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            Chapter one
Wellness

         
         I’m not by nature a wellness person. It’s not that I have anything against being well; what sane person would? It’s more about
            the type of person that wellness attracts. The kind of person who holds eye contact so long, you are, inevitably, forced to
            look away first. My eyes tend to dart around, stopping at the other person’s eyes only occasionally to check in, not trying
            to sear into their soul over a conversation about how many glasses of water to drink a day.
         

         
         Besides, no wellness specialist I have ever come across has particularly seemed all that well to me to begin with. It’s more
            like they are projecting the idea of wellness, while just underneath, they are (like all of us) ready to snap.
         

         
         I can usually get even the most serene person to have a bit of edge creep into their voice within five minutes. It’s a game I like to play with myself. It’s like non-wellness is my wellness. Only once I see that you are also fucked-up, will I ever start to relax. I don’t care about your thoughts on the amount of antioxidants in broccoli, but I do care if someone having a cell phone conversation next to you on an airplane makes you want to jam a pen into their throat. 

         
         I don’t know why I’m always looking for a crack, a flaw, a blemish. Something where I can finally say, “Ah, there you are! That’s who this person is!”
         

         
         I much more relate to a person who talks about being lazy, than one who talks about being busy. Who cares if you’re busy?
            And busy doing WHAT? I’m assuming everyone is going around doing stuff, you don’t need to tell me. I’m not going to give you
            anything for being the most busy person I know. I’ll never care. But if you tell me all you did yesterday was sit on the couch
            and watch TV, I’m riveted.
         

         
         The self-congratulatory-ness of the wellness community seems to attract these same “very busy” people I’m always trying to
            avoid. They all go on wellness retreats in order to talk about how they’re there to not talk about how busy they are. And, let’s be honest, how busy can you really be if you’re able to stop your life for a week
            to go on a wellness retreat? Not very.
         

         
         Telling someone you’re busy is like telling someone you’re funny. If you have to say it, we know it’s not true. A bride doesn’t go around on her wedding day telling everyone how beautiful she is—which makes it that much easier to tell her she’s gorgeous, no matter what she looks like. (Whoever said all brides are beautiful was an ugly bride.) 

         
         I can think of nothing worse than a wellness retreat. To me, a vacation is doing exactly what I would do at home, only with
            better weather and room service. I don’t want a list of activities designed to push me beyond any mental or physical limits
            I may have. I like my mental and physical limits where they are. That’s why I put them there. I don’t need to go to, say, Scottsdale, Arizona,
            to prove to myself that I can climb farther up a rock wall than a mother of three from Connecticut. And I don’t need to eat
            gluten-free meals with a group of strangers dressed in ill-fitting spandex. The only people I want to see in workout clothes
            are Olympians and college athletes. Definitely not dissatisfied middle-aged lumps who can afford to piss away money on wellness.
         

         
         I grew up in a middle-class home in Queens in the ’70s and ’80s. Wellness was what you were when you weren’t sick. It was
            the baseline. Most of the time that’s what you were. Now it is something we aspire to, like the peak of Everest. (A place
            where the very rich pay a fortune to go to, in order to feel something and then die.)
         

         
         So the day my husband, Brad, asks me if I’d like to go on a wellness retreat at a spa town just outside of Rome, I surprise myself when my instant response is “Fuck, yes!” To be fair, it’s Italy—who would say no to that? But here’s where the really perverse part comes in. This will be an alcohol- and caffeine-free, plant-based, gluten-free trip. So all the things one wants to go to Italy to enjoy—such as a bowl of pasta Bolognese with a glass of Chianti and espresso afterward—are off-limits. 

         
         It’s like taking someone to Waikiki Beach and letting them enjoy it from inside a shipping container. What kind of sick mind
            concocts a trip to an Italian hill town in the middle of summer to chow down on chickpea frittatas and dandelion tea? The
            other things one would want to do in Italy—shop, eat gelato, and swim in the Mediterranean—will be replaced by a daily schedule
            comprised of four hours of hiking, three fitness classes, and a massage (the one slightly pleasurable activity is fifty minutes
            long, the length of a good cry).
         

