
        
            
                
            
        

    




ABOUT THE BOOK
Three years after life got in the way of their long-distance relationship, Californian artist Zoe and English engineer Martin have an unexpected opportunity to reunite: a second chance to follow in the footsteps of pilgrims in Europe.
This time, they won’t be walking the famous Camino de Santiago to north-west Spain but the less-travelled Chemin d’Assise and Via Francigena to Rome, along the mountainous paths from rural France.
And rather than each setting off solo, they will accompany Zoe’s old friend Camille—who, despite her life-threatening illness, insists she will walk the whole sixteen hundred kilometres to seek an audience with the Pope—and her not-so-ex-husband, Gilbert, who sees the trip as a gourmet tour.
Then Bernhard, Martin’s young nemesis from the previous trek, shows up, along with Martin’s daughter, Sarah, who is having a quarter-life crisis and doesn’t exactly hit it off with Zoe…
Two Steps Onward is the wise, witty and wine-filled follow-up to Two Steps Forward, Graeme Simsion and Anne Buist’s bestselling novel about walking the Camino. it’s about helping the people you love, and knowing when to let go. Figuring out what you really want in life. And seizing your chances, before it’s too late.
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1
ZOE
  Fate announced itself as a buzzing in the pocket of my jeans.
The guy running the team-building workshop for the refugee centre where I volunteered was checking off the clichés: altruism without empathy is like a ship without a rudder; a journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step. That one I’d lived. But since when did helping people get so complicated?
My mind was on the homework he’d set. Be prepared to discuss three events that have defined your life. I could only think of two.
The first was at college: I’d helped my roommate Camille get a termination. It had meant a road trip across the country, from St Louis to Los Angeles, estrangement from my religious mother, and the beginning of the kind of thinking that had brought me to where I was and who I was.
The second was the death of my husband, Keith, in a car accident. My search for answers and healing led me first to Camille’s home in Cluny, in eastern France, and then to a single step that turned into a twelve-hundred-mile walk along the Camino de Santiago de Compostela, the ancient pilgrims’ path, from Camille’s door to the west coast of Spain. I had come back stronger—strong enough to say that my career was more important than moving to England to live with Martin, the engineer I’d fallen for on the walk.
But three years later, here I was, in a hotel meeting room, surrounded by negative energy, while outside the sun caught the white caps across San Francisco’s harbour. I took out my phone: an email from some guy called Gilbert Morvan with a .fr address. Were scammers now posing as Frenchmen? 
Then I remembered: he was Camille’s ex-husband. I typed my PIN, and fate showed its face.
Camille will make a pilgrimage on the Chemin d’Assise to Rome to see the Pope.
What the hell? Gilbert was Camille’s ex. They’d split up just after I finished the Camino.
And the Pope? Camille was Catholic, but when we were roommates in college, the most piousness I’d seen was a quick visit to the priest for a confession so she could sin some more. Always the same sin. She liked men. Today, I’d say she was conflicted. Back then I just thought she was a hypocrite. Not for screwing around: for going to church.
Plus, the Chemin d’Assise is a walking track. There are only two long-distance trails that go through Cluny: the other is the Camino de Santiago. Camille had watched me pack for that walk, freaking out at the idea of living for three months without makeup. She liked discount designer labels, sexy lingerie and Chanel perfume. Not merino-wool shirts, sports bras and a chip of soap carried from hostel to hostel. No way was she walking to Rome.
I was right, but in the worst way.
Camille has multiple sclerosis. She is unable to travel without assistance. We are reunited. We will depart Friday.
So don’t try to talk us out of it. Friday was three days away. And it seemed she was making her pilgrimage for the most traditional of reasons: the hope of a cure.
 My neighbour nudged me. The facilitator was looking right at me and my phone. ‘It’s not enough to talk the talk…’
I stood up and headed to the door.
‘Everything okay, Zoe?’ the facilitator asked.
‘I’m walking the walk.’
I read the rest of Gilbert’s email in the street. Most of it was practical stuff. How far can one travel in a day? Is there air conditioning in the hostels? What did women wear in the evenings?
I’d heard of people doing the pilgrim trails in wheelchairs, following the cycling routes. I pictured Camille, stereotypically French in stiletto heels, being pushed by Gilbert along a dirty highway, trucks bearing down on her.
A thought struck me: maybe I could get a hold of the cart that Martin had pulled from Cluny to Santiago: it had been redesigned as an all-terrain gurney for the army. Camille could travel on the walking tracks and avoid the traffic.
I hadn’t reached out to Martin for three years. He’d taken my decision to stay in San Francisco and follow my dream of being an artist as a rejection—which I guess it was. I’d told myself it was just a vacation fling. It had been harder to let go of than I’d thought it would be, but the Camino isn’t life.
Camille and I had only seen each other once in twenty-eight years. That single day at her home in Cluny had been enough to send me escaping in the direction of Spain. We were different emotionally and spiritually, and at college she’d driven me nuts. Until she came to me for help.
Since then—despite sometimes going a year without hearing from her, despite not being able to remember the names of her partners—there had been something unbreakable between us. Something I didn’t have with anyone else. 
I didn’t need meditation or divine guidance to tell me what I knew already. I had to be with Camille on this journey too.
Even before I got home I’d called the travel editor at the Chronicle about doing a series of cartoons and stories from the Assisi trail and gotten a ‘maybe’. A friend at the refugee organisation knew someone looking for a short-term rental. The universe was playing ball.
The time was right, too. My political cartoons were making it into print less often. I didn’t like the people I was drawing, and I guess it showed. Anything I tried to do for one of my daughters made trouble with the other. And I was over the volunteering.
That left Martin. I forwarded him Gilbert’s email, told him that I would be walking to Rome with Camille and, I knew it was a stretch, but if he wanted to bring his cart…Then I hit the internet to find a cheap ticket to France.
Martin got back to me while I was checking out deals. Couldn’t realistically consider a walk of that length on virtually no notice. Committed to time with Sarah—his daughter. I could hear his voice in my head. Distant in every way. And the subtext: Two days’ notice—you set me up to let you down. But the reason was the same as it was three years ago. Sarah must still be messed up. Regular college kids didn’t need their parents around.
There was another option for the cart. I was friends on Facebook with Bernhard, the kid who’d helped in the design and was marketing it to the German marines. Or something like that. I messaged him and he was back to me right away.
I will deliver a cart personally; please send the address.
 No looking forward to seeing you again but Bernhard wasn’t that kind of guy.
The cheapest flight was with KLM. If I left tomorrow, I could have a stopover at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, a collection of modern art I’d always wanted to see.
That gave me twelve hours to get my stuff together. I spent two of them finding a gift for Camille, and one at the gear store. There, I knew exactly what I wanted: technical, lightweight, quick-dry. Two T-shirts, two thermal tops, a fleece, a waterproof jacket, walking pants with zip-off legs. The lightest hiking shoes, forget about ankle support. Three pairs of socks. Plus a new backpack, and more gifts for Camille and Gilbert.
The next morning, pitching my pack into the airport shuttle, I was amazed at how liberated I felt. So easily, suddenly, why-the-hell-didn’t-I-do-this-before free.
I was on my way to see my soulmate of nearly thirty years, in Europe for only the second time, about to walk another camino, reliving the best me-time of my adult life—and in Italy. Churches filled with art, stone walls that had seen battles and plagues and the best and worst of humankind, linguine with artichokes. All in front of me. I was so high, I couldn’t sleep, even on the plane, train and bus that got me from Amsterdam to Lyon, then on to Mâcon and Cluny. I hoped I could share my joy for the walk with Camille and that it might help her deal with her illness.
Cluny looked totally different to what I remembered. Instead of the winter grey, there was a vibrant central square full of cars and tourists, people eating and drinking on terraces and on the street, and flowers cascading down walls and out of window boxes. The ancient abbey walls, sombre on my first visit, had come to life. 
I turned in the direction of Camille’s home, and found myself facing the hill where I’d first seen Martin three years ago, half-expecting he’d be there again, hauling his cart. But there were just the trees and the wall of the cemetery.
As I looked down the empty street, my jet-lagged brain finally began to confront the reality of seeing Camille, my independent, impulsive friend now disabled and desperately turning to religion. I had to take off my pack to find the Kleenex and sat sobbing under a tree.
It was better that Martin wasn’t coming. I had enough to deal with.
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MARTIN
  My response to Zoe’s email hadn’t required any great weighing of options. I was already committed to Sarah, who was coming down from Edinburgh to spend the second half of her university holiday with me in Sheffield. It represented something of a breakthrough for us.
Julia, my ex, had lost no time in charging me with career counselling, psychotherapy and remedial parenting, and making it clear that she expected me to make a hash of the lot. She suspected that Sarah had ‘borderline anorexia nervosa’ and was at risk of losing her hard-earned place in the medical course, which was contingent on satisfactory reports from her psychologist.
While I was walking the Camino three years ago, there had been a sleeping-tablet overdose which Julia had characterised as a ‘cry for help’. I’d taken Sarah at face value when she insisted I not return home—a mistake I was still paying for.
Zoe’s request—and invitation—had arrived as I was shutting down my computer for the night. Now, I couldn’t sleep. I re-read it and seized on the practical. The engineering school in Cluny where I had designed my cart had an example of the final model; I’d arranged for the British Army to ship it for display. I sent an email asking to borrow it, and another to Zoe’s friend Gilbert to get his address.
Now I was free to tie myself in knots contemplating what I’d have done if I wasn’t responsible for a twenty-year-old, who, under normal circumstances, would be studying, partying or hiking her own camino instead of trying to fix her relationship with her father. 
Three years earlier, the answer had been clear, clear enough that I flew to San Francisco to invite Zoe to do exactly what she was now proposing to me. I’d come home confident that even if she didn’t agree to the walk, we’d find a way to get together. Then she’d pulled the plug. I was pretty unhappy—to be honest, as I eventually was with the therapist I ended up engaging—devastated. And, now she’d apparently decided she wanted to see me again, I was the one saying no. Some sort of karma.
The next morning, there was a text from Sarah.
Thinking about not coming down. Guessing that will be okay with you.
Neither of us liked phone calls, but sometimes it was the only way.
‘What’s changed?’
‘Nothing. Just don’t want to be stuck in a flat in Sheffield.’
‘You could have stayed with your mother.’
‘I would have, but she’s gone away and won’t let me stop there. Which is a bit ridiculous considering I’ve been living away from home for two years.’
‘Regardless, we made an agreement. I’ve been looking forward to having time with you.’
‘What are we going to do? All day in Sheffield. It’s not exactly Paris.’
I was supposed to be the rock in the stormy ocean. Reliable, consistent, there. Trouble was, Sarah’s emotional instability was paired with a keen intellect which she devoted largely to playing games. We’d been playing rock and ocean for twenty minutes when frustration got the better of me. 
‘Look, I knocked back a chance to go walking in France—’
‘With Zoe?’
Bloody hell. ‘Why would I be walking with Zoe?’
‘So, yes, then.’
‘So, no, then. I said no to her. Okay?’
‘Not okay. I’m not going to be the one who wrecks your holiday with your girlfriend so we can sit in a flat all day doing nothing.’
‘I thought you had study to do. Anyway, if you don’t come, I still won’t go to France.’
‘I’m not coming. So you’d be staying home for no reason.’
I imagined myself explaining to my therapist that if Sarah had definitely pulled out, I might as well go to France. I suspected he wouldn’t find the logic as compelling as I did.
Less than an hour later, Sarah texted again.
Sorry for being rude. Things aren’t great. How about I come to France with you? Everybody wins.
Why would you want to come to France?
Hello? France vs Sheffield?
I sat on it all afternoon, and the more I thought about it, the more sense it made. The Camino de Santiago had changed me, as it reputedly changes everyone; perhaps a walk would be the circuit-breaker Sarah needed. She and I would certainly have time together. And if—if—Zoe was going to be back in my life, it wouldn’t be such a bad thing that Sarah got to know her.
Twenty-four hours later, I was at Mâcon-Loché TGV station, two hours from Paris and forty-five minutes from Camille’s house in Cluny. Sarah was flying direct from Edinburgh to Lyon.
 I’d arranged a lift with Jim, the expat-American estate agent I’d kept company with during the year I spent teaching at the engineering school. I spotted his car in the drop-off zone, threw my rucksack in the back and got in beside him.
Jim looked unchanged. ‘Let me guess, because I’ve got to. You gave away all your money and you’ve come here to make a new start.’
‘That was last time.’
‘Past behaviour is the best guide to future behaviour. Couple sells a house because it’s too big and then…’
I filled him in and discovered he’d met Camille—which was more than I’d done.
‘The evening I had dinner with your Zoe, it was at Camille’s place. She was in the throes of splitting up with her husband. Camille, not Zoe.’
I thought I caught something in his voice. ‘And you were waiting in the wings? Past behaviour is the best guide…’
Jim laughed. ‘Too flaky for me. Middle of a conversation she remembers she’s left her shopping in the store. Turns left, then realises she should have turned right. Cluny isn’t exactly the Fez medina.’
‘You know she’s in a wheelchair now? Multiple sclerosis.’
‘Shit. I thought I saw her a few weeks ago having coffee with her ex.’
Jim accompanied me into the engineering school and my cart was waiting for me—still in its original packaging.
‘You sold it to the British Army, didn’t you?’ said Jim. ‘If they bought it, you should be able to sell it to the military around the world. Except America, of course.’
‘In theory. The German lad who came up with the idea of using it for patient transport thought so and we did a deal. I’ve had thirty-three and a third percent of nothing so far.’ And eighteen months of him blaming the design and offering his amateur ‘improvements’. Bernhard and I had always rubbed each other up the wrong way, and when he finally threw in the towel, my overwhelming feeling was relief at being shot of him. 
Jim dropped me and the cart at Camille’s place, a kilometre out of town. ‘Three bedrooms: the master has a half-size Jesus watching the marital bed. Grand old-style kitchen. Den in the attic. She was looking to downsize a couple years ago. Stairs would be a problem for disabled access. Find out what her plans are and we’ll be even.’
A slim—petite—woman of perhaps forty-five, who I guessed was Camille’s carer, answered the door. ‘Is Camille or Gilbert home?’ I asked in French.
‘You are Martin!’ she said in English. She kissed me on both cheeks, then announced, ‘I am Camille. Come in. Gilbert has gone to the airport to collect your daughter. She was going to get a taxi—a taxi from Lyon to Cluny. Crazy.’
My apology for Sarah had to wait, because Camille had walked to the kitchen, spun on the ball of her foot and returned to the front door, where I was still standing. She was about the same height as Zoe, maybe five foot six, in tight white jeans, light-blue T-shirt, blue and white high heels. Walking without apparent difficulty.
‘I said, come in. What is this?’ She pointed to the carton which held the gurney that tomorrow I would be asking her to lie on so that we could pull her along.
‘It’s a cart…’
‘Of course. I am forgetting. You are the English cart man. When Zoe told me she was in love with a man with a cart, I knew it was you because everyone in Cluny knew about your crazy cart and nobody else would be walking on the Chemin with one. But first, you are wanting a drink—beer?’ 
‘A beer would be brilliant, but I’d love a shower first.’ And time to think about how to tackle the multiple-sclerosis issue.
‘Of course, your chambre is upstairs. It belonged to my little boy, who is unfortunately no longer with us. His name is on the door.’
‘What is…was…his name?’
‘Bastien.’
She made no move to accompany me, so I hauled my pack up the stairs to find the room as described, with a three-quarter-sized bed, and mercifully devoid of further reminders of its late occupant.
I was pleased to have arrived ahead of Zoe; I could use the thinking time. I had no idea if she wanted to revisit our relationship. Regardless, my mantra would be ‘take it slowly’.
I stripped my shirt and trousers off and walked into the en-suite bathroom just as Zoe stepped out of the shower.
‘Shit!’ She looked around, presumably for a towel, dashed past me into the bedroom where there wasn’t one on the bed either, then burst out laughing. ‘I thought you weren’t coming.’
‘I emailed you.’
Her hair was shorter, but otherwise she was exactly the same person I’d said a long goodbye to at San Francisco airport. Although she’d been wearing clothes then.
‘Do I get a kiss?’ she said.
So much for taking it slowly. She was sending a pretty clear message, and I made a snap decision to go with it. And then the door opened and Camille walked in. 
‘I forgot to tell you, Zoe is already here. But you have found her.’
Camille and Zoe were old friends; I was just being stuffily English. We were like a couple of teenagers being sprung by a parent.
Parents, plural.
‘Camille? You forgot these.’ An older man, shortish and overweight, his arms full of bath towels, stepped into the room, then recoiled as he saw Zoe and me. It took me a few seconds to catch up as well. This was Gilbert, the husband. I’d seen him somewhere before. And he’d gone to the airport to collect Sarah.
I looked to the doorway in time to see my daughter arrive, take it all in, turn to escape, and crash into a tall blond man in a leather jacket.
What the hell was Bernhard doing here?
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ZOE
  I was still laughing when I finished dressing. The surprise had given me a rush of positive energy. Martin’s expression at being caught was so cutely British—so him—that I forgot to be embarrassed. We were all adults—no big deal.
I joined the group in the living room, and right away it felt like it was a big deal. Something was up with Bernhard’s girlfriend. Tall, slim, intense wide brown eyes, tight black curls pulled into a ponytail, slightly baggy jeans and T-shirt. Too serious.
Then Martin introduced her. Not Bernhard’s girlfriend. But Martin had never mentioned that Julia or Sarah were women of colour. I had no idea how much he had told her about us. Maybe she thought we were in contact and this was our regular thing.
She followed Camille to the kitchen. Escaping. I still didn’t know what was going on with Camille and the multiple sclerosis. Martin had his own question and dragged me outside to ask it.
‘What the hell is Bernhard doing here?’
I explained.
‘Dropping his cart in? That’s all? Are you sure?’
The young man we were talking about walked by us with Gilbert, speaking French. In three years he’d gained weight—in a good way. Gilbert had done the same, not so much in a good way, but he had greeted me with a bear hug and was easy to like. Martin followed him and Bernhard, and I went to the kitchen.
 Sarah was chopping vegetables and Camille was pulling food out of the fridge. Her dark hair, spiked urchin-style, made her look younger than when I’d last seen her. She sensed my presence without looking.
‘You want to help me to prepare the chicken?’
‘Camille? I’m vegetarian, remember?’
She turned around, holding a huge bird, head still attached. ‘White meat. Actually, not a chicken. A capon. A castrated rooster. Illegal in America, because of the chemicals.’
‘Vegetarian means no meat at all.’ I had been vegan for the last year but I wasn’t even going to try to explain that.
‘I don’t eat much meat either,’ said Sarah. ‘But hey, it’s a special occasion.’
I went outside. In the driveway were two partly assembled carts, with Bernhard and Martin working on them like contestants in a reality TV show. A motorbike with a sidecar was parked beside them. Bernhard must have ridden it from Stuttgart.
Bernhard finished and strode over to Martin’s cart.
‘This is the old version, yes?’
‘It’s the version with the original suspension. The army…’
‘The British Army.’ Bernhard pointed to the single wheel of his own cart. ‘This is stronger. It can carry two hundred and fifty kilos.’
‘Which is no use to anyone if you can’t pull that weight up the slope. Engineering is about trade-offs—’
Boys and their toys. I’d would have liked to share that thought with Sarah, who had joined us. But I needed to tread carefully. This girl had attempted suicide in the past. Did she still need her father to watch over her? I went back to the kitchen.
 ‘Anything I can do?’ I asked Camille, who was peeling potatoes. ‘Sorry about the chicken, but…’
She pointed to an electric hand mixer. ‘See if you can attach the…’
‘Beaters.’
‘Yes, beaters. I think there is a problem.’
‘Did you know Martin and Sarah were coming?’ I asked, as the beaters slipped easily into place.
‘Of course. He sent Gilbert an email. They will walk for the beginning. Three weeks, I think. He didn’t tell you?’
‘I haven’t checked my email.’ I had bought a SIM card but hadn’t installed it yet. Part of me had wanted to leave my phone behind, like on my first camino, but practicality won.
Camille spoke to the cooker. ‘You and me. Another road trip.’
‘You—you’re doing okay?’
She turned back. ‘You think I am a little crazy, yes?’
‘I think anyone who walks a camino—a chemin—has to be a little crazy.’ I could have added ‘or ignorant’. That had been me the first time.
‘It is not something I would have thought of before. The Pope, yes; the walking, no. But after you—’
‘You get that it’s going to be really, really tough? And long?’
‘Like life? Though in my case, not as long as I was expecting.’ She paused then added, ‘Unless God has mercy on me.’
So it was real. The physicians must have found the disease before there were any serious symptoms. That had to be a good thing.
Dinner was a raucous feast starting with Beaujolais cocktails and cheese puffs right out of the oven. Great if you ate cheese. I decided I did. It was always cheese that got between me and veganism. 
‘Océane now studies in Paris,’ said Camille. ‘She is with her father.’
‘And Bastien is now with his mother,’ Gilbert added. ‘It was sad, but the best outcome for everyone.’
‘Jesus,’ said Martin quietly, shaking his head. He was being a little weird. And somehow I’d lost track of the fact that Bastien was Gilbert’s son but not Camille’s.
Gilbert filled in the gaps. ‘When Camille and I separated, he wished to live with his mother. Marianne was not well enough’—he tapped his head, which I guessed meant mental health—‘but now she is improved.’ He looked toward Camille. ‘Relatively.’
‘Bastien was a gift from God,’ said Camille. Now I remembered: difficulties having a second child with Océane’s father. There had been letters and even a phone call after the miscarriages and IVF. Bastien’s arrival had been a ‘happy surprise’, and it hadn’t occurred to me that he had come as part of the deal with her new partner.
‘Three months we have been back together,’ Gilbert continued, putting his hand on Camille’s shoulder. ‘After Camille told me about this diagnosis, I accompanied her to the doctor’s. This disease was the reason for all the problems.’
How lucky was Camille to have her partner come back rather than run for the hills? But someone had to ask.
‘It’s multiple sclerosis, right?’ I said. ‘Sorry, but I expected you to be…’ Camille waited for me to finish. ‘Having trouble walking.’
‘That’s the stereotype,’ said Sarah the medical student. Actually, two years out of high school, she must still be in pre-med. And in case anyone didn’t understand stereotype, she added, ‘Meaning, reducing everyone’s experience of the disease to the same symptoms and outcomes.’ 
I looked at Martin. I still couldn’t tell what he was thinking. I needed to work on that.
Camille waved her arm. ‘It started a long time ago. One eye became blind. But not for long, so I was not worried.’
I could see Gilbert hesitating. ‘Camille has a certain…expression…of this illness. Not so much physical.’
‘Occasionally it affects the cognitive functions—thinking—rather than the motor functions,’ said our pre-med student, promoting herself to neurologist as well as elementary-school teacher. Then added, ‘At first.’
‘Yes,’ agreed Gilbert. ‘Camille forgets things.’
‘Unimportant things,’ said Camille.
‘And she is sometimes tactless; you should not be offended. And also—’
‘Also, it is impolite to talk about medical problems at dinner,’ said Camille.
‘But we won’t need either of the carts?’ said Martin. ‘The good one or the not-so-good one?’
Camille got in before Bernhard could argue. ‘You brought the carts for me?’ She laughed. ‘For now, they will not be needed. Of course, in the end, everything will fail. Phut.’
There was an awkward silence, which Martin broke by offering to help Bernhard pack up his cart in the morning.
‘It can stay here. I will walk anyway.’
‘Why?’ said Martin.
‘Why not? I have nothing better to do.’
 Apparently neither did Sarah. Surely she should have been studying. There was no way my girls would have wanted to go walking with me and a bunch of my middle-aged friends.
‘We are putting the band back together,’ said Bernhard, grinning.
Gilbert offered more wine and Martin drained his glass to make room. This time, I knew what he was thinking. I was feeling the opposite; I’d warmed to Bernhard a long time ago, and if he bugged Martin, that’d make up for Sarah bugging me.
Camille served the giant chicken.
‘The skin looks amazing,’ said Sarah. ‘Thanks for the cooking lesson.’
Gilbert served a massive potato gratin, full of cheese and cream. Then he whispered to Camille, who dashed to the kitchen and returned to announce that the beans would be coming soon. She must have forgotten to put them on. Did that mean anything? If I was cooking a fancy meal for six, I’d have screwed up something.
I took a slice of bread. White, white bread. I’d need to get my unprocessed grains some other way.
The plat principal was followed by a cheese board that Gilbert explained in detail and a clafoutis aux mirabelles made with sheep cheese. I’d never thought of Camille as a cook. But she’d made something with rabbit last time, so I couldn’t tell. At college, it had been take-out and instant noodles.
Finally, we got to discuss why we’d all come here. Gilbert had done some research, luckily. Follow the scallop-shell signs; stop when tired was all I’d known at the start of the Camino de Santiago.
He got a printout from the sideboard. ‘The Chemin d’Assise. The Way of St Francis of Assisi. Sixty-three days from Cluny to Assisi, then fourteen days from Assisi to Rome on the Via di Francesco. Total: seventy-seven days and one thousand, six hundred kilometres. Difficulty: easy to challenging.’ 
A thousand miles.
Martin took the printout. ‘Ambitious itinerary.’
Gilbert looked surprised. ‘This is what is recommended.’
‘They assume you’ll start out as fit as you’ll be at the end.’
‘It will take as long as necessary. Of course, we do not expect anyone to accompany us all the way.’
I was about to promise that I would, but stopped myself. It could wait. ‘How heavy is your pack, Camille?’ I guessed I’d be emptying out cosmetics, knee-high boots and an evening dress.
‘Six point two kilos,’ replied Gilbert.
‘Ten pounds,’ said Sarah, in case I couldn’t do the math. This was going to get annoying.
I ran back to my room—our room—and got the silk sleeping bags and lightweight towels I’d bought for them. ‘You’ll need these, too.’
Gilbert shook his head. ‘Thank you, Zoe, but these we have.’
‘Organising is what Gilbert is good at,’ said Camille.
‘Better than me,’ said Martin. ‘I’d meant to get a towel and sleeping bag for Sarah in Cluny, but…’
‘All yours,’ I said handing the items to Sarah, who accepted them awkwardly.
‘These are not claimed?’ asked Bernhard, pointing to the remaining towel and silk bag. ‘They are superior to mine.’
I owed him.
‘I have made reservations for the first two nights’ accommodation,’ said Gilbert. ‘But not for Bernhard, who is a surprise. A welcome surprise.’ 
‘No problem,’ said Bernhard. ‘I will organise my own.’ Bernhard was good at doing that. Cheaply.
‘We’ll need a room for me and one for Sarah,’ said Martin, not looking at me.
‘Already reserved,’ said Gilbert.
I had figured that Martin and I would share—and finish what we’d started. But his daughter was looking at me. It had been three years. And I’d dumped him.
‘I’ll need a room, too,’ I said.
Martin looked at me. Doing his inscrutable thing again. ‘I guess I’m sleeping in the attic tonight,’ he said. And while I was wondering how Martin knew there was an attic, he added, to Camille, ‘I’ve got a sleeping bag. The old-fashioned heavy kind.’
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MARTIN
  Having established, to the satisfaction of the only qualified engineer present, which cart was superior, we left both behind. Like the pilgrims of yore, we set out from our shared abode to the nearest trailhead—Cluny centre ville. But, unlike the ancients, four of us had already travelled from distant places—Sheffield, Edinburgh, Stuttgart, San Francisco—by means those early walkers couldn’t have imagined. And a few days ago, we’d never have envisaged being here.
Now that I knew more about Camille’s illness, I was alert to behaviour that might translate into ‘not able to walk without support’. Gilbert had checked his and her gear against a list, and Zoe had spotted that the refrigerator and fruit bowl needed emptying. And there was Camille ‘forgetting’ that she’d installed Zoe in my bedroom, which presumably she’d expected us to share. Zoe couldn’t have told Camille to put us together, as she hadn’t known I was coming—thanks to Camille forgetting to tell her. But had Zoe been clear enough about her feelings for me that Camille felt safe to make the decision?
As for catching us—almost—in flagrante, Sarah had given me a look which I interpreted as ‘Let us never speak of this again.’ I was happy to go along with that.
Today, she was wearing shorts that looked too tight to have come from an outdoor shop. I hoped Bernhard didn’t take an interest, though I was pretty certain it wouldn’t be reciprocated: he was hardly Sarah’s type. But she had lost a dramatic amount of weight since I’d last seen her. There might be something to Julia’s worries about anorexia. 
We stopped in Cluny to get our pilgrim passports—credentials—from Friends of the Camino representative Jules Chevalier, who was holding court in the same café that had served as his office back when Zoe and I set out for Spain. He seemed little changed: about the same age as Gilbert, but less bourgeois, more shambolic.
I took some pleasure in introducing Sarah to the passport ritual. There was a spiritual component to a camino, even for a rusted-on atheist like me, and M. Chevalier made sure no one left Cluny without being aware of it.
He had a long private conversation with Zoe while the rest of us drank coffee at another table. Zoe passed me the baton, and M. Chevalier didn’t waste time getting to the point.
‘You are making a grave mistake. This trail to Rome lacks the tradition of the chemins to Santiago de Compostela.’
I pointed out the obvious. ‘Unfortunately, the Pope isn’t in Santiago.’
He waved his hand as I began to elaborate. ‘I understand, and I am saying this only to you: you should have persuaded your companions to take the traditional option. As it is, I trust you to ensure they have the correct boots and practices to keep them safe. You have the experience.’ As did Zoe and Bernhard, but I kept my counsel.
He sipped his coffee. Benediction coming.
‘People make a pilgrimage for many reasons and all are changed by it. But those who return are seeking something more. If you walk with the right spirit you will find it, even on this St Francis route.’ Dramatic pause. ‘The Chemin will set you free. Now, get the young man. And another cup of coffee for me.’ 
It must have taken an hour for M. Chevalier to give his advice and blessing to each of us, enough time for me to duck out and grab bread and salami for lunch. When Camille, his last supplicant, rejoined us, Bernhard grabbed his rucksack with an expression that said, ‘Can we finally get moving?’
‘Have we forgotten something?’ I said. ‘What did we come for?’
‘Oh,’ said Zoe, ‘he told me he doesn’t do credentials for the Chemin d’Assise. It’s a whole different organisation. In Sainte Cécile.’ And, reading the room, quickly added, ‘It’s on the way.’
M. Chevalier would likely have argued that the Chemin d’Assise had less history than its more famous cousin, but pilgrims were walking to Rome before Santiago became a destination. As for authenticity, with the exception of a few sections, neither camino follows the ancient paths for the practical reason that they’ve become roads and railways. The nod to St Francis of Assisi had more to do with his roaming and affinity for nature than any documented journey.
In any case, the first stage of the Chemin d’Assise out of Cluny overlays the Camino de Santiago. Today, Zoe, Bernhard and I were on familiar ground.
We were soon off the road and the track was reasonably wide, but it would have been awkward to walk and talk as a group, and we split into pairs. Chaucer’s pilgrims sharing tales on horseback belonged to the world of fiction. I wanted to stay with Zoe but needed to send a message to Sarah that I hadn’t invited her as a means to an end.
As happens when you set aside time to speak about difficult subjects, we made no progress. But Sarah seemed politely interested as I recapped what I’d done first time around. I pointed out the scallop-shell signs for the Camino de Santiago which shared lampposts and trees with the symbol for the Chemin d’Assise: a letter T (more exactly, a Greek tau) on an orange background, with a stylised dove flying left, right or straight ahead to show the direction. 
‘Which is easier—backpack or cart?’ Sarah asked.
‘If I’d answered that question honestly on the first day, I’d have packed it in there and then.’
‘And not had all the good bits. Including Zoe.’
‘What did Monsieur Chevalier say to you?’
‘Just stuff. You know he’s walked it nine times? His wife’s done it, like, thirty.’
‘Strange how people can do the same thing over and over,’ I said.
‘If I was a surgeon, I’d be doing the same op over and over.’
‘You’re thinking of surgery?’
‘Doing the same thing over and over isn’t exactly what I want to do with my life. Why aren’t you walking with Zoe?’
We made Sainte Cécile, ten kilometres from Cluny, just after noon.
‘I’ve booked lunch,’ said Gilbert. ‘The restaurant is excellent.’
Zoe and I exchanged looks. I could see us at 3 p.m. with Gilbert ordering cognacs to accompany the petits fours.
‘I’m going to be the party pooper,’ I said. ‘I tried a two-course lunch a couple of times on my first walk and spent the afternoon paying for it. Plus, we’ve got fruit and salami.’
I could see Gilbert thinking about whether to press his case. I had the advantage of experience, albeit made-up experience. Eventually, he nodded. 
‘My doctor would agree. Less lunch, more walking.’
Camille ducked into the church to light a candle and then to the service station for a comfort break, and we were on the road again.
The address Zoe had been given for the Chemins d’Assise association representative was a couple of kilometres further on. A pleasant country woman issued six credentials over coffee made by her teenage son, with no gratuitous advice.
Fifteen minutes down the road, we heard a motorbike behind us. It was the lad, sliding his back wheel in the gravel as he pulled up.
‘Tampons!’ he said. ‘You forget your tampons.’
I looked at Sarah. She was looking at Zoe and Camille. Her expression told me that she should have paid more attention in French class. I was still laughing as he produced the stamp—the tampon—and christened our passports with the tau symbol, place and date.
For the second leg, to Tramayes, I walked with Zoe. The route might have been the same, but everything else had changed: Zoe beside me, the freedom of the backpack instead of the cart, and the season. August in France was hot. Caps, sunglasses and shorts had replaced the fleeces, beanies and gloves we’d worn in winter.
And a curious thing: the first time, I’d become adept at spotting the scallop-shell signposting, but barely noticed the tau and dove markings for the Chemin d’Assise. Now I saw them everywhere.
The others had gone on ahead. Zoe stopped and reached into the top pocket of her pack. ‘I know you don’t believe in these sorts of things, but…’ 
She was holding a small wooden tau that she must have bought from our passport woman. It was on a string, and I let her put it around my neck. She’d already threaded hers on the chain with her dove charm, which I’d noticed the previous day, as it had been the only thing she’d been wearing.
‘Did Monsieur Chevalier have any words of wisdom for you this time?’ I asked.
‘He said the Chemin would set me free…Why are you laughing?’
‘He gave me the same message. I have to say, I came along wondering if it might do the opposite.’
‘I didn’t even know you were coming. First I knew was when you barged into my bathroom.’
‘Our bathroom, according to your friend.’
‘Did I complain?’
‘Should I take that as another invitation?’
‘Nobody around to spring us this time.’
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ZOE
  ‘So, good decision or bad?’ said Martin after a kiss that was sweet but short and told me that he was still figuring it out. That made two of us.
‘No-brainer. Camille needed me. This is beautiful. And it’s great having you here.’
‘I was thinking about the decision three years ago.’
Martin stayed quiet, waiting for my answer.
We walked a while, immersed in a forest bursting with dense green foliage and meadows sprinkled with patches of wildflowers. Tracking along a ridge, the path was easy, and we had views on both sides of valleys and rolling hills. The only sounds were the birds in the trees above us and the clicking of Martin’s walking poles on the ground.
I didn’t want to play games. The universe had, out of nowhere, given me—us—a second chance, but we didn’t have long before Martin had to return to work.
‘The cartooning hasn’t worked out as well as I was hoping,’ I said. ‘I’m financially okay—that’s a whole ’nother story—but…I’m still missing something.’
‘How long ago did you realise that?’
‘Does it matter? I didn’t do anything about it; no point talking about things that didn’t happen. What about you?’
‘As you say, can’t change the past. But I was pretty knocked around. I thought we had something.’
‘You think I was too much of a coward to tell you to your face?’
 Silence.
‘Martin, when you left me at the airport, I was going to come to live with you in London—sorry, Sheffield—which was what you were really saying to me, right?’
‘Pretty much. I wasn’t just looking for a walking buddy.’
‘Tessa was staying in my studio.’
‘How could I forget?’
‘That’s what happens when you show up without calling.’ It had been a bit like being in a camino dorm.
‘She talked you out of it?’
‘The opposite. She said, “Mom, you’re so intuitive. Go with your heart—it’s incredible that the dove I gave you is the symbol of the walk…” and I started to push back. I wanted to make my own calls instead of trying to decipher messages from the universe…’
Martin laughed. ‘Hard to argue, except for the outcome. That’s all?’
