “They’d make great stocking stuffers,” he reasoned. (He wound up just getting the one.)

Within an hour, we met back up with Nick and Brandon, checked out of Revel, and were on the Atlantic City Expressway heading home. Before we reached the city limits, Kit was still second-guessing his decision not to snap up more of those middle-finger statues.

“That store is not going anywhere,” I assured him. “We can always come back.”

Despite all my timing concerns, we managed to squeeze in trips to Target and IKEA and still get the rental returned on time. And, honestly, what was I really worried about? Having to pay a $50 late fee? I was constantly in a rush to be somewhere other than where I was at in any given moment. And it was exhausting.

For my actual birthday dinner, Kit and I went to one of our favorite restaurants, Champs Diner, in Brooklyn. The menu was all vegan and the Almost Macro Bowl—complete with brown rice, sautéed kale, grilled tempeh cutlets, sauerkraut, and tahini sauce—was to effen die for. We always flirted with the idea of going off script and ordering something new—like the yummy-sounding Chik’n Parm—but we always ended up playing it safe.

“Two Almost Macro Bowls, two Arnold Palmers, and one side of vegan bacon, please,” I relayed to the waitress, with an air of “You know, our usual.”

As I handed the menus back to her, I noticed Kit shifting in his seat. Again.

“Are you OK?” I asked.

“Something’s not right with my ass,” he replied. “I feel like I’ve got a golf ball lodged up there.”

“A . . . golf ball?” I worriedly shot back.

“Yes,” he confirmed, before picking up on the fear in my eyes. “Bodge, come down off the ledge. It’s probably just a big hemorrhoid.”

Quick sidebar: Bodge—pronounced Boj (think “Bo Jackson,” just drop the “ackson”)—was one of a handful of nicknames we’d adopted for each other over the years. It arrived after our initial “Poopiedoops” and “Dooplumdoops” phase, although we never could recall its exact origin. It was as if the word had been implanted in our brains one night while we slept, and then when we woke up we were simply each other’s Bodge. And there were variations. Like Bodge-lums. And Bodge-lum-doops. But mostly it was just Bodge.

Kit knew me well. My internal alert system was raised to DEFCON 1, a level not seen since a week ago when I thought I felt a lump in my testicle and raced to an urgent care facility in Chelsea to be felt up by a stranger in a lab coat, only to be told what I was feeling was just normal scrotum bits.

Now I took a deep breath, came down off the anal cancer ledge, and urged Kit to at least get it checked out. There was also the ongoing bloody semen issue, so now he had two—possibly related—reasons to see a doctor. He agreed.

Our Arnold Palmers arrived, and as I began to sip mine, I felt a second wave of panic rush over me. I wondered if there was such a thing as a golf ball–sized hemorrhoid. Could they grow that big?

The next day, Monday, Kit reached out to a colorectal specialist referred to him by his primary care physician and made an appointment for Wednesday—the same day I was scheduled to visit the Brooklyn set of The Americans, the FX drama series that starred my aforementioned Felicity crush Keri Russell.

In the twelve years since Felicity went off the air, I had remained fairly tight with many of the key players, particularly series co-creator J.J. Abrams (aka the guy responsible for my graduation-scene cameo), star Scott Foley (aka the guy who directed my episode and was responsible for leaving me on the cutting-room floor, a decision that has haunted him ever since, mostly because I throw it in his face whenever I see him), and, last but not least, Keri. I was very much looking forward to seeing her on Wednesday. Kit was aware of this and therefore instantly vetoed my offer to reschedule it so I could accompany him to his appointment. And I didn’t fight him on it.

I probably should have, because all I could think about on that Wednesday was Kit. His appointment was at 2 p.m., and much of my time on the Americans set was spent looking at my watch and texting Kit to remind him to call me with a full report the second he left the doctor’s office. I arrived on the Brooklyn soundstage at around 1 p.m. and spent the first ninety minutes observing a scene between Keri and TV hubby Matthew Rhys (who I knew from covering his previous TV series, the ABC drama Brothers & Sisters) in their characters’ living room. I typically loved seeing how the TV sausage got made, but today I was disconnected from the experience. My heart was with Kit and my eyes were on my phone, waiting for some kind of communication from him. I was praying, purely for selfish reasons, that I’d hear from him before it was time for me to sit down and interview Keri and Matthew. The optimistic part of me fantasized about getting a positive report from Kit and then turning my reunion with Keri into something of a celebration.

At around two-forty-five, I got tired of waiting.

“Update, please,” I texted him.

Within seconds, he wrote back, “Just got out. Hold the line.”

“Call me,” I replied. “I have a sec.”

I found a quiet area away from where Keri and Matthew were shooting their scene and took Kit’s call.

“They found something,” he informed me. “But the doctor said there are a hundred things it could be other than cancer.”

“They found a growth?” I clarified.

“Yes,” he confirmed. “I’m having it biopsied on Friday. I’m going to be fine. Please don’t be worried. I’m not . . . You get one more question.”

“Are you in any pain?”

“The rectal exam was not fun,” he said. “But I’m OK. I’m going to treat myself to some retail therapy now. I will see you tonight when you get home.”

“OK, Bodge. I love you.”

I hung up with him, and before I had time to process all of this new information, Lana, The Americans’ publicist, was in my face.

“Michael, Keri and Matthew are ready for you.”

Lana escorted me through the show’s surprisingly spacious living room set into the dining room nook, where Keri and Matthew were waiting for me. Their faces lit up when I entered, and they both stood to embrace me. We quickly caught up, they thanked me for schlepping out to Brooklyn to visit them (after I only half-jokingly reminded them that I didn’t do outer boroughs for just anyone), and then I pulled out my questions, placed my tape recorder on the table in front of them, and lightly, playfully grilled them about what was in store for their characters, Elizabeth and Philip, in Season 2.

Good thing I was recording their answers, because I wasn’t listening to a word they were saying. All I could hear was the voice inside my head going, “It can’t be happening again.”
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“It can’t be happening again.”

Nearly twenty-six years ago to the day, my mom returned home from the doctor’s with my dad and informed me and my brothers, Peter and David, that a growth had been discovered inside her throat. A subsequent biopsy revealed it was cancer. She would be dead within a year.

My mom was my whole world.

She had a heart as big as Texas and a laugh that could fill a room until it was bursting with joy. And she wasn’t just an animal lover; she was the kind of animal lover who would have long conversations in the kitchen with her beloved parakeet, Tweety. Then, while cooking dinner, she’d make up silly songs with random, funny lyrics.

Around seventh grade, I was pretty much fused to my mom’s hip. That included shadowing her every summer at the mortgage credit check company she co-owned with my father (I was paid in Smurfs) and serving as her Sunday grocery-shopping assistant. My duties included bundle-carrying and distracting cashiers while coupons for items we hadn’t purchased were deducted from our bill—remember, these were the crazy, anything-goes, pre-scanner days!
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