         
         I’ll take any excuse, though, for a trip halfway around the world. To get me to go to a restaurant in downtown LA is all but
            impossible. The traffic, the parking—no, thank you. How good can chicken be? But an eighteen-hour travel day for a bowl of
            pasta I saw Antoni eating on Instagram and I’m in. I mean, if I’m going to leave the house I might as well go someplace good.
            One hour, twenty—it’s all the same once you’ve closed the front door.
         

         
         Besides, I have a plan. The wellness retreat Brad and I are to partake in will last one week, and will mostly involve, from what I can glean from their website, pain and starvation. Therefore, we will arrive in Rome three days early to eat, lie around, and eat some more. Three days of saying to each other, “Do you think you can eat again yet?” before heading out to our next plate of cured meats and cheese. Falling asleep as our last bites of gelato drip from our mouths and onto our pillows. After that, a week of root vegetables and seeds might not be all that bad. 

         
         I research restaurants beforehand as if I’m studying for the bar exam. It’s exhausting, time-consuming work that includes,
            but is not limited to, Tripadvisor, Yelp, Eater, Condé Nast Traveler, Bon Appétit, several hotel concierges, friends, and finally my own instincts. Every restaurant is cross-referenced at least a dozen times.
            Normally, there is room for error, but on this trip, I cannot afford to broker any unwanted surprises. Each meal is precious.
         

         
         Brad has no idea how many hours I spend on my research. It took less time to write this book. I make it sound casual, though.
            “Hey, check out this place,” I say, passing my phone to him. “Looks good, right?” as I show him the menu of a restaurant I’ve
            already spent six hours vetting. I make it seem as if he has a choice in the decision-making, when the final picks are carved
            into my brain like the Ten Commandments.
         

         
         I’m sure I have some sort of obsessive personality disorder that can be easily diagnosed. Perhaps they can look into it in Italy during one of my four-hour hikes, but I’m always happier not knowing. I prefer to think of it as a quirk instead of a diagnosable illness that should be medicated. I always marvel at the people who can go on vacation and just walk into any restaurant off the street, saying, “This looks good.” (It’s not good, by the way. You went to the wrong place—how does that not kill you?)
         

         
         Early on in our twenty-two-year relationship, Brad learned how to tell when we were going to have to extract ourselves from
            a restaurant.
         

         
         “Is this okay?” he’d ask tentatively as he slowly lowered his coat from his shoulders.

         
         “Yeah, yeah, it’s fine, it’s great.” But he could read my face like tea leaves, and knew that he should start putting on his
            coat again, and that we would be leaving.
         

         
         One of my proudest accomplishments is knowing that over time, I have made Brad exactly like myself. You can’t do it to someone
            if it’s not already in there somewhere, but let’s just say I brought it out and nourished it to its fullest potential. Now
            sometimes we’ll be at a restaurant and Brad will say, “Come on, let’s go,” and I’m like, “Oh, I thought this place was okay.”
            These are my happiest moments. If I have accomplished nothing else in my life, I have accomplished this. (If you haven’t turned
            your partner into an exact replica of yourself after over twenty years together, well, then I don’t know what you’ve been
            doing.)
         

         
         We never bond more than when we’re sitting at the right restaurant, at the right table, having ordered the right thing. It’s one of the few moments in life when I can exhale contentedly. If I were married to someone who was annoyed anytime I wanted to change tables, they would spend a lot of their life annoyed. To me, it’s a sport, and I need a partner that approaches it with the same esprit de corps. The most self-restraint I ever show is when a friend picks the restaurant. “Is this place okay?” they ask as I swallow my misery with a pained smile that says I just stepped on a nail. “It’s so cute.” 

         
         I should say that these restaurants do not have to be the trendiest, or the busiest, or the most expensive. They just have
            to be “right.” And it’s hard to express just what the criteria for that are. I can’t even put it into words, there are so
            many variables to consider. But let’s just say, you know when it’s not right. Fortunately, Brad and I can communicate telepathically now. An imperceptible glance between us has us both out the
            door within seconds. (We communicate the same way in choosing hotel rooms, but that will be covered in a later chapter.) If
            we were ever to separate, I don’t have enough years left in my life to train another person properly.
         