‘No.’ Better to get it all out. ‘You couldn’t come live with me in San Francisco on account of Sarah’s problems. I got that, I get that, but it was different for me. You’d have been first in my life and I’d have been second in yours. I guess that seems selfish to you.’
‘Not at all. If your daughters had needed you…’
‘But they didn’t.’
We were doing what I’d told myself I wouldn’t do—re-litigating the decision. I’d spent enough nights doing that by myself, often close to calling him.
‘But you got through it, right?’ I said. ‘Have you been dating?’
‘Couple of actors, bestselling writer, Danish princess. Nobody special.’
 ‘Wha…?’ He was laughing. I gave it right back to him. ‘But you couldn’t stop thinking about me.’
‘That part’s true.’
There was a real chance I was still in love with him. But I wasn’t going to wreck his life—or mine—till I was sure.
‘My daughters put together a profile for me on a dating app. I gave them a photo you took of me just after we arrived in Santiago. Because there was so much positive energy.’
‘And you got about a million replies?’
‘Yeah, right.’
‘I’m serious.’
‘I should have used a photo without the backpack. Lots of walkers wanting me in their sleeping bags on the Appalachian Trail. I mean, I enjoyed the Camino, but these guys were hardcore dried-eggs-and-raw-noodles and no-change-of-underwear types.’
‘That was all?’
In three years? ‘Hey. I told you. I dated. Nobody special. How are you doing with Julia?’
‘We have a common interest in Sarah’s wellbeing. We’ve learned to discuss it without throwing things.’ He smiled. ‘You want to see a picture?’
He pulled out his phone, opened a webpage, and there she was: a striking older version of Sarah with a don’t mess with me look. I guess that’s why he’d chosen the photo: to let me know what he was up against—or what he could deal with. The caption was Keynote Speaker, Lean-In Conference. If Sarah was as vocal as her mother on feminist issues, it would be interesting to see how she got on with Camille.
‘What does she do?’
 ‘Human resources. But she’s living her own life. I’m still single, and I’m here with you again. You remember that last night in San Francisco?’
‘Uh-huh. And I haven’t forgotten what we said. But it wasn’t a promise that we’d feel the same way after not seeing each other for three years.’ It had been too painful to stay in contact—easier to cut the tie.
‘No. But…’
‘We’ve got how many days?’ I said.
‘Three weeks. Or I’ll be out of a job.’
‘Give me a couple days to get my head straight. You too.’
We walked on a bit. ‘Did the Camino really change you?’ I asked.
‘I’m more aware of my environment. I mean, in an immediate sense. Plants, seasons, what’s around me. And I spend more time gazing at my navel: I think that was some Californian woman I met more than the Camino. What about you?’
‘I guess I’ve just tried to be more self-sufficient and practical. And I don’t buy stuff—my friends think I’m Marie Kondo.’
‘And the most important lesson?’
‘Easy. One day at a time. I should listen to myself. We should listen.’
Martin laughed. ‘I’ll be fascinated to see what Camille takes from it. Are they serious?’
‘I haven’t really talked to her but, believe me, she was never the walking type.’
‘Maybe doing something so out of character is an indication that she’s serious.’
‘At college, she did weights because someone told her it would make her arms more attractive and then someone else told her it would make her less feminine, so she stopped. It’s not that she isn’t passionate—but she’s impulsive.’ 
‘Must have been fun being her roommate.’
‘You know, when I think about Camille and college, it’s all about that road trip. Nine days that shook the world. Our world, anyway.’
‘So, are they going to take taxis all the way to Rome or give up and go home?’
‘I’ll be surprised if they make three days. But there’s something about Gilbert proving himself to her. She’s always been disappointed with men, but it looks like he’s getting a second chance.’
‘Him too, eh?’
It took me a moment to get what he meant. We’d been climbing, but even after four hours, I felt good.
‘I’ve missed this,’ I said. And then, because it was true, ‘It was the best time of my life.’
Martin stopped and looked at me. ‘There was a reason I flew to San Francisco.’
We joined the asphalt road into Tramayes and waited until Camille and Gilbert caught up. Gilbert was looking beat, but Camille seemed okay. A car heading in the opposite direction slowed, and the driver called out to us: ‘Courage.’
It gave me a flashback to my first camino: the calls of bon courage or just courage, and later, in Spain, buen camino. I liked the French expression: of course I heard it as the English word courage, but it meant good luck and came from the French word coeur—heart. Camille was going to need all three.
A few hundred yards on, we reached a signpost where the two routes parted—our dove sending us direct to the village and the scallop shell taking a detour via the church. 
‘The Camino hits every church it can,’ I explained to Camille and Gilbert.
‘Then I will take the scallop detour. To light a candle,’ said Camille.
Martin and I looked at each other. ‘How many churches do you reckon there are between here and St Peter’s?’ he said.
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MARTIN
  By 7.30 p.m. I’d showered, shaved and changed, checked my email and the news, and familiarised myself with the next day’s walk on the Chemin d’Assise website. Zoe had apparently also kept herself occupied, to the extent that she didn’t feel any need to knock on my door.
Our conversation had given me some reassurance that she was open to rekindling our relationship. I was a step ahead of her. The moment I’d seen her at Camille’s, I knew I’d made the right decision in coming. There was a reason why I hadn’t signed up for Elite Singles and why three years of therapy and self-talk hadn’t banished her from my mind.
We were now seated in the courtyard of our small hotel in Tramayes—we being Sarah, Zoe, Bernhard and myself. Camille and Gilbert were nowhere to be seen.
‘How long do we wait for them?’ said Sarah. ‘I’m going to eat my arm off.’
‘We should order,’ said Bernhard. ‘French service is always slow.’
‘Someone should go to their room.’ Sarah looked at Zoe.
‘No need to knock,’ said Bernhard. ‘Possibly you will have your revenge.’
Zoe got up and returned a few minutes later with Camille and Gilbert, both looking as if they had just woken up.
The owner—who had served me coffee here on my previous walk—appeared and embraced Gilbert.
 ‘We have only one vegetarian?’ said Gilbert, indicating Zoe.
‘Meat’s okay,’ said Sarah, ‘but not, like, a whole steak.’
‘Two vegetarians,’ said Gilbert. Sarah smiled. Well picked.
‘Should we ask for the carte?’ said Zoe.
Gilbert waved dismissively. ‘Everything is fixed.’
Camille explained. ‘Gilbert is a wine merchant. In Cluny.’ That’s where I’d seen him, during the year I’d lived there. He took the introduction as a cue to give us a lecture on the wines we’d be drinking.
‘Beaujolais, the best value for money in the world.’ By which, of course, he meant France.
I put Gilbert at about sixty. His English was more accented than Camille’s, but at least as good as my French. A Cluny wine merchant would spend a lot of time dealing with tourists. He’d sparked up today, but tomorrow, according to the guide (hilly) and the weather forecast (thirty degrees Celsius), would be more testing.
Dinner was foie gras maison and steak for the meat-eaters, goat-cheese salad and omelettes for the vegetarians. Frites for everyone. There were a few other customers, who appeared to be tradesmen rather than walkers.
With a complimentary glass of eau de vie in hand (‘Ethanol,’ said Sarah, almost spitting it out), I thought I’d do a little bridge-building with Bernhard.
‘Did you find somewhere to pitch your tent?’
‘No need. I will sleep with Sarah.’
It was my turn to almost expel my drink. I shouldn’t have been surprised: Bernhard had travelled from Stuttgart to Santiago on the generosity of women who had offered the young pilgrim a bed and a meal, and, he was happy to imply, sometimes more than that.
 Sarah jumped in. ‘It’s fine. No different from a dorm.’
‘You’re paying half?’ I said to Bernhard, but Zoe rested a hand on my thigh and I waved my hand in dismissal. We could sort it out later. Along with other practicalities: Gilbert was at the counter settling the dinner bill.
Camille joined Gilbert inside, and when Sarah went to the bathroom Bernhard seized the opportunity to show his appreciation, in his own way.
‘Thank you for being reasonable. There is no marginal cost for the second person. And you should not worry about Sarah. I don’t find her attractive.’
He must have seen my expression—or Zoe’s.
‘I’m not insulting her. You know I prefer older women.’ He smiled meaningfully at Zoe, then drained Sarah’s liqueur glass before heading upstairs.
‘Bloody hell,’ I said, and Zoe laughed. ‘Please tell me you didn’t sleep with him.’
She laughed again. ‘If I’d been interested, I don’t think he’d have said no. He was pulling your chain then, though.’
‘Sod.’
‘But now he’s a bit older…’
‘Cut it out.’
‘Seriously, he’s right—we slept in mixed dorms on the Camino. Why waste money? And…’
‘Go on.’
‘We’re travelling together for three weeks. Try not to let him get to you.’
Zoe got up, and I was about to do likewise, when Sarah returned.
‘Have you got a minute, Dad?’
 A minute ran into thirty in which not much was discussed beyond an assurance that she was feeling okay, and the Chemin was in some ways what she had expected and in some ways not. Plus a few questions about Bernhard.
Before she headed to her room—hers and Bernhard’s room—she produced a small package from her pocket. ‘Everyone else has one; I thought you should too.’ It was a small wooden tau on a string.
Zoe was long gone.
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ZOE
  My night’s sleep got off to a bad start; I’d been itching to sketch the ruins of the farm cottages we had passed, but couldn’t capture the sense of the family history I had felt in the rusting tools and broken windows. My pitch to the Chronicle was for cartoons of fellow pilgrims; I was looking forward to meeting some.
I stayed awake in case Martin decided to join me when he’d finished with Sarah. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that he didn’t: he’d holed up in his room before dinner.
The following morning, Sarah, Bernhard and Martin were at breakfast when I came down.
‘Camille and Gilbert?’ I asked Martin.
He shook his head, and I went upstairs and banged on the door. ‘Don’t take too long. It’s going to be hot.’
It was a half-hour before they showed, another half-hour before they were done with breakfast, and another before they were packed and ready. Sarah and Bernhard had left, waving their phones when Martin tried to give them directions.
‘Nineteen kilometres,’ announced Martin as we set out together. ‘Same as yesterday. But more climbing. Easy does it.’
Only twelve miles. On my first Camino, I’d averaged about sixteen. But if you did too much too early, you paid with sore muscles, blisters and aching feet.
Though I wasn’t totally fit, I knew I could do it. Camille was a first-timer and Gilbert looked like he hadn’t worked out for a long time. The positive was that, while I’d seen pilgrims slow up, and sometimes stop for a while, I hadn’t seen many abandon the walk. 
I’d slathered myself in sun cream and zipped off the bottoms of my pants, but it was cool when we started. Not exactly fresh country air: there were cows around.
The trail led us into still, cool pine forests. The tau with the white dove flitting left and right was there for us at every turn, leading us southeast while the Camino de Santiago went southwest. When the path narrowed, I pushed ahead, figuring if Camille wanted to talk she’d catch up. It only took a few minutes.
‘You told me you walked to Santiago. A promenade. This’—she waved her hands—‘is on dirt. And rocks. This is a hike.’
In her fawn hiking shorts and a tech T-shirt that somehow made her look sexy, she seemed to be doing fine.
‘Better than highways with trucks.’
‘But there were gas stations, no?’
‘Gas?’
‘I need to pee.’
On the Camino de Santiago, it had been easy to find a discreet place off the track. But I’d been travelling solo. Here, disappearing into the trees was a public announcement. And maybe I was being irresponsible. I’d heard of trails in South America that had been made intolerable by human waste.
‘On Camino Facebook sites they say you should take bags,’ I said. ‘Like for dogs. You empty them at the end of the day.’
‘Mon Dieu. What if they break in your pack?’
We were still giggling when we got to Sarah and Bernhard, who were stopped, eating blackberries off a bush. 
‘There is a joke?’ asked Bernhard.
‘Yes,’ said Camille. ‘A joke of men on women.’
‘Share,’ said Sarah.
‘I need to pee,’ said Camille.
Sarah laughed. ‘It’s a long way to hold on to Beaujeu. Find a bush; we’ll do guard duty.’
It was a long way to Beaujeu—no promenade. And it had gotten hot. Camille and I stayed together. She seemed to be doing fine, but I was calling stops every thirty minutes just in case. When her water ran out, I pushed her to drink some of mine. Which led to another bathroom stop.
‘What do I do?’ said Camille.
‘Same deal as before—I’ll keep watch,’ I said, and she looked blank.
‘But last time there was a gas station.’
‘You mean yesterday?’
‘No, today. Sarah and I went together.’ Not what happened. And yesterday, she’d gone with Gilbert.
I explained the off-track option—what she’d done two hours ago.
Bernhard and Sarah caught up while Camille was in the trees, and I shared the story.
‘Confabulation,’ said Sarah. ‘Her brain inventing something to fill a memory gap.’
The four of us stayed together for the remainder of the walk and, hot and exhausted, crashed into chairs at the first bar we saw. Sirops for Camille, Sarah and me, beer for Bernhard. I was feeling surprisingly good: my new pack, which had tipped Camille’s metric scales at five kilograms—with all my cold-weather gear inside—was way more comfortable than any I’d carried before. 
I had enough energy left to pull out my sketchbook. Still no pilgrims. I made do with a streetscape.
We were on a second round by the time Martin and Gilbert arrived. Martin gave me a look that told me he’d had a tough time getting his man home.
Two more beers, Martin signalled. Gilbert kissed Camille on the forehead. ‘She is amazing, no?’ Then he was overtaken by the end-of-day exhaustion I’d seen and felt so many times myself, flopping into a chair and looking into space. I didn’t think he’d be speaking or even drinking his beer for a while.
‘How far tomorrow?’ said Camille.
‘Let’s save it for dinner,’ said Martin.
‘Tonight’s restaurant has an excellent price-quality rapport.’ After a few hours’ rest, Gilbert had revived and was leading us to the village centre.
‘You seem to have everything organised,’ I said.
‘Gilbert’s job,’ said Camille, ‘is to arrange for me to see the Pope.’
‘When he waves from the balcony, right?’ I asked Gilbert as Camille walked ahead with Bernhard.
Gilbert shook his head. ‘Camille thinks he will give her a private audience. I wrote to him—the Pope.’
‘You did?’
‘I received an answer, very polite. The Pope wished us bon courage but…he is very busy. Naturally…But I cannot tell her this.’
 We had a table on the street, and within half an hour the other tables, inside and out, were full. The wine list arrived, and I could feel a group anxiety. I guess I was the centre of it. And Gilbert was outside it.
‘Beaujolais for everyone?’ he asked and ordered two bottles. ‘Moulin-à-Vent. The king of Beaujolais.’ I checked the price on the menu. King-sized. And I only wanted one glass.
The food prices were better. But it was still no eight-euro pilgrims’ menu of three filling courses and a carafe of local wine. I had been expecting not to have to worry about money this time.
‘I was thinking,’ said Martin, ‘that we need to plan a bit ahead.’
‘One day at time,’ said Bernhard. ‘This is the spirit of a pilgrimage.’
‘Right,’ I said. A pilgrimage, not a gourmet tour.
‘Everyone does it in their own way, isn’t that the idea? No right and wrong.’ Sarah, looking at Martin, working on the gap she’d opened between us.
Martin doubled down. ‘Last time, I booked ahead. And it was just me.’
‘It would definitely not be possible to find beds for nothing,’ said Bernhard. ‘Especially for six people who are obviously wealthy. In any case, it is unlikely there are volunteers who provide pilgrim welcomes on this camino.’
‘Actually, there are,’ said Martin. ‘In just about every village. But I imagine Bernhard’s right about the six of us.’
‘I am happy to continue to make reservations,’ said Gilbert.
‘Appreciated,’ said Martin, ‘but we need to be sensible about how far we walk. Perhaps my fellow veterans can share what we’ve learned?’ He swept the group with his hand, like a professor, and I found myself smiling at the reminder that that was what he was. 
The veterans, plus Sarah with her two days’ experience, all had something to say: early starts, accommodation close to the Chemin, cooking for ourselves if possible.
‘All noted,’ said Martin. ‘Let’s keep it strictly under twenty-five kays in a day, for the time being. Maybe Gilbert can see if he can book us an easy one tomorrow.’
Dinner came—burgers, including vegie burgers for Sarah and me, fries for everybody and duck for the French couple. And a third bottle.
‘Maybe go easy on the boozy nights,’ said Martin.
Gilbert frowned. ‘Wine is good for digestion. And the heart.’ He called for the cheque. ‘This is mine.’
Martin and I protested in unison. ‘No way.’
Gilbert waved his arms. ‘Tonight, I am thanking everyone. For coming. For supporting Camille.’ He patted her hand and she batted it off.
The wine may have been too much, but it got us through the half-mile walk back to our B&B. We were on the third floor. No elevators. There was that awkward pause at the landing—Martin’s room one way, mine the other. We had thrown ourselves at each other only a couple of days ago. The feeling was the same, if not stronger, at least for me.
Then: ‘Dad, can I talk to you for a minute?’
Martin had no idea.
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MARTIN
  I knew exactly what Sarah was doing. I just wasn’t sure why: did she need reassurance that she was first in my priorities or was she trying to sabotage Zoe and me?
I was going to struggle to manage this. I’d put Sarah’s—fortunately identical—tau charm in my backpack. Now I’d have one on my back and one around my neck.
I made a point of starting out with Zoe the following morning. Gilbert had run with my suggestion that we have an easy day and found a chambre d’hôte—a B&B—that was halfway to our original destination.
He briefed me as I filled my water bottle. Then: ‘You are walking only three weeks?’
‘I’ve a job to get back to. And Sarah has university.’
‘Is it possible you will take Zoe back also?’
‘She’s planning to walk all the way to Rome.’
Gilbert nodded. ‘If that changes, you must tell me.’
‘Of course. Is there a special reason?’
‘Yes. Camille needs Zoe to be with her.’
Perhaps I should have asked Gilbert to elaborate, but what he’d said fitted with the blood-sister bond. If Zoe did want to come home with me after three weeks, we’d deal with it then.
Camille had slept in, and we left ahead of her and Gilbert. It was a tough climb out of town and I was pleased to be using a backpack rather than dragging my cart over the rocks. I walked a couple of steps behind Zoe, watching her negotiate the obstacles. Even on this short day, we would have three or four hours to talk—but, much as I wanted to move our relationship along, I wasn’t going to push it. 
We reached the top of the hill along a path covered in shale, and Zoe stopped for water.
‘I think I might walk by myself for a while,’ she said.
‘Are you okay?’
‘Just feeling a bit…crowded.’
‘Crowded? There’s nobody else in sight.’
‘All right. Pressured.’
I wasn’t going to get any answers today.
The walk was pleasant enough, amid rows of vines heavy with leaves and fruit. I dawdled into our accommodation just before noon, with the day beginning to heat up. Zoe, Sarah and Bernhard were stretched out on the lawn, looking at their phones.
‘They don’t open till four,’ called Sarah, ‘but there’s no password on the wifi.’
Rather than violating Zoe’s personal space, I found a private spot to research the route ahead. It looked like Sarah and I could make the Italian border before having to return home. It would be a nice achievement.
At three o’clock, restless, I headed back the way we’d come, looking for Camille and Gilbert. I found them a couple of kilometres out, sharing a baguette.
‘We started late,’ said Gilbert. ‘The accommodation will not be available until four.’
I should have known from the previous walk that French B&Bs seldom opened before late afternoon. In the winter, I’d set out later and walked for longer, so it hadn’t been a problem. 
We checked in, and Gilbert and I spent an hour or so planning. Dinner was lentils and sausages for the meat-eaters, lentils for Zoe. I suspected they’d been cooked together. Zoe didn’t touch her quarter-litre of wine, and I didn’t let it go to waste.
After I’d gone to my room, I might have heard a tap on the door, but didn’t check. I was busy repairing a lightshade that had come to grief and didn’t need anyone in my space.
Zoe touched my hand as she sat down to breakfast. ‘Sorry about yesterday. Just the day-three blues or something.’
‘All good.’ I was glad she saw it as her problem.
‘Hey, you could apologise too. You weren’t exactly friendly at dinner.’
‘Things to do.’
It was raining, and we waited for a break before setting off in our customary pairs for the second of the two shorter days. The trail was through pine forests and more vineyards; Gilbert pointed out that we were walking amid the grapes that made the Beaujolais we’d been drinking.
Zoe cut straight to what was bothering her. ‘How’s Sarah doing? You guys seem to have a lot to talk about.’
‘We had to discuss the room-sharing business. You were right. If it had been anyone other than bloody Bernhard…’
‘Bernhard’s not the only one watching the pennies.’
‘Gilbert and I had a chat about that. We’ve got it sorted.’
‘Sweet for you guys. Do I get a say?’
‘Can’t see you’d have anything to contribute.’ I waited until she smiled. Faintly. ‘But you were asking about Sarah. She’s still dealing with the divorce; I don’t think it’s about you…personally.’
 ‘You don’t think? She’s twenty-one isn’t she?’
‘Twenty.’ I guessed where the assumption had come from. ‘Drinking age here is eighteen. Sixteen for beer and wine.’
‘I was married and expecting a child at twenty.’
‘Sarah’s been living away from home for two years.’
‘Still sounds like she hasn’t separated from her parents.’
‘My therapist would say that most of us never do. What about you and your mother?’
She tilted her head. ‘You have a therapist?’
‘I met some Californian woman who seemed to think I was a bit short on self-awareness, and I thought I’d better lift my game. You know, in case we got together.’ Closer to the truth than what I’d told myself at the time.
‘What about your daughters?’ I asked. Her rapport with them seemed to be the opposite of the strained relationship I had with Sarah.
‘Strained. The insurance company argued that Keith’s death was a suicide and wouldn’t pay up, and Lauren decided to fight them. She’s a bit like that—always trying to prove herself. I said if she won, she and Tessa could keep the money.’
‘Not overdoing the independence just a bit?’
‘That’s what Tessa thought. When the money came through, she insisted that part of it went toward an apartment for me.’
‘Decent of her. But the right thing to do. I’d have thought Keith…’
‘Lauren had committed her original share to a new home—and she pushed back, and ended up looking like the bad person, which she blames Tessa for. I don’t need to go on, do I?’
‘Only if you want to. But they shouldn’t have a problem with you.’
 ‘I’m always worrying that I’ll say something that one of them will use against the other.’
‘You should have come to Sheffield.’
‘Don’t.’
I didn’t, but reached out and held her hand until the path narrowed and forced us into single file. We’d beaten the rain, which had been threatening since we left.
The gîte was right on the Chemin, a converted farmhouse with two towers and views across the valley, and overgrown gardens full of flowers, herbs and vegetables. I drew Zoe’s attention to the sign over the door: Le Nid de la Palombe—Chambres d’Hôtes, Restaurant Bio. The Dove’s Nest—B&B, Organic Restaurant. Gilbert had done well.
Bernhard and Sarah caught up as we arrived. The proprietor, an older woman, met us with keys in hand.
‘Two beds?’
Bernhard nodded and took a key.
She turned to me. ‘Monsieur Eden? Grand lit? Double?’
I checked Zoe’s expression, smiled and nodded.
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ZOE
  ‘You convinced me. Sharing makes sense,’ said Martin, grinning.
It definitely did. After two days of shorter walks, I was feeling better about everything. There was something special about the gîte, too. Maybe it was the sign in French and English: Please no mobile phones to prevent health danger from radio waves. The place hummed with positive energy.
Bernhard and Sarah had gone upstairs, and we were about to follow when the proprietor, Angelique, emerged from behind the kitchen bench with a cake fresh from the oven, smelling of apple and cinnamon and dripping with butter.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said in halting English, ‘but there are eggs. And butter. Is that a problem for you?’
‘Is it often a problem?’ said Martin, in French.
‘Unfortunately, yes. The previous owners were more strict, and some of our guests expect everything to be as it was. No meat, no eggs, understanding English and German and Dutch, and the crazy rules with the phones.’
Angelique and her husband, Emeric, had bought the business as a retirement project, inheriting a live-in program for writers and musicians who cared about healthy eating and sustainable living.
The cake came with a glass of white wine; Gilbert and Bernhard joined us, and Sarah followed—in her short shorts, tank top and low-cut hiking shoes. She gave us a look and disappeared out the door. 
Our room was up a tight spiralling staircase in the tower. Through the slit windows, we could see the darkening skies.
‘Shower first?’ I asked, and then we were kissing, his touch and smell an instant reminder of the intimacy I had missed so much. He tasted of apple cake and wine, and after the initial urgency the kisses became slower and gentle, his beard tickling as he opened my shirt and kissed my skin. It had been too long, and even counting the few days—and nights—we’d had together three years ago, we were still new to each other, uncertain and tentative. But, for me at least, there was none of the self-consciousness of the first time we had slept together.
We had at least two hours until dinner to enjoy finding each other again. And all to the sound of beautiful classical music. At first, I thought I was imagining it. Then I realised it was coming from the room beneath us. Martin mumbled ‘Mozart’ as the cello was joined by…another cello, and another. The floor seemed to vibrate with the music. I let myself disappear into the magic of the instruments being bowed and plucked.
Until there was a bang on the door. Shit. I had thought babies got in the way of sex. A twenty-year-old was worse.
‘Ignore it,’ said Martin.
The next bang was a lot louder and this time the room lit up.
We both started laughing. ‘The universe,’ said Martin.
As we ate dinner, we watched the storm play out through a huge window: flashes across the sky and hail so loud it was hard to hear each other at times. We had been out there just a few hours earlier; our daily connection to the land and nature added to the power of the experience.
 All the food was vegetarian, the herbs and most of the vegetables home-grown. We were joined by the cellists—a British masterclass—and Martin got into a discussion with them about creativity. Brian seemed to be their spokesperson.
‘Each year we spend a week here. But it’s been a wee bit tricky this time. The new people are sweet, but they don’t have much English, and one of our group is vegan. Plus, he’s got an issue with radio waves. This was the one place…I mean, there are places in England, but we came here because everything was right.’
‘Hope he doesn’t spot this,’ said Martin, after dinner, fixing a router that had apparently been malfunctioning. I watched him working, dealing with a problem instead of complaining about it, spreading some karma. I felt positive being a part of it. It was hard not to look like the cat that got the cream as Martin and I went upstairs to bed—together.
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  I came down to breakfast ahead of Zoe, partly to give her a bit of space after being so close, and partly not to rub it into Sarah that we were sleeping together. I needn’t have bothered: only the Brits were there. Emeric served a plunger of coffee and a plate of croissants as Sarah and Bernhard descended the stairs.
‘You went for a run?’ I asked Sarah.
‘You mean yesterday? Before dinner? You’ve seen me since then.’
‘You went running after walking all day?’
‘It was a short walk…Hold on—’ She touched Emeric’s arm as he was turning back.
‘’Erbal tea, correct?’ he said.
‘Yes, please. And could I have muesli and fruit and natural yoghurt. Please.’
I translated for Emeric.
Zoe had joined us and added in French: ‘That would be great. Same for me.’
‘We have yoghurt with berries in it. I’m sorry, no muesli.’
‘I meant plain unsweetened yoghurt.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘The berry yoghurt is full of sugar. How can you not have plain yoghurt? I mean, vegetarian, biodynamic wine, radio waves…’
I wasn’t sure if Emeric was following, but Sarah’s tone made the message clear.
 Zoe tried to hose it down. ‘I guess where I come from those things go together. Last night’s meal was the best I’ve had on the Chemin…’
‘I’m not talking about dinner,’ said Sarah. ‘I’m talking about breakfast. Every morning. Muesli is like the cheapest stuff; it’s oats; heaps of people eat it; how hard is it to keep a two-euro packet of oats? I mean, how much do you charge?’
Jesus.
Bernhard—Bernhard—stepped in. ‘In Germany, you would get salami. But my girlfriend is training for the marathon…’
Girlfriend did it. Sarah got up, and, in the absence of a cereal bowl to tip over his head, stormed upstairs.
‘Good luck walking that one back,’ said Zoe to Bernhard, laughing. ‘But I know where she’s coming from. Seriously, white bread and croissants? And this place is supposed to be organic.’
‘We will apologise before we leave,’ said Bernhard.
I gave him a pat on the shoulder as I stood up. ‘Ta.’
We got a sprinkling of rain in the second half of the day, and I used the excuse of checking her gear to engage with Sarah.
‘You want to talk to me about this morning, right?’
‘Not as your parent. You make your own calls, but everyone in the group feels it if there’s an argument, within or without.’
‘We apologised before we left. I get that it’s culture. And they’re new. But if people don’t know, they won’t change.’
‘Fair enough. Have you forgiven Bernhard?’
‘For calling me his girlfriend? He’s a klutz.’
‘And the marathon?’
‘I was shooting for an iron man, but training was getting in the way of study. So I’ve backed off to a marathon. Maybe I’ll pick it up again…’ She stopped, holding something back. 
In the end, I filled the silence. ‘How’s it going? The training?’
‘I’m close to ninety minutes for the half-marathon, and the rule of thumb is double that time and add ten minutes.’
‘You’re faster than I ever was.’
‘Well, yes.’
‘Have you told your mother?’
‘Thought I’d keep it as a surprise.’
‘Then tell her you’re working out or something. She’s worried you’re not eating properly.’
‘So am I. Fifteen miles on croissants and jam. But you want to know what I think of Zoe, right?’
‘Not really. I want to know if you’re all right and, if not, if there’s anything we can do about it.’
‘Mister Problem Solver. I saw you fixing the tap.’
I’d packed a basic toolkit with the idea of finding repairs to do when we stayed at small, family-owned places. Minor plumbing, a fixture that had come loose, something that would make me feel I was giving a little back to the world I was walking through. Emeric had had no idea how to fix the router or the tap. I wondered how long they’d persevere with their retirement project.
‘Zoe’s all right. Mum’d say a bit fluffy but, hey, California, right? How are you doing with her?’
‘How are you finding Bernhard?’
‘I told you, he’s a klutz.’
Walking is conducive to long pauses. It was about a hundred metres before she added, ‘Has he said anything about me?’
•
Zoe and I shared a room in Villefranche-sur-Saône, north of Lyon, around two hundred and fifty kilometres from the Italian border. The larger town gave us a wider range of dinner options, and we found a Moroccan restaurant which dished up more vegetables than even Zoe and Sarah could finish. Gilbert’s generous cost-sharing proposal had been accepted: split the food bills and he would pay for wine, allowing him to indulge his passion without sponsorship from the rest of us. 
I was eating and drinking well, sleeping with the only woman I’d clicked with for a long time, keeping fit, and making, it seemed, some progress with Sarah. Couldn’t complain.
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ZOE
  The days were beginning to have a rhythm. Martin, with his new beard and hair that seemed to have grown longer already, was like a cute English sheepdog at our heels in the morning. In the evenings, after we revived over a glass of wine or beer, he wandered around looking for things to fix. Friends back home clicked the heart emoji when I posted a picture.
From the burbs of Villefranche-sur-Saône, we crossed a bridge spanning the Saône river, and entered fields of corn and sunflowers with heads that had turned black and were too heavy to rise and greet the sun.
I’d thought that Camille and Gilbert wouldn’t last three days, yet on day six they were still walking. Gilbert was slow, sometimes coming in an hour after Sarah and Bernhard, sometimes with Martin, more often with Camille, but always coming in.
‘We seem to be working all right,’ Martin said, trying to be casual but watching my reaction.
‘Like the three years never happened.’
‘It’s a good test. Spending so much time in each other’s company.’
‘The Chemin will do that.’
It was fifteen minutes before Martin came back to it.
‘How do you feel about checking out Sheffield?’
‘How do you feel about checking out San Francisco?’
‘At least come and stay. Then we can decide.’
 I felt my stomach flutter. Maybe this could work. Things had changed.
Except that all the change had been on my side. Three years on and the same elephant was in the room—a pretty, skinny elephant who, from everything I’d seen, was a regular twenty-year-old whose biggest problem was being too dependent on her father. And maybe vice versa.
I caught Sarah alone late morning.
‘How are you enjoying the walk?’ She was moving fast; maybe she’d sped up.
‘It’s fine.’
‘I want to just say…I’m sorry if this wasn’t the vacation you had in mind with your dad.’
‘He told me you’d be here.’
‘Are you enjoying pre-med?’
‘We don’t have pre-med in the UK. We do medicine from the start.’
‘I didn’t know that. You think it works better?’
‘Nothing to compare with.’ Her tone said, ‘Say what you came to say.’
‘Look, I think it’s great Martin has such a close relationship with his daughter. I’ve got two daughters too. I never stopped them seeing their dad.’
‘Sorry?’
‘I mean, I know you’ve got a great relationship with your dad…’
‘He said that?’
‘He didn’t need to.’ That was better. There was a tiny thaw before she iced up again.
 ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I won’t get in your way.’
She picked up her pace, and I slowed and waited for Camille to catch me.
‘I don’t think she likes me,’ I said.
‘Of course not—she is protecting her father. Plenty of time. By the time you marry Marteen she will be begging to be bridesmaid.’
She started laughing. ‘She is young. More interested in Bernhard. But Bernhard is playing it cool. If I was younger… or maybe that is not necessary with Bernhard. What about you and Martin?’
‘We’re doing okay.’
‘Okay? He is here for only two more weeks, no? And after that?’
‘I don’t know if I can live in England. I guess that’s why I’m feeling unsure.’
‘Naturally. England’s weather is bad; the food is worse. You have visited?’
‘No, but—’
Camille waved her hand. ‘If he loves you, he will do whatever you want.’
‘Even if it means letting down his daughter?’
‘She is a woman. She has her own life.’
If only. Camille pointed to a signpost. ‘We are in Ars. The sarcophagus of St Jean-Marie is here. His body does not decay: a miracle.’
It was something of a Catholic mecca—probably the wrong word—and we were learning that Camille really did want to check off every church and crucifix on the Way. I guess that was what you were meant to do on a pilgrimage.
 We toured the église and chapelles—but Camille seemed less moved by the ornate beauty and the history than I was. She did take a moment to hover in front of a statue of St Jean-Marie, then brushed his hand, paid her euro for a candle and lit it.
‘Do you say the same prayer each time?’
Camille shook her head. ‘Each day I light a candle for someone I have sinned against.’
A sin a day. I guess that kind of made sense. Better than praying for a miracle cure.
Camille took my hand. ‘Light one with me, Zoe.’
She put another euro in the slot and passed me a candle.
‘You don’t have to believe in God, just in penance. And redemption. Today, mine is for Bastien’s mother. I tried to keep her son from her. Out of love, but…’
It was my first moment of real connection with Camille. I lit my candle.
‘It’s for Keith,’ I said.
‘You are still feeling guilty about his suicide?’
‘I’ve resolved…’ That had been one of the outcomes of my first camino.
‘But you still light a candle.’
I nodded. And for the first time, anywhere, to anyone, I didn’t protest that the coroner and the insurance company had been unable to prove that his death was not an accident.
After Ars there were more cornfields, and then we got lost looking for our B&B, which was off the track.
‘The path is here,’ announced Bernhard, checking his phone. On one side was corn grown to above head height, on the other a ploughed field with clumps of earth a yard high. The ditch—which Bernhard’s app seemed to have mapped as a path—was choked with branches, bushes and blackberries. 
‘It is only three hundred metres.’
‘And if we go around?’ asked Camille.
‘Two kilometres.’
Camille didn’t hesitate. Afterward, Gilbert produced spray-on antiseptic and Sarah played nurse for our minor cuts.
‘I have a surprise for everyone when we get to Pérouges,’ Camille said as she prepared ratatouille—our first self-cooked meal. ‘Old city. The musketeer movie, it was made there.’
Bernhard was checking his phone. ‘It was mostly shot in Austria.’
Camille waved her hand. ‘The French movie.’
‘Early start tomorrow,’ said Martin. ‘Going to be hot, and a bit longer than we’d like.’
‘How far?’ Camille asked.
‘It’s flat but close to thirty kilometres. No real choice, I’m afraid.’
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  Gilbert and I had been obliged to make a choice. We were looking at thirty-two kilometres to Pérouges, the next stop on the Association Chemins d’Assise itinerary. There was only one possible break—Saint André de Corcy, nine kilometres down the road. We’d lose a day and still have twenty-three kilometres the next.
We had all pulled up reasonably well, bar the cuts and scratches from Bernhard’s idiotic short cut. Bernhard, Zoe and I had walked longer distances before, and Sarah the marathon girl would not have a problem.
After consideration, Gilbert had been up for it. ‘Camille will be pleased with the achievement.’
‘Okay, but we start at dawn.’
‘Camille will not be pleased with that.’
‘She’ll be a sight less pleased if she has to walk in the heat.’