         
         Sometimes I feel a bit guilty for what I have turned Brad into. I mean, he is from Canada. How dissatisfied would he have ever been at any restaurant in, say, Paris, if I hadn’t turned up to tell him why it was terrible? I don’t think it’s possible to undo the damage I’ve done to him at this point. (Although he was an all-too-willing student, soaking up information like a sponge. Now it’s also not possible for him to go to any place in the world and truly relax, unless he knows he’s at the right restaurant. I hate this place, he’ll text me from Madrid or Miami or New York, and I think, smiling, I made that.)
         

         
         The job of choosing restaurants in Rome is made trickier by the fact that this retreat is in August, the month when all of
            Italy shuts down. A difficulty level akin to running a marathon on your hands. To me, it would make more sense if the Italian
            people staggered their vacations: half take off July, half August. That alone would prevent the entire country from coming
            to a grinding halt for one-twelfth of the year. But nope, they all want August. And they get it. This leaves Italy populated
            primarily by sweaty Americans and Brits for an entire month. It’s as if the country kept the door open and left a note that
            said, “Put everything back the way you found it.”
         

         
         A few viable dining options remain open, though. Once the list of restaurants is complete, I now find myself tasked with another,
            even more challenging, ordeal.
         

         
         “Did you read the email from the retreat?” Brad asks.

         
         “No,” I say, “it was too long.” And it was. I find it best to completely ignore any too-involved emails.

         
         “Well, you have to read it,” he says. “There’s a lot of stuff we need to do.”

         
         “You mean, BEFORE we go? Isn’t it going to be awful enough, once we’re there?”

         
         Apparently, we need a whole new wardrobe. The clothes we own are designed for sitting in cafés with our legs crossed as we
            sip cappuccinos, not for scaling the Apennines. I am to learn an entirely new vocabulary consisting of words such as “moisture
            wicking” and “hydration bladder.” We are also supposed to break in our hiking boots for a month before we leave and start
            weaning ourselves off caffeine ten days beforehand. I’m not quite sure how one breaks in hiking boots if one doesn’t hike.
            I won’t lie: I’m starting to get a bit nervous. This will be my first trip to Italy that induces a panic attack.
         

         
         I will say, the trip to the sporting goods store is not without its moments. Assuming the identity of hard-core hikers, Brad
            and I describe our trip, and the sales staff snaps into action. Suddenly, we are in a dressing room trying on shorts and shirts
            with the fabric of a trampoline, all magically designed not to be sweated through. Socks and underwear are produced with this
            same miracle fabric (not one you’ll see walking a runway anytime soon) whose existence I was oblivious to only minutes before.
         

         
         As we leave with shopping bags full of gear, I have a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

         
         Brad asks, “You still want to go, right?”

         
         “God, yes, don’t you?”

         
         “Yeah, of course. I think it’s gonna be great.”

         
         “I do, too!”

         
         We are both playing a dangerous game of chicken. Neither of us wants to pull the plug on something into which we are already
            too deep. There is an unspoken understanding between us that we will keep lying to each other until this is over. The more
            convincing the performance, the better.
         

         
         “I actually can’t wait to go,” I say, upping the ante. “We’re gonna be in the best shape of our lives. Thank you so much for
            arranging this.”
         

         
         “I’m so glad you’re excited. I was worried.”

         
         Oh, good, he believes me. At this point, the truth will do no one any good. Besides, if you tell yourself something often enough, you can convince
            yourself of pretty much anything.
         

         
         It is now a week before we leave, and we are supposed to be slowly cutting out caffeine. I decide I’ll just wing it when the program starts. I’ll be nursing a coffee until the moment I walk through the doors. If deprivation is the name of the game, I don’t want a head start. Brad begins to eliminate caffeine on schedule, but eventually gives up, as I knew he would. We have three days in Rome before the retreat starts; what are we supposed to drink in the morning? Water? There is no more romantic sound in Italy than that of a porcelain cappuccino cup clinking against its saucer. A water jug thudding onto a starched tablecloth does not conjure images of A Room with a View.
         