A long day’s walk is a bit like a marriage, or at least my marriage to Julia. You start off full of energy, settle into a routine which passes quickly if you’re enjoying the journey, then the last bit is nothing but hard slog and looking forward to it being over. That said, there are a few tricks that can make it more pleasant.
When the team arrived in the kitchen at 6.30 a.m. I had coffee brewing.
‘Breakfast?’ said Sarah.
‘Let’s knock over five kilometres first.’
•
Watching the sun rise is a pleasure that could begin every day, if only we pulled ourselves out of bed. Perhaps it would pall, but today, walking fresh after a strong coffee, I could sense that everyone was lifted by it. The track was easy, and we proceeded through deep-green woodlands, the grass dried only at the perimeter, for a little over an hour in our usual pairs, until Bernhard stopped, dumped his pack and plonked himself on a log. 
‘Five kilometres. Breakfast.’
I’d planned to sneak in an extra kilometre, but it was a pleasant spot. I pulled out six peaches and a small bag, which I passed to Sarah.
She smiled, perhaps despite herself. ‘Muesli. Where did you get this?’
‘There was a giant jar.’
‘You should have pinched more.’
‘That would have been very un-pilgrim-like.’ I reached into my pack and pulled out a larger bag. ‘I left five euros. But you can carry it.’
‘Too early for croissants,’ said Camille. This was the problem with starting before the proprietor could do the boulangerie run.
‘Four kilometres to the bakery and they’ll be fresh out of the oven.’
My bag of motivational tricks got us a fair way, though Camille pointed out the option of accommodation in Saint André as we munched our croissants and warm pain aux raisins. But as the sun hit its high point, we were one with the wilting sunflowers. Even Bernhard and Sarah looked grateful when I called breaks every two kilometres.
And there was the inevitable stop for Camille to light a candle. Zoe was now accompanying her: ‘Connecting with Camille at a more spiritual level.’ 
On long days, you feel your body closing down in anticipation of the end. It had gone 3.00 p.m. when we reached the outskirts of Pérouges, and Bernhard announced that both the thirty-kilometre and thirty-degree marks had been broached.
Sarah had the GPS set to our accommodation, but the route took us through the middle of the medieval village, full of tourists and souvenir shops.
‘Just over a mile to go,’ she said.
Gilbert pointed to a vacant table at one of the busy bars and without waiting for a response flopped into it. Six beers.
‘It’s gorgeous,’ said Zoe. It was. A well-preserved walled town on a hill—a hill that we were too familiar with.
Camille was on her phone. Taxi? We’d made the village centre, so she could argue that she wasn’t cheating.
The grins on Sarah’s and Bernhard’s faces when the beers arrived suggested that Gilbert had made a good call. Camille’s call wasn’t so good. I’d barely finished my half-pint when a solid middle-aged woman appeared and surveyed our table.
‘These four,’ said Camille in French. And then, to us, ‘I have arranged a tour of the town. The history is very interesting. Gilbert and I are familiar with it, so we will meet you at the accommodation.’
Gilbert raised his hand. Two more beers.
Pérouges is not large, but it is cobblestoned, steep and full of history. Our guide spoke rapid French and left no ancient stone unturned.
Zoe, in halting French, did her best to bribe her to finish early, but she wasn’t having any of it. Two bloody hours, then the walk back. Thirty-two kilometres plus surely another three around the village. 
The hotel was in the suburb of Meximieux, but pleasant enough. Gilbert had left a message at the desk to meet at reception at seven-thirty.
I was lying on the bed naked when Zoe emerged from the shower.
‘Don’t even think about it,’ she said.
For once, I didn’t.
Gilbert and Camille were all smiles.
‘Great achievement,’ said Gilbert. ‘We have recovered well.’
‘The tour was interesting?’ said Camille. Was she taking the piss?
Gilbert pointed to the door. ‘The restaurant is back past the village. Only three kilometres.’ Zoe gasped and he broke into a smile. Definitely taking the piss.
The restaurant was next door, a wood-fired grill and just brilliant, as simple food and drink are after you’ve recovered from hard exercise.
‘One week completed,’ said Bernhard. ‘Repeat ten times and we are in Rome.’ For Sarah and me, it marked a third of the way.
‘Wait,’ said Camille. ‘I have something to say. I was misinformed. I did not expect to be climbing over rocks. I did not expect to have to pee in the woods. I did not expect to walk thirty-three kilometres.’
‘I hear you,’ said Zoe. ‘As Gilbert says, a week is a great accomplishment. We’ve walked maybe a hundred miles…’
‘One hundred and thirty-two kilometres,’ said Bernhard. ‘Eighty-three miles.’
 ‘Most people never do a walk like that in their lives,’ said Zoe. ‘So, if you’re saying, let’s stop here…’
Camille gave a look of mock-horror. ‘Of course not. I am walking to Rome. Maybe I will organise another tour for you in the next village.’ She looked around for reactions. ‘Or maybe we will not do any more days of thirty kilometres.’
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  The walk from Pérouges to Lagnieu was again flat, but not as long as the previous day’s. It was hot, though, and the farm roads offered little shade. Martin was walking ahead with Sarah and Camille was collecting mushrooms—fungi. ‘For you, Zoe. Vegetarians’ meat, no?’
‘Yes, but I don’t want to end up eating death trumpets.’
‘Death trumpets are excellent. The name is misleading. We won’t find these on the path—too much sun. I am collecting only fungi with good flavour. And not the one which is poisonous if you drink alcohol. Unless I decide to kill Gilbert.’
Gilbert looked up, smiling. ‘It would not be a bad way to die. Excellent food and a glass of wine. I am more worried about the climbing.’ We were getting our first glimpses of the Alps to the east; rugged peaks above pine forests now appeared across the horizon. They dwarfed the previous hills we had tackled.
‘You should worry only for yourself,’ said Camille.
‘Camille thinks I should wait at home,’ said Gilbert.
‘You surely wouldn’t have done the walk by yourself, Camille?’
She shrugged. ‘I knew you would come.’
The town of Lagnieu was a mile and a half before the gîte, and Camille planned to buy the makings for dinner there. After we both lit a candle—Camille seemed pleased to have me accompany her, though she never said much—she handed me the bag of mushrooms and pointed me to the pharmacie. ‘Go, ask if they will kill you. Go.’ 
Mushrooms in hand, I went to the counter. The clerk did not seem surprised and called over an older woman, who tipped the contents of the bag onto the counter, spent a minute inspecting them, then smiled.
‘Bon appétit.’




14
MARTIN
  Gilbert and I grabbed a pre-completion drink while Sarah and Camille were at the supermarket. Zoe and Bernhard had joined us by the time they returned, laden with shopping bags.
‘Bloody hell. Who’s carrying those?’
Bernhard and Sarah answered by putting a bag each into their packs. Bernhard picked up the remaining two and set off. The track was flat, but hot in the direct sunshine, and when, half a kilometre from home, I reached for one of the bags, he only hesitated for a moment before handing me both.
We were all a bit knackered, and again Gilbert seemed the worst for wear. Our accommodation, an ancient stone house with an outdoor table bathed in sun, was overshadowed by vertical cliffs of the first section of the Alps. Gilbert stood for a while, staring at the rockface.
‘Take a break and I’ll see if I can get tomorrow sorted,’ I said. We’d been trying to call a chambre d’hôte, without success. If a chambre d’hôte was open, it almost invariably had rooms, even in August, famously the month that everyone in France takes holidays. Often, we were the only guests.
‘We are approaching the end of the season,’ Gilbert had said. How long was the season? For pilgrims, there was a narrow window in which the alpine paths ahead were not rendered impassable by snow. And plenty of businesses were closed for August, even restaurants which were surely missing their busiest period.
 ‘Exactly,’ said Gilbert when I put it to him. ‘If you own a restaurant, you don’t want to be overrun by tourists. And you are entitled to your holiday like everyone else.’
When Zoe and I came down to the communal kitchen, we found that Camille had enlisted Sarah as her sous-chef. Gilbert led us outside and, as the sun set, we ate charcuterie, crudités, bread and olives, washed down with local white wine.
In due course we went inside, where Sarah brought bowls and Camille followed with the pot: dark gravy, a mix of mushrooms, and…chunks of beef.
Zoe’s face fell. ‘Meat?’
‘Oh shit, shit, shit,’ said Sarah. ‘I was thinking how much I needed iron and then—we’re so sorry.’
Zoe began to stand, but Camille was already up: she walked to the stove and fetched a second pot. ‘Lentils of Puy with assorted mushrooms.’ She and Sarah laughed, and Zoe had no choice but to join them.
‘A toast to our kitchen team,’ said Gilbert, rubbing it in.
‘Well, I can add more good news,’ I said. I’d finally got through to the chambre d’hôte. ‘We’re cooking again tomorrow night, and the only shop in the village is a fruitière—so the carnivores had better get their fill tonight.’
Zoe raised her glass: ‘And not to forget the man who schlepped the groceries.’
As we toasted Bernhard’s effort, Camille studied him, as if for the first time. ‘So, you have no job?’
I’d wanted to ask the same question. When I’d met him three years earlier, he was between school and an engineering course.
‘I’ve finished my degree. Business administration.’
 ‘Not engineering?’ I said.
‘Engineers do the work, but they make no money. You know this from our cart design. Business people exploit their work and they are the ones who become wealthy. So, I decided to be an entrepreneur.’
‘And…’
‘The course was a waste of time. I was the top student but that means nothing. They are teaching you to be a functionary, a pen-pusher.’
‘So what instead?’
Bernhard shrugged.
‘Maybe engineering?’ I said. We’d had our arguments, but as a former teacher of the subject, I couldn’t deny he had aptitude.
He shrugged again.
I was about to continue the interrogation, but Sarah interrupted: ‘Camille and I made tarte tatin.’ She had her back to us as she added, ‘No meat.’
I felt for Bernhard. He was patently lost. I shouldn’t have taken any satisfaction from the fact that Sarah, idealistic and focused on a medical career, would have little time for someone like him.
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  Bernhard was so much more together than Sarah. I guessed she had gotten good grades and been guided—more like pushed—by Julia into the medical course. Bernhard had the maturity to recognise a mistake and to clear his head before rushing into something new.
He was also in touch with others’ needs. The next morning at breakfast he provided Sarah—and me—with muesli made from unsweetened oats, packed with dried fruit and nuts. I needed it: the ‘fruit store’ that was our only shopping option that night turned out to be selling the fruits of the local farmers’ labour: cheese, cured meats and even ice cream, but no actual fruit or vegetables.
Sarah, on the other hand, was doing nothing for my inner peace. Even after my morning yoga meditation, just seeing her made my stomach tighten.
For the next two weeks we would be in the Alps with long climbs, some of them bigger than the notorious Pyrenees crossing on the main trail to Santiago. Martin briefed us on the Chemin de Facteur—the Mailman’s Way: steep; dangerous; not to be attempted by the inexperienced or those prone to vertigo, or if there was the slightest possibility of bad weather.
Back in the day, there must have been no mail delivery when it rained. Now there was an alternative, involving a bus ride through a tunnel. That worked for me.
 But not Camille. ‘If Zoe is afraid of heights, she should take the bus, of course. But this is a pilgrimage and there will be trials.’ What happened to ‘I was expecting a promenade’?
We started with dawn breaking over the mountains, one rugged peak so white in the early glow that it may have been snow-covered. Then a five-hundred-metre climb to Saint Pancrasse, where a café was just opening. We spent a half-hour there, admiring the mountains until the wind shrouded them in cloud.
‘That wasn’t too hard,’ said Camille.
‘Have another coffee,’ said Martin. ‘The real work is ahead.’
The Mailman’s Way began a mile further down the road, but it was not a climb—instead, a seven-hundred-metre descent. Those of us with sticks had them out. Martin’s were always out, and now he was watching every step.
We were in single file on the narrow, steep and rocky path, Martin at the back and Camille in front of me, when we caught the first breathtaking views—and, suddenly, the sheer drop opening up before us. Camille seemed to lose her balance, then half-walked, half-fell into the cliff on the safe side of the path, gripping it for dear life.
Sarah knelt beside her, then waved us away. Martin took a few photos over the edge. I refused his invitation to pose: I was with Camille there.
After a few minutes, Sarah got up. ‘Camille and I are going to wait for a bit, then walk back and take the bus.’
‘I’ll come with you,’ I said.
‘We’ll all come with you,’ said Martin.
Bernhard stepped toward Sarah and Camille.
‘No,’ said Camille. ‘I am confident in Sarah.’
 I could see that Martin was about to object, but Sarah gave him a hard stare. ‘We’re good, Dad.’
Martin pulled Sarah aside and spoke to her, then announced: ‘They’re okay,’ and pointed ahead.
I had never felt the need for a leader: we were all equal on this journey. But Martin was the person who planned each day, always knew where we were, and, now that we had our first real crisis, had quietly stepped up. Nobody else looked like arguing.
‘Our kilometre pace is over thirty minutes,’ said Bernhard as we continued. ‘Slower than climbing.’
After maybe forty minutes, Martin stopped. He pulled out three peaches, looked back and smiled. Camille and Sarah were coming down behind us, still a way off, but we could see Sarah in front, holding one of Camille’s batons as a bridge between them.
As they reached us, Camille let go of the stick. ‘I have no vertigo, but I lost my balance for a while.’ She took the stick again before we moved on.
The descent was followed by an anticlimax: a long hot trek, a skirt around a large town and another five-hundred-metre climb in thirty-three-degree heat—the nineties, Fahrenheit. Bernhard’s watch registered thirty-two kilometres at the end, and Camille didn’t complain. She’d come through her trial. Without me.
That was one day in the Alps. Every stage came with challenges, as well as breathtaking mountain scenery, peak after peak for as far as we could see, woods and dark lakes hidden around each corner, as the second week of walking turned into the third.
One night we stayed in a ski village full of closed restaurants where, out of season, we were the only guests in a huge complex, and had to hike two miles to a campground to find something to eat—which, as usual, was potatoes and cheese in combination. Tasty, sure, but I was getting a little over tartiflette without the bacon. 
In Le Rivier d’Allemont, two days into our third—and Martin’s final—week, we arrived on the night of the monthly village soirée, with folk music and a themed dinner of exotic food (Southwestern France). And, for the first time, other pilgrims—two middle-aged Frenchmen, who might have been a couple.
With the music, conversation and my limited French, I learned little more than ‘We started in Vézelay and are walking two weeks every year until we get to Assisi, and tonight is our last night.’ Not exactly great inspiration for a cartoon and story but it was all I had so far.
Afterward, I couldn’t sleep and ended up on the tiny balcony of our room, wrapped in a rug, with my pencils and sketchbook, overlooking the empty main street of the village. Drawing helped me to think through things, but my outline of the two pilgrims wasn’t working. Nor could I capture Camille: something was always wrong with my attempt.
Finally, to calm myself, I drew the other members of the group: Gilbert with ruddy cheeks, glass of wine in hand; Martin fixing a chair with tools under his chin, hanging off his belt and behind his ear; and Sarah and Bernhard eating instant noodles.
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MARTIN
  A million years ago, in a chateau in Grosbois, I’d come across a sketch that Zoe had left for the proprietor and been struck by her ability to capture the man’s essence. Her cartoons had that same quality, and I wondered if she saw more when she drew than she was conscious of.
We’d come back from eating pizza at the only restaurant that wasn’t closed because of the day of the week, the month of the year or the whim of the proprietor in the industrial town of Modane, just three days’ walk from the Italian border, which was effectively the English border for me. Zoe had curled up to sleep, leaving her sketchbook by the bed. I opened it, and there was a study of Bernhard and Sarah eating noodles together. Her skills, to my amateur eye, had sharpened. And what I’d missed in real life was staring at me in Zoe’s sketch.
I did my best to calm my visceral reaction. Sarah was an adult. But she was, or at least had been, unstable and fragile. The sleeping-pill overdose had come after the break-up of a relationship with an older man who had been using her. The room felt too small for thinking, so, in the middle of the night, I went for—of all things—a walk.
Bernhard was a loser, effectively a dropout, and an unapologetic exploiter of his charm for women. To be fair, the Don Juan routine had been three years ago. Excluding his ill-advised detour into the brambles, he hadn’t put a foot wrong this time around. If I was judging him solely on his interactions with Sarah, I’d likely be welcoming him as a stabilising influence. 
This trip had ostensibly been about me spending time with Sarah, and I’d been neglecting that in favour of trying to get clarity with Zoe. Our time together was nearing its end, yet I had nothing beyond a vague idea that she’d come to Sheffield after she got Camille to Rome.
Sarah had, not unreasonably, chosen Bernhard’s and more recently Camille’s company ahead of mine. But we were hardly communicating if she’d started a relationship under my nose and not mentioned it. I resolved to talk to her the next morning and went to bed a little calmer.
She collared me first. I was filling my pack with the spoils of a shopping spree with Zoe at the organic food store, hard to justify at any time, but more so when there was a grocer—an épicerie—at our destination.
‘Zoe, do you mind if I speak to Dad for a few minutes?’
Zoe pushed ahead, and Sarah waited until we were out of earshot.
‘You’re not going to be happy with this.’
‘Let me guess: you and Bernhard…’
‘Right. We want to go all the way.’
She must have seen that I was having difficulty with what she’d said, and added, ‘To Rome. To get Camille there.’
‘And hang out with Bernhard.’
‘Pass.’
‘Hold on, aren’t you due back at uni?’
‘I told you that you weren’t going to be happy.’
‘You’re not dropping out?’ It was more an instruction than a question.
‘I’m already out. End of last semester. My room, too. I’ve been couch surfing. It’s pretty crap, but…’ 
‘For God’s sake, Sarah, why didn’t you tell us?’
She didn’t need to reply. Embarrassment aside, Julia and I were supporting her, but it was conditional on her being at university rather than unemployed. And directionless. Like someone else we both knew.
‘Go on.’
‘I’m suspended for a year. Then I need a psychologist’s report to get back in.’
‘What happened?’ My emotions had done a hundred-and-eighty-degree turn. Sarah had experienced some sort of crisis and didn’t feel she could tell us, not then, and not in a fortnight on the road. She’d surely told Bernhard. And at this moment, I was living every parent’s fear. Don’t let it be drugs.
‘Technically…drugs.’
‘Shit, Sarah.’
‘I was having trouble concentrating and I thought maybe I had ADHD. So I got some Ritalin…’
‘Speed.’
‘It’s an accepted treatment for ADHD.’
‘So why didn’t you get a prescription?’
‘I should have, obviously, but I just wanted it for the exam, and I didn’t expect…’
‘To get caught.’
‘Snitched on by someone who thought they’d have one less person to compete with.’
‘What does your psychologist think?’
‘He was happy for me to do the walk. Thinks I’m too focused on my study and achieving and stuff.’ She laughed. ‘I’d love him to try telling Mum that.’
 I shut up and we walked for perhaps fifteen minutes in silence.
‘He was right. My psych. The walk’s good. It’s screwing up the marathon training, but I’m feeling better. And it’s nice to help Camille. She’s struggling more than she lets on—she says she doesn’t have physical symptoms, but she’s lost confidence in her balance. It’ll come and go, same as the cognitive degeneration.’
‘Do you know much about MS?’
‘A bit. I read up and I’ve done more since. Online.’
‘Who’s going to pay if you walk on?’
‘I was hoping you might. But if not, Bernhard knows how to do it for just about nothing. He’s a lot smarter than you think he is.’
‘I’ve never doubted that he was smart.’
‘And we’re not in love or anything. We’re friends.’
‘I’ll think about it tonight.’
‘Dad, sometimes you just need to do what you want to do. This is the first time I’ve been happy for ages.’
The épicerie in Bramans was closed on Thursday afternoons—naturally—so Zoe’s organic ingredients, artfully stretched by Camille, were needed after all.
We sat in the falling light outside the fitted-out tent that was our shared accommodation, rugged up against the alpine cold. I held Zoe’s hand and wondered how to support Sarah without infantilising her, and let her do what made her happy without forgetting that it could change, and that in the past she’d had trouble coping when it did. I’d told Zoe about Sarah’s suspension, but not her intention to walk on. If she decided to stick to that, she could tell everyone herself. 
I fell asleep thinking about something else Sarah had said. Sometimes you just need to do what makes you happy.
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ZOE
  I don’t know if it was Martin’s mood after Sarah’s bombshell about dropping out of medicine, or that I only had two more days with him, or that I was exhausted from the Alps. Maybe it was just the cold wind but I didn’t want to get out of bed and started thinking about getting a taxi. We hadn’t discussed what was going to happen when he left, and what deal we’d be making for the future.
Martin shook me out of feeling sorry for myself with a cup of hot chocolate, then made coffee for everyone. I put on the full cold-weather ensemble—thermal, tights, sweater, fleece and a black scarf that also worked as a hat and balaclava.
Martin laughed. ‘You look like you’re set for the Arctic.’
‘I need to stay warm.’
Walking—and climbing—took care of that. As we followed in the steps of Hannibal, wondering how he got elephants along the steep narrow paths, I was soon shedding the scarf.
‘Have you spoken to Sarah this morning?’ I asked. That elephant was definitely walking with us.
Martin shook his head. I guessed he’d have plenty of time on the train to England.
‘Maybe she just isn’t ready,’ I said. ‘I mean, she’s young. A year off might help her get her head straight before she goes back to college.’
‘Or gets lost like Bernhard. She worked so hard to get in.’
‘Medicine is a big deal. She needs to be sure it’s her path.’
 Martin wasn’t really listening. ‘Probably why she came on the walk—so we’d have space around us when she broke the news.’
‘Not much you can do now. She’s an adult.’ Reminder to self: do not say that Sarah comes across like a self-entitled pain in the ass.
‘The divorce didn’t help.’
‘Maybe because you’re feeling guilty about it, you’ve been protecting her too much.’
‘She’s been living away from home.’
‘Paid for by you. Martin, she’s smart and sassy and twists you around her finger. And it’s making her a self-entitled pain in the ass’—shit—‘rather than a brilliant, thoughtful doctor or journalist or poet. But one that’s in charge of her own life.’
Maybe I was looking for a fight—maybe Martin was.
As the mist moved in and out over the mountain peaks, I thought of all the things I’d enjoyed over the last three weeks. Being in the moment, the challenges, the sharing, the return of physical fitness and awareness. And being with Martin. I couldn’t let it end on a bad note.
‘I’m sorry—’
‘No, I am,’ said Martin. We stopped and he gave me a gentle kiss. ‘I dragged Sarah along without thinking how impossible it would be for you both.’
‘Not impossible,’ I said, squeezing his gloved hand. ‘Just difficult. And it’s not like my daughters—well, Lauren at least—haven’t been difficult. I didn’t mean it about Sarah being a pain. But she’s pretty intimidating, you know.’
‘You should meet Julia.’ We laughed, and walked on with the air lighter between us.
As we reached the peak it was not someone but something that stood waiting for us—a wooden structure about the size of a phone booth. Not just the size of one: Téléphone was printed on the beam above the open side, though there was no actual phone. Martin pulled out his cell. 
‘There’s signal up here. I think that’s the idea,’ he said as he stepped inside.
I joined him. As we both still had packs on it was a little cosy—a lot cosy.
‘Standing in a phone booth in the middle of nowhere.’ I was trying to imprint the moment. Possibly one of my last with Martin.
‘Not nowhere.’ Martin eased himself around to face the same direction as me. ‘France there.’ Then he pulled me back the other way. ‘Italy ahead.’
Rugged rocky peaks, an ice-blue lake below, valleys and peaks as far as I could see. Italian valleys and lakes. Whenever I’d imagined visiting Italy, I’d seen myself flying into Rome. Walking in was surreal.
‘It’s beautiful,’ I said, watching the breath come out of my mouth.
‘And now you have a chance to ring someone special and tell them.’
I untangled my arm and checked my watch. ‘Lauren will be getting up. Tessa’s still asleep.’ I paused. ‘I don’t need to call them.’
‘And I don’t need to ring Sarah.’
I didn’t have anyone in the world I needed. Or who needed me, other than maybe Camille. And the only person Martin had was the daughter I was telling him to let go of.
‘I said it before, and it’s still true, you know,’ said Martin. ‘I love you. I want to be with you.’ 
I watched the little puffs of Martin’s breath and held my own.
With our packs against the phone-booth walls, pushing us together, we kissed. A proper kiss, long and slow. A kiss that said the issues with a difficult daughter could be overcome, a transatlantic romance could work, even living in Sheffield might be okay, and that what we had between us was real and vibrant and worth fighting for.
And though I had no idea what it would mean in a practical sense, this time I went with my heart. ‘I love you, too.’
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MARTIN
  The wind had picked up, and while Zoe took a photo from the peak I waited in the shelter of the phone booth, letting what she had said sink in. Then I did what we both had said we had no reason to do: pulled out my phone and made a call.
In our hurry to beat the deteriorating weather, we made a hash of getting off the mountain; the signage didn’t seem to match the written instructions, and my best guess sent us in the wrong direction. But our revised route took us past a refuge for cavers, with coffee and hot soup. We finished the day strolling beside lakes to La Grande-Croix—our final stop in France.
Sarah was generally pretty abstemious in the alcohol department, but she ordered a beer to my after-dinner chartreuse when we sat down to talk through the logistics of what would happen after we got to the border.
‘Regardless,’ I said, ‘you’ll have walked three weeks and pretty near five hundred kilometres. I’d think fewer people do that than run a marathon.’
‘Mum can add it to her brag book. But a thousand still to go.’
‘You’re set on doing it?’
‘I told you. Yes.’
‘Bernhard aside, do you think it’s the best use of your time? I mean, as a medical person…Zoe tells me that Camille’s hoping for a miracle.’
‘Doctors don’t have all the answers.’ She laughed. ‘That’s what Camille says. If she believes…that can have an impact. But this is what she wants to do, right? With the time she’s got… with her time.’ 
I walked with Zoe to Susa—nice views, but we were on a road without a footpath all the way to the Italian border, where we regrouped and took photos. Gilbert, the wine man, seemed the most excited about what we’d achieved.
‘Burgundy to Piedmont,’ he said. ‘Burgundy is the greatest wine region in the world, but the whole world cannot drink Burgundy. The wines of Northern Italy are also considered excellent. We will see. And I have conquered the Alps.’ He thumped his heart to emphasise the point.
Within a few kilometres, we knew we were in another country. It wasn’t just the change of language: the first village, with its old buildings, winding streets and huge carvings of bats, was a world away from the modern, ski-focused towns on the French side.
‘I’m in Italy,’ said Zoe. ‘You’ve been here before?’
‘Rome and Tuscany. That’s the nice thing about living in England. It’s all on your doorstep.’
‘I think it’s more about attitude. If I moved to England, I guess I’d—’
I finished for her. ‘Have new eyes?’
‘Something like that.’
‘A bit like falling in love. Everything’s suddenly different.’ It was an awkward segue, but Zoe squeezed my hand.
‘Have you booked your tickets? said Zoe, as she tried to decode the instructions at the laundromat in Susa. ‘I think this washing machine is meant for animals.’ 
Tickets, plural. Sarah wanted to announce her onward plans at the farewell dinner Gilbert was organising tonight and right now I didn’t want them to interfere with what I had to say.
‘No,’ I said. ‘I’ve been enjoying the walk. Especially the last couple of days. Thought I might keep going. To the end of the line.’
‘To Rome?’
‘If that’s okay with you.’
As we walked back to the hotel, hand in hand, we could see that the mountains we’d crossed were dusted with snow.
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ZOE
  I was still processing what Martin had said as Gilbert led the way to dinner. He’d talked forever to the hotel receptionist about which restaurant served the most authentic food. Tonight, I didn’t care if it had a Michelin star. Five Michelin stars.
I was in Italy for the first time; I’d walked three hundred miles, felt strong enough to do the seven hundred in front of us; and the man I loved had just chosen to be with me instead of going home with his daughter. Sarah had been the trickiest issue between us, and it felt like everything would be easier from here on in.
We had about eight more weeks, without the stress of Sarah, to work out how we would make it work. That moment in the phone booth when I realised that I didn’t need anyone—or they me, with the exception of Camille—had been liberating. Maybe the Chemin had set me free. I felt like I’d been away forever. I wasn’t missing home. I felt I was there.
A pretty alpine river, with grey-blue and white caps as the water hit smooth stones, divided Susa; the restaurant was on the other side, a short distance from our hotel. It was already bustling with families making noise and having fun. The walls were decorated with pots and pans and spoons from teaspoon size to a huge ladle. It fitted my idea of Italy—and my mood.
‘Something I need to talk to you about,’ said Martin, just to me, as we sat down.
 ‘You haven’t changed your mind?’
‘No. But you should know that Sarah…’
We were interrupted by the manager, a woman of about forty-five with much the same body shape as Gilbert, who spoke French and got into a discussion with him.
‘Your friend knows so much about wine!’ she said in English after a few minutes. Like we hadn’t noticed.
Gilbert made a weak attempt at modesty. ‘Wine is my business. But Italian wine—I have just a little book knowledge. My expertise is in Burgundy.’
‘In that case, monsieur, I have the perfect recommendations,’ said the manager, hand on Gilbert’s arm as she led him to the cellar. The rest of us stood up and watched through a window in the staircase as they browsed the racks.
‘She’s flirting,’ I said to Camille.
‘He will not have noticed.’
‘You think?’
‘I know. I wish he would flirt back.’
‘Really?’
‘He is too…insulated.’
‘Insular?’
‘What I said.’
Gilbert returned and demonstrated what Camille had accused him of. ‘We will be drinking wine made from the Nebbiolo grape, not one of the six noble grape varieties—’
‘Which I’m guessing are all French,’ said Martin.
‘Riesling is German,’ said Gilbert, smiling at Bernhard but as unaware of Martin’s kidding as he was of the manager’s attention.
‘These wines will be quite different from a Bordeaux or Burgundy. Or even a wine from the south. We will begin with a Barbaresco…’ 
‘Keep an open mind, everyone,’ said Martin. ‘We can do this.’
The menu was a breath of fresh air. The menus of Haut-Savoie had become a little predictable—I didn’t need to see another tartiflette. Martin ordered octopus, venison and pasta with a game sauce; I had pasta with artichokes and a salad of corn, tomatoes and egg. It was the best restaurant meal I’d had on the walk.
Gilbert wasn’t impressed by either of the wines, despite the second being decanted with a lot of ceremony.
‘A toast,’ he said as we started our secondi, ‘to everyone, for getting Camille and me over the Alps.’
‘To all of us, for making it,’ Martin said.
‘But now, sadly, we must also toast those returning home,’ said Gilbert.
Martin cleared his throat. ‘I have an announcement to make. I’m going to keep walking. If everyone’s all right with that.’ He looked at me and squeezed my hand. I had to blink back tears. And stop myself looking too happy. I didn’t want to rub it in: Sarah was watching.
Gilbert broke out in a huge smile. Putting his glass down, he embraced Martin and there may have been tears in his eyes, too. ‘My friend, this is wonderful news—of course you are welcome.’
Camille looked at me. Was she disappointed? She would have been expecting not to have to share me with Martin anymore. But now that I thought of what it would have been like, I was happy the group hadn’t gotten too small. Without the cushioning effect of other pilgrims to hang with, as I’d had on the Camino de Santiago, bigger was better.
 ‘Another announcement,’ said Sarah. She looked at Bernhard and then Camille, and Martin squeezed my hand hard. ‘Bernhard and I want to go to Rome with you too. If that’s okay.’ Martin’s expression said: ‘I tried to tell you.’ Right.
Camille stood up and hugged Sarah.
If there were tears in my eyes this time, it was for a different reason.
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MARTIN
  On the way home, Sarah asked two good, if awkward, questions: why was I was continuing, and didn’t I have to go back to work?
Zoe asked them again when we got back to our room, and I gave the best answer I could: ‘It’s complicated, and I’ve had too much to drink to talk sensibly.’
Zoe had also exceeded her usual limit, but it had the opposite effect: she wanted answers now: ‘It’s not like it’s going to take long.’
‘Second question first. I applied for personal leave. From the mountaintop. It’s up to the dean and HR whether I get it.’
‘Holy shit—you’ve put your job on the line. How—’
‘And what chance it’ll be granted? And what will I do if it isn’t? And how easy is it for a mid-fifties academic with only three years in his new discipline to get another job? I said, it’s complicated.’
‘What about why you’re walking on? You let me think it was because you wanted to be with me. But now I find out you’re following Sarah.’
‘Don’t forget the third possibility. To finish the job. Maybe it’s D: all of the above. We can talk about it tomorrow, which we wouldn’t be able to do if I was taking a train.’
‘In which case, I wouldn’t have these questions.’
‘Would you have preferred that?’
‘No, but…’
 ‘Let’s go to sleep. Unless…’
‘Goodnight.’
Breakfast included not only fruit and cereal but the best croissants I’d ever eaten—in Italy. Gilbert disagreed and accused me of being a philistine: ‘They’re full of jam!’ They were indeed. Apricot—albicocca. I made a mental note of the word in the hope I’d need it again.
‘Can’t complain about the coffee, either.’ The espresso was a step up from the plunger brews at our French B&Bs. I ordered another double in anticipation of Zoe’s interrogation.
It was a spectacularly bright summer day, and we started out on a quiet road past gardens full of tomatoes, peppers, pears, apples, tamarillos and figs.
As we negotiated a maze between the houses of a mid-sized village, Zoe broke into my directions.
‘If you could get your head out of your phone for a minute…’ I had downloaded the day’s route, in French, and was translating it into turn-by-turn instructions.
‘You could just follow me,’ she said, and pointed to a dove sign. ‘They’ve been there all the way.’
‘Probably a metaphor,’ I said. ‘About trust or something.’
‘Sometimes metaphors are good. Sometimes it’s better to just say what you mean.’
‘You want me to be more concrete and factual?’
‘I was thinking more about being open. Not dumping surprises on people in the middle of dinner.’ She paused, probably deciding whether to push it further or try to be conciliatory. A lifetime’s experience of relationships told me she’d push it.
‘We’ve both changed,’ she said. ‘Seriously. I’d never have imagined you doing therapy.’ 
‘Or meditation?’
‘You do meditation?’
I nodded, and she went on. ‘Maybe you don’t see it, but I’ve changed too; I mean, ever since I got back from the Camino, I’ve been trying to stay on top of the practical stuff.’
‘Maybe we’ll meet in the middle.’
‘Maybe we have already. But it means I want to know what’s going on so I can make good decisions rather than waiting to see what happens.’
‘Sorry, I should have told you earlier about Sarah. But what’s going on is this: if I don’t get personal leave, I’ll be looking for work. That might open a new door, or it might not. But I wouldn’t have put my career at risk if it didn’t give me the chance to be with you. Does that answer your two questions?’
‘Okay then…’ She walked a bit, then turned and kissed me. ‘I told you they were simple questions.’
What I’d said was true. I wouldn’t have risked my job and walked on with Sarah and Bernhard if Zoe hadn’t been part of it. I was unlikely to be the deciding factor in whether Camille made it to Rome or not.
‘If you’re walking on…’ said Zoe.
‘There’s no if.’
‘Maybe you could work a bit harder on your relationship with Bernhard. It might make it easier with Sarah. You don’t want them feeling it’s them against us.’
‘I don’t have a problem with Bernhard. He rubs me the wrong way, but I just have to remind myself that he’s still a kid—and a bit lost. My problem is that Sarah’s at risk of the same thing. I don’t want him dragging her down.’
 ‘Good luck if you think you’re going to pull them apart.’
‘I’m not that stupid. But I won’t be upset if it happens.’
Gilbert was in fine form at the end of the day. I don’t think any reputable personal trainer would promise to get a client fit in three weeks, but we were all doing much better than we had at the beginning. And after the hard days crossing the Alps, the terrain was almost boringly flat.
He had struggled more than the rest of us, but had been unfailingly positive. I thanked him for it, not for the first time. We were sitting on the terrace of our B&B, sharing a pre-dinner drink.
‘With my age and health, it is good to be able to do something I considered impossible.’ He swirled his wine, more reflectively than professionally. ‘As you know, before Camille became ill, we were separated. Things had become difficult between us, and it was my decision to leave. I remained uncertain that I had been wise…or honourable. Then, because of the diagnosis, everything was explained. It was my duty to return and help her, and I am not complaining. Now I have a clear purpose.’
‘Camille’s need for support has given meaning to your life?’
‘Exactly.’
If I’d asked Bernhard and Sarah and Zoe why they were walking, their answers would all have involved Camille. And perhaps they would, like Gilbert, assert that her illness had filled a void. It struck me as a little perverse.
Gilbert and I returned to our daily business of reserving accommodation three days ahead. It was an approach that had served me well on my previous camino: far enough in the future to allow revision of earlier stops if we couldn’t find accommodation, and not so far that we’d have to do a lot of cancelling if plans changed. Quite a few B&Bs were now registered with the online booking sites, which made our lack of Italian less of a problem. 
In case we did have to speak Italian, Gilbert had translated the most important questions into a form that could be responded to with a si or no. Not that our hosts always played the game: tonight we’d ended up further than we’d expected from the centre of Sant’Antonino di Susa. Neither of us were looking forward to telling the others they had a three-kilometre round trip for dinner, then a route retrace in the morning.
‘We tell them there was no other possibility,’ said Gilbert.
‘We can only hope there’s not an albergo with a vacancy sign right next to the restaurant.’
He laughed. ‘If the wine is good, we will not notice the walk home. But I am not optimistic.’
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ZOE
  ‘Why would anyone go to Trana?’ Our B&B host was surprised that the walkers who passed through were all
headed to a town that had nothing to see.
That was a thing about long-distance walks: you wound up in places that regular tourists wouldn’t care for. And you got to explore the places between: the trail to Trana was beautiful. After a gentle start through the valley, we joined a narrow path of stone slabs that wound us up six hundred metres through the chestnut forests of Chiusa di San Michele. Noticeboards informed us that in the thirteenth century the locals had to pay the monks twelve hens a year to collect the chestnuts.
Now it was visitors paying tour companies—busloads were at the top. But our climb was worth it: the monastery was magnificent and the three-hundred-sixty-degree views breathtaking. And there were ice creams at the kiosk.
It was a long day, and I decided that I’d walk the next section with Camille. I’d planned to spend more time with her after Martin went home. Now I would have to make an effort. She had said she would have walked with me alone to Rome, yet now I felt further removed from her than when we were an ocean apart.
I sat beside her on a ledge as she was taking in the stone walls of Chiusa. It took her a while to break the silence.
‘The hills are not easy. Even after we have climbed over the Alps.’
 ‘But you can do them. Are you feeling stronger than when you started? I know I am.’
‘I feel invincible.’
‘Really? I mean, that’s great.’
‘Before…I would never think I could do this.’ She laughed. ‘Or wish to do this.’
‘So, what changed?’
‘You know the answer. I have multiple sclerosis.’
I swallowed and waited.
‘I had the scans and there were white bits in my brain that should not be there.’ Camille shrugged. ‘This is why I was getting tired and forgetting things.’
‘Tired?’
‘Not so much now. The pills have helped. Perhaps the walking also.’
‘That’s great.’
‘They will not cure me. One day I will need Martin’s cart.’
‘But…it could be years off, right?’
‘This is an unpredictable disease. Sometimes it stops, sometimes it gets worse suddenly. I walk now because I can.’
I gave her a quick hug. As much for me as her.
‘I walk to atone for my sins.’
‘Which is what the candles are about, right?’
‘They are for the small sins.’ I saw something cross Camille’s face and felt a deep dread. Could this whole walk be about what happened a quarter of a century ago? The thought had nagged at me. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer.
‘You aren’t…This isn’t about getting forgiveness for the abortion, is it? Because…’ I felt my voice rising and stopped.
Camille looked back to Chiusa and down into the forest below us before she turned back to me and squeezed my hand. ‘No, it is not that.’ 
‘So why, Camille? You’re walking a thousand miles. You were never that religious.’
‘You know this how? What about you? How many miles did you walk to atone for your guilt about your husband killing himself?’
I flinched.
‘You came to me then,’ said Camille. ‘Why?’
I edged back a little; the uneven stone wasn’t designed for comfort. What was she getting at? ‘We’ve always been there for each other. If you hadn’t lent me that money on the Camino—’
Camille waved her arm dismissively. ‘I felt bad about dragging you into my mess.’
I put a hand on her arm. ‘It was only a mess for me because I told my mother. My fault. And I dealt with that on my first Camino.’
‘Your Camino was not just about falling in love, then.’
‘It was about forgiving myself for Keith and my mother… and finding myself again. The me that got you to Los Angeles back then.’
Camille pulled away and looked at me. ‘And here you are again.’
I nearly responded ‘for you’, but there was something in her look that silenced me—a flash of something painful.
‘My priest tells me to pray for forgiveness for my sins,’ Camille said. ‘My doctor tells me to exercise. The pilgrimage provides me with both. And the disease has made me think about what is important.’
She stood up and started walking toward the track which wound around the mountain. I sat, relieved that Camille’s pilgrimage wasn’t about the abortion or the ‘pro-life’ tirade from my mother when I’d stupidly dropped by on the way back to St Louis. 
I had read about cultures where saving a life meant you were forever responsible for that life. Maybe there was a little of that in my feeling for Camille. But Camille had dodged the question about the sin that demanded a private audience with the Pope—the one she was walking a thousand miles for.
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  Another pleasant day’s walk, under blue Italian skies. And the occasional shout of Buon Cammino. Pilgrims might be scarce on this path, but they were recognised.
We arrived in Trana, a pretty town on a river, tucked in among surrounding hills, to be ambushed by a middle-aged woman who offered accommodation—for all six of us. It seemed she was the local pilgrim-welcomer and must have stationed herself on the route for mid-afternoon arrivals. If we hadn’t already made arrangements, I would have been tempted to accept: Zoe and I were missing the connection with other walkers, and staying in dedicated accommodation might have given us something of that sense.
‘Trana is really nice,’ said Zoe, for some reason sounding surprised.
‘Do you see many pilgrims?’ I asked our lady and got the answer we’d come to expect.
‘One or two a week, sometimes alone, sometimes couples, in the high season. I don’t wait for them in the low season, but they call on the telephone.’
‘How do they cross the mountains in the low season?’ said Gilbert.
‘They don’t. They are doing it in stages, so they are starting perhaps in Susa, at the border.’
We were led into a small annex of the church, where our credentials were duly stamped. Camille and Zoe lit candles.
 ‘Where are we staying?’ asked Sarah. I gave her the name of our hotel and she punched it into her navigation app. ‘Race you,’ she said to Bernhard.
They were off and running awkwardly with the weight of their packs and had disappeared across a shaky wooden footbridge before I could elaborate.
‘Almost there,’ said Zoe to Camille, and Gilbert and I exchanged glances.
‘Just a mile or two,’ I said.
‘What?’
‘We pushed it out to bank a bit for tomorrow.’ We’d taken a recommendation from our previous night’s B&B host. ‘It’s on the route—more or less—and apparently much nicer than Trana.’
It, when we arrived an hour later, sat alone on the main road and appeared to cater for itinerant workers rather than tourists. Gilbert spotted that the hotel’s proprietor shared a surname with our previous night’s host, and we established that she was his sister-in-law.
But there was a restaurant, with a canteen ambience, and a swimming pool. That had been a selling point. Eternally upbeat, Gilbert suggested we meet beside it for pre-dinner drinks.
The weather was fine, and he secured a bottle of Italian white, but not much else fitted the picture of ‘Drinks by the pool in Northern Italy.’ The pool was empty and we had to bring our own chairs from the dining room.
Then Sarah and Bernhard appeared, both in shorts. They’d had time to recover, but Bernhard was hobbling.
‘Dad! It was four point three kilometres. You said we were stopping in Trana…’
 ‘And how long did it take before you realised you had that far to run?’
‘About thirty seconds.’
‘So, you could have stopped. But you didn’t.’
Actually, I was feeling a bit chuffed. She might be directionless in life, but she’d found the motivation to run four kilometres with a backpack.
‘Who won?’ I said.
Bernhard pointed to Sarah and I felt doubly chuffed.
Then he lay on his stomach on the small patch of grass, and Sarah set to work massaging his calves. And his thighs.
I turned to Zoe. ‘This is your territory, isn’t it?’ She had financed her first camino with massages for weary walkers.
‘You want me to massage Bernhard?’
‘Well, if he’s got an injury—a muscle strain…fair enough… save it for later.’
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  The first time Martin and I got together—in Spain, with Martin’s injured knee bandaged up—I had been worried about not looking like I was twenty anymore. For all my belief in inner beauty, I could not totally let go of society’s message that a woman over forty was invisible. But after the initial nerves, I accepted that neither of us were twenty, and we were both mature enough to value the other’s deeper qualities.
When Martin came to San Francisco, I hadn’t had a partner for a while, and things with Keith hadn’t been great in the few years before that. The reawakening was a reminder of all I’d missed; not just the physical pleasures of intimacy but the trust and the deep inner sense of all being well. For the first couple weeks since we’d started sharing a room on this walk, I’d felt that again.
Now that we both knew what worked, we were getting into a routine, maybe because we were too exhausted at the end of the day to think of anything different. I had begun to wonder if the caution we both brought to this rekindled relationship—and the uncertainty of whether there was a future together—was getting in the way of our having a deeper intimacy. Or more fun.
Luckily, I was travelling with an expert, or at least someone with way more experience than I had. I tried to not make it about me—or to be too obvious.
‘What was the funniest thing you remember about college?’ I asked.
 Camille stopped dead, stared into space, then started walking again. ‘I was trying to collect my thoughts together. Sometimes walking helps; sometimes it is better to stop. In this case, neither. I do not remember college as a time of funny things.’
‘Well, I always remember how we used to think that because you were French, you knew all about men and…what they liked…and—’
Camille burst into laughter. ‘College was not funny, but this is. First Sarah, then you, asking for advice. What will happen if because of the problems with my mind I give you a crazy idea? Perhaps you will cause Martin or yourself an injury. But why are you asking me? If you want to know what men like, you should ask men.’
Before I could respond, she added, ‘I am joking, of course. First you should think about what you want.’
Camille followed with a lecture that took me to a few places I’d never thought about and would try not to think about again. At the end, I laughed, a bit uncomfortably. ‘Gilbert’s a lucky man.’
‘Gilbert? Horreur. If I did these things with him, it would give him the wrong idea.’
It had been a long day, but we were in bed early as usual. Martin went to turn the lights off.
I put my hand on his bare chest. Firmly. ‘Leave the lights on.’
He raised his eyebrows, but didn’t object as I channelled my inner dominatrix.
Perhaps the hardest thing to do with someone you know well is not to giggle. But regardless of the role I was playing, what I was doing was making Martin feel good.
 At the right moment, I took advantage of not bringing a nail file on the walk, and raked my fingernails down his back. I guess I underestimated my strength, because Martin let out an almighty yell.
There were thumps on the wall from both sides.
‘I’m okay. Just slipped,’ Martin called, before we both dissolved in fits of laughter.
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  ‘There’s a restaurant.’
That was my only comeback as we trudged through traffic toward another ‘slightly off-Chemin’ hotel, an anticlimactic ending to an otherwise pleasant day navigating our way through cornfields.
In principle, you should be able to undertake a waymarked pilgrimage without maps. It’s a romantic notion, particularly for the Camino de Santiago, which has feeder routes all over Europe. Find a scallop shell on a lamppost in Stuttgart or Sarajevo or Stockholm, and follow it all the way to Santiago. In reality, and certainly on the Chemin d’Assise, the signage varied from overdone through inadequate to misleading. On one occasion, I suspected a prankster had turned a couple around.
In these days of satnav, paper maps didn’t justify their weight. Bernhard’s navigation app favoured the shortest distance without regard to terrain—hence the bush-bashing episode. It took a combination of two apps (Bernhard’s and Sarah’s), a natural sense of direction (Zoe) and arbitration (me) to get through the days without retracing, cutting our own path through the forest or just plain getting lost.
It had been a while since we’d left the last tau-and-dove sign behind and switched to satnav to guide us to our accommodation. I was hoping that in the morning there would be a path to connect with the Chemin a bit further on—two sides of a triangle, rather than a complete retracing.
 The hotel’s restaurant was closed. Permanently. It was two kilometres, back the way we’d come, to the nearest alternative, a pizzeria. And it had started raining. No avoiding it, unless we wanted to order a taxi. Nobody was going to suggest that: we hadn’t been in a car for almost a month.
The pizzeria would likely have looked spartan when it was empty, but it was packed and noisy, and we were lucky to get a table after we hung our wet-weather gear at the entrance. An extensive buffet of antipasto with plenty of vegetables, plus an array of hot dishes, all for twelve euros a head, wine included. Gilbert naturally wanted a wine upgrade and called for the list.
He was still struggling with the Italian wines and I was enjoying the ride as he upped the financial ante in search of something to his taste. I was no connoisseur, but, as a Brit, I was accustomed to varieties from around the world.
They found a bottle of Barolo—not on the wine list—and it was decanted with a degree of ceremony that seemed out of place at an ‘all you can eat’ establishment. Gilbert tasted and nodded his head, but as the waiter filled the other glasses, his expression said ‘disappointing’.
‘For forty euros…’ he said. Bloody hell. By the time he ordered the inevitable second, he’d have spent more on wine than we were spending on our meals—combined.
Camille lifted her glass, swirled the wine, sniffed, took a sip and swished it around in her mouth, before finally swallowing. She’d done everything except spit it on the floor.
‘This is excellent wine. We have now tasted many in this style, and it is not French, but it is interesting and enjoyable, well structured. Gilbert is being unreasonable.’
 ‘Italy makes the best Italian wine in the world,’ I offered and was duly ignored.
But the unreasonable wine merchant didn’t argue. He repeated, exactly, the tasting ritual that Camille had performed—and that he himself had done a minute or two earlier. ‘You are right,’ he said. ‘I think I’m beginning to understand the style.’ And then, ‘She is amazing. Her palate is better than mine.’
It was a nice moment, and would have stayed one if five minutes later Camille had not asked him, ‘What do you think of the wine?’
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  I looked to Gilbert to see how he’d deal with Camille’s memory lapse.
‘You have forgotten what I said about the wine?’ he said.
‘This wine?’ She looked around the table. ‘Who remembers everything their husband says?’ Then, perhaps because she knew what we must be thinking, ‘Who can remember all the places we’ve stayed?’
Not me, for sure. The days had blurred: I had memories of hotels and scenery and events, but it was hard to put them into the right place and sequence unless I got my sketchpad out. I knew from my previous camino that this would happen and had accepted it as a natural part of becoming one with the walk. It was just a different way of experiencing, a more holistic way.
Martin found it frustrating, as if he was losing bits of his life, and gave each day a name. The Day of the Rocky Ascent; The Day of the Phone Booth; The Day of Zoe’s Fingernails.
‘I think Martin could name them all,’ I said, hoping he’d keep that last one to himself.
‘Generally, the brain can only hold about seven items at once,’ said Bernhard.
Camille nodded, as if she’d been let off the hook for forgetting Gilbert’s wine comments.
Martin smiled. ‘Is that a challenge?’
‘Dad, you’re being annoying.’
‘First night, well, it was the first night, so we all remember Gilbert’s friend’s hotel in Tramayes. Second night, Beaujeu, the night of the King of Beaujolais. Third—’ 
‘We believe you,’ I said. ‘What’s been your favourite?’
‘The one where the owner was a walker. With the chapel. In Saint Maurice de Rotherens.’
‘You’re choosing a chapel?’ I said, but I knew why.
‘It had a bit of the spirit of the Camino de Santiago. Felt like a hostel. Most of the places we’re staying aren’t specifically for pilgrims.’
‘You and Gilbert are the ones booking them.’
‘I’ll let you try if you like. Not a lot of choice.’
‘I know. But it was up that hill, remember? The perfect hostel would be right on the trail.’
‘You said favourite, not perfect. So yours?’
I was about to say the eco-gîte, where the cellists had serenaded us as we finally shared a room and everything else. But that was where Sarah had lost it over the sweetened yoghurt. Better not to bring it up or remind her why it was special to me. ‘I loved the chateau we stayed in after the Mailman’s Way,’ I said. The owner had cooked us a wonderful meal and shared stories of the chateau’s history—it had been a wedding present from a knight to his page.
‘Where we had to sleep in the tent because there were only two rooms,’ said Sarah.
‘And your choice?’ said Martin to Sarah.
‘I guess the place in France where we cooked the mushrooms.’
‘Where you guys had that separate annex.’
Was Sarah blushing? Looked like she had the same reason as I did for remembering a particular hostel.
Bernhard confirmed it by covering for her. ‘We have not seen the perfect hostel, because it probably does not exist. But it should. Cheap, dormitories, simple food, a kitchen with pasta and rice and oil and tomatoes in cans and muesli. These things are not expensive to provide.’ 
‘Espresso machine,’ said Martin.
‘With cream,’ I said.
‘A pool, with water,’ said Sarah. I couldn’t tell if she was kidding.
‘Vegetable and herb garden.’ Camille.
‘If you want the perfect hostel,’ said Bernhard, ‘you will need to open one yourself. Martin could be the bricoleur—the handyman.’
‘Not bloody likely. Put me down for designer and walk away. But I’d at least be bringing some experience of what pilgrims need.’
‘And I would be the cook,’ said Camille.
I thought of the hassle Sarah had given the owners of the eco-gîte. ‘I worked in a vegetarian restaurant for a while,’ I said. ‘Doing it every day is tough.’
Camille opened her mouth, then stopped. ‘You don’t think I could do it?’
‘It’s not that…I just meant it’s hard work and—’
‘You think that I would forget things?’
Shit. How did I get myself in this position?
‘Camille’s a brilliant cook,’ said Sarah.
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  We were saved from Zoe, Camille and Sarah digging themselves into more trouble by the arrival at our table of another woman, whom I placed in her mid- to late sixties, a little worn out by life and, quite obviously, a walker. After more than two and a half thousand kilometres on caminos, I had a sixth sense, though the tech pants and fleece were strong clues. She had a bottle in her hand.
‘Excuse me, but I heard you speaking English, and I would be happy to share this wine.’
We established that her name was Grietje (pronounced Graitch, approximately), she was Belgian and she was walking solo from Brussels, or thereabouts, to Rome. She had joined the Chemin d’Assise at the source, Vézelay, and had been moving a little faster than us, anxious to beat the snow in the Alps. But since reaching Italy, she had been struggling with the practicalities.
‘I have only Flemish, French and this little bit of English. Italian, none. I was always a dunce at languages.’
Zoe, our American, was laughing self-deprecatingly, but she had some Spanish, which helped with Italian, and had picked up quite a bit of French. Sarah, as far as I knew, was strictly monolingual.
Camille and Gilbert switched to French, and the rest of us followed along, to varying degrees. It emerged that Grietje’s main problem was loneliness, and, after coming this far, she was close to throwing in the towel. Then she confided—confided, because there was an element of awkwardness—that she was walking for religious reasons. 
At which point, Camille took her hand and pulled her over to a vacant table, her body language leaving no doubt that the conversation was to be private.
‘Shit,’ said Zoe. She didn’t have to add, ‘There goes my cartoon.’ And the rare chance for the rest of us to enjoy the camaraderie of a fellow pilgrim.
‘They’ll be back,’ I said.
‘You think?’ said Zoe.
After forty-five minutes, Camille and Grietje returned but only for Grietje to say goodnight. She was looking brighter, whereas Camille was subdued. She collected her fleece from the back of the chair and headed to the door. Zoe kept Gilbert company as he settled the account, while I chased after Camille.
‘Everything okay?’
‘Yes. But I do not wish to talk.’
The rain had eased to a drizzle and it was now dark. I turned on my phone torch and we walked in silence. We were almost back at the hotel when Camille touched my arm.
‘I can talk now. I had a strong experience and did not want to forget—did not want to lose it. But now we can talk about food and wine and hotels.’
‘Grietje had an interesting story?’
‘Everybody’s story is interesting. She is also walking to atone for sin. A sin not so different from mine.’
‘She seemed close to giving up.’
‘This is true, but now she will continue. I don’t want to… blow smoke…but she is a little inspired by my story.’
 ‘The illness?’
‘Of course. And that I forgave Gilbert and let him accompany me. I told her the facts and she believes that I have done penance already.’
I decided to let that go for the moment.
‘You didn’t ask her to join us?’
‘Of course not. That is not my right, not without talking to my friends. And Gilbert. Anyway, she prefers to walk alone, as I would if I had the choice.’
‘Well, thank you for that. I like walking with you too.’
‘It’s not a joke. This is a spiritual journey, and it should be made alone or with others who share your beliefs. This is not to criticise you. But Grietje is walking for the same reasons as me, so tonight was…I can’t find the best word.’
‘Maybe because you don’t know how it’s going to affect you yet.’
‘Exactly. But I think there will be a strong effect.’
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  The following day, under another clear sky, with the snow-covered Alps behind us, we alternated between small roads winding through fields of corn and beans, and untidy highways with busy intersections where we hoped that Camille’s god was looking over us.
We heard a few calls of Buon Cammino and in one village a fruit vendor gave us a generous bunch of grapes. Later that day, there was a disturbing moment when we passed two women by the roadside, far from any town, seated on folding chairs: heavy makeup, very short dresses. Both were women of colour—refugees? They nodded in acknowledgment as we passed, but, with none of us comfortable in Italian, we pushed on.
We caught up with Gilbert and Camille as we navigated the traffic into Carmagnola. Gilbert, as always, was happy to talk about food.
‘Italian cuisine…There is truth in the clichés.’
‘Hey, the food’s been great. What about the upscale restaurant with the wine lady? And the seafood in Sant’Antonino di Susa?’
‘All in the Italian fashion. Olive oil, tomatoes, pasta…’
‘You ate Sarah’s croissant this morning,’ said Camille.
‘One is tasting the jam, not the croissant.’
‘Perfect breakfast for walking,’ said Martin. ‘Caffeine for the quick hit, sugar in the jam for the next stage, fat in the croissant for the long haul.’ I hoped he was kidding. In Sheffield, would he want sausages for breakfast? Was there a Whole Foods near his apartment? Did they even have Whole Foods in England? I needed to know more about the neighbourhood where he lived. And figure out what I’d be doing there. But right now, I was focused in the moment, on the Chemin; real life and the future seemed unreal. 
I had resigned myself to hearing Grietje’s story second-hand and got right to the point as soon as I was walking with Camille. Turned out to be a mistake.
‘I cannot share what I was told in confidence. This is why we moved to another table. So her trials would not be in a cartoon for Americans to laugh at.’
‘Camille…no one would know it was her. I mean…cartoons are not just for jokes. Sometimes they’re the best way of saying something truly important. Perhaps her story can help someone else…’ I wasn’t getting through and, wary after the previous night’s screw-up about her being the absent-minded cook in an imaginary gîte, I gave up. ‘Sorry, Camille—we’re not in the same place right now.’
Camille walked a little, letting the road give us both space. ‘It’s not your fault. I did not know how you would come to this chemin, what…attitude…you would bring, but now I see that for you, it is an adventure. A romantic adventure. For Martin and Sarah and Bernhard too. I am grateful to you, but you must see that for me it is different. It is my only hope.’
What did I do with that? ‘You’re talking about the Pope? Something you need to confess?’
There was a long pause. Then she nodded. ‘I told Grietje last night.’
I had known that there was something. But why had Camille shared it with Grietje and not me? Had I let her down because I’d allowed Martin to get between us? 
‘Are you able to tell me?’
Camille shrugged. ‘It is…a lie. I told a terrible lie.’
Clearly she didn’t want to tell me what she had lied about. Was she afraid I’d judge her? ‘Did telling Grietje help?’
‘Yes. I think I helped her also. This is the spirit of the Chemin that I have been looking for.’
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  ‘Dad!’
The horror in Sarah’s voice was unmistakable. Bloody hell. I’d taken a shower and left my change of clothes in my room rather than get them wet in the bathroom that five people had used already. I had a towel around my waist as I traversed the common area. Living so closely, we had instinctively become careful with barriers, but I was more modestly attired than I’d be on the beach, she was family, and, at least until recently, a medical student.
Then Camille, in her doorway, laughed. More a snicker. A crude snicker.
‘Dad, your back!’ said Sarah.
Then I realised. Zoe had this thing she did with her fingernails. Quite effective, in the sense that it achieved what I suppose it was meant to achieve, though the balance between pleasure and pain was a fine one, especially the second time around. From Camille’s reaction, she knew exactly what the marks were, and I guess Sarah did too. I suppose I’d have been similarly shocked if I’d seen them on Bernhard’s back.
Not much I could say. I went for ‘No secrets on the Chemin,’ and beat a retreat to our room. Zoe was suitably amused.
A couple of kilometres down the track to Carmagnola, Gilbert, who had been bringing up the rear with Camille, caught up with Zoe and me—minus pack and out of breath.
 ‘Is Camille okay?’ said Zoe.
‘I have forgotten something,’ said Gilbert. ‘I need to return.’
I had a checklist I ran through each day before departing: it was too easy to leave your passport or phone charger or even sticks behind, or forget to drop off the room keys. But I’d have thought Gilbert was even less likely to leave something behind.
‘You definitely need it?’
‘Medicines. I did not want to go back without telling you. Or leave Camille alone.’
The upshot was that the three of us walked back to Camille and left her and Zoe with our packs while Gilbert and I did the pick-up trip. We had to return not only to town, but to our two-kilometres-out-of-town B&B. By the time we got back to Zoe and Camille, it would be the sixth time we’d walked the road between town and accommodation: our arrival, return trip to dinner, departure and now another return trip. A couple of kilometres had become twelve.
Gilbert and I had been spending time together every day doing bookings, but not really had a conversation, both of us focused on the task at hand, and keen to get back to our partners and dinner as soon as the job was done. Over dinner and on the trail, he’d told us more about wine than who he was. He was a bit fussy, but never a problem: a good guy to have along.
The previous night, Zoe had got herself in a twist about Camille’s reason for walking, which was apparently some undisclosed sin. I’d assumed that it was the abortion—hard to imagine Camille had done anything that would be more dimly looked upon by the Catholic Church. But, according to Zoe, it was about a deception: not thou shalt not kill but thou shalt not bear false witness. My guess was that the victim was Gilbert.
 ‘No progress on the Pope?’ I asked him, wanting to tread carefully.
‘I don’t think it’s going to be possible. If I fail to achieve an audience…Better to say that if I succeed, Camille will be very appreciative, and it may make a difference to us. If you have any suggestions…’
‘Afraid this isn’t my world. Unless you can get her elected president or make her a movie star—I don’t think humble Christians get much of a look-in. If you’ve told them she’s ill and making a heroic pilgrimage, I think you’ve done all you can.’ Gilbert nodded. ‘But is it so important she sees the Pope? She’ll have walked a thousand miles and lit a hundred candles: isn’t that penance enough? I mean, we’re all sinners.’
‘Yes, but as you know, Camille has a particular…mistake.’
‘To be honest, I don’t know.’
‘Zoe has not told you?’
‘Zoe doesn’t know either.’
Gilbert looked surprised, and took a while to reply. ‘If Camille has chosen not to tell Zoe, I’m sorry, but I cannot tell you.’
‘Understood. But you know what it is?’
‘I am her husband. I know everything—some things I wish I did not know, and some things that because of the illness Camille does not know any more.’
There was no reason not to believe Gilbert. I could only assume that either the lie was too terrible for Camille to tell Zoe about or—make that and / or—it involved Zoe herself. What had happened back in college besides the fabled road trip? Why would anyone care now?
We’d made it back to the B&B. The bedclothes were heaped in the middle of the floor. The tablets—a substantial stash—were taped behind the bedhead. 
‘I hide them because Camille will forget she’s taken them and take them again.’
He popped two tablets out of a foil and swallowed them without water. Then another two from a plastic bottle. ‘These are mine—Italian food is bad for the digestion.’
‘How did you forget them?’
‘Camille had…It’s not important. One day is like another, and in my mind I had already checked them off. And then I should have used the phone instead of risking my health by running to catch you and Zoe. I forgot.’ He laughed. ‘It is not only Camille whose mind and body is failing. We are all getting older. Camille is showing us our futures.’
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  Gilbert’s ‘destination restaurant’ was in the heart of the town, which our hotel was not. Again. Martin was defensive when I mentioned it as we walked a mile back the way we’d come.
‘They’re hardly going to make a point of telling you that a B&B is a kilometre or so out of town. Anyway, most tourists have a car.’
Gilbert conceded: ‘It is possible there was a problem of communication.’
‘You’re doing a better job than any of us could,’ I said. I was worried more for Camille than for me, and she seemed to be doing fine. She seemed calmer, more centred, since her confession to Grietje.
Now that we were out of the Alps, the nights were warmer, and we were seated outside, on tables set on a narrow cobblestone lane off the main street. The town that we weren’t staying in was pretty: churches, arcades of stores under stone archways, faded murals. Camille had gotten into a conversation with a Japanese couple at the next table. At college, she’d been a language major and before coming to the States she’d spent time in Tokyo, where her father had a diplomatic job.
My restaurant-Italian was not enough to decipher the menu. Signora explained, but in a mixture of French and Italian too rapid for me, and Martin didn’t seem to get it either. Hard to know if Gilbert had understood—but when the share platter arrived, it was all sausage. Raw sausage. Was it pork? Raw pork sausage? 
‘We need to google this stuff before we order anything else,’ I said, and Bernhard got his phone out. Whoever had written the menu had used descriptions like wild boar on a bed of late-season red delicious rather than pork with apples. Poetic, but not so great when the two words you did know were missing.
We were maybe a quarter of a way through the first page when I noticed Camille working through the menu with the Japanese couple. Then a group of four behind them said something and she shifted her attention to them. Whatever language she was speaking, it wasn’t French or Japanese.
She turned back to us briefly to explain. ‘Polish. Their Italian is not so good either.’
I pointed out what everyone could now see.
‘Camille reads Italian?’ said Martin.
‘I guess.’ We’d been in Italy five days and hadn’t noticed—nor had she pointed it out.
‘And she speaks Japanese and Polish?’ said Bernhard.
‘You can see as well as I can. Or hear.’
I looked at Gilbert. Surely he knew. Sarah nodded as if she did.
Camille finished her interpreting and returned to the table.
Bernhard said something to her in rapid German, and she fired something right back. I didn’t understand anything, except that she’d passed the test.
Camille shrugged. ‘I studied English, Japanese and Spanish. Last night I was speaking with Grietje in Dutch. My Dutch is so-so but she was more comfortable talking about personal matters in her own language. I am working in a language school for many years, so I pick up others.’ 
One of the Polish couple leaned over to us and said, ‘Your friend’s accent is very good.’
‘Speaking a few words of other languages is nothing special,’ said Camille. ‘Every kid in the Fez medina who wants to be your guide can do that.’
‘The Fez medina?’ said Martin meaningfully, and Camille turned back to the Polish couple like he’d hit a nerve. Martin was trying not to laugh and Gilbert was giving him a strange look. I had no idea what it was about.
I was still thinking about Camille. After her abortion, she had dropped out. As I had, when I got pregnant and married Manny, my first husband and the father of my two girls. When she’d written me about her work, it had always sounded like administration.
Camille went through the menu for us, and I thought of how little I knew of her life. Of her. Mostly when I thought of her, I was thinking of the twenty-one-year-old: the little flirt with her over-the-top French accent and phrasing. I am working in a language school for many years, so I pick up others. Right.
‘Camille,’ I said, ‘if your Polish accent is so good and you didn’t even study that, how come when you speak English…’
Camille looked as though I’d insulted her. Again. Then she laughed. ‘You want me to talk like this: shoot the breeze, buddy; have a nice day? Be one with the universe?’
I stared at her. No French accent. No accent at all.
Sarah started laughing. ‘You sound just like Zoe.’
I guess she did. She’d never lived in California. What was the deal with the universe?
‘Because it is from Americans that I am learning thees
Eenglish.’ Now the French accent was thicker than Pepé Le Pew’s. ‘And if you are ’aving ze choice between ze sexy French accent and sounding like an American, which will you choose?’ 
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  After a day walking through hazelnut orchards and past greenhouses full of red and yellow peppers, I did my first booking shift with Camille. Gilbert had been visibly tired, so I’d taken the opportunity to suggest that his multilingual wife assist me in his stead. Language difficulties were likely to become more frequent as we put the border towns behind us.
‘Of course. Even I was not aware she had these skills to such a level.’
‘What about you? Where did you learn English?’
‘I worked for a manufacturing company—in administration. But at fifty, my position was eliminated, and they paid for my retraining.’
‘In the wine business?’
‘In small-business management. Which in France is how to conform to the regulations. Thus, my wine business. I combine my passion and my training.’
‘You’ve got someone running it for you?’
‘I sold it. Three months ago, when I knew that Camille would need me at home to care for her. Forever.’
We were installed at an agriturismo—the Italian equivalent of a farm stay—with a barbecue and, assuming Gilbert and I had communicated the requirement successfully, an assortment of meat and vegetables to cook on it.
Camille was an entirely different booking partner from Gilbert: in no hurry, keen to chat and with an almost coquettish appreciation of my command of the itinerary which would have sat oddly, to say the least, with Gilbert. The one thing they had in common was an early assault on the evening’s booze. 
I hadn’t had much one-on-one time with Camille; the walk home from the restaurant after meeting Grietje had been an anomaly. I’d had enough trouble keeping Zoe and Sarah happy. I’d grown accustomed to her forgetting and occasionally filling in the gaps with inventions, some plausible, some less so. Seldom a real problem.
‘You think we can find a place with cooking? Or don’t you like my cooking?’
‘I love your cooking. So does Zoe, by the way.’
‘You’re being polite. Tell me the truth. This is important to me.’
‘You’re a terrific cook. The other night, I think Zoe was just saying that it’s a different job cooking for a larger group, like in a restaurant or a hostel.’
‘We are six, and on this chemin, I think it would be unlikely there would be more than six guests in a hostel.’
‘Fair point. The problem isn’t your cooking—it’s the places we’re staying. They’re not set up for walkers or self-caterers. The hotels are for business people, and tourists like to eat out.’
She stabbed a finger onto my screen. ‘We will try this place. I think they will let me cook.’
And, after a protracted conversation in Italian, that seemed to be the outcome.
‘Nice work. Better be a good meal.’
‘Marteen. You are always joking.’ Hand on my shoulder. I reminded myself that the accent was intentional, or at least habitual. It would have been odder for her to sound like Zoe. With her free hand, she reached for the wine bottle. 
‘Are you sure you should be drinking this? I mean…’
‘Maybe not. But I am enjoying it, and I want there to be some happiness in my life.’
I picked up the bottle myself and filled her glass.
‘You are a bad man, Marteen,’ she said, her hand still resting on my shoulder, as Zoe appeared in the doorway.
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  I guess I should have shared my feelings with Camille about her flirting with Martin. But there was a gap between us that I wanted to bridge, not make wider. Flirting had been Camille’s go-to behaviour when she was feeling insecure. And when she wasn’t. She’d even flirted with Manny, my boyfriend back then. A lot. And he was totally not her type. Was it just that, or were those white bits in her brain making it worse?
When Camille and Martin were done with the reservations, Martin went to check out the barbecue. The rest of us were using the lounges that were set out across the lawn, watching the setting sun send shadows across the rolling hazelnut orchards of Piedmont.
‘Has Gilbert ever done anything like this walk before? Physical I mean?’ I asked Camille.
‘Does he look as if he has?’
‘He seems to be giving it his best.’ ‘For you’, I wanted to add but Camille had already raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows.
‘You want me to tell you what a fine man Gilbert is?’
‘He’s been very supportive.’
‘I did not ask him to do this. Yet I must feel grateful. And guilty.’
She didn’t know how lucky she was. She had a positive, decent man who loved her and was prepared to care for her when she could no longer do it herself. Maybe by the time he got her to Rome she’d see that. Even without the Pope to tell her. 
She interrupted my thoughts. ‘If I am not going to live so long, why should I compromise?’
‘Have you thought of seeing a specialist? Maybe in the States?’
Camille turned to Bernhard and Sarah, who had been having their own conversation. ‘Zoe thinks I should see an American doctor. What do you think?’
‘If I had a choice between the US and France for medical care,’ said Sarah, ‘I’d pick France.’ And just to rub it in, she added, ‘I’d pick any developed country over America.’
Bernhard nodded. ‘The American health system…How much would it cost you to have the best care for multiple sclerosis, a nurse to visit, drugs, hospital treatment?’
‘Someone to take care of me at the end when everything has failed?’ added Camille.
They were right. I couldn’t pay for Camille to get specialist medical care in America. My own situation wasn’t exactly great.
‘You have an insurance plan? In France?’ I asked Camille.
She shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter. Like Bernhard says, I will be looked after. We are civilised people.’