         
         Packing for the trip is its own mini-challenge. Both Brad and I refuse to check luggage (this topic, too, will get its own
            chapter later on; that’s how important it is), each item must be given the utmost consideration before earning a coveted spot
            in my carry-on. (The most slovenly dressed people at the airport are always the ones traveling with the most suitcases. I
            don’t get it. How many sweatpants do you really need to bring?)
         

         
         Our time in Rome is a fever dream of carbohydrates and dairy washed down with extensive amounts of caffeine and wine. (The
            wine is only for me. Brad does not drink. He’s been sober over twenty years. I love having a sober partner; it has prevented
            me from becoming an alcoholic.) Due to our time crunch, we end up choosing a pizzeria profiled in a Netflix series over a
            tour of the Vatican. I stand by our decision. (I saw the Sistine Chapel when I was twenty-two. When they start serving pizza,
            then I’ll go back.) Out of the three restaurants I’ve curated for dinner, only one ends up being the right restaurant. The
            most celebrated of the three ends up being our least favorite. Because we have been so brainwashed by outside forces, it takes
            us a bit of time to admit to each other that we have not been won over. We ooh and aah over our first courses, but by the
            time we’re shoveling in our spaghetti carbonara a hush falls over the table.
         

         
         There is nothing as satisfying as realizing you and your partner both hate the thing that everyone else loves. Bonded by the knowledge that only the two of you are aware of the scam being foisted upon the rest of the world. Eater can go fuck itself. Our restaurant on night three in Trastevere (their East Village; it’s adorable) turns out to be “right restaurant adjacent,” so we give it a pass. After all, this is August, and ten Italians are running the entire country. In hindsight, we just should have eaten at the right restaurant three times. 

         
         We are both eerily quiet during the one-hour drive from Rome to the spa town where our retreat is being held. Neither of us
            wants to acknowledge that the next part of our trip might really suck. I haven’t even mentioned yet that we will be part of
            a group of fourteen people. We will be participating in all activities and all meals as a group. I never even want to have
            dinner with another couple. I mean, I barely like Brad; what are the odds I’m going to like the other twelve people? Not good.
         

         
         The problem is, I agreed to this trip three months ago, and three months ago, I didn’t think it would ever be three months from now. (It’s like when I got veneers on my teeth and the dentist said they’d have to be replaced in twenty years. I would have agreed to have my arm replaced in twenty years; that’s how insanely far off into the future it sounded. He might as well have said the year three thousand and fifty. Of course, now it is twenty years since I got them, and, well . . . fuck.)
         

         
         The problem with being together for so long is that you can usually sense what the other person is feeling. You become like
            dogs, perceptive to the tiniest shift in emotion. I try to overcompensate for my dread by filling the car with nonsense chatter.
            If I act normal, he’ll think everything is fine, I tell myself. And I can see him doing the same thing. I’m happy to talk about something, but I’m also happy to not talk
            about it. I mean, we’re going; there’s nothing we can do at this point, so we might as well pretend with each other that we’re
            excited.
         

         
         “It’ll be good to give up caffeine for a week,” I lie, gripping my latte cup like a life preserver.

         
         “Yeah,” he says, “it’ll be like a reset.”

         
         “Exactly!” I agree, although what it is we’re resetting is never quite clear. It’s just something we’ve been saying for the
            last three months, when we need to remind ourselves why we’re doing this.
         

         
         We pull up to the spa hotel where the retreat is being held. It sits at the foot of a beautiful hill town dotted with restaurants and cafés that we are never to enter. (Like going to Chippendales on a night they don’t take their clothes off.) We drop off our carry-on bags in our room (I manage to change ours to one with a terrace and a better view, putting the last minutes of my caffeinated high to good use), and are immediately led to an orientation session where we are offered herbal teas and lemon water by the wellness retreat staff. A group of Italian and American young people whose main purpose, we will soon discover, is to keep us constantly moving. 

         
         Our fellow retreat members sit around on assorted chairs and sofas as we are taken through what will be our daily routine.
            We discreetly glance at one another and exchange shy smiles, as if to say, I’m embarrassed to be here, too. I glance nervously at the large dining room table where I’m assuming we will be taking all our meals. The group is comprised
            of all ages. I’m relieved to see a man over sixty; at least I know I can outshine him.
         