Martin was having problems getting the barbecue going: it was a home-made contraption that used real wood.
Bernhard put his phone in his pocket and wandered over. This was going to be interesting.
‘You must allow more air to come up,’ he said.
‘You have these in Stuttgart?’ said Martin. Bernhard turned away and disappeared inside.
‘It’s the wood,’ said Martin to nobody in particular, as smoke blew into his face. ‘Wet.’ 
‘We used to have a kettle barbecue in LA,’ I said. ‘Aren’t you supposed to have a bag of charcoal?’
‘I’ve got charcoal,’ said Martin. ‘Need to get the wood going first. Thanks for the help, everybody.’
Bernhard was back, with a package. Firelighters. He grinned. ‘Organic.’
Sarah was watching them both. It made me think of the Zen stories about young and old men—or maybe bulls. I guess Sarah choosing someone like her father was more common than not, though I found it hard to relate to. I’d never wanted a man anything like my father.
Tonight, the young bull won. Martin watched with grudging respect—or at least grudgingly—as Bernhard got the fire going, then helped him lay charcoal on top.
I was still watching Sarah: was there a subtle shift in allegiance happening? And, as if she’d picked up the vibe from the men, Camille refused all offers of help with the cooking. She handed me my plate piled with grilled vegetables—zucchini, eggplant, bell peppers and baby beets drizzled with olive oil and a hint of Dijon on a bed of herbed couscous—with a look that said, ‘So now do you think I can do vegetarian?’
The terrain was changing again. For our first days in Italy it had been flat and a bit industrial in places, but now we were on gentle hills, moving through orchards and vineyards. Lush green waist-high vines were heavy with fruit and being hand-picked as the harvest got underway. Gilbert had told us that Piedmont was wine country, but it had taken us a little time to reach that part of the province.
 I caught Martin stealing a bunch of grapes. In the States, I’d have smiled and taken a few for myself but here it was different. The orchardists were not big corporations. ‘If every pilgrim took a bunch…’ I said.
‘You’d lose about two bunches a week,’ said Martin.
‘In Burgundy or Champagne that would be a serious loss,’ said Gilbert. ‘But we are in Italy and these are not prestigious vineyards.’
Perhaps not, but the soil must have been fertile. Each house along the way seemed to be full of heavily laden fruit trees—branches over the fences dropping ripe fruit into piles with the sweet fragrance of fermentation.
‘And,’ said Martin, ‘I believe that under ancient Roman law, overhanging fruit is fair game. At least it is in the UK, so I’d expect it would be in Italy. Roman law.’ He selected two ripe peaches from the tree and handed one to me.
As we crossed the river for the ascent into Neive, a hilltop town where we were stopping for the night, Bernhard announced that he and Sarah would not join us for dinner.
‘Noodles?’ asked Camille.
‘No, this,’ replied Sarah, laughing. She opened her pack to show their bounty of peaches, figs, grapes, pears and apples.
They were experiencing something simple that we would miss. The feeling dissipated before I could catch it and decide if it was a pang for lost youth, for the last camino or for something I needed in my life now. Or maybe it was the nagging worry: what was my life with Martin going to look like in Sheffield, without the Chemin supporting it?
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  Perhaps it was the camino mindset of one day at a time, but I’d not given much thought to what life might be like with Zoe back home. On the one hand, the prospect of having her with me permanently was exciting; on the other, a two-bedroom flat a few miles from the centre of a city known more for steel than for scenery didn’t compare with a hotel overlooking the vineyards of Piedmont. I reminded myself that we were on holiday, and holidays were about escape from everyday life. Except that virtually all of my time with Zoe had been in this artificial setting. The Camino is not life, she’d said.
In Neive, our accommodation was bang in the middle of town. I hadn’t needed Camille’s Italian for the booking: there were plenty of online deals late in the season in this wine-country destination. The hotel was about as different from a walkers’ hostel—and the drab workers’ hotels of recent days—as could be. Well-dressed tourists speaking French and English were standing about in the foyer, checking out tour brochures.
It had been a hot day, and the receptionist suggested that we have a drink in the courtyard bar before proceeding to our rooms. Gilbert was quick to accept for all of us.
‘Which Arneis do you recommend?’ he asked, and the result was six different glasses of white wine. We passed them around, and Gilbert took notes, which he shared with our waiter, a man of about forty.
‘You are interested in wine?’
 ‘I was a wine merchant in France.’
‘So, you and I, we represent the two great wine-producing countries of the world.’
Zoe piped up: ‘We make a little wine where I come from, too. California.’
Our waiter ignored her and addressed Gilbert. ‘If you would like to try more…’
All of us bar Gilbert headed to our rooms. Our gear had been piled together, and Bernhard picked up Gilbert’s pack to get to his own.
‘Hold this,’ he said to me, then laughed as I almost dropped it. If there’s one rule about long-distance walking, it’s to travel light. Zoe had already called me out for my heavy sleeping bag, computer and toolkit. But even with these, and a full water bottle, I was only at twelve kilos. Gilbert’s must have weighed at least fifteen. No wonder he’d been struggling.
Zoe and I hauled our own packs upstairs, showered, washed our clothes and hung them around the bathroom—the end-of-day ritual. It lowered the tone of the place a little.
‘If I was designing a hostel,’ said Zoe, ‘I’d have a laundry. Even just one machine and somewhere to dry the clothes.’
Zoe was right: pilgrims were always looking for a chance to launder their fleeces, trousers and jackets, and do a proper job with their daily change. Another item for the perfect-hostel specification. Someday I’d give it to students as a design exercise, and afterwards unveil my list to compare with their assumptions.
‘Do you want to see the church?’ I asked Zoe. ‘It’s supposed to be impressive. Maybe we should invite Camille—see if she wants to light another candle.’
I watched her reaction. Yep. She had noticed Camille flirting the previous night. I suppose if it was obvious enough for me to be aware of it, there was no chance Zoe would miss it. 
‘You want to invite her?’ said Zoe.
‘Only if you want to. A little Camille goes a long way.’
Right answer. Zoe laughed, and I added, ‘What’s the story with the candles? I thought you lit one for someone who’d died. Not one every day.’
‘Penance. And I’m—well, my candles are more spiritual. A chance to think about my place in the universe.’
We walked to the Chiesa San Pietro and the nearby chapel. Tourist activities seemed at odds with hiking, but churches are an integral part of the Chemin and exploring them felt different to walking into an art gallery or museum. This one was interesting architecturally, and Zoe found a display of icons. There was a small statue of the Pope to remind us where we were heading.
‘What was your best moment on the Camino?’ Zoe asked me.
‘Other than the sex?
‘Ha. You can have sex anytime.’
‘Is that a promise?’
‘You’re a bad, bad man, Marteen.’
Leave that one alone. But I’d worked out what had prompted Zoe’s question. ‘Probably showing those tourists around the church. When you told them about the paintings, and I did a little architecture lecture.’
‘It was fun. I guess you get to do that all the time now. You haven’t heard about your job?’
‘No to both questions. I don’t get to talk about the history of architecture. I teach basically the same stuff I did when I was an engineer. Design theory. That’s how I got the job—can’t blame them for wanting me to keep doing it.’ 
‘Not happy?’
‘I came back from the Camino and that was one of the changes I made. Seemed like a good idea at the time. My fault if I was wrong. You can’t keep changing direction, not at this age.’
‘Why not?’
‘Would you want to be with someone who didn’t know where he was going?’
‘Better than being with someone who thinks he’s on the wrong path.’
We were walking around. We spent a lot of time walking.
‘If it’s any help,’ said Zoe, ‘I think I’m in the same place. Like I told you, the cartooning has cooled off.’
‘Maybe we should become museum guides.’
Zoe laughed. ‘I think we’d be better at running a hostel.’ She paused. ‘And in case you were having ideas about doing that, no.’
‘Why not? You wouldn’t like to run the perfect hostel?’
‘You’re asking me? Mister What’s Not to Like About Sheffield?’
We found Gilbert, now joined by Camille, at the tail end of a private course on Italian wine conducted by our server.
‘Join us,’ he said, and Zoe and I were treated to a glass of Barbaresco before Gilbert announced that we would be eating there.
‘The children are eating the fruit they picked,’ said Camille. ‘So we can talk about them.’
Zoe laughed. ‘Something I don’t know?’
 ‘Obviously, they are sleeping together. But you know that, right?’ She looked at me and I nodded.
‘So now,’ said Camille, ‘everyone is having sex, except Gilbert and me.’
I looked at Gilbert and his expression was pretty much what mine would have been in the same circumstances. He got up, likely to hide his embarrassment, then pointed toward the bathroom. He wasn’t the sort of guy to make a scene. And Camille was apparently the opposite: why bring something like this up in public? Unless she wanted to discuss it.
‘It happens with MS?’ said Zoe to Camille, taking the cue.
Camille shook her head. ‘It’s not the MS. That part of me still works. I think. Gilbert is doing an excellent job getting me to Rome but…’ A Gallic shrug had never carried more meaning.




33
ZOE
  Sarah knocked at our door at 7.30 a.m. She was in her hiking gear, but her feet were bare.
‘Blister,’ she said to her father. ‘Do you have anything for it?’
She showed us the large white bubble with reddened edges on her heel. She should have dealt with it earlier.
Martin offered the treatment I’d used first time around. ‘I’ve got a needle—you put thread through it and leave the thread in place to let it drain.’
Sarah didn’t look happy.
‘No way,’ I said. I’d bought up big on Compeed, following recommendations from the camino websites. I popped the blister with a needle dipped in antiseptic, then laid the superfine Band-Aid over the top. It merged with her skin.
‘Don’t take it off—let it fall off in its own time.’
‘Okay,’ said Sarah. ‘Way better. Thanks. Maybe you should have a look at Gilbert. He said something a few days ago.’
Sarah and I confronted Gilbert downstairs, and got him to take off his boots and socks. His feet were a mess of blisters.
‘Haven’t you been in agony?’ I asked.
Gilbert shrugged. I would make sure Camille heard how bad it was.
Sarah gave her nod of approval, but she couldn’t resist adding, admittedly with a laugh, ‘I was expecting you to recommend herbs. Or meditation.’
Maybe she expected a rant on Big Pharma. Instead, as I packed up the first-aid kit, I said, ‘Meditation wouldn’t cure the blisters, but it might help with the pain. I’m sure you’d know the value of yoga and meditation as a part of holistic therapy in a range of illnesses. And for just chilling out. You should try it sometime.’ 
The day was only fifteen miles, but it felt longer. After descending from our hotel along stone streets and beneath an arch, a combination of missing taus and misleading satnav left us wandering up and down the tracks between vines on the steep hillside. It was seriously hot: wherever there was shade, we walked single file to catch it.
I was carrying plenty of water but there was nowhere to refill, so I was being careful with it. Turned out to be the right call.
We didn’t get any warning there was a problem until Camille dropped to the ground. Gilbert squatted beside her, and Sarah ditched her pack and went to her side. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘My head is light, and muscles not so strong.’
I threw my pack down. Martin was looking at his phone, I guess checking the map for the nearest road, in case we needed an ambulance.
‘Dizzy?’ asked Sarah, touching Camille’s face, which was dry and ruddy. ‘Headache?’ Her hand went to Camille’s wrist. ‘Guys, she needs water.’
‘I’m not thirsty,’ said Camille.
‘Well, drink a bit,’ said Sarah taking my water bottle, ‘But this is to go over you.’
Camille gasped as Sarah tipped water over her head and down the front and back of her top.
 We stood waiting as Camille sipped from her own water bottle. After a minute, she gave a long exhale and smiled. ‘Already I am feeling better.’
‘Stay here in the shade,’ said Sarah. ‘I think you had early signs of heat stroke.’ She looked at the rest of us. ‘If there isn’t much shade between here and the end, it’s going to be a problem. Have we got plenty of water?’
She turned back to Camille. ‘Do you think you can walk on? We could get a taxi.’
Camille was already up, Gilbert at her side.
We all hovered around Camille and at the next stop, Santo Stefano Belbo, bought cold drinks and ice creams. Camille appeared relaxed and her complexion had returned to normal.
On the way out of town she disappeared into the large plain church to light a candle and, as usual, I followed her. During this ritual, I could feel that there was still something between us, as much as Camille might try to brush it off at other times.
I didn’t know who her candle was for, but as I sat watching its flame flicker, I thought of how she had been determined to walk to Rome because she still had that capacity. Her collapse was a reminder that nothing was guaranteed; injuries and illness could stop any of us.
And why should I question her faith when I had turned to the universe and, in the shape of the Camino, it had healed my grief over Keith, increased my self-confidence—and given me the love of my life?
I was so hung up on her desire to see the Pope…what about the walk itself? Maybe the Chemin could be her miracle and that was why we were all here, to navigate, offer companionship and carry extra water. And why Martin’s daughter, however much she bugged me, had to be here. When I lit my candle, it was for Sarah. 
I realised that I could also do something to help Camille. After we booked into our guesthouse in Canelli, I announced that I’d be giving a class.
Martin laughed. ‘Do we have enough pencils?’
‘Not art, meditation. I’ve taught it before. I don’t know if it helps MS, Camille, but it helps other things, including stress, which makes a lot of illnesses worse. I can promise it won’t make it worse.’
‘Great idea,’ said Sarah. ‘I’m definitely in, if that’s okay.’
I set up on the balcony before dinner. The concierge had even found mats for us. Only Gilbert didn’t show. He’d discovered that the town had eight miles of UNESCO heritage-status underground wine cellars.
The style of yoga meditation I taught was eclectic, and took from hatha yoga, mindfulness and chakra dance. All the feelings we don’t understand and haven’t fully dealt with—guilt, fear, shame, pain—get trapped in our bodies and interfere with our positive energy. Maybe I’d be able to teach it in Sheffield. This group might be practice for a bunch of unemployed factory workers. I started simply, with single-point meditation. It was about calm and focus, a blocking-out of the world which seemed to be forever at us.
I was used to doing this—so, despite my reservations about having Sarah in the class, I was able to go deep into myself, find the voice and words that calmed and quietened even the most agitated in my classes back home. I felt an easing of the tension around me, a release of negative energy. When we finished, Camille’s smile had a vulnerability and tenderness that I wasn’t sure I had ever seen. And Sarah didn’t bite back when I suggested an app for mindfulness. 
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  ‘I think Sarah appreciated it,’ I told Zoe when we were back in our room.
‘You do?’
‘You give her an opportunity to be nice and she’s happy to take it.’
I could see Zoe wasn’t convinced, and fair enough. Sarah hadn’t shown a lot of that side of herself on the walk, or, to be honest, for a while. But Zoe should surely be pleased with what Sarah had done for Camille, twice now, that we knew of: she had pretty much got Camille down the Postman’s Way single-handed. Credit the Chemin and its people-changing magic. And maybe a bit of Bernhard.
Sarah made a point of walking with me the next morning: ‘Need to talk to you about Camille.’
‘Is there still a problem?’
‘She’s got MS. So there’s always a problem. But it messes with your capacity to manage heat. And the heat can make the MS symptoms worse.’
‘You’re saying that the walk may be doing her harm.’
‘May be. I’d guess that overall, it’s a positive thing, but if she gets heat stroke it won’t be.’ She was quiet for a few steps. ‘Dad, I’m not a doctor, and even if I was—MS is a really complicated illness with different presentations. I had to look the heat thing up last night—I’d missed that. And you should know that Gilbert’s doing a lot; Camille asks me stuff and…let’s just say there’s a lot we’re not seeing.’ 
Camille’s crisis had been a wake-up call for us all. We’d become accustomed to her memory lapses and occasional odd behaviour, but this was something that threatened to stymie her goal, or worse. It appeared she’d set off none too soon, but necessarily into hot weather. I was hoping that the end of summer and the forthcoming climb into the Apennines would bring cooler temperatures. On the other hand, we were walking south.
‘I think Gilbert will find a way of getting her there,’ I said. ‘And it’s what she wants to do.’
‘I know, but…’
‘And you shouldn’t feel responsible. You’ve warned us, and I’ll tell Camille directly—’
‘I’ve done that. She seems to know what she’s doing, but… there’s a thing called la belle indifférence that people with MS sometimes have. They don’t care as much as you’d expect about their diminished capacity.’
‘That’s the belle part, is it?’
‘Yep. But not so belle if they make a careless decision. That’s what I mean when I say she seems to know what she’s doing. When do you step in and say, “No, what you’re asking for isn’t in your best interests”?’
‘Like with your kids?’
‘Shut up, Dad.’
Zoe rejoined me, and I filled her in on what Sarah had said. Plus my thought that Gilbert might be persuaded, on medical advice, to force an abandonment of the project.
‘I doubt it,’ said Zoe. ‘Camille’s on the planet, mostly, and this is what she wants to do. We all make choices because we’re in a certain place, and if we were in a different place, maybe those choices would be different.’ She paused for a moment. ‘You get that by “place” I mean headspace, not…’ 
‘No, I thought you were talking about the US versus France.’
‘Ha ha. But that too. I half-wonder why Gilbert’s doing it. I guess you’ve picked up that Camille is in two minds about the relationship.’
‘I’d have said one mind. No sex. And she felt she needed to share that. You’re sure it’s not a physical issue?’
‘I think it’s because she’s not in love with him.’
‘He is devoted. I mean, I don’t want to be harsh, but he’s a good option. Given…’
‘I hear what you’re saying. I’m trying to push her in that direction. I get that love at our age is more about the practical stuff than it is for Sarah and Bernhard.’
It was another hot day, and Gilbert carried an extra litre bottle of water, frozen overnight. We were all nervous about Camille’s situation, but she seemed to be coping okay.
The last stage into Acqui Terme wasn’t attractive—single file along a busy road. A couple of kilometres from the end, Bernhard pulled out his own bottle of frozen water and tipped it over Sarah, who went through the sequence of screaming, punching Bernhard and laughing. It had been a while since I’d seen her happy like this, and I realised it wasn’t just an isolated incident. But did it have to be Bernhard?
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  Acqui Terme turned out to be a case of don’t judge a town by its road in—which was through the suburbs. As well as the usual stunning churches, there were ancient baths and hot sulphur springs right in the central square. As we exited through vibrant streets the next day, I pictured Caesar lounging on the wall—competing with pigeons for space—being fed grapes. We were in the shade, so I was a little more relaxed about Camille.
The first ascent was on asphalt and something was bugging Gilbert. He was walking alone and struggling—we were used to that—but today he seemed frustrated, angry about it.
We hit a car park and he stopped by a trash can. He leaned on it for a few moments, looked at the hill in front of us, a narrow path winding steeply upward between dense trees, and dropped his pack. All of us—Camille included—stood, watching.
Out came an oversized cosmetics bag and a hair dryer. He dumped both in the trash, picked up his pack and started walking.
Nobody said anything. I wasn’t sure if Gilbert had been a saint or a fool. Or what it made the rest of us: I’d checked Camille’s pack at the beginning but hadn’t said anything to Gilbert about his, which we all knew was overweight.
I’d expected an outburst from Camille but she just shrugged, then walked back to the trash can. She left the dryer but rescued two items from the cosmetics bag.
 As if to bring home to us what Gilbert was still carrying, an hour later in a dark, moist section of the forest, swarms of insects surrounded us. Gilbert whipped out a can of repellent and sprayed us all. He seemed in a better mood. And he stopped to rest and take in the view when the foliage thinned.
The climb, as usual, made for inspiring scenery—almost enough for me to want a selection of watercolours in my backpack.
The woods were busy with largely elderly men filling baskets, and Gilbert engaged a couple of them in sign-language conversation.
‘Porcini,’ said Camille. ‘Italian for cèpes…mushrooms.’
As we walked through Grognardo, a small town with barely more than a gelati store, Camille stopped at the first chapel. It was locked.
‘Where we are staying tonight is small—maybe no church,’ she said.
I looked ahead: a steeple. ‘Seems there’s another one here.’
There was another chapel—and two churches, one of which was open. Camille deposited her euro and picked up a candle but then seemed frozen before the Virgin Mary, where other candles were flickering or expired. Several minutes passed. Was she okay? I finally went up to her. We were alone, but I felt obliged to whisper anyway.
‘Is everything all right?’
‘I have a problem,’ said Camille.
Heat stroke? Dehydration? White bits in her brain running wild?
‘Do you know how many days we have? Before Rome?’
 ‘Why? Fifty? Maybe sixty?’
‘I am running out sooner than I thought. Maybe it is my memory.’
‘Running out?’
‘Of sins,’ said Camille.
I laughed. ‘Maybe you haven’t sinned enough.’ That didn’t land, so I added, ‘Or because some days you go into two or three churches.’
‘Possibly that is the problem. Perhaps you can you think up one for me? From college?’
‘Umm…smoking dope?’
‘Did that hurt anyone?’
‘I don’t think so,’ I said—and this time Camille joined in when I laughed. Marijuana had been an aphrodisiac for her.
‘Maybe I can light one for your mother.’
I had lit one for my mother in Conques, on my first camino, and had forgiven her and myself—but that had been about us, not what she’d done to Camille. ‘My mother? If she was alive, she should be apologising to you. She had no right—’
‘Your mother spoke her beliefs, even though it meant losing the love of her daughter. You. Can I light a candle for her?’
When I lit my own candle my mother, for the second time, I felt an echo of her accusation: murderer. Her truth had not been mine. But nor was Camille’s.
The B&B was owned by a retired couple who had renovated an old home specifically for pilgrims—pellegrini. The care showed in the details: for once, someone had got most stuff right, plus fun things like moisturiser in the bathrooms. They offered to put our clothes through the washing machine and dryer. Bernhard accepted right away, and I ran with M. Chevalier’s advice to take what was offered. 
The proprietors opened a bottle of sweet white wine, talked about their dream that was now reality, and gave me permission for their story to go into the Pilgrim’s Progress series that the Chronicle had agreed to consider. I had thought it would be full of pilgrims—like my Camino de Santiago cartoons—but clearly I was going to have to rethink this. My Californian readers might relate to older people finding a lifestyle that worked for them.
I figured that making dinner for guests would be the biggest hassle.
‘We don’t do it,’ said our host.
‘There’s a restaurant nearby?’
‘There are no restaurants or shops. We have the kitchen for guests to use.’
Which would be great if we’d brought groceries.
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  ‘Surprise!’ Sarah pulled a paper bag from her pack and dumped the contents on the kitchen bench. Porcini mushrooms.
The surprise for me was not so much the mushrooms but the repeat of the playfulness that Sarah had displayed earlier with the vegetarian joke on Zoe. She could have just volunteered to cook dinner—which would have been a surprise in itself—but she’d managed to surreptitiously source wild mushrooms and must have let Camille know that dinner was in hand. Another reminder of what she’d been like before her psychological struggles.
Bernhard was unpacking more shopping.
‘Where did you get them?’ I asked.
‘Secret,’ Sarah said.
‘There was a vendor,’ said Bernhard, ‘in one of the villages. The gatherers are not permitted to sell the mushrooms they find. Of course, it is possible the mushrooms from the vendor are also illegal.’
‘And deadly poisonous,’ said Sarah. ‘No pharmacist to check with.’ She was smiling.
‘Unfortunately, no wine,’ said Bernhard. ‘Too heavy to carry.’
Gilbert couldn’t hide his disappointment, but Sarah was doing a worse job of hiding her own expression. Our hosts duly produced the two bottles that Camille must have specified.
Antipasto, porcini pasta, bread, salad. Cooked by Sarah and Bernhard, who were obviously enjoying playing host, with advice from Camille, who had been noticeably withdrawn over the past couple of days. 
‘So,’ I said, to everyone, but Zoe in particular, ‘it is possible. Throwing it all in and starting again.’ My comment was meant generally, but Bernhard interpreted it as ‘running a hostel’.
‘If you want to lose money.’
I left this one to Gilbert. Zoe might think there were things more important than money, but she was American. Her denial of materialism was rebellious, whereas for Gilbert it was cultural.
On cue: ‘Possible they already had sufficient money. Or they value this work more than money.’
‘It would be interesting to consider alternative uses of the investment,’ said Bernhard. ‘They could travel, or…’
Gilbert added, ‘This sort of work is fun for friends, but it would be annoying to have guests snapping their fingers for a special coffee or complaining that the room was not perfect.’
‘You’re right,’ said Zoe. ‘In the vegetarian restaurant in San Francisco, the customers were counter-cultural, against exploitation, loving…but they could be incredibly demanding and demeaning. You’re so right about the coffee.’
‘But you’re talking about Americans,’ said Sarah. ‘They have a reputation for being demanding.’
‘We have a service culture…’ said Zoe, evenly.
‘Because of tips,’ said Bernhard. ‘Servers are subservient because their income depends on it. That is not the system in Europe.’
‘Which means,’ I said, ‘that pilgrims may not be such difficult customers.’
‘Unless the Americans discover the walk,’ said Bernhard. ‘Then it will become like the Camino de Santiago.’ He clicked his fingers and said in a loud American voice, ‘Bring me some grappa. Presto.’ 
He can’t have seen our hosts hovering at the door, presumably checking if we needed anything. They hastened to organise digestifs as the table dissolved in laughter.
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  CARTOON: A middle-aged couple stand in the doorway of their hostel, smiling in welcome. Six travellers are lining up for entry. Two are talking with the owners—the man has their packs and the woman is offering them wine. These two pilgrims appear happy and relieved. Another seems lost, cross held in hand as she looks ahead for answers. A couple hold hands, tentative and shy, as if they were much younger than they appear. The final older man appears exhausted but undefeated.
STORY: Andrea and Gianna have been married thirty years. They worked hard in the furniture business and raised three children. When the grandchildren began to arrive, they realised that their house could not fit everyone for vacations and religious festivals, so they used their savings to renovate a former school in their village. They would not recoup their investment, and would perhaps not have the money for vacations, but the joy of their family visiting was what they valued. But the family didn’t come. They’d moved; they had other places to go.
So they opened their house to pilgrims. Now they are more content than they have ever been. They have a full life tending to their house and garden, and sharing a lifetime’s wisdom. Perhaps as they grow older their children will come to value that wisdom too.
•
 After the screw-up with Grietje, I’d decided that instead of interviewing pilgrims, I could tell the stories of the owners of the places along the route. Unlike those on the Camino de Santiago, most could not rely on the walkers for income. My Camino credential was full of scallop shells and religious icons, symbols of the pilgrimage, whereas the Chemin d’Assise stamps were about the hotel or town.
Beyond the Pilgrim’s Progress series, I needed a purpose. Right now, the walk was giving me that—but afterward? I’d been restless enough in San Francisco; I didn’t want to be alone all day with nothing to do in Sheffield.
I’d held back on talking to Martin about it because every time I did, it felt like a downer. Which was a bad sign. If he was going to be my life partner, we needed to be able to work through stuff together. Keith and I had messed up there: back then, the problems had been his, and he hadn’t been able to share them with me. With the worst possible outcome.
So, as we did a long day along the border of Piedmont and Liguria—on pavement, but through a spectacular landscape, both natural and constructed—I reached out to him. Talked about what was bothering me with Camille and Sarah, and with us.
‘It’s not that I don’t love you. But I’m really struggling with the practicalities of how this can work.’
He laughed. ‘Well, you’ve come to the right guy. If you’d wanted emotional support, well, I do my best. But practical solutions: that’s my job.’
‘So, what are we going to do? You and me?’
‘Well, for a start, work it out together instead of you trying to come up with the answer by yourself. Involve all stakeholders. Identify their individual goals.’ 
‘Like living in Sheffield?’
‘Maybe, but I said that: you should be interrogating it. Why do I want to live in Sheffield? Is there a deeper goal that I’m trying to support? And why that goal? All the way down to the depths of my psyche.’ Martin was making light of it, but he was also making sense. It was great just to be talking.
‘Okay, then. Why do you want to live in Sheffield? Why do you want us to live in Sheffield?’
‘Well there’s the weather for a start.’ He pointed to the sky, which had clouded over. ‘I mean, this is so much nicer than all that heat we had a week ago.’
‘You really…’
‘No, not really. There’s great pubs. And parks. Walks on weekends on the Yorkshire moors.’ For a moment he seemed to be back there. ‘It’s me roots.’ He’d heaped on the accent. ‘The purple heather on the hills is a sight not to be missed. A glass of fine stout? A freshly shot grouse?’
‘What’s grouse…stop it.’
There was no doubt Martin loved Yorkshire, which was cute. But a lot of what he was describing seemed to be in the country, not in Sheffield. I was going to need work—cartoons, yoga classes, maybe more. I wasn’t even fifty, and I couldn’t let Martin support me.
‘I thought we were supposed to be digging deeper. What you said isn’t exactly deep.’
Martin laughed. ‘The guy I’d like to interrogate a bit more deeply is Gilbert. Why does he need Camille’s illness to give meaning to his life? By the way, I have a little inside information on what’s happening with Camille.’
 ‘Something she told you in one of your little evening tête-à-têtes?’
‘Give me a break. She’s your friend. She drives me nuts with the French accent, now I know it’s put on. But apparently you’ve brought her closer to God.’
‘Me?’
‘Meditation. She was having trouble with prayer, but now she’s found some clarity. You know what I’d say—they’re the same thing, because there’s nobody on the other end of the line.’
‘Well, you know I’m somewhere in the middle. But I’m pleased I’ve helped.’
‘I think she’s wrestling with something, and the…preoccupation…we’re seeing is a sign that she’s getting close to an answer. With creativity, there’s often a period of tension, even distress just before the solution appears. Like childbirth.’
‘And you know this how?’
‘Bad analogy. But creativity: I told you. That’s what I do; that’s what I research and teach. Funny how partners often don’t really understand what the other person spends most of their day doing. Julia did HR, and she talked about the politics of it, but never the actual discipline. I know stuff-all about managing people. As I’m sure you can see.’
‘I never learned much about shoes. That’s what Keith did. Owned a shoe store. I guess I never understood properly what was in his head—messing with his head—all day.’
‘We all learned something when you did your meditation class. Including respect. I’m talking about Sarah in particular. You share what you can do well and suddenly people see you differently.’
‘So you’re going to give us all a lecture on…design theory?’
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  I was not going to give a class on design theory. But Zoe had gone downstairs ahead of me to pick the owners’ brains for her cartoon project, and when I joined her and the others for pre-dinner drinks, I found that plans had been made.
Gilbert was collecting a jug of red wine and a bunch of glasses from the bar, and he led us down the hallway to a conference room—basic, but equipped with whiteboard, boardroom table and tired-looking chairs. For all that, it felt less grim than the empty bar, with its Formica tables and threadbare sofas.
‘The marker pens have dried up,’ said Bernhard. ‘Are you able to teach without the board?’ Was he taking the piss?
‘I wasn’t planning to teach at all.’
‘You must,’ said Camille. ‘Zoe has taught us meditation, Gilbert teaches us about wine, Sarah is helping everyone understand my illness. Also, there is nothing else to do.’
Bernhard nodded. ‘It would be embarrassing if I had travelled for two months with a design-theory expert and learned nothing from him.’
‘I thought you’d given up on engineering.’
‘Leave him alone,’ said Zoe. ‘What you said to me today was good—just share more of that.’
‘This will help,’ said Gilbert, pouring from the jug. ‘Negronis, a traditional Italian cocktail. Unfortunately, the choice of wine is limited.’
‘But you found a creative solution,’ I said. ‘We’re constantly being creative: every time we decide where to stay, what to have for dinner, what to say when it’s our turn to talk. Some would say that’s the most characteristic quality of being human.’ 
I could have felt like a wally, but I didn’t, any more than I imagined Gilbert felt awkward talking about wine. I’d done this a thousand times, for a thousand audiences.
‘And, as it happens, one of the most widely recommended techniques for encouraging creativity is repetitive physical activity, such as…’
Camille laughed. ‘Walking. By now we should have solved all our problems.’
‘Walking, absolutely. Can anyone suggest any activities that might also work?’
‘Dad! Stop it.’ I was hamming it up, and Sarah was laughing.
Gilbert topped up his glass. ‘Since we all have problems to solve, what is the best advice you would give a novice? The most common mistake to avoid. In wine, I would say that if you are tasting many wines, after a while your palate will want sweetness, and as a result you will overrate fruitier wines and later you will regret your purchase.’
‘Worth the price of admission for that,’ I said. ‘Okay, the most common mistake people make is that they don’t know—deeply—what they’re trying to achieve. They don’t state their goals clearly enough—and they don’t interrogate them sufficiently—and then they thrash around looking for solutions without knowing what the solution has to do. Camille talked about solving our problems, but we need to start with understanding our goals.’
I looked around. ‘If anyone wants to share…I’ll go first. I’ve been wondering about what I’m going to do after this walk. It took me a while to clarify that my most important goal is to be with Zoe, and now I’m clear on that, finding a way of getting there doesn’t seem so difficult.’ 
Gilbert jumped in. ‘For me, it’s easy. My goal is to support Camille. And since I have understood that’—he tapped his head—‘everything has been clear.’
‘Pass,’ said Sarah. I wasn’t expecting her to bare her soul in front of me.
‘I need to decide my future,’ said Bernhard. ‘You are right that the goal is important, but creativity is required to establish that goal.’
‘Quite,’ I said. ‘You need to do the advanced class.’
‘And for me,’ said Camille, ‘this is all true. I began this walk because I wanted to atone for my sins—for one sin which I will not name. This was my goal. I was not hoping to be cured, because I believe things, even illnesses, are given to us for a reason. But after I achieve my goal, I hope to go on living. So I am also asking God a question, which is what He wants me to do with the rest of my life.’
‘And do you feel you are close to getting an answer?’
‘Very close.’
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  CARTOON: In the background is a huge hotel; it was once magnificent, somewhere families would have vacationed in the 1950s. Now, signs of decay are everywhere: a shutter half-off, the garden overgrown. On the grass, a table is set for lunch. The owner and his family are serving a couple whose backs are to us—but whose Mercedes looks out of place. It is the family we see. The owner, in his sixties, overweight, tired and with a forced smile, the strain showing as he tries to satisfy a difficult customer. His wife too, worn down by life. The veins on her hands holding a tray of food are bulging, the tendons taut. Two teenage children help out: the girl looks like life is passing her by; the boy has a hint of anger and is looking to the driveway. For an escape.
STORY: The hotel was once a bustling weekend and vacation destination, popular with the residents of nearby Genoa. A new road was built for the holiday season, two bridges spanning gorges that look like small-scale Grand Canyons, ravines down to a river that races over rocks and boulders, overshadowed by rocky crags and shale landslides. Now the balustrades of the bridge stand rusty, the road’s edge littered with fallen rocks and the broken pavement neglected. A ghost road and a ghost hotel.
Antonio inherited the hotel down the line from his great-grandmother. He has worked in it all his life, as his father did before him. His wife once worked in a university but it was too far to commute, and as Europe opened up and Genoans turned away from local vacation spots to join international visitors in the centres of art and history, she too must work here. They own the hotel, but nobody wants to buy it and there is only a trickle of customers. All they can do to survive is use their own labour. The past has a grip on them all. 
I had returned to the garden to finish the cartoon when Sarah came out. There was still some light, and though dinner had been served inside—an okay meal that nevertheless bore out my story—I had chosen to recreate it outside, on account of the hotel being a major character in what I had written. The walk here and the scenery had been among the most stunning of the Chemin, yet the sadness of the people threatened to overshadow them.
Sarah hovered behind me, reading over my shoulder. How did she feel about her father’s public declaration that I was first in his life? He’d never really said it to me in private and I wondered if it was more a message for Sarah.
‘Are you going to do any more meditation sessions?’ she said.
I stopped what I was doing. ‘Camille was interested in doing one later this evening. You’re welcome to join us.’
‘I’ve been using the app,’ said Sarah. ‘For mindfulness, not meditation. But I think it’s the meditation that’s working.’ She took a breath. ‘I’m sleeping better. And worrying less about shit. Exams and stuff.’ She laughed. ‘Which I don’t have any more.’
‘That’s great. But it may not just be the meditation. Getting clarity about what you’re looking for helps too. I think that was the message from your father. And the Chemin has its own magic: a lot of people walking it are looking for answers.’
 ‘Well, maybe a bit of everything. But I think the meditation has helped. I just wanted to say thanks.’ She leant in closer to my sketch. ‘Can I look?’
Like she wasn’t already. I handed it over.
Sarah examined it for a long time. To my surprise, there were tears in her eyes when she gave it back.
‘These are…incredible. I feel sorry for them,’ she said. ‘It’s all gone to shit and all they can do is…cling to the wreckage.’
Until, I thought, a lifeboat comes along. And then you’ve got to let go, even if the lifeboat is only going to take you to somewhere different to start again.
As I packed up, I noticed something. My sketch of Signor Antonio’s wife, trapped by the past, had Camille’s eyes.
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  Our navigation guide divided the Chemin into regions. We’d knocked off Beaujolais and the French Alps, and now Piedmont. Next section: Liguria, though we’d been straddling the border between it and Piedmont for a few days already and there was a sense, particularly at the previous night’s hotel, that we were no longer in wealthy wine country.
Camille and I had a preview, as we were booking three days ahead. It appeared that we’d celebrated the end of the mountains too soon: though the absolute altitudes in the Apennines were less than those of the Alps, there were substantial daily climbs and descents. They came with a set of familiar warnings: this was mountain country; weather could change rapidly; not for the unprepared walker. Reading between the French lines, the message was terrain not so hard, remoteness much worse.
After Camille’s heat-stroke episode, I had to consider the possibility of a crisis in an isolated part of the mountains, in bad weather, with no phone signal. That said, we were a party of six, including two fit young people, with solid navigational support, in a developed country, and never more than fifteen kilometres—most of the time fewer—from habitation. It wasn’t the Tibetan Plateau. But it was real hiking, and I was looking forward to it.
The first day of the Ligurian section was easy: just ten miles and four hundred metres of climbing, in farming country. The track took us across ridges where our three-hundred-and-sixty-degree views included the rolling rocky hills ahead of us; on the final descent, through woods and under the freeway, we were serenaded by church bells from the town below. Campo Ligure was the last substantial stop before we headed for the more remote hills. 
Our B&B host led each pair—deal with it: each couple—to apartments in different buildings. Zoe had gone to explore the town and I had my toolkit out, working on my karmic contribution, when Bernhard appeared.
‘We don’t know where to meet for dinner. Sarah thought I knew, and I thought Sarah knew…’
‘And you lost the argument about who’d sort it out. Better get used to it if you’re going to keep seeing Sarah. It’s the pizza place, at 7 p.m. I think it’s the only option, so you’d have found us.’
I walked back to my maintenance project in the bathroom, and instead of leaving, Bernhard followed me.
‘What are you doing?’ he asked.
‘Trying to get this shower head to stay up.’
‘You need a pipe wrench.’
‘I know that. Just a tad heavy to carry in the bag.’
‘Can I use this?’ He picked up a thin file.
‘If you can fix it with that, you’re a better engineer than I am.’ Instead of tackling the problem, he walked out. A few minutes later, he was back with a pair of vice grips. ‘I think these will work.’
‘Where did you get them?’
‘There was a storeroom for the janitor. I used the file to spring the lock.’
The tool worked, and the two of us had a shared moment of satisfaction as we tested the repair. 
‘You were wrong,’ said Bernhard.
‘Fair enough,’ I said, ‘but you didn’t exactly use the file…’
‘I meant about me being a better engineer than you. Obviously not. And now, it seems that will never happen.’
‘Plenty of time yet. When you get to my age you can start talking about it being too late.’
Bernhard nodded. ‘And thank you for being so…tolerant… of me being friends with your daughter. I like her a lot.’
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  ‘Enjoy the pizza,’ said Martin. ‘Beyond here lies nothing.’ Campo Ligure was a real town, with a few restaurants, though tonight only the pizzeria was open—full and noisy. It was hard to believe we were on the edge of the wilderness.
I’d always thought of Italy as…well, Italy…but I was learning that its regions were as dissimilar as Texas and Maine. I wondered if the others were as aware of the transition to a different place as I was. At Martin’s group-therapy-session-masquerading-as-design-class, I’d been conscious of a collective readiness to share more than we had before.
‘How’s everyone feeling?’ I asked.
‘Good. Easy day,’ said Gilbert. ‘And I am taking possibly the final opportunity to enjoy the wines of Piedmont. Just as I have become accustomed to the Nebbiolo grape, we are moving to another region. Liguria is famous for olives, not wine.’
‘Hungry,’ said Sarah. ‘How come the wine comes so fast and the pizza’s taking forever?’
‘So we will drink more wine,’ said Bernhard. ‘It’s deliberate.’
Deep stuff. Not. I tried again: ‘We’re about halfway, right?’
‘Day thirty-four,’ said Martin. If we stick with the itinerary, it’s forty-odd to go.’
‘But maybe time to share Monsieur Chevalier’s benedictions?’
‘Aren’t they, like, wishes for the tooth fairy?’ said Sarah. ‘Share them and they won’t come true?’
 ‘We talked about ours all the way on the first camino,’ I said. ‘At the halfway point I was sure that they weren’t going to come true. He told me I’d get blisters and cry and be changed. Is that what he told you?’
‘Pass.’ Sarah. Naturally.
Bernhard took her cue and shook his head, smiling.
Gilbert frowned. ‘It’s possible he said that. But I remember he said that I would be set free. My doctor would hope I would be set free of drinking and eating too much…and the consequences.’
Martin laughed. I guessed it was not so much at Gilbert’s gentle put-down of himself but at his being given the same message as us.
‘You, Zoe,’ said Camille. ‘What will you be set free from?’
I shrugged. ‘Maybe political cartoons. I’m a lot happier doing pilgrims and hostel owners. I just wish I had a few more to talk to.’ Damn. Shouldn’t have said that.
‘And Martin?’ she asked, ignoring or not catching my reference to Grietje.
‘If he’s predicting I’ll lose my job…I’m not sure I’d call that being set free.’
‘Monsieur Chevalier,’ said Camille, ‘also told me I would be set free. Perhaps he was right to give us the same prophecy, since we have taken different things from it.’
‘What do you think you will be set free from, Camille?’ I regretted it as soon as I said it. She’d said she had no hope of being set free of the disease and had already offered us something more profound. And then I realised that wouldn’t be her answer anyway. Everyone was looking at Gilbert. Shit, shit, shit. She hadn’t held back about their sex life.
I jumped in. ‘Stupid question. I guess we’re all hoping—’
 Camille put her hand up to silence me. She was sitting beside Gilbert and took his hand. ‘Gilbert will get me to Rome. And a man who is even more spiritual than your Monsieur Chevalier will give me his benediction. And guidance. And possibly forgiveness.’
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  ‘Only ten kilometres,’ I said to anyone who might be interested, ‘but up five hundred metres, so an average five-percent gradient. We’ll know we’re walking.’
I did a little research before we set off each day. The guide I’d downloaded from the Association Chemins d’Assise gave me distance, net altitude gain as well as total climb (which was always more, because you descend and have to climb again), expected number of hours (which, combined with distance, gave you an idea of how tough it was going to be), along with directions and services along the way. The navigational information was sometimes patchy, and the GPS map coverage was not as comprehensive in Italy as it had been in France, but the rest was generally accurate. And, of course, I checked the weather forecast.
The information was essential in planning and executing the day’s walk, down to whether to carry food and water, whether to take a break or push on to beat rain, and, if it came down to it, where to get help.
With the exception of Bernhard, who used his phone for real-time information as he needed it, the others largely relied on me to know what we were doing, and I tended to hold a bit back until it was needed: ‘Only a couple of kilometres to go’; ‘We’ve done most of the climb’; ‘Drinks at the village on the hill.’
‘Control freak,’ Zoe had said on one occasion.
‘I’ll tell anybody anything if they ask. But they don’t. I think this works for everyone.’
 It made me notionally the leader, and I did feel that it was my responsibility to get everyone home safely. If I could do that every day, we’d make it to Rome.
At ten kilometres, today was our equal-shortest day so far but not the easiest as we began our ascent into the Apennines. We were in dense fog that showed no signs of lifting: it felt like we were already in the clouds.
Perhaps it was the short distance combined with moving into new territory, but everyone seemed in good spirits. We’d met a couple at breakfast whom we recognised from the pizzeria the previous night, and they had just finished a walk on the Alta Via dei Monti Liguri, a four-hundred-and-forty kilometre hiking track without any religious significance. The Chemin overlaid it for much of this Ligurian section, though it bypassed the higher peaks—something Gilbert in particular was happy with.
We were almost at our destination when we encountered a quite large oratory—oratorio—beside the path. They were common in Italy, much as crucifixes had been on the French section, and my guide often noted them as landmarks. Camille tested the half-height metal gate: locked.
‘Will there be a church in the town?’ she asked.
‘You did the booking with me. There’s no town.’
‘I know that. This is why I am lighting my candle here.’
She took her pack off and pulled out a candle. ‘I will have to leave it outside.’
Without asking, Bernhard picked Camille up, slipped her through the space above the gate and let her find her feet on the other side. She was shrieking with laughter.
Gilbert passed a lighter through and she lit the candle.
 Except Bernhard, typically, hadn’t thought about how to get her out.
It wasn’t an easy problem to solve. In the end, I put both hands through the bars to create a stirrup, resting on my elbows, Bernhard and Sarah pulled her arms up, and we managed to lift her out. The candle was still burning, and she was still laughing.
‘Did you manage to remember a sin?’ Zoe asked.
‘I forgot everything. So I lit the candle for Sarah. For stealing her man.’
Bernhard looked to Zoe. ‘Your turn.’
Zoe looked at Sarah. ‘I’ll pass.’
The cottage was a bit of a doll’s house—and the stamp in our credentials made it look even more so—set in a vegetable garden with chickens roaming around, pecking at the glass of our door. Beside the main dwelling, which housed our hosts, it looked miniature. Bernhard and I had to duck to get in and then to avoid the light fittings. Three bunks lined the walls, with the lower bunks doubling as seats.
‘It’s charming,’ Zoe said, and, to be fair, it was. Flowers in the flower box, baskets hanging too low from the ceiling and knickknacks wherever there was space. Just a wee bit twee.
‘And soon, warm.’ Bernhard was lighting the potbelly stove.
Zoe smiled and I decided to go with the flow. ‘The perfect hostel? Right on the Chemin, little kitchen, camaraderie whether you want it or not.’
‘Except for one thing,’ said Gilbert, coming in with three bottles of wine and looking for somewhere to sit. ‘Signora says that we only ordered wine, no food. She speaks some French, so I am sure of this.’
 I checked Sarah’s expression in case it was another joke. No. It was three hours back to Campo Ligure. And we were all starving after a day on the track in the fog.
Camille burst into tears. Gilbert put her arm around her, but she was not having it. ‘It’s my fault. I was the one speaking to her. I’m always forgetting things.’
‘Nothing in the cupboard,’ said Bernhard. ‘Just olive oil, vinegar and salt.’
‘Not the perfect gîte, then,’ Zoe said, presumably meaning that a perfect gîte would keep these staples on hand. But Camille performed the mental leap that was required to take it the wrong way.
‘I couldn’t be the cook. I would be useless, forgetting everything.’
‘Not everything,’ said Gilbert. ‘We have wine. If you forgot something, better the food. You have the noodles, Bernhard?’
‘Always, two packets.’
Gilbert gave him the thumbs up. ‘If we were running the perfect gîte, Bernhard would be in charge of purchasing. He is the commerce man. So, we would be blaming him for this problem.’
‘I’ve got three peaches,’ I said. We’d have to go without them for tomorrow’s morning break.
At that point our host knocked on the door and spoke in rapid Italian. Camille translated. ‘The farm next door sells cheese. It’s two hundred metres.’
More Italian. ‘We can have tomatoes and peppers and herbs from the garden. Also, eggs from the chickens.’
‘Roast chicken sounds good,’ I said, and enjoyed Zoe’s brief look of horror.
 Camille had stopped crying, but I could see her mistake had shaken her. It was as if, for the first time, she’d realised what her disease would mean.
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  Bernhard and Sarah did the cheese run. The fresh mozzarella, served with tomatoes and basil from the garden, was the best I’d ever had. Camille whipped up a Spanish omelette, and we finished with meringue, fresh peaches and farm-store cream.
‘A toast to the chef,’ I said. And almost cried at the vulnerability Camille showed as she blinked back tears. Gilbert gave us both hugs.
Bernhard beamed. ‘All this is normal.’
‘How so?’ said Martin.
‘Teams are not easy: there are predictable stages. First we form—Camille has the concept of the walk; Gilbert recruits Zoe; Zoe brings me and Martin, who brings Sarah. Then we norm—get to know each other, our strengths and limitations.’
‘And then we storm, right?’ Martin interjected.
‘We blow hard in different directions.’
Martin laughed. Which was nice, because I was expecting him to put Bernhard down.
‘And now,’ said Bernhard, ‘we are beginning to perform.’
He sat back. I guessed that after Martin’s creativity talk, he’d needed his moment in the spotlight. Men and their constant need for affirmation!
‘You were happy with the cooking?’ said Camille.
‘Always,’ said Sarah.
 ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Because I have made a decision. About what to do with my life. What remains of it.’
‘I thought you were going to wait till you saw the Pope,’ I said.
‘You have your Monsieur Chevalier, and I will have the Pope. But there is a higher power. In the chapel, today, I discovered what I was to do.’
I blurted it out. ‘In the chapel?’ I was thinking of Bernhard lifting her, her flirting and laughing and forgetting even who she was lighting the candle for. It didn’t seem like she’d been receiving a divine revelation.
‘This morning, before we began.’
‘Sorry, I was thinking of the oratoire.’
Camille laughed. ‘I was full of joy because I had my answer.’
I looked to Gilbert. This was news to him too. We waited.
‘The idea was in my mind after I talked with Grietje. You remember Grietje, from Belgium?’
‘Of course,’ said Bernhard.
‘And all of you have helped me too. Sarah has kept me well, meditation has helped me to think, Martin showed me what was important, and everyone talking of…I am going to open the perfect hostel. I will cook, and I will be there for pilgrims like Grietje who are taking a spiritual journey—to give them guidance.’
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  We were in a different place. Even crossing the dam wall out of Capanne di Marcarolo there was a sense of remoteness: nobody about. Then, narrow tracks, panoramic vistas that came and went as the track wound its way through the hills, and, for the second day, fog. At the top of a hill we found a memorial to a World War II battle, its positioning a contrast to the prominent monuments to les morts in the centre of every French village.
A little way past the peak, sheltered from the wind, I stopped and reached for Zoe’s hand. We stood in silence for a minute or two, just listening, taking in the forest.
Having set out from our little hut in the wilderness, I felt that bit more removed from the towns and villages, and was appreciating the break from the heat. Sarah was doing better, I was enjoying being with Zoe more than ever and we seemed to be progressing toward a future arrangement. Which left Gilbert and Camille.
The blame for Camille’s sudden determination to become a cleaner, bed-maker and slave to the whims of impecunious travellers lay not with God, but with us and our talk of perfect hostels, into which she’d inserted herself first as cook, and now apparently as proprietor and chaplain. Plus my spiel on goals and the Zoe’s meditation sessions that had put her in touch with God again.
‘How serious do you think she is?’ I asked Zoe, suspecting I knew the answer. Camille had started the Chemin apparently on a whim. Zoe had thought she’d last three days, but here we were, seven weeks later, feet pointed to Rome. 
‘I’m half-jealous. I sort of indulge myself daydreaming about it on the trail, and when we stay somewhere that feels like it needs a little love, I think: I could really fix this place up. I did that a lot on the first camino, when there were more real hostels.’
‘I think everybody does. When I’m doing a repair, and I can see that it’s been neglected…same thing.’
‘But, seriously,’ said Zoe, ‘when Camille came out with it, it was probably the first time I’d thought about the practicalities—and not just the problems with her health.’
‘Come on. You led the cheer squad last night.’
‘I felt I had to be positive. But Bernhard’s right. It doesn’t make sense financially.’
‘He said that?’
‘Sure. You’ve heard him. Not enough pilgrims; you need a big place, which is going to cost a heap to buy and maintain…’
I made the obvious refutation. ‘People do it. And if you want more creative solutions, you could sublet accommodation by the night to get started, which is what I think the guy in Campo Ligure was doing. Or you might lease something long-term, like that old chateau…’
‘I get it,’ said Zoe. ‘But subletting accommodation by the night…I don’t think that’s where Camille’s at.’
‘More about pilgrims around a long table, talking about life.’
‘Like she’s never done with us.’
‘Bit unfair. She knows we’re a bunch of heathens—in your case, something worse.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ said Zoe.
 ‘You’re anti-religion. The rest of us are happy to ignore it or take the bits that resonate.’
‘Seriously, I got over that last time. You’ve seen me in the churches, lighting candles. I’m okay with the history and the spirituality. As long as I don’t have to deal with the establishment…’
‘The point I’m making is that she’s been reasonably private about her faith, and I don’t think anyone’s complaining.’
‘I get it,’ said Zoe. ‘Anyway, there’s a bigger problem.’
‘Gilbert.’
As Zoe had raised her glass to Camille’s success, I’d looked at our usual proposer of toasts, who patently hadn’t been consulted. The ever-doting husband, for whom nothing was too much in the service of his life partner, was wearing an expression that said: ‘This might be a bridge too far.’
‘I’m sort of surprised,’ said Zoe. ‘I mean, once you get past the idea of how…unexpected…it is, like you said, people do it. She can cook; she’s run a household; she speaks languages. Gilbert’s owned a business; he’s used to customer service and money and regulations. It wouldn’t have to be in Italy—it could be in France…It’s not as crazy as it sounds.’
‘Until you take Gilbert out of the equation. Then you’ve got a single woman with unpredictable physical-health problems and cognition issues. Sarah tells me she might not be able to live alone, even now, because she could leave the gas on or take an accidental overdose.’ I thought back to the trip Gilbert and I had taken to retrieve the pills he’d forgotten. ‘I think he’s already hiding a lot of that stuff from us.’
While we were pondering how they’d spend the rest of their lives, Gilbert and Camille caught up.
 ‘Is there a problem?’ asked Gilbert.
‘No,’ I said, backtracking to before we were talking about the problem. ‘Just taking a little break to appreciate where we are. Sometimes we’re so busy with our navigation or how far to the next stop or thinking about what we’re going to do for dinner that we forget to—as we say in England—smell the roses.’
‘Not just sometimes,’ said Camille. ‘Most of the time. You are a wise man.’
‘Well, it might seem obvious, but the first time I walked, I was focused on getting to the end, or at least to each day’s destination, and worrying about what I’d do when the Camino was over. I can thank Zoe for opening my eyes.’
Zoe squeezed my hand and I made a point of smelling the metaphorical roses. Then I let her walk off with Camille while I prepared to persuade a man to change his life because his wife had got a message from God.




45
ZOE
  CARTOON: A middle-aged man: large, hairy chest with gold chains peeking out of a too-small shirt, hair slicked over a bald patch, oversized watch, feet in Gucci loafers—a caricature of an Italian American. He is standing in the courtyard of a three-storey house with high brick fences and security cameras, incongruous in a rural setting, holding a bottle of wine in each hand.
The pellegrini are his guests, awkward, not comfortable in the accommodation or with the hospitality. An overweight man attacks his blisters; a woman, separate to the others, with pen and paper, looks lost; a younger man looks at Signor with frank dislike. A woman, only visible from the back, is taking in a picture of the Madonna on the wall—the Madonna’s face is suffused with light. A younger woman holds her hand. A bearded man is close to the woman but contemplating the young woman with what looks like concern.
STORY: Roberto was born in the US but has returned to his roots in Italy, where his retirement will be funded by tourists renting his properties. His house is large, gaudy and decorated with posters of stills from The Godfather.
The pellegrini have been travelling for a month. They came for different reasons and the Chemin brings them together each day, yet they are further apart than ever. They search for love and meaning but find their lives obstruct the path: responsibility, guilt and the past hang over them. 
The Chemin has yet to provide them with an answer, and the accommodation and owner remind them of the commercial world they have left behind. How do they reconcile that world with the peace they feel in the abbey hostels and at homes offering a pilgrim’s welcome?
If a village could have suburbs, Roberto’s B&B was in one, or had created one for itself, at the edge of the wild. High fence, cameras, graphic of a guard dog. I entered the security code we’d been given, dumped my pack and followed the instructions in the communal kitchen to the retail strip half a mile away. No dog.
I’d offered to fix dinner, and the town had sounded big enough to have a supermarket. It wasn’t. Just one tiny store with basic stuff—not much fresh. I’d picked the wrong evening to show off my cooking skills.
‘Antipasto,’ I said, when I returned and had started opening jars of pickled vegetables. ‘Salami for the carnivores. After that, pasta with pesto. It’s all they had. Bananas for dessert—same deal. And no wine.’
I wasn’t being totally truthful. There had been wine in the shop, but I didn’t know what Gilbert would think of it and he wasn’t going to have a night off unless he was forced to. At home I drank alcohol only once or twice a week, but since we began walking we’d had wine every evening.
‘Meditation class after dinner to help us sleep,’ I added.
I hadn’t even served the appetisers when Roberto arrived. With three bottles of wine.
‘Always wine,’ said Gilbert. ‘We will need it to survive the next days of mountains.’
 ‘And to sleep,’ said Camille.
I wasn’t going to win this one.
‘Three guest rooms,’ said Camille. ‘Italians have many children. So they must have big houses. Not too much to clean, but I would prefer that this was a dining room with a separate kitchen. Close to the village…’
‘You might want to redecorate,’ said Martin. Marlon Brando loomed over him with the caption Revenge is a dish best served cold.
‘Of course. I am sure I could persuade Roberto.’
What was Camille saying? I guess moving in with Roberto would be one way of getting into the hostel business. But she was smiling. Just kidding. Her spirits had lifted since her announcement. And she definitely hadn’t forgotten about the idea.
‘You’d consider Italy for your hostel?’ I said.
‘Of course. Or Spain.’
‘Only if there is nothing suitable in France,’ said Gilbert. He was smiling. A little.
I did my best to send Martin a silent message. ‘You’re a genius.’
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  Persuading Gilbert to get on board with Camille’s hostel plans hadn’t been difficult—nor had I expected it to be, though I was happy to take any credit on offer. Camille’s announcement had caught him by surprise, and it wasn’t in his nature to commit to anything until he’d thought about it. But his devotion to his wife was always going to win.
We’d talked about the positives: his business experience; his financial position, which was apparently strong enough to support the project; Camille doing something rather than passively waiting for the disease to progress. I sensed they were details—the clincher was that Camille would need him. Though I sensed that he hoped to get by on the prospect rather than the reality of a gîte.
Roberto’s B&B had a washing machine, so we washed everything we could. As Camille and I sat in the courtyard after dinner, resuming our attempts to find accommodation three days in the future, we were surrounded by drying clothes. They revealed a variety of approaches to hiking underwear. Camille had wrapped herself in a bath towel. It was hard to say which was more distracting.
I watched an email disappear into the ether, carrying with it a prayer that the hotel, which was not on any booking service, might still exist.
Gilbert brought out wine.
 ‘Last night we had sex,’ she said, as he returned inside.
‘You and Gilbert?’ I wanted to be sure my towel-clad companion hadn’t confabulated a story that would cause me a deal of grief.
‘Of course! You are always making jokes.’
‘In that little hut?’
‘Ah…the night before. In Campo Ligure. When we had our own apartment.’
‘If it had been the little hut, you wouldn’t have needed to tell me.’
‘No more jokes. I wanted to know what you think of this idea.’
‘I don’t think Gilbert would forgive me if I discouraged you. But—it’s none of my business. And you two are married. Unlike the rest of us.’
‘I am not concerned about sin. Not that one. But I don’t want to give him too much hope. I am not sure if we will be staying together.’
I avoided the cheap shot about the Catholic attitude to divorce. Camille was very decently trying to do the right thing by Gilbert. But…
‘I thought if you were going to establish a hostel, Gilbert would be a good man to have on the team.’
‘Possibly, but he only wishes to do this so he can stay with me.’
‘Isn’t that what you want a partner to do? Stay with you and help you achieve your dreams?’
We were interrupted by a message on my iPad: the email had bounced. I took time out to search again for a phone number and found it on a B&B directory of unknown vintage.
 I punched in the number on my phone and passed it to Camille. She smiled: the line was still connected. There was a conversation in which no names or times appeared to have been exchanged.
‘No luck?’
Camille tapped her head. ‘I don’t think she is very capable. But she says just come and there will be a room.’
‘One room?’
‘Plenty of rooms. It will not be a problem. So perhaps I might begin having sex with Gilbert again. What do you think?’
I told her what I thought, again, and wondered which version of events to trust: surely she could remember whether or not she’d had sex for the first time in weeks a couple of nights earlier or whether she was just contemplating it. And I asked the more important question that had confounded both Zoe and me—and probably Sarah and Bernhard.
‘Can I ask what the problem is? With Gilbert?’
‘Of course.’ But she hesitated a long time before answering. ‘Gilbert is too…French.’
I don’t think any of us would have disagreed—I was just surprised that it would be a deal breaker for Camille. However, her answer carried a message: ‘And there’s nothing you can do about that.’
‘I had sex with him because he has stopped complaining about Italian wine.’ Back to past tense. ‘And, well, it is not unpleasant.’ She laughed. ‘Life is short.’
‘So you haven’t given up on him. If we could get him excited about Australian wine, maybe…’
‘Ah, you are joking with me again.’
Only just. He was such a nice guy, devoted but by no means a doormat—revise that, considering the hairdryer: a bit of a doormat—but still his own man, amiable, charming, uncomplaining…except about Italian wine. And he had dumped the hairdryer. 
Camille hadn’t finished. ‘If Gilbert wasn’t here, do you think Zoe would get me to Rome?’
‘Of course. Zoe and me and Bernhard and Sarah. You’re not thinking of sending Gilbert home?’
‘No, but I am always wondering: did Zoe come for you or for me?’
It was a variant on the question Zoe had asked me when I decided to continue the walk. Her or Sarah? I had no doubt about my answer, but it gave me pause after I’d said it.
‘She didn’t think I was coming. She’s here for you.’
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  Breakfast at Casa Roberto was plain cookies in plastic wrappers from a bulk carton and packets of crackers with jelly. Bernhard’s muesli had run out.
‘Won’t be replacing that anytime soon,’ said Martin. ‘Into the wild, now.’
‘So you keep saying,’ said Sarah. ‘It’s been first-world so far.’
When Roberto showed up—in his PJs—I dared to hope that he might be bringing fresh croissants. But it was only the bill.
I was thinking about what I had put in my drawing—it seemed obvious enough that the pilgrims were us, but why had I portrayed myself as separate and so lost?
The previous night, under the watchful eyes not of Jesus but of Dennis Hopper, Martin had given me an update on Camille’s issues with Gilbert. I hadn’t done a great job of hiding my feelings.
‘You’re not happy that she told me rather than you?’ he said.
‘To be honest, no. I mean…’
‘I know: you’re the soulmate.’ I could see that he was going to say something more but had stopped himself.
‘Go on. Finish.’
‘I don’t want to discourage you from walking with me. But I was just thinking that, for soulmates, you two don’t spend a lot of time together.’
He was right. I’d been conscious of it too.
Martin pushed on. ‘Look, practically, maybe she hasn’t given up on Gilbert and wants to send a message to him—and figures I’m closer to him. Man-to-man or something. On the positive side, they’re still together today and Gilbert owes me a drink. If Camille’s taken my advice, they’ll be getting some shagging in.’ 
‘Shagging? You really call it that? English women would actually say, “I feel like shagging”?’
‘Maybe “I couldn’t ’arf go a shag.” Or a bonk. Or a bit of t’other.’
I couldn’t help laughing. ‘So, ’ow about a bit of…the other?’
Out of town there was a long, steep climb, and for a while we all walked in single file along a narrow ridge, following the Alta Via’s ‘AV’ markings in red and white. Getting alta meant climbs—seven hundred metres, according to Bernhard’s smart watch—with some really steep bits, and only the occasional dove to remind us that we were still on the Chemin as well. The day was mild and Camille’s balance seemed okay. Once again, Dr Sarah was with her.
‘Twenty-five-percent gradient,’ said Bernhard, after a short but tough section where I’d had to use my hands to pull myself up. Martin was using his sticks for the same purpose.
In the afternoon, the track turned through meadows and woods, and we got our first glimpse of Genoa, a city tucked in between mountains with roads carving them up for access. And beyond it, the sea.
We caught up with Camille, who must have let Sarah go ahead. Martin, without saying anything, walked on to give me time with her.
‘Mon Dieu,’ she said. ‘We have walked to the Mediterranean. The Italian Riviera.’
 We paused and took in the view.
‘You know, you’ve been incredible,’ I said to her.
‘Because of the MS?’
‘That too. But if you’d asked me if I thought you could do this back when we were twenty, I’d have said, “no way”. I’d have said the same about myself—but even then, I might have visualised doing it. Sports weren’t a part of your life.’
‘This is not sport. And that road trip was a long time ago. You don’t know me now, Zoe.’
I thought of how I couldn’t draw her. How Sarah had come between us. How there was something about her quest that she wouldn’t share with me.
‘Then help me out.’
We walked on in silence. I felt the tension, but couldn’t put my finger on what it was, why she was frightened of me…or why I was scared of what she might say.
‘I never had much time for—I had not thought much of—the Church,’ Camille finally said. ‘But when I was told I had the disease?’ She shrugged. ‘Going to mass brought me comfort. I am more at peace with God than I have ever been with a man.’
‘So does this peace…help you with your MS?’
‘At first I thought it was a punishment. That I deserve it.’ Camille put her hand up to silence my protest. ‘But I am helped. I am a very small part of the world, not so important. But I feel—comfort that God has a space for me.’
‘So…how does the hostel fit in?’
‘I did not think I would receive any answers on the walk itself. But I have been praying and this idea was given to me.’
‘And Gilbert is supporting you?’ I said it as a question, though I knew the answer. I wanted her to acknowledge what he was doing for her. 
She stopped dead. ‘Would you stay with Martin if he cheated on you?’
I stopped too; I could see what was coming. Camille was finally confiding in me, but it wasn’t about her big lie. I didn’t want to have my picture of Gilbert shattered. I liked him a lot. And, dammit, Camille didn’t have a perfect record with fidelity herself. At least I didn’t think so. Shit, I’d just assumed.
‘Gilbert cheated on you?’
‘He is not so much a saint. Perhaps the femme de ménage thinks so, but I do not.’
‘You had a…ménage à trois?’ I had a flashback to her wishing he’d flirt with the wine server.
‘Ménage is housework. He…committed adultery with the cleaning woman. The world thinks the French are cool with this, and perhaps we do not care so much what our politicians do. But the cleaning woman?’
‘Camille, why didn’t you tell me?’
‘I discovered them. She was in a red negligee; it was not pretty on her. What sort of woman wears this to work, I ask you? To clean. She has her hands flattened on the refrigerator, like this, and Gilbert is behind her with his pants—’
‘Okay, okay! Too much information.’
‘And no discretion. In our home. Our refrigerator. With the meat and the cheese—’
I gave Camille a hug as much to stop her telling me anymore as to show solidarity. She started walking and I guess she thought we were done. But if she didn’t stay with Gilbert, how was she going to run a hostel?
 ‘Could you forgive him?’ I asked. ‘I mean, like you said, he doesn’t flirt with other women now. I don’t know if I could if it happened to me, but it’s a very Christian…’
‘He can flirt now,’ Camille said and waved her hand dismissively. ‘It doesn’t matter. I have tried to forgive. I will if the Pope tells me to.’
Shit. ‘What if the Pope isn’t able to see you, Camille?’
She gave me a serene smile. ‘He will. I have faith.’
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  At the end of a rainy day in the mountains, it shouldn’t have taken much for any accommodation to feel welcoming. But there was only one word for our hotel: grim. We were patently the only guests in a three-storey pile with faded paint and patching in different tones applied like band-aids. I could have spent a year with my toolkit and not made a difference.
I settled on reinstating a curtain rod, so we wouldn’t be woken by the morning sun. With the cooling weather, we were no longer under pressure to start so early.
It wasn’t the first time in the Apennines that we’d encountered a once grand hotel that had fallen into disrepair. A few days earlier, I’d chatted with the fourth-generation owner of a thirty-room establishment while Zoe sketched him.
As Bernhard pointed out, the business model was simple: no staff beyond family, a fixed menu that didn’t require much in the way of fresh ingredients, only essential maintenance and if the plumbing or power failed in a room, close it off. Permanently.
In the light of Camille’s ambitions, I found myself looking at this hotel with a different eye. The building had so much potential. It could likely be bought for a song. But who would fill the rooms? We’d still met only three Assisi walkers—two of them back in France, plus Grietje.
The worn-out looking woman who was both cleaner and receptionist—and whom I suspected would morph into cook and server in due course—spoke no English or French. But she assured Camille that our request for dinner and breakfast, one vegetarian, had been noted. 
My success in persuading Gilbert to stay with Camille seemed to have given Zoe hope that I might solve the other half of the equation.
‘Men always think infidelity is no big deal. All you’ve got to do is convince Camille of that.’
‘And get rich running seminars on how I did it.’
‘Well, it’s nice to see you’re thinking about the future.’
Onward bookings were proving tricky in this part of the world: if the track had followed the coast through the Cinque Terre, we’d have had an embarrassment of riches, but this austere route didn’t give us many options. The others had become used to Camille and me being sequestered for long periods. At some stage I’d see if she wanted to talk about Gilbert’s infidelity.
‘Some stage’ turned out to be tonight.
‘Zoe has told you what Gilbert did?’
‘Broadly. She indicated that…’
‘He had sex with the femme de ménage. Against the fridge. With the meat and the fromage. In a ridiculously tiny red…’
‘Zoe told me. You must have been very upset.’
‘Of course. Who would not be? What kind of woman…’
She’d given me an opening, though not one I was proud to take. ‘I suppose if she’d come to work dressed like that, she was set on seducing Gilbert.’
‘Sarah would not be happy with this argument. But I understand. Men are easily manipulated. But they should be discreet. And if they are caught, they must be sorry.’
 ‘I’m sure Gilbert is extremely sorry.’ If only about being caught.
‘That is the problem. He refuses to apologise.’
‘Gilbert, mon ami. You’ve got to apologise.’ I was meddling—I hoped in a good cause. I felt I’d become close enough to Gilbert to speak to him as a friend, and that Camille was expecting me to deliver the message.
I’d joined him in the bar, and our Jill of all trades had furnished us with an unlabelled bottle of red wine. With the problem—and the obvious solution—laid out in front of him, he was, unbelievably, prevaricating.
‘This is in the past. Recently…there are things I am not able to share but you can guess. Our relationship has improved and I am now certain that everything will be okay.’
‘Maybe, but I’m telling you, it’s still an issue for her. She’s told Zoe. She’s told me. How hard is it to just say “I’m sorry—I made a mistake”?’
I’d only seen Gilbert angry once before, when he dumped the hairdryer, and this time it was only a flash, quickly replaced by something sadder. He took a long, contemplative, sip of his wine.
‘The story of the housekeeper is not true. I was forced to fire her, which was financially difficult and embarrassing for her. And morally wrong. She is a good person; if you met her, you would know how ridiculous the story is.’
‘Camille made it up?’
‘I came home for lunch, and our housekeeper told me she had found Camille’s…clothing in the refrigerator.’
I had to ask. ‘Red?’
Gilbert nodded. ‘When Camille arrived home, I asked her to explain. She accused Nadine, our housekeeper, of stealing her clothes. Habitually. So Camille had hidden them in the refrigerator. Which, as you can see, makes no sense. Perhaps a coat, perhaps a dress, money, but I don’t think anyone would steal underwear. And obviously, our housekeeper would look in the refrigerator in the course of her work.’ 
‘So this was part of the illness? What she did and also the story she made up?’
‘They were early signs. Though we didn’t understand that. We argued and…I left. I walked out. Then the story became what it is now. Later, we learned about the disease, and I returned, as you know. I am sorry for leaving, but I cannot apologise for the thing I did not do.’
We were quiet for a while, just drinking, before I spoke. ‘You think she really believes it happened in the way she told Zoe?’
‘I’m sure of it. Camille is not a liar.’
‘You wouldn’t consider just apologising, for the sake of peace? You know what they say: it’s her truth.’
It was Gilbert’s turn to leave a long silence. ‘You believe I would do anything for Camille?’
‘Well, so far you’ve been bloody heroic. She’s upstairs getting changed and I guess you carry those evening clothes.’
Another nod. ‘And I am prepared, if necessary, to establish a gîte. But if I confessed to being unfaithful to Camille, it would’—he switched to French—‘as you say, it would become the truth, and then I could not live with myself.’
At 7 p.m. we were—all of us—seated at the table that had been set for six. Two other tables in the cavernous room were ready for four. A fire would have added a welcome touch of warmth, both physical and atmospheric, but the fireplace was clean and empty. On a Saturday night. 