         
         Brad is instantly more friendly to everyone, walking over to shake their hands and introduce himself as I wave from my seat.
            I wasn’t prepared for him to start running for office the second we got here. Already he’s more popular and it’s been five
            minutes. (The spasms of joy he goes into when he meets a fellow Canadian is almost too much to witness. You’re both from a
            very unassuming country. Congratulations, now calm down.) As he joins me on the sofa, I give him a warm smile that says That was so sweet, and then it shifts a little and says Great, now I have to introduce myself to everyone, too.
         

         
         Our first workout class is to begin as soon as the orientation is over. Followed by dinner, then sleep, then up at five thirty, then stretch class at six, then breakfast at seven, then a drive to our hiking location, then a four-hour hike, then lunch, then workout, then yoga, then a massage, then dinner, then bed. That’s one day. Back home in LA, I can fill a day just going out to lunch. On the plus side, as a gay man I’ve been going to the gym
            for over thirty years; I think I’ll be just fine with a workout class in Italy. Turns out I’m not.
         

         
         As Brad and I walk back to our room that first night after a dinner of something green and red and mushy, I say, “I’m already
            having so much fun.” He looks at me blankly. “Yeah, me too.”
         

         
         They call our room at 5:30 a.m. to wake us up. The voice on the other end of the phone has the energy of someone who has been
            up for hours cheering on cyclists in the Tour de France. Wellness people wake up very early, already operating at full potential.
            I don’t know why their sleep patterns have to be so horrific. Can one not be well and wake up at 9:00 a.m.?
         

         
         But I have decided to give myself over to this. I will be positive and upbeat and do everything that is asked of me without
            complaint. As I fill my hydration bladder (Google it) at the bathroom faucet (which they swear is drinkable) and put on my
            water-wicking outfit and un-broken-in hiking boots before the sun has even risen, I whisper, “So much fun,” to nobody.
         

         
         Now, I’ve been on hikes before; I do live in LA. But I have never experienced anything like this. It is a grueling four hours at a relentless pace. You know how when you’re trying to pass someone on the sidewalk, and you speed up to triple your normal speed until you overtake them? Try doing that uphill, over rocks, for four hours. I feel like there has been a side conversation that I was not privy to. Everyone instantly seems to know that this is what we are doing, and we will not stop until it is over. I expected more of a strolling and chatting component, but this hike has a wholly unexpected competitiveness to it. A mere stop to tie your shoelaces is something that can send you immediately to the rear of the pack. 

         
         Eventually, over time, we are spaced out to such a degree that I don’t see anyone else. Even Brad is far in front of me. We
            are equipped with radios, through which we can hear our guides egging us on as we keep an eye out for the tiny, intermittent
            orange flags that keep us on course. I am forever thinking I’m going in the wrong direction, until I see the tiny orange flag
            that is planted in the most difficult-to-see spot. I want to get on my radio and say, Brad, thanks for fucking waiting for me, but this does not seem like good form.
         

         
         Both Brad and I have always been very independent. I just didn’t expect him to ditch me in the middle of the Italian Alps
            minutes into our first hike. But good for him. I guess this is how he wants to play it. I’ll die before I ever say to him,
            I thought we’d be hiking together.
         

         
         Everyone on this trip is in way better shape than I had anticipated, like they’ve all been in training for months. I am falling behind, now only two people ahead of the woman with a heart condition, by my count. 

         
         When we have been hiking for two hours, they announce a break for our apple snack. But I am afraid to stop. This break is
            my only chance to catch up. To get to that apple, I’d have to take off my backpack, and I don’t think I could recover from
            that delay. I think I can hear Heart Condition rustling in the branches behind me, hot on my heels. I need to keep up this
            pace if it kills me.
         

         
         Luckily, I’m able to suck water through the tube that comes out of my backpack (which attaches to the hydration bladder, in
            case you didn’t Google it) without having to stop. Every time I daydream for even a second, I become panicked that I missed
            one of the tiny orange flag markers and am wandering off to my death. HOW IS BRAD ABLE TO SPOT ALL THESE TINY FUCKING FLAGS?! plays in my
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