There was no sign of our host. A shabbily dressed guy of about sixty wandered in and, finding nobody behind the bar, headed into the kitchen.
‘Let’s see if anybody else turns up,’ I said.
‘Why else would you put out the tableware?’ said Bernhard.
‘Hope.’
‘Spoke too soon,’ said Sarah. A petite, well-dressed woman of about fifty rushed in the door, tossing aside an umbrella and hanging her coat on the hook.
But instead of waiting to be attended to, she headed for our table. ‘Mi dispiachi, excusez-moi, sorry. English?’
‘Si,’ said Camille, confusingly.
‘My sister is looking after you?’ She didn’t wait for a reply; I imagined she didn’t want one. ‘We will start with prosciutto and then I will make you some pasta. Pasta with pesto or ragù or mushrooms, and then veal…’
‘I’m vegetarian,’ said Zoe. As I’d expected, the earlier message hadn’t got through.
‘That is not a problem. I will make some melanzana—aubergine—and mozzarella.’
And, presumably solo in the kitchen, she proceeded to do that.
Dinner was brought to us, awkwardly, by our dishevelled man. Gilbert persuaded him to find a labelled bottle of red wine, which he pronounced to be better than our pre-dinner drink.
It was only at the end, with cake and coffee on the table, that our host reappeared to check that all was well, and to bring a bottle of grappa, not from the bar, but the kitchen.
 The other tables had remained empty.
‘Quiet at the moment,’ I said.
‘End of the season.’ She sighed and gave in. ‘Always quiet, now. Was the wine all right?’
‘Yes, it was fine,’ said Gilbert.
‘It was the last bottle of Barbera. It is too expensive to keep good wines in case somebody like you comes. The Barolo is too old to drink now.’
‘Could we try it?’ said Gilbert. ‘We’re happy to pay, even if it’s…tired.’
She returned with a bottle, uncorked it and poured a sample, brown even from where I was sitting. Gilbert’s expression confirmed that there was no hidden treasure here.
There was something poignant about the wine that had sat so long that it was past drinking, and the hotel and its staff that would sooner or later follow it.




49
ZOE
  CARTOON: Panel 1: An old woman sits alone in a large, mainly empty room. Sheets cover the furniture. On her lap is a photo album; there are tears in her eyes. She is so absorbed in her memories that she does not hear the banging on her door. Panel 2: Outside the four-storey house it is raining heavily. There are pellegrini—drenched and shivering. A young man has an arm around a young woman, sheltering her; they are warming each other. Another woman is banging on the door, while an older man is trying to use his coat as an umbrella for her but the wind is blowing it out of his hand. The other couple stand close together, deciding if they should look for somewhere else to go.
STORY: Alessandra walked to Rome with her husband to thank God for saving their child, who survived leukaemia. They told God they would open a hotel for pellegrini and live their life as good Christians. But now Alessandra is alone, her child is far away, and she lives with just her memories—and the wishes that never came true.
Something had changed. It had been there—a sense of departure and travelling into a harsher unknown—maybe since Passo dei Giovi, north of Genoa. Martin had warned us about the terrain. But now, I felt the sadness of the sisters and their dishevelled brother at their desolate hotel weighing on me. They had me thinking of Whatever Happened to Baby Jane?
On my first camino, I had walked into spring. This time, we were walking into fall. Today there was a bleakness in the air, unlike fall in San Francisco, where glimpses of the Golden Gate Bridge and even San Quentin through the fog hinted at mystery rather than grim months ahead. I guessed we had seen the last of the long sunny days.
It shouldn’t have been a hard walk—only ten miles—and we were fitter now.
‘Gilbert says he didn’t do it,’ said Martin. ‘No infidelity. No games with the fridge. Camille made it up. As she does.’
‘You believe him?’
Martin nodded. ‘Wouldn’t you? I mean, Camille has form. Not her fault…’
‘I know, but you hear these stories of people who’ve got a mental illness or are disempowered and nobody believes them, and then…’
‘I’m happy to reserve my decision. I mean, in the end, if she believes it, what does it matter if it’s true or not? But let’s suppose he did do it, as Camille believes…I don’t know that infidelity should always be the end of a relationship.’
I sat—or walked—with that for a bit. ‘Is there something you’re trying to tell me?’
‘Nothing to declare. Yet. Hopefully ever. But don’t you think it would be good to have a relationship where we’d agreed in advance…like if one of us screwed up? Bloody hell, before I dig a bigger hole, all I’m saying is, I think I should have been more understanding of Julia—about the affair. Not that I want her back. Just that I was a bastard to her; there was no way back after that. Maybe love—their love, our love—could be a bit bigger.’
 We walked a bit while I processed what he’d said. In principle, he was probably right. I wasn’t sure I needed it in my head right now, with water trickling down the back of my neck.
‘Let’s say maybe and talk about something more uplifting,’ I said, tying my hood. ‘This weather is enough of a downer.’
Martin laughed. ‘Wait till winter in Sheffield.’ Had he amped up the accent?
Right now, the ‘pea souper’ fog I’d read about, obliterating the place for days, was not something I wanted to think about, let alone wait for. I felt a chill—right to my core.
‘Does anyone remember when we saw the last dove?’ asked Sarah, as we reached her.
‘There was one where we started climbing.’
I peered back to where we had come from—a mile earlier—but the path was lost in mist.
‘Maybe…when it forked?’
‘What fork?’
We all stood along the path or on its upside, among cow shit (how did the cows get up here or were they giant goats?), mud and tree roots.
Bernhard and Sarah pulled out their phones as Gilbert and Camille joined us.
‘That way.’ Bernhard pointed up.
None of us moved. ‘I really want to see a dove,’ I said.
‘This is the direction that gets us there.’
Bernhard had a point, but there was no actual path. Just a climb covered in undergrowth. And cow shit, for sure.
‘I’ll go back,’ said Martin. ‘See if we missed a turn.’
Bernhard went straight up. It was only a minute before they had both disappeared from view.
 ‘There is a dove,’ Bernhard shouted.
‘A dove and a path,’ came Martin’s call. We turned and went back. But before we found Martin we found the bull. Right on the trail. He had no intention of moving.
We went up.
The rain had been coming and going all day, but just as we started the final descent, it set in, bucketing down on us. Out of the shelter of the forest, we had the wind to contend with. I felt a little smug knowing I had the best gear available and was warmly cloistered away from the elements, now I had the hood working.
Until my shoes gave up. The seeping wetness was followed by a squelch every time I stepped. Then my plastic over-pants soaked through. Not only were my legs wet and cold, I was carrying extra weight with each step. Martin was in shorts, as he had been every day, and I guessed wet legs would be more comfortable and no colder.
The water started dripping down my neck again and I began to shiver. I wondered if Camille would have the same problems with cold as heat. We were all struggling on the rocks and fresh mud: it was hard to know if she was doing any better or worse than the rest of us.
When we finally arrived in Scoffera, the rain was still coming down hard and we had no idea where to go. It was a larger town than Martin had anticipated—but it was Sunday evening and everything was closed. Camille was becoming agitated as Martin pushed her to remember the instructions for finding our accommodation and I was getting pissed at Martin for not writing it down.
 There was only one person on the street—or rather in a doorway—to ask for directions, and I went with Camille. She and the woman had a long discussion in Italian before Camille turned and followed her inside.
‘Camille, what…?’
Camille was taking off her coat and dripping all over Signora’s floor—Signora looked unhappy but resigned.
‘This is Signora Alessandra,’ said Camille.
It took me a moment to work out what she meant: Signora had been on the lookout for us. I beckoned the others—and the floor was soon a large puddle. We were led up three flights—these places, even the sizeable hotels, were always walk-ups—and as I dripped along the long dark hallway I was already sketching in my mind. We had the top floor of one wing to ourselves, and, as we’d come to expect, were the only guests.
‘Turn off the lights you are not using,’ Alessandra told us.
We didn’t need to be told to turn off the heaters—there weren’t any.
After we dried and dressed—I had little to wear that wasn’t wet and what I did have wasn’t warm enough, so I grabbed a blanket off the bed—I stood on my boots and they spurted water.
‘That’d be funny if you didn’t have to walk in them tomorrow,’ said Martin.
‘There was a pile of papers,’ I said. It was the standard treatment for wet boots when there wasn’t a good heat source available—and a good first step even when there was. I figured Signora was used to walkers needing them and they were cheaper than a heater. Six pairs of boots ate most of the newspapers.
Camille disappeared to talk to our hostess but returned looking perplexed. ‘She has vanished.’
 I was already standing when Sarah said, ‘I’ll come with you.’
She smiled at Sarah: ‘It is okay, Zoe and I will do this.’
I felt an unreasonable sense of victory. How old was I again?
We were in another ghost hotel—it would have made a great setting for a horror movie. The hallways stretched out, empty room after empty room. Finally, on the ground floor, we spotted a light coming from beneath a curtained door.
Alessandra handed over the dinner supplies. Not exactly generous. Pasta, a single jar of sauce, bread, lettuce. Two fillets of chicken. And a single bottle of wine.
‘Mon Dieu,’ Camille muttered as we left. ‘I do not think she has enough money to buy more wine.’
‘Did she say her husband had died? Our timing may be bad.’
‘Yes,’ said Camille. ‘He died when the hostel opened. The same day.’
‘Hell.’ No wonder it was so depressing. ‘How long ago?’
‘Six years.’
Sitting on the table as Camille prepared our meagre fare was one of the newspapers we had stuffed our shoes with, front page removed. I recognised our hostel on page three and looked closer. It was the day it opened, and there was Alessandra and her husband. All the newspapers were from the same day.
I took out the papers from my shoes but no amount of ironing out was going to restore them.
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  Zoe had filled us in on our unwitting use of our host’s precious memories to stuff our boots. Rather than leave the newspaper to be found, I’d shovelled it into my pack and pockets. I unloaded at the first public bin.
‘Shit,’ said Zoe, ‘I put mine in her trash. I’m the one who tried to do the right thing, and it’s my paper she’s going to find.’
‘How will she know it’s yours?’
‘I’ve got to go back.’
We waited, eating a warm pastry from the panetteria, while Zoe returned for her wet newspaper. I was feeling pretty good, considering. I’d slept in my thermals and been warm enough. A break from drinking had done me no harm, either. The wine had opened with a hiss, and Gilbert had initially announced a secondary fermentation, then, on examination of the label, explained that it was deliberate. Frizzante, lightly sparkling red. I guess you could get used to it, if you had to. We each tried a small glass and left the rest to Gilbert.
In the morning, the moka pot had delivered good strong coffee and the pastries were a big step up from the day-old bread at the previous night’s albergo.
Zoe returned, not in a great mood. She’d had to make up a story of leaving something behind to get back in, and our host had hovered over her suspiciously while she failed to find it. The wet newspapers were still in the wastepaper basket.
‘Do you want me to get you a pastry?’ I asked.
 ‘You’ve finished yours?’
‘I would have saved you some but…’
‘You didn’t.’
‘Sorry—it was rather good. I said, I’ll get you another one.’
‘Don’t bother. Tell me where we’re staying tonight. So I can get used to the idea.’
‘Last night wasn’t so bad. You were warm enough, weren’t you?’
‘After I got to bed. The kitchen was freezing.’
‘Toughen you up for Yorkshire.’ Probably shouldn’t have said that. ‘What about you, Camille? You want to buy that one?’
Gilbert flashed me a look that was undeserved. I was giving Camille a dose of reality to balance her fantasies of rural bonhomie.
‘It would need repairs, but…’ Christ, she was thinking about it.
Zoe interrupted. ‘No. Just no.’
‘You okay?’ I asked her when we were clear of the others.
‘Not particularly. That place was dismal. And you guys have all got dry boots. I’ve got cold feet.’
It was another tough day in the mountains. But there were rewards: moments of sunshine illuminating our path; the remarkable black-and-yellow lizard we nearly stood on, so good was its camouflage; purple mountain flowers; huge spider webs with tiny water droplets and orange inhabitants.
Zoe and Camille did an extra climb, to the church in Barbagelata, while the rest of us waited.
‘Extraordinary! It was très moderne,’ said Camille.
‘Locked,’ added Zoe.
 ‘Technically, our hardest day since the Alps. In kilojoules expended,’ Bernhard said, consulting his smart watch when we arrived at our accommodation.
‘Is this it?’ said Zoe, and I guessed that the answer she was hoping for was, ‘No, this is just a derelict pub on the way to the Hilton around the corner.’
‘Only option. And usually closed on Mondays. They’re only opening for us because Camille told them we were pellegrini.’
‘Where are we eating?’
‘Right here,’ I said with a flourish, as a rough-looking chap in torn jeans and boots opened the door to reveal a bar, albeit one with only a couple of bottles on display.
It had been drizzly again and we were all a bit damp. Zoe’s mood, which had lifted for a while, was now flat again. I was just praying for a functioning heater.
Our man led us upstairs, and my prayer was answered: a wood-burning stove that must have been going for a while, as the entire level—a bedroom, bathroom and bunk room—was warm. Not tidy—I had the feeling that the bedroom had become a storeroom through lack of guests and the bathroom wasn’t exactly pristine—but definitely warm.
‘This is better,’ said Camille, again casting a buyer’s eye over the property. ‘You and Zoe can have the bedroom.’
‘It’s fine,’ I began to say, then thought better of it. ‘Thanks—we owe you one.’
‘Vino?’ Gilbert asked as we sat to dinner, and it didn’t occur to either of us that the previous night’s fizz had been anything but an anomaly until we heard the tell-tale pop.
‘Do you have anything flat?’ said Gilbert, making hand signals, then attempting some Italian. ‘Non gazzo?’
 ‘No.’
‘It’s like the Wild West,’ said Sarah, and she’d nailed it: the combination of our hirsute Levi-ed host, the basic saloon bar and his attractive but solid partner in her peasant dress making occasional appearances from the kitchen. And we were indeed in the west of Italy. Gilbert might have done better to order whiskey.
‘More like the Appalachians,’ said Zoe. ‘How much longer are we in Liguria?’
‘Through to Aulla,’ I said. ‘Just another week or so.’
Dinner was good rustic Italian food. Better than good after a tough day. The downstairs fire was burning too, and we had the place to ourselves. But in the narrow bar, there was none of the sense of emptiness that we’d had in the old hotels.
‘Like a pub in Yorkshire,’ I told Zoe, and, based on her reaction, decided I’d go easy on references to our future home for a while.
We began with a huge platter of antipasto—admittedly not exactly vegetarian-friendly—then porcini pasta (fully vegetarian and enough for Zoe to eat as main course as well), wild-boar alla cacciatora, green salad, cake.
By the end, I was beginning to develop a taste, or at least a tolerance, for the fizzy red. Gilbert, Camille and I finished with a glass of firewater grappa.
The others had preceded us upstairs and Gilbert paused at the top, raising a finger to his lips. The lights were off, and Sarah and Bernhard were lying in front of the fire, illuminated by its light, Sarah’s head on Bernhard’s chest.
The door handle on the fire had come off, and after they went to bed, I made it my evening repair project. It took longer than I’d expected, but I used the time to reflect. I didn’t know how handy Gilbert was, but I could see him behind a bar, lighting a fire, even serving the meals as our host had tonight. 
In his position, I’d have probably seen Camille’s suggestion as pretty attractive—something to do in the difficult years ahead beyond being a live-in nurse. I was almost envious. Maybe I was just craving a clearer plan for Zoe and me.
She was asleep when I went to bed.
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  CARTOON: The hotel looks like a set for a 1950s Western. Outside, Alberto, stubbled chin and broad hat, is carrying a shotgun in one hand and logs for the fire in the other. Through the open door, a barrel of home-brew beer can be seen on the bar. Perlita, hair escaping from the scarf around it, is in the kitchen, pounding bread dough while something on the stove behind her is boiling over and three cats wind around her legs hoping for scraps.
STORY: When they bought the hotel, they had only been married a year and had scraped together everything they had, with help from both families. Their families moved and died, and the children they dreamed of never came. The hotel is paid off, but they no longer have dreams. Each year blurs into the next. The same people come week in, week out, for a drink, or a meal. Only when a pellegrino arrives are they reminded of their younger selves and see that they have turned into old people without realising it.
In keeping with the fantasy, I’d been half-expecting sausages, bacon and eggs, and gallons of coffee for breakfast. We got the coffee but had to settle for leftover cake for the protein.
Before we left, after a few minutes of agonising, I used the wifi—the first in a while—to send my cartoons off to the Chronicle. It wasn’t quite what I had pitched to them: not the upbeat pilgrim story I had anticipated, but there was a lot of heart—and heartbreak—in them. Whatever else the Chemin had done, it had inspired me, aged forty-eight, to produce my best work. This was what I could continue doing in Sheffield. In the cold pea souper. 
The last cartoon stayed with me as we walked along the valley floor, beside and then across the river that divided it. When Martin had come to bed last night, I hadn’t been asleep, but I didn’t want to deal with his English cheerfulness when I was feeling like I was in an Italian West Virginia. Circa 1950. I’d left the backblocks of Minnesota for a reason.
As morning turned to afternoon, the pale sun disappeared and we were walking again through forests in fog. The smell of maple trees made me think of pancakes and I felt a little homesick. For the neighbour saying have a nice day, the clanging of the cable cars and the salt in the mist as I walked to the store.
The maples gave way to other foliage and the path was hard to see because the forest floor was thick with brown leaves. But we weren’t going to get lost. The Chemin overlaid another trail; we were following three super-visible yellow circles on trees and rocks, and regularly intersecting with roads. Whenever we did, we saw cars parked in every available space. The forest was full of middle-aged and elderly men with baskets.
‘Porcini,’ said Gilbert.
When we arrived at the hostel in Pratomollo (‘soggy fields’), we were up high—in soggy fields—in the middle of nowhere. A two-storey rectangular building looking out onto…fog. No pellegrini, as usual. But having a late lunch were maybe twenty or thirty porcini gatherers. And hunters. I wondered how they managed not to shoot the porcini guys. 
The upstairs rooms were basic and without heating—and we would probably have been in dorms if we hadn’t been the only people staying. But downstairs had an open fire and our hosts were congenial.
Dinner was antipasto (same as last night, except all meat, so salumi would have been a better description), porcini pasta (fine, but same as last night), wild-boar stew (same as last night again, no vegetarian option) and cake (same as we’d had for breakfast, though it was good). How hard was it to keep some preserved vegetables and vegetarian secondi in the freezer?
‘If Camille had her hostel here,’ said Martin, ‘the porcini season would supplement the income.’
Camille had gone upstairs to take a shower—and I’d caught Gilbert taking up a plastic chair from the garden, which I guessed was for her to sit on. Just tired, I hoped. I looked at the other three.
‘Guys, we need to put our heads together. Camille wants to run a hostel and Gilbert is prepared to do it, but…’
‘She doesn’t think she needs him and doesn’t want him,’ finished Sarah.
‘Which is short-sighted,’ Martin said. ‘I doubt she could do it alone. Certainly not into the future.’
‘Hey,’ said Sarah. ‘If she doesn’t want to be with him, it’s not up to us to try to change that. She may have some cognitive issues, but she’s clear about what she wants, and we’ve got to respect her wishes. And not take advantage of them to…engineer what we think’s best.’
‘What if what she wants is based on a delusion?’ said Martin. ‘One that’s almost certainly a result of those cognitive issues? You want to tell the story, Zoe?’ 
I told them about the red underwear and the refrigerator.
Sarah nodded. ‘She needed an explanation for why she and Gilbert split. And she’s sort-of pulled together bits and pieces of what really happened.’
‘Do you think she really believes it?’ asked Martin. ‘What I mean is—could she be talked out of it?’
‘You could ask a neurologist. But I guess Gilbert’s already tried.’
Martin pushed back. ‘I can see her not believing Gilbert. But convincing her it didn’t happen is the simplest way forward. And the most honest.’
‘Good luck with that.’
‘I hear you…I don’t want to deny her agency, but it seems crazy for her to let go of him, considering everything. Especially her desire to run the hostel. Which is more important?’
I’d already arrived at the place everyone was still getting to, but it was interesting to hear Martin and Sarah talking as adults rather than father and daughter. Maybe something good was coming out of this.
‘I think,’ I said, ‘that we need to get Camille to forgive him. But Gilbert can’t ask her to, because—Martin?’
‘Integrity.’
‘Bloody hell,’ said Sarah, and I had to agree.
‘Okay, then, how do we convince her to forgive him?’ asked Martin.
Bernhard had been quiet. ‘We could help Gilbert make up a story that explains what she thinks she saw. His pants fell down and she was…’ Maybe being quiet was a good thing.
 Sarah rolled her eyes. ‘Just because her story’s a bit crazy doesn’t mean she’ll believe someone else’s.’
I waded in. ‘Maybe if we got someone else to flirt with him…’
‘Keep it simple,’ said Martin. ‘We’re not trying to write a sitcom and we have to live with what we’re doing.’
‘Keep reminding her of the things she’d need help with in a hostel,’ said Bernhard.
‘Which is basically what we’ve been doing. Plus, point out his strengths,’ said Martin.
‘Maybe a bit more subtly than you guys have been doing so far,’ said Sarah. She did what I guessed was an impression of Martin’s voice. ‘He’s such a brilliant chap.’
‘Remind her that God expects us to forgive and to take in sinners?’ That was my contribution, but religious advice wasn’t going to work coming from me.
Maybe it needed to come from the Pope.
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  The rain had disappeared for the time being, and we were becoming accustomed to the more spartan conditions and demanding walking, much of it on the Alta Via. Despite both it and the Chemin d’Assise being listed as major European trails, in the comfortable walking month of September the only hikers we saw were just out for the day.
We’d got into the habit of walking in pairs, regrouping every hour or so to make sure nobody had got lost. The phone signal was patchy at best, the markings variable and, as we descended through rocky forest, the path was often hard to discern.
Sarah and Bernhard had stopped to let the rest of us catch up, and, when we did, it was Sarah who called for silence.
‘What can you hear?’ she said after a minute or so.
‘I can’t hear anything,’ said Camille.
‘That’s the point. What can’t you hear?’
‘Birds,’ I said, beating Zoe to it. Maybe she wasn’t used to the sound of birds in San Francisco, but here we were, miles from any habitation, in quite dense forest, and…not a bird to be heard.
‘They said Silent Spring would never happen,’ said Zoe. ‘But…wow. You’re right, Sarah.’ It was possibly the first time I’d sensed a connection between them.
We sat and listened for a while. I was thinking not so much about our neglect of the planet as the more local sense of loss that Zoe had obviously been feeling, and that I’d been deflecting with my determination to enjoy the trail and hospitality for what they were. Except that in a few years, when the old hotels followed the birds into oblivion, the only pilgrims would be those hardy adventurers prepared to tote tents and stoves. 
Bernhard broke the silence. ‘It’s not spring. It’s autumn. Fall. Some will have migrated. The rest are not mating—they’re hiding from predators. Birds don’t sing without a reason.’
Maybe. I couldn’t remember being in woods and not hearing birds.
Sarah and I walked on together, after letting Camille and Gilbert get a head start.
‘So, how’s it going with you and Zoe?’ she said.
‘Pass. I think that’s the right reply, isn’t it?’ Then, because I didn’t want to convey a negative impression, I added, ‘All good.’
‘Seriously, you don’t have to answer, but…I don’t want you—anyone—to get hurt.’
‘You don’t need to worry about us.’ Was I being defensive? Too right I was. I wasn’t accountable to my daughter.
And then, a few minutes on, ‘Have you read her stuff? I mean the stories that go with the drawings?’
I hadn’t. I was surprised Zoe had shared them with Sarah and not me.
‘Just the cartoons. I haven’t asked. Why?’
‘Well, it’s in the cartoons too if you look. She seems to have issues. Not about you.’
‘What do you think they’re about, then?’
‘I think, Camille. But more than just feeling bad about the MS.’
‘Makes us confront our own mortality. Before you know it, you’ll be thirty.’ I said it with my tongue deep in my cheek but it landed anyway. As it would have for me at that age.
 ‘I know. Graduation from medicine always seemed like forever away. If I want to specialise, I’ll be that old when I qualify. And now I’ve lost a year.’ Bugger. I hadn’t meant to provoke that.
We had caught up with Camille and Gilbert faster than I’d expected, and Sarah put her arm in front of me to slow me down. ‘Look at Camille. Watch her walk.’
She was right. We were climbing again, and Camille was using one of her sticks, heavily, to support her left leg whenever she pushed off on it.
We caught up, and Sarah asked, ‘Strained a muscle?’
‘It’s just tired,’ said Camille.
Sarah shook her head. I knew what she meant. Individual muscles didn’t get ‘tired’, not normally. Injured, yes, sore, yes, but tiredness was usually more general, and not one-sided.
‘I think we should give it a rest for today. Let’s get the accommodation guide out.’
‘I’m fine,’ said Camille, but without any conviction, and she was happy to make the phone call. No answer.
‘About five kilometres, most of it on the road,’ I said. ‘Shall we try to get a taxi to meet us?’
‘It’s only the climbing,’ said Camille, and this time I was prepared to believe her. And indeed, a few hundred metres on, we joined the road, and she seemed to be coping okay.
The hotel was in the small town of Passo del Bocco, and the car park was full of vehicles. We dumped our packs outside and spruced ourselves up a bit before entering.
The restaurant was bustling—hunters and collectors lunching. Likely they hadn’t even heard the phone.
I managed to intercept one of the staff, flat out serving tables.
 ‘No. No rooms,’ she said, backing it up with a hand gesture.
‘Full? Completo?’
Her hand swept across the room. It said, clearly enough, ‘We’ve got enough on our plates with this lot without worrying about walk-ins for rooms.’
I pointed to Camille, indicating an injury. Shrug.
‘Pellegrini,’ said Bernhard, and the server’s face changed instantly—why didn’t you say so in the first place?
‘Wait. Drink.’ And we were installed at the bar until the lunch crowd subsided and a middle-aged man took us upstairs to our rooms. Camille was still struggling, using her right leg to lead up each step, even without carrying her pack.
If this was a progression of her MS to a new stage, her walk was over.




53
ZOE
  ‘It is nothing,’ said Camille. ‘I just need a rest.’
‘It has been getting worse,’ said Gilbert. ‘I have phoned her physician and he says it is the disease. It may get better for a while or it may not. We will have to wait.’
‘I’ll give you a massage,’ I said.
Sarah frowned.
‘It won’t do any harm,’ I said. ‘We’ve been walking for six hundred miles. All of our bodies are feeling it.’
Mine was doing weird things. I had a burning sensation down my left thigh. And numbness. I didn’t want to think about it. Maybe it was in sympathy with Camille.
‘Massage is enjoyable even if it does not fix the problem.’ Bernhard gave Sarah a grin. ‘Even when there is no problem.’
Though I’d done a massage course I had no experience with physical problems beyond muscle soreness and minor strains. But when I got Camille relaxed on her stomach, her left arm looked thinner than her right. And her left hand was shaky, though she didn’t seem to notice it. I couldn’t do anything for that, but there were knots in her shoulder muscles and she seemed to settle as I rubbed my thumbs deep between the blades.
When I finished, she stood up—and right away dropped to the floor, or would have if I hadn’t caught her. Camille laughed. ‘My leg, it does this. Goes to sleep and forgets it must hold me up.’
Oh, Camille. I forced a smile.
 ‘But this is not the problem that I had today. I think that will be okay.’
‘You know we can go slower. Or maybe stop and come back when you’re stronger.’ I didn’t sound convincing.
‘I must do it now, with you,’ said Camille.
I felt a surge of emotions, most of which I couldn’t make sense of. But it was one of the few signs she’d given me of the bond that had endured through the trauma of her abortion, the cruelty of my mother and the years of absence. Suddenly, her faith in me was empowering—and overpowering.
‘Camille,’ I said, ‘of course I will be here for you. But can’t you see that so is Gilbert? The man is incredible. And he loves you so much.’ I added hurriedly, ‘Even if he did screw up once.’
Any good I had done with the massage was undone in an instant.
‘Men are pathetic. Even Martin. Last night he wanted to talk about sex with me.’
If Camille was trying to turn the conversation around, she’d succeeded.
‘What?’
‘I should never have told him about Gilbert’s liaison. He wanted to know every tiny detail. And how to do it. You know what I’m saying? How to make love against a fridge. I hope I am not spoiling a surprise for you.’
‘Oh shit. I’m sorry.’ I knew exactly what must have happened. ‘I think he was just trying to understand…’
‘There is nothing to understand.’
‘You’re being rather tough…’
‘If Keith had not killed himself, would you still be together?’
 ‘I’d like to think if I went back in time, I would have seen his depression and helped him.’
‘This is not what I meant. Imagine he would live to be one hundred.’
‘I…I don’t know.’ I got her point, and she could see I did.
‘So, if you had one day to live, would you have that day with Keith or with Martin?’
‘Martin.’
‘I do not have a Martin—perhaps I never will. But I have no chance of it if I stay with Gilbert.’
‘Is it possible what you are looking for doesn’t exist? I mean, Sarah and Bernhard: young love—infatuation—that isn’t what makes marriages work.’
‘Zoe,’ said Camille shaking her head. ‘Perhaps I do not know you anymore either. When did you get so practical?’
Was that what the Camino de Santiago had done to me? Or was it Keith’s death—my failure to help him—that had made me put a wall up and use the practical as a shield?
‘God,’ said Camille, ‘has shown me faith. What do you have faith in?’
She got up and I followed her downstairs, where the others were sitting alone looking at menus in the huge restaurant that had been crowded with porcini pickers a few hours earlier.
‘I am a new woman,’ Camille announced, though she was walking cautiously. ‘And, if I am not, I realise how practical Zoe is. If Martin does not marry her, she and Gilbert can get together when I die.’
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  ‘What was that about?’
‘What was what about?’
‘You and Gilbert. Getting together.’
We were back in our room. All of us, Gilbert included, had let Camille’s comment go, as we often did, but I was curious about where it had come from.
‘Jealous? He’s very sweet. Sophisticated Frenchman, who jumps whenever his wife says jump and schleps her hairdryer halfway across Europe. What’s not to like?’
‘Probably his liver and his bank balance. He’s a bit cavalier about both of them.’
‘You are jealous.’
‘Well, we’ve all decided he’s bloody God’s gift to women and mankind, and frankly, some of us do what he’s doing without having any fuss made about it.’
‘If I wanted to open a hostel, would you drop everything: your job, Sheffield, England, to help me? For real?’
‘Of course I would. If that’s what you really wanted to do. If you were passionate about it, frankly you’d have a better argument than I have for staying where I am.’
‘All right. I want to run a hostel.’
She looked me in the eye, but I knew her well enough to tell that she was bluffing. A part of me was a bit disappointed.
‘Italy or France?’
‘You don’t like Spain?’
 ‘Seriously, whatever your dreams are, I want to be part of them. I thought I’d told you that.’
Zoe went to the bathroom to brush her teeth and I half-expected her to come back talking about a wild dream I hadn’t heard of.
‘Have you ever had sex standing up?’ she said. ‘From behind?’
The obvious answer was that I was willing to try, but I knew where this was coming from. ‘I was trying to get Camille to tell me exactly what she saw. Because I think what she described is physically impossible.’
‘I hope you weren’t planning to demonstrate.’ She laughed. ‘You really have led a sheltered life.’
‘And…’
She pointed to the wardrobe. ‘That looks a lot like a fridge to me.’
After Sarah’s observation about birdsong, we were now acutely conscious of its absence whenever we stopped. Crickets is the expression, and they were indeed the dominant audible wildlife. We were in alpine forest, and seemed to have left the boar hunters and porcini gatherers behind. And still, the whole way on this Alta Via dei Monti Liguri, we hadn’t seen a single pellegrino. Or for that matter a cyclist: these weren’t cycling paths. Just us and the crickets.
Any hike is going to make you aware of environmental issues. Today, a row of wind turbines across the hilltops prompted a discussion on energy. Sarah and Zoe predictably signalled their support for renewables. Gilbert, in his non-confrontational way, suggested that the huge vanes were aesthetically unpleasant, and Bernhard, in his confrontational way, suggested that his was the generation that would pay the price of Gilbert’s generation’s selfish short-sightedness. 
‘France and Italy are not the problem,’ said Gilbert. ‘Developing countries demand the right to use fossil fuels as we have in the past to achieve our standard of living—’
‘Why fossil fuels? If renewables are economically attractive, possibly through subsidies…’
Bernhard expanded, at length, and though his manner was as irritatingly superior as ever, it was hard to fault the substance. He’d done his homework.
Gilbert, at least, was impressed. ‘Your arguments are good. You should share them more widely.’
‘Bernhard would make a good activist,’ said Zoe.
‘I’m not interested in politics,’ he said. ‘But there is work to be done to put these ideas into practice.’
I looked at Zoe expecting to see a smile, and it was there. No doubt she’d mention it to me later: the transformative power of the Chemin. It was hard to disagree.
Our B&B was a good kilometre off the track, set in an orchard. As far as we could tell, it was the only option. It was a traditional set-up: a house divided into one section for the owners and another for guests, with a convenient three bedrooms in the latter.
Camille was enthusiastic. ‘Nowhere else to stay for many kilometres in both directions. I checked the visitors’ book. Almost all pilgrims. Mostly French. Two or three a week. That would be enough for me: I would not have the energy to cook and offer counselling every day.’
 ‘And you’d have the orchard. Home-made preserves.’
‘Of course, and the garden for vegetables and herbs.’
‘Maybe Gilbert could plant vines, make wine.’
Camille burst out laughing. ‘Now you are joking again. Gilbert making Italian wine? With the frizzante? He would die before he would do this.’
‘How about this one?’ I said to Gilbert as we lit the wood-burning stove.
‘I like it. We have community but also privacy. And the owners are not watching everything we do.’
‘I was thinking of you as the owner. You and Camille.’
‘I am not going to live in Italy. Camille will not want to cook pasta every night. If we buy a gîte, it will be in France.’
Before I went to bed, I emailed Jim, my estate-agent friend in Cluny. I’d had an idea. Two ideas, in fact.
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  After dinner with our hosts, a couple in their sixties, we shared the space around the fire with our drying clothes. Martin was on Gilbert’s case again—according to plan, but not with a lot of subtlety.
‘They seem like a happy couple—nice lifestyle. I mean, out here, you barely know what country you’re in.’
Gilbert shook his head. ‘A plate of pasta and sauce leaves no doubt.’
‘Only because it was so good. Pasta is universal.’
‘True. For an Italian, our host was excellent.’
Renato had done the fun stuff like pouring the wine and sharing the meal with us. We hardly saw his wife, who had made the wonderful pasta. She was stuck in the kitchen, running after six guests and her husband. For Camille’s sake, I pointed this out.
‘Hey, he’s the one getting up early,’ said Martin. With the moving south and the lower altitude, the weather had gotten hot again and we’d asked for an early breakfast, then realised that we were putting them out. But Renato had insisted and volunteered to cook breakfast for us at 6.30 a.m.
‘So, Camille and I will get some sleep,’ said Gilbert, standing. Sarah and Bernhard followed, but Camille didn’t move.
Martin and I had so far had no luck trying to convince Camille of Gilbert’s strengths. Time for the last idea on the list.
‘Do you think Gilbert’s hoping he will be forgiven?’ I asked her.
 ‘By me or the Pope?’
‘Maybe by God? Then by you?’
Camille’s expression suggested it wouldn’t be happening anytime soon.
‘It’s not going to work,’ I said to Martin as we went to bed.
‘It all helps,’ said Martin. ‘Maybe she’ll have to try the hostel and fail before she’ll go back to Gilbert or call him in.’
‘Hardly fair to Gilbert.’
‘He’s made that choice. Love isn’t about fairness.’
And Martin had said he’d do the same for me. Whatever my dreams were, he wanted to be a part of them. Nobody had ever shown that sort of devotion to what I wanted before. I wished I could get Camille to appreciate that too.
Which of course meant I would go to Sheffield. I’d been obsessing about it, and it wasn’t the most important thing. Even if his apartment was next to smokestacks and had no sea view. Even if pea soupers would hide whatever the view was anyway. Now I’d made the decision, I felt the tension fall away.
I’d been worrying about Camille, but Martin had never wavered in supporting me—even with Sarah’s competing needs to deal with—and I could talk to him in a way I hadn’t been able to with either Manny or Keith. Sometimes he avoided answering, but only to give himself time to think. Oftentimes he saw things that I didn’t. More than he had the first time around.
He’d changed because of me, even when he hadn’t expected to be with me. Whether it was walking, Sheffield or San Francisco, this was who I wanted to be with. It was all about the person. The place didn’t matter. Well, not as much.
It was dark when the alarm on my phone went off. Outside the air was still cool; by the time we all went down to the breakfast room, with its windows looking across the valley, there was a golden hue on the horizon. We heard movement in the kitchen and caught the aroma of fresh pastries and strong coffee. Renato setting a good example for Gilbert. 
Then Renato’s wife—whose name we hadn’t even caught—emerged with an expression of ‘Men—what do you expect?’
‘I do not think she would let him in her kitchen,’ said Camille.
I was feeling suffused with energy—a good night’s sleep, a balanced breakfast and fruit in my pack. The leg numbness was still there but the burning sensation had gone. I wasn’t going to think about it.
Bernhard and I took off first, barely noticing the mile climb back to the track. The sunrise sent a pale-yellow light dappling across the mountains, and the silhouettes of the wind turbines created a striking—and for me harmonious—juxtaposition of old and new. The chapel at the top of the hill added another element to the composition.
When we reached it, and the others caught up, Camille and I went in to do the candle ritual.
Since the conversation with Camille about Keith and whether I would have stayed with him, I had found myself also thinking about Manny, my first husband, who I had left when it became clear he couldn’t deal with the responsibility of fatherhood. Did we ever talk about hopes and dreams? Briefly, I guess, before we’d been overwhelmed by parenting the girls.
Looking around me at the panoramic views of farmland and forests, small pockets of mist engulfing sections, I felt a prickle of what my getting pregnant had cost him: of the freedom that we had both lost. The pregnancy had been as much his fault as mine, and I would never regret having my daughters…but when I lit the candle for him, it was the half of my responsibility for the timing, the lack of discussion and choice that I was saying sorry for. 
Camille wasn’t walking easily and nearly tripped on the way out, but Martin indicated that he, Sarah and Gilbert had it in hand, so Bernhard and I took off again, leaving behind views all the way to the horizon, as the climb took us into forest again.
The dawn’s light-show magic was followed by exquisite patches of bright-red and orange fungi—circles of red toadstools which would have delighted my girls when they were little and delighted me now. It was fun even at my age to think of the fairy world of the imagination here in this forest. Bernhard seemed bemused by my interest in them. Gilbert would have been the same—they were not going to be edible.
‘For me, the walk is about being one with the universe—feeling nature’s power and using it to re-energise,’ I said.
‘Time to think,’ said Bernhard. ‘Too little deep thinking at university.’
‘What are you thinking about?’
‘What I do with my life. There is no bigger question than that.’
He and Sarah had so much time to work it out. Or at least they thought they did. Where did that time go?
‘Is Sarah part of your thinking?’
‘Is this question yours or Martin’s?’
‘Mine. Being young can be full of joy and possibilities—but it hurts too. You’ve been great meeting her physical needs—shit, I mean breakfast—’
 Bernhard was laughing.
‘But don’t forget she’s looking for meaning too. Being a physician is important to her. She was right there for Camille when she had heat stroke.’
‘Of course. But I’m telling her, if she wants to save people, building turbines will have more impact. Sarah told you I am thinking of this?’
‘No, but you seemed passionate about it yesterday. Which was great. But it’s not a competition.’
Bernhard grinned. ‘Maybe she could come to Africa with me. That would mean she would not have her father around. A good solution for both of us, perhaps?’
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  Six weeks and a day into our pilgrimage, well over halfway to Rome, we were still in the Apennines, still walking alone through wild and sometimes spectacular scenery, and staying in run-down hotels with erratic heating, idiosyncratic service and solid Italian cooking.
Tonight’s accommodation, slightly off-route near Bergugliara, operated primarily as a pizzeria. No point trying to sell Gilbert on this one as a project; I doubted it was what Camille had in mind, either. Perhaps her gîte would one day be the competition for the pizzeria, but there were advantages in being the only game in town. And serving pizza.
Camille and I spent a good two hours sorting accommodation for the next few days: it was mainly a matter of stringing together the few available places into walking days of reasonable length. More work for me than Camille, but she seemed happy to be involved and was good at refusing to take no for an answer when she got on the phone. She was fun to work with and seemed to have forgiven me for my enquiries about the mechanics of stand-up sex. Afterwards, I was careful to not let Zoe think I was having too much fun.
Tonight, there was an additional item on my agenda, which I was looking forward to with more relish than I should have.
‘Ever been to Morocco?’ I asked.
Her expression told me everything I needed to know. Jim had replied to my email. His and Camille’s separate mentions of the Fez medina, his presence at dinner chez Camille, and his recollection of Jesus overlooking the marital bed were not coincidental. To be fair, the last might have been gleaned in the course of his professional work; his reply, perfectly candid, indicated that their affair had been limited to a mad weekend in Fez. 
‘How long have you known this?’ said Camille.
‘Only today. I had an email from Jim.’
She could see where I was heading. ‘Unlike Gilbert, I was discreet.’
‘I know about it. And…’ I pointed skywards.
She sighed. Loudly. ‘You win the argument. I will forgive Gilbert. I will tell him, and that will make him happy. Also you and Zoe.’
It was the result I’d wanted, but I wasn’t convinced we’d won the war.
After pizzas that even Zoe the American conceded were as good as any she’d eaten, I tackled Sarah. There had been a signal moment when we’d arrived with Bernhard and Sarah, and the host had asked for payment in advance. Before I could pay for both rooms as I usually did, Bernhard put a credit card on the counter.
‘I’ll pay for ours,’ he said.
‘I think you’ve got extra spending money for the rest of the walk,’ Zoe had said as we climbed the stairs to our room. When had we last seen a lift? It was always the final climb of the day.
‘You don’t think that was a one-off?’
I didn’t need to wait for Zoe’s answer. Bernhard’s body language had said: ‘From here on, I pay for Sarah. You are no longer the primary male in her life. I, Bernhard fucking Müller, arrogant millennial berk from Stuttgart and your one-time business partner, have, with a flip of my credit card, usurped the role you held for twenty years. Up yours, Martin Eden.’ 
I’d shared my interpretation with Zoe and she’d laughed. ‘You couldn’t be more patriarchal if you tried. They have decided to pay their own way. Your twenty-year-old daughter is finally showing some signs of breaking free. Isn’t that what you wanted?’
Actually, it wasn’t particularly what I wanted. I wanted her to get her head straight and her life straight. Independence was a secondary issue. We’d had a day of Bernhard waxing lyrical about cheap renewables in Africa, and she’d hung on every word. I’d joined the dots. Breaking free could mean spending the remainder of her year off as his helpmeet in a third-world country…because helpmeet was all she’d be. Bernhard, qualified or not, was the engineer.
On the other hand, it would probably look good on her CV when she applied for re-entry to the medical course. Three months supporting a person with complex physical and mental problems, six months doing charity work in a developing country: if they still cared for passion and decency in the medical world, she’d be well set.
Sarah steered me to the bar, where we established that I was still permitted to purchase drinks for her.
‘I’m not about to go to Africa, Dad.’
‘It’s what you and Bernhard have been talking about all day. I just assumed…’
‘No. But what do you think of his ideas?’
Deep breath. Don’t let your attitude to Bernhard get in the way. ‘Actually, I think it’s something that needs to be done. I think,
 for an untrained guy—and I’m not insulting him, but he’s a twenty-two-year-old—’
‘Twenty-three.’
‘With a business degree. He could be a good engineer, and if he went to Africa with a qualification in that field, maybe a master’s specialising in renewables or the mechanics of the turbines, he’d be able to do a lot more than an ordinary volunteer-abroad type.’
I was thinking aloud, but I liked what I was coming up with. Bernhard might find himself thanking me one day.
‘Exactly what we were thinking, Dad. Me too.’
‘You mean you agree with me?’
‘That too, but I’m saying I want to study engineering as well. With Bernhard. That’s our plan.’
‘Bloody hell.’
‘I thought you’d be pleased. I mean, me sort of following in your footsteps.’
‘You don’t want to finish medicine first?’
‘You know, that’s what everybody says to you. “Lay down foundations first; do what you want to do later.” Then I see—no offence, Dad—people like you, in their fifties, still preparing or waiting until later instead of doing what they want to do. Like they’re going to live forever or something.’
Sarah’s point was fair, but it was going to be an interesting conversation with Julia.
On the way up to bed, having done my best to interfere with the direction of everybody else’s lives, I did some thinking about my own.
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  The walk to Passo dei Casoni was mostly a wide forest road surrounded by thick bracken, high along the ridge. The weather was traditional mountain climate; foggy and windy at times, but we were never long without a view.
The day ended up in another hunters’ haven, with long tables not yet cleared from lunch. We were all in cold-weather walking clothes, as they’d turned the heating off. As we finished and headed upstairs for warm showers, Sarah must have noticed me grimace.
‘Are you okay?’
‘Yeah, no problem.’
‘Meaning mind my own business, right?’
Right. I took a breath. ‘It’s taken a while, but I can honestly say, I’m pleased—really pleased—that you came on the walk.’
Sarah took a moment to process this. ‘You know, I’m okay with you and Dad. I just wasn’t…well, I wasn’t prepared for you two still, like, sorting it out.’
I had to smile, partly because in the last couple days I felt I had sorted it out, at least in my head. ‘Old people are meant to know what they’re doing, right?’
She laughed. ‘Something like that. But tell me what’s hurting. I owe you one for the blisters.’
‘I just had a twinge…something weird. No big deal.’
She waited. She’d probably make a good physician.
‘Tingling and numbness, and I had burning in my leg which has come back. Maybe just sciatica.’ Which, according to Dr Google, probably meant a disc herniation. Not great, but better than cancer—or multiple sclerosis. 
‘Where?’
I pointed to the side of my leg.
Sarah frowned. ‘It’s not sciatica. Sorry…I don’t know.’
So, probably something worse.
Camille was already in the bathroom when I got there, but there were two shower stalls and I took the other.
‘I have decided,’ said Camille over the sound of running water.
Oh shit. What now?
‘I will forgive Gilbert. And he will be the manager of the hostel.’
If I hadn’t been naked and on the other side of a wall, I would have thrown my arms around her.
‘He will be so happy,’ I said.
‘There is too much work…too much work I do not wish to do, that Gilbert will manage.’
Martin had been right. We’d got through to her. But her tone made me glad I hadn’t been able to hug her.
‘All relationships are a compromise,’ I said. ‘I mean…I’ve decided I’ll just damn well make Sheffield work, at least as long as that’s where Martin has a job. Which means leaving one of the great cities of the world.’
‘Yes,’ said Camille, emerging from the shower with her hair in a towel. ‘But you compromise for love. I am obliged to compromise for the practical.’
Dinner was with the family in their cluttered kitchen—less space to heat—complete with an actual phone booth and a parrot in a cage. We were seated as couples at non-matching tables, with a litre of wine on each. 
It was different talking at dinner than on the trail. I was struggling to shed the cloak of sadness and regret that Camille had left me with. I wished she could love Gilbert.
‘She’ll get her joy out of saving pilgrims, spiritually,’ said Martin. ‘Marriages aren’t all hearts and flowers. At least if she’s forgiven Gilbert, they can move on, maybe find something as good or better than what most people have.’
‘Camille would say, “Why do I have to settle for that?” Sarah and Bernhard wouldn’t.’
‘You say that, but I spoke to Sarah last night, and it was all about joint plans and supporting each other. I was a bit humbled.’
‘Doesn’t sound like you…I’m kidding. Go on.’
‘Let me tell you a story about Jonathan.’
Martin’s military friend. A general or colonel who lived in a ‘pile’. I had only found out recently that it wasn’t a dump but rather a grand old mansion. Alone. He’d fit right in here in Liguria.
‘Jonathan’s family—the one he grew up in—were loaded, but his parents were always tight,’ said Martin.
‘So, drinking problems?’
No, British English problems on my part, Martin explained, laughing. Money issues. Of the first-world kind.
‘And he really wanted a train set. You know, the sort that needs a whole room to set up—points and level crossings and flyovers?’
I knew what he meant. Vaguely.
‘He had a basic set and got pieces for his birthday and Christmas, but even a carriage cost weeks of pocket money…’
‘So, now he’s bought himself one? That’s what he does in his pile?’
 Martin shook his head. ‘That’s the tragedy. He keeps buying bits—probably has enough to set up several rooms. But he just stacks the boxes up and says he’ll get around to it one day.’
I wondered where Martin was going with this.
‘Sarah made me think of it,’ he said. ‘She accused me of spending my time planning, dreaming about things and not actually doing them.’
‘That’s not true,’ I said. ‘Maybe before the Camino…but then you followed your architecture dream.’
Martin shrugged. ‘I suspect that was like Jonathan collecting his trains. It was an old dream. Maybe not what I really wanted. As I said, I may be in the Architecture School but I’m doing basically the same as I was in engineering. Anyway, I just wanted to say, I’ve been going on about dreams and everything, and I know Sheffield doesn’t…float your boat.’
‘I’m really okay with Sheffield. I can cope with a pea souper.’
‘Pea souper? It’s not the sixties. And you’re talking about London. Sheffield versus London is a bit like San Francisco versus LA.’
‘You’re comparing San Francisco to Sheffield?’
‘What I’m trying to say is that I’d be happy to live anywhere that’ll have me. LA, San Francisco—Santiago de Compostela, if you want. As long as it’s with you.’
He poured wine from the carafe into his glass while he watched my reaction. I was smiling. I had everything I wanted. But somewhere inside me I felt a small shudder.
And when I looked at my email before I went to bed, the shudder became a quake. The Chronicle had rejected my cartoons.
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  After Zoe had gone up to bed, I found myself sharing the remainder of our wine with Gilbert. Our hosts had retired and left us in the kitchen, with the embers of the fire to keep us warm.
‘How are things with Camille?’
‘No better, maybe a little worse. It comes and goes. On the track she is usually good, but in the mornings, at night…’
‘But the two of you? You said things had improved.’
‘Our…physical…life is much better.’ He laughed. ‘Not as good as yours.’ He formed his hand into a claw and made back-scratches in the air. ‘But she is…difficult. She is not thinking rationally about this hostel idea.’
‘Meaning?’
‘It has become an obsession. She is not weighing the advantages and disadvantages of the options. She wants an immediate decision, which would mean a purchase in Italy.’
‘And you?’
‘These old hotels are not suitable. The purchase cost would be low, but they have been allowed to decay too long and, in any case, the atmosphere is not what Camille is looking for and…I do not wish to live in Italy.’
‘The Chemin starts in France.’
‘Also the chemin to Santiago. If she gives me time, we can look at hostels close to home. And in the meantime, we must watch the progression of the disease, to determine whether the project remains feasible. Can your daughter get me more pills for my heartburn?’ 
I let him get away with the change of subject. ‘She’s not a doctor.’
‘In Italy, they may not be so scrupulous. I am going to run out. I have been taking a double dose to deal with the Italian food.’
I laughed. ‘The rest of the world would complain about French food being too rich. But if I can offer a word to the wise: Camille talks to me when we do the reservations. She was happy when you decided to enjoy Italian wines.’ I winked. ‘Very happy, as you may have noticed.’
‘You are suggesting I should be more enthusiastic about Italian culture?’
‘I’m not saying you have to turn into an Italian. But perhaps you’ll both enjoy the journey more.’
He smiled.
My turn to change the subject. ‘Are you familiar with the geography of our walk?’
‘In what way?’
‘Well, if you look at a map, we’re not exactly taking the shortest path to Rome. Assisi is way off to the east. Is there a reason we need to pass through it?’
‘I do not think so. We took the Chemin d’Assise because it passes through Cluny. It finishes in Assisi, of course. There we meet the Way of St Francis that runs from Florence, through Assisi, to Rome.’
‘There’s another option. The Via Francigena, the path from Canterbury in the UK. We meet up with it tomorrow, in Aulla.’
‘And this chemin is shorter?’
 ‘From Aulla, the Assisi route takes five weeks to Rome. The Francigena would get us there in three. If Camille doesn’t need to go to Assisi…Think about it.’
Gilbert smiled. Hugely. ‘I will not need the extra pills.’
At breakfast, Zoe was still down in the dumps over the cartoon rejection. It was my understanding that artists of all stripes had to face a string of knockbacks before breaking through, but Zoe had pointed out, not unreasonably, that she was closing in on fifty and thought she’d already jumped that hurdle.
‘It’s more like being fired than rejected,’ she said.
‘Can I ask a question?’
‘I can guess. You want to know how much money I’m not going to make.’
‘That’s part of it. I’m presuming you couldn’t have lived on one Chemin cartoon a week for however long the series was going to run.’
‘Last time we published them as a book as well.’
‘You can do a book without them being in a newspaper first.’
‘I know, I know. It’s not so much financial. The thing that’s keeping me sane right now is that you’re prepared to come to San Francisco. I know I can teach meditation classes and I’ve actually been thinking of running drawing classes. I own my apartment. I’m not going to starve.’
‘What do you want to do?’
‘Now I’ve been set free from the cartoons?’ She laughed. ‘You know, I’d love to do a pilgrim and hostel-owner book of cartoons and stories. Longer stories. And I actually enjoy the massage and the teaching. But I lied.’
‘About?’
 ‘What was keeping me sane. It’s actually being out here with you and not thinking past it. To San Francisco, or what’s going to happen with Camille.’
Gilbert and Camille had already left; today we’d reach Aulla, the end of the Ligurian section. The next three weeks would take us to Assisi, or, if we bypassed that town, as I’d suggested to Gilbert, directly to Rome. I filled Zoe in on the option, then she took off with Bernhard to give me a chance to talk to Sarah.
‘Do you want to tell your mother, or shall I?’
‘About switching to engineering?’
‘And where you’re going to do it.’ Sarah and Bernhard had decided that they would study together and combine it with learning another language—so the UK and Germany were both off the list. The language opportunity may not have been the only reason.
‘I’ll tell her,’ said Sarah.
‘Okay. Can I ask you something? You don’t have to answer.’
‘I probably will.’
‘Are you in love with Bernhard?’
Sarah laughed. ‘I wasn’t expecting that. What do you think? I mean, I’m planning to spend the next four years of my life with him…’
I suppose that made sense, though she apparently hadn’t been in love with him when they hooked up.
‘Why does it matter?’ she said.
‘Just that love doesn’t exactly go with level-headed decision making. I suppose I just want to be sure you’d do what you’re planning to do if Bernhard wasn’t in the picture.’
‘How can you ever know that? He is in the picture, so…’
‘It is what it is, right?’
 ‘That’s not exactly how you’re supposed to use the expression, but yes.’
‘Can I ask you another question?’
‘About love?’
‘Funnily enough. Can you think of anything you’d do that was more important? That you’d walk away from Bernhard or whoever you were in love with for?’
‘You mean if my best friend—my soulmate—had multiple sclerosis and she’d kicked her husband out?’
‘Very astute. So now you can answer the question.’
‘Maybe I’d wonder whether my friend really wanted me to look after her or if she was testing me. But if I was Camille…If I had MS, I’d want to keep all my options open.’
‘Well, at least for the moment, I think she’s decided that Gilbert’s the better deal.’
‘Do you still want me to answer the question?’
‘I thought you did.’
‘If I had a choice…Most women would tell you they’d choose their best friend, but they’d actually choose the man. I mean, if they were really in love, not some guy they’d been married to for twenty years and given up on. So, I think you’re good, as long as you keep Zoe happy.’
I walked alone for a little while and reflected on it. I appreciated Zoe being the sort of person who would make great sacrifices for a lifelong friend. But she and Camille had seen each other—what, twice?—since university. They hardly corresponded. Even now, on the walk, Sarah spent more time with Camille than Zoe did, and I was doing reservation duties with her every evening. Gilbert, of course, spent more time with her than either of us. Zoe was fourth out of five.
 I didn’t think I was being presumptuous when I reassured myself that, if push came to shove, she’d choose me. And in the meantime, we were both hoping that it was just a test, and that Gilbert would continue the role he’d so nobly taken on. Camille had at least notionally forgiven him; even if it was a ‘fake it till you make it’ scenario, it was a step forward.
I was less convinced that Sarah was making the right choice: she was so patently being driven by Bernhard. That said, I’d offered to up sticks and move to San Francisco for the same reason.
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  There was much about the walk into Aulla that lifted my spirits: views of hilltop towns on distant peaks, families enjoying Sunday lunch at the albergos we passed, and the winding path through and under the town of Meredo, via ancient stone staircases. Camille and I found a small chapel and she lit the last candle from the supply she carried.
A wizened Italian lady no taller than my shoulder, I guessed in her nineties, had been watching us from her doorway. She grabbed me with tiny hands and cracked fingernails, spoke in rapid Italian and disappeared.
Less than a minute later, she was back with a candle for me. I was happy I didn’t speak Italian so I had an excuse for failing to tell her I wasn’t Catholic.
All the same, the ritual had come to have a warming, centring effect on me. It was hard not to feel that this candle was meant to be. I thought of the conversation I’d had with Camille in the shower, and about how lucky I was: if I ended up compromising about where Martin and I lived, it would be for love; Martin and I would have each other. Camille’s compromise was part practical and part penance. I lit the candle for her.
I had done my best to put aside the rejection from the Chronicle, trying to reframe it as a chance to review the future—which might now mean San Francisco. Martin’s offer had filled me with we-are-one joy. It should have felt like the final piece of a puzzle falling into place, but it didn’t, and I wasn’t sure what to make of that. 
The feeling was a bit like what I had experienced near the end of my first camino. Renata, one of the Brazilian women I’d walked with, pointed out what I was trying to—and did eventually—find. The can-do part of me I’d lost as Keith’s wife. The me that had screamed back at the pro-life protesters in St Louis, found a doctor in LA who Camille could trust, and a car to drive her across the country to get her there.
The feeling I had now was more a weight than an absence.
‘These last two weeks have been difficult,’ I said to Martin, trying to make sense of it as we walked.
‘Because of Camille and the hostel stuff? Because we haven’t made up our minds about where we are living?’
I shook my head, though those things must have contributed to me feeling a bit lost.
‘It’s been hard. Not just the terrain and the weather. I’m okay with that. But…the people. The oppression. No wonder the Chronicle didn’t want my cartoons. They are depressing.’
‘Tuscany will be different. Though…you were talking about time in Florence, looking at the art?’
‘When I got on the plane to get here, yes. But now? I can draw and observe while I walk, but serious art…I’m not in that space.’
‘Probably just as well. The Chemin d’Assise doesn’t actually go through Florence. It’s the Way of St Francis that starts there.’
Which was different from the Way of Assisi. Or the Alta Via. Or the Camino de Santiago, which had routes from here as well. More trails than walkers, it sometimes seemed.
But Florence. The Uffizi. Michelangelo’s David. I felt less upset than I should have been. Part of me wanted to walk forever, like the Dutch guy we’d met on the first camino who had sold his house and used the money to walk for as long as he was able; better to die doing something he loved than live a life without passion. 
‘There’s always Rome,’ I said. ‘Maybe then we can take a week to go to Florence. Check out the art and architecture? Decide where to live? Flip a coin?’ Right now it seemed a bit unreal. There was still a way to go—walking, washing clothes every day, worrying about Camille.
Martin interrupted my reflections, but it turned out we were thinking about the same thing.
‘About Camille…’
I laughed. ‘Always about Camille.’
‘I don’t think she’s ever going to forgive Gilbert. But it’s not about the fridge.’
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  ‘I thought she had forgiven Gilbert,’ said Zoe. ‘Thanks to your stroke of genius.’
‘Is that the impression you’ve got? That it’s all forgotten and forgiven and happy families from here on?’
‘You’re saying you’re not such a genius?’
‘One of the things I’ve learned in engineering and in life is that if a solution looks too good to be true, it usually is. If you beat people down with logic, they get back up and do what they want, logic be damned. I’ve told you I’ve been seeing a therapist, haven’t I?’
‘That’s about all you’ve told me. I’m kind of curious…You don’t have to share anything.’
‘It’s not going to surprise you that he’s big into unconscious motivation. I’m sure Camille’s dementia adds another dimension, but…she’s got a history of being rejected, right?’
‘If you’re talking about the crétin—the guy who got her pregnant—I’m sure she’d say it was a good thing, but you’re right: he was the one who bailed and she was pretty unhappy at the time. That’s putting it mildly.’
‘This is the life-defining event for her isn’t it? The break-up and the abortion?’
‘I don’t know…It was a big deal for me.’
‘And you were only aiding and abetting. She was at the centre of it.’
‘Not sure where you’re going with this.’
 ‘Gilbert was the one who walked out. He rejected her. She couldn’t deal with it and made up a story—not deliberately—that was more palatable to her.’
‘Or she made it up because she didn’t want to deal with the idea that she was going crazy, hiding her underwear and everything.’
‘In which case my argument comes crashing down. But if her real problem is that Gilbert left her, she’s never going to forgive him. Because that can’t be undone.’
‘Maybe she just needs time.’
‘Did she ever forgive the guy who got her pregnant? How long ago was that?’
‘The crétin didn’t carry her hairdryer across France.’
‘You know, I really hope I’m wrong and that it’s just that she’s still pissed off with Gilbert because she thinks he jumped the housekeeper.’
‘Why is that any better?’
‘Because then it means she doesn’t have a deep-seated issue with being abandoned. And that there won’t be a problem with you walking away when we get to Rome.’
I watched for a reaction. Yep. I wasn’t the only one who’d thought that if Camille decided to let Gilbert go—to pay him back in kind for leaving her—then her next option might be Zoe.
I pushed on. ‘There’s something else Camille told me that wasn’t particularly important to me, except that you’d never mentioned it…’
‘Go on. What did she say?’
‘Just that the guy who got her pregnant was actually your boyfriend, but when it all went pear-shaped you stuck by Camille. Seems like an easy choice, given he was obviously a cad, but you never mentioned it to me.’ 
‘I never told you because it’s not true.’ Zoe looked shaken. ‘Jesus, she really is…confabulating. Creighton—the crétin—was totally preppy. He wouldn’t have looked twice at me, and anyway I was dating Manny. Manny—I mean, the guy I ended up marrying—was my boyfriend back then.’
‘So, while I’ve got my psychoanalyst hat on…She’s made up a story—and I’m sure she didn’t make it up deliberately, because why bother—about you choosing between her and a man. And choosing her.’
‘Well, Dr Freud, I’m just glad it’s not going to happen in real life, even if the only reason she’s staying with Gilbert is because of the hostel. Remember, the hostel is a message from God, and her faith seems pretty unshakable.’
‘And maybe it’s a way of allowing herself to stay with Gilbert.’ I hoped I was right.
Back near the beginning of the walk, Gilbert had told me that Camille needed Zoe to be with her in Rome. My fear now was that the pieces that Camille had pulled together to create the story about Zoe, the crétin and, perhaps, Zoe’s first husband, would be reassembled in their original form to reveal some terrible reality—somehow connected to the Big Lie. Along with a goodbye to Gilbert and an offer Zoe would be unable to refuse.
I knew Zoe had felt that our future was constrained by my responsibility to Sarah. That was changing, but now I sensed that our paths had become intertwined with those of Gilbert and Camille.
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  I joined Camille for the final stage of the walk into Aulla. Sarah and Bernhard had gone ahead as usual, and Martin was walking with Gilbert. It had started to rain, so we put on our wet-weather gear. Camille seemed to be struggling with her jacket and over-pants, and I helped her, as you would a child.
‘Soon it will be winter,’ said Camille.
I thought of the lush green forests we’d left behind in France, scattered with gold and brown. Here, some of the branches were already bare. I had always loved the changing seasons, but in California you were protected from them.
I was too deep in thought to notice that Camille had turned inward too. We had left a large monastery as we descended into town and she had been checking out roadside signs I had barely noticed. It wasn’t until about the third time she stopped that I finally paid attention. What I’d thought was a road sign was actually a drawing of someone tying Jesus to the cross, inside what looked like an oversized mailbox with the door open. Above it was written: XI STATIONE. Gesù è inchiodato sulla croce. I didn’t need any Italian to figure this one out.
Camille appeared to be praying. Until she wasn’t. ‘Merde.’
‘Problem?’
‘This is the Stations of the Cross. Jesus and his trials on the way to Crucifixion. It is to help contemplate the passion of Christ.’
 ‘Okay…’
‘It should help, this. With my own pilgrimage.’
I decided to just wait. It didn’t take long.
‘Nom de Dieu. Fuck, fuck, fuck.’ Camille took a last look at the graphic then stormed on, past the next station without stopping. I hurried after her.
‘I forget the prayer. What sort of pilgrim am I that I forget the prayer? How will I ever be saved if I can’t remember?’
The last time—perhaps the only time—I had seen Camille this upset had been when the crétin in St Louis had dumped her. Her rage and despair had never been far below the surface during the long drive across the country and back.
I was pleased no one was around. ‘What do I have to do just to have peace?’ she shouted. ‘Am I that awful? What about fucking child abusers, Daesh, Trump and Putin and that guy in Korea. And the one in the Philippines, huh?’
I hurried in her wake. She’d dropped her French accent. I guess she sounded like me. Having a really bad day.
‘Why did you give me multiple sclerosis? Why are you punishing me?’
And there it was. Under la belle indifférence, behind the religious acceptance, how she really felt—scared and angry.
She got to the last station and crumpled, crying. I sat beside her, hugging her as best I could, given she was still wearing her pack.
‘Zoe, I will never make it. I can’t do this anymore. I want to die.’
‘Camille, deep breaths.’
‘How can I give guidance to anyone, me who has sinned so much? What was I thinking?’
 ‘You helped Grietje.’
‘I know you know,’ she sobbed. ‘I know.’
‘Know what?’ I asked, pushing her bangs out of her eyes.
‘That I won’t see him. I am nothing.’ French accent back. ‘The Pope. He will not see me. And there will be no salvation.’
‘You told me it wasn’t about the men of the church,’ I said when she’d quieted down. ‘And Pope Francis might be a good guy, but…even Saint Francis was just a man, at the end of the day. Your relationship is with God, isn’t that what you said? That He brought you peace? I figure He can see in your heart and won’t really care if you forgot a section of prayer.’
‘But what will happen to me?’
I wasn’t sure how to answer this question—my stomach tightened in a knot as I let myself contemplate the options.
‘Everyone wants me to go home to die, to leave me with Gilbert.’ Camille gave another loud sob. ‘I don’t love him. No one is here for me; no one listens to me. Just because I am ill, does this mean I have no feelings, no free will?’
It looked like Martin’s theory about logical solutions not being accepted had legs. And was kicking.
‘It was only…He’d help, with the hostel. If you wanted.’
‘I don’t want. I will get someone else to help if I need it. I don’t want Gilbert.’
I thought of how Martin and I had been clear—insistent—about Gilbert being the best option. Right from the beginning of the walk. From our perspectives. Not Camille’s. We had all let our own agendas dominate. Except Sarah, which was maybe why Camille was drawn to her. Rather than helping her work out how to face a serious illness and what it meant for her life, we’d pushed her on Gilbert because we liked him—and it was easier for us. 
You think this is an adventure, Camille had said, and she’d been right. I had answered her call but the walk had turned into a romantic interlude for me; every time she lit a candle, though, she had faced a sin and someone she’d hurt. And had suffered for who knew how long for the sin she was taking to the Pope—who wasn’t going to see her.
I felt ashamed. For worrying about my nerve numbness, for the pettiness with Sarah, and, of course, for being preoccupied with Martin and the practicalities of where we were going to live together. Distractions from why I had come, why I had been needed.
I had been there for her abortion when no one else had. I had listened and written and supported her through the miscarriages and failed IVF. I was meant to be here for her.
‘I hear you Camille,’ I said. ‘What you want. Whatever you want. I’ll support you.’
‘Stay with me, Zoe.’
‘I’m not going anywhere.’
‘I knew you would come.’
It was a slow and sombre trek down the mountain, made worse by the rain. When a dog—unleashed—came bounding out at us, teeth bared and barking angrily, I shielded Camille and shouted back at it. The owner came out to see what was going on and started screaming at us instead of at the dog. Whatever Camille yelled back at her in Italian shut her up but it was at least two hundred yards before I finally felt safe.
‘Putain,’ Camille muttered.
 ‘Remember what we used to sing about Mary-Lou?’
Camille looked at me blankly, then smiled. Sarah was right about short-term versus long-term memory; even if Camille forgot prayers—truth was she probably never really knew them—plenty of her memory was still intact.
We sang the offensive song of our college days—Camille would probably have to light a candle sometime to make up for it—adding in a few variations about Italian women and their dogs, all the way to the abbey in Aulla. It was raining but Martin and Gilbert came out from the church to meet us.
I liked the genial, fussy Gilbert. I’d thought he would be good for Camille, and his presence in her life took the burden from me. But Camille didn’t want to live her last days with him. That was her choice, and I would fight to honour that. No matter what it meant.
I thought about love, and how love in later life was different to the reckless love of youth—because things got in the way. For Martin it might always be Sarah. For me, for reasons I couldn’t explain, it was Camille.
‘You know I’m there for you,’ I told her. ‘As long as you need me.’
Camille smiled, but I wasn’t sure she truly understood what I meant.
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  Zoe and Camille had come into Aulla half an hour behind the rest of us, looking shattered. It was a natural psychological response to the end of a major section. We were literally out of the woods: out of Liguria, out of the Apennines, which I knew Zoe had found a bit depressing, but which I’d found an invigorating break from the paths—or at least the towns—more travelled. And out of the rain, which had come down while we were waiting for our two stragglers. We were all feeling the sense of completion in different ways.
‘Are you okay?’ I asked Zoe when Camille had joined Gilbert.
‘Not really. I’m a bit over it. Everything.’ She stopped, and I sensed there was more she wanted to say and that whatever it was, it wasn’t good news.
We were at the intersection of the Francigena and Assisi trails, and there was a church set up to welcome pilgrims. We had our credentials stamped by an official who told us that two thousand pilgrims a year passed through Aulla. I told him we hadn’t seen any of them.
‘They are mostly walking on the Francigena. Only two or three pilgrims a week on the Chemin d’Assise.’ Made sense. ‘And now,’ he said, ‘you have a choice.’
The Via Francigena more or less paralleled the Assisi route to just past San Quirico d’Orcia—another twelve days or so. After that, we’d need to make a definite decision about whether to continue on the Francigena or go via Assisi, as originally planned. ‘The Francigena is flatter, easier, a bit shorter,’ the official said. I knew which way Gilbert would vote, but what about Camille? It was her walk. It always had been, but recently I’d been more acutely aware of it. 
Gilbert had more immediate priorities. ‘What are our plans for dinner?’
‘Not pasta with porcini,’ said Zoe. Fair enough: vegetarian options had been thin on the ground and that dish had been her go-to almost everywhere.
‘Or wild-boar casserole,’ said Sarah. We’d had that a few times too. Good, excellent even, but it was possible there were more than two regional dishes.
‘The town’s large enough to have foreign restaurants,’ said Zoe. ‘Maybe we could get Mexican.’ She looked at Gilbert. ‘Or maybe we’re due for a French meal.’
Gilbert delivered a look of hauteur, but also a dissonant message that suggested the advice I’d given him about openness to other cultures had been taken on board. ‘You want another tartiflette? We are in Italy and we eat Italian.’
Which is what we did—a fine but not too expensive restaurant, which we felt we’d earned after the rustic fare of the past fortnight. Gilbert waxed lyrical, almost comically so, over the antipasto, the pasta, the veal, even the gelato.
Grappa to finish: ‘Saluti,’ said Gilbert as he raised his glass. ‘And Camille and I have decided that we will take the Francigena. Her goal is to walk to Rome by a pilgrim route. And the Francigena has more tradition. In use in the eighth century, probably earlier. Older even than the Camino de Santiago.’
I knew of their decision already: Camille had told me before dinner, so we could book ahead. But Zoe had also told me that Gilbert’s efforts were likely too late. I was still hoping they’d find a way through. 
Camille’s position was all too familiar to me. Even with Sarah’s wellbeing at stake, I had been unable to forgive Julia for her affair. I hadn’t been reasonable back then, and I couldn’t expect the reminder of Camille’s fling with Jim to erase the damage that Gilbert’s supposed affair—and, in my estimation, abandonment—had done.
Maybe Sarah and Bernhard had felt the vibe. ‘If it’s okay with everyone,’ Sarah said, ‘we’ve decided we’ll stay on the Assisi route and catch you in Siena for the last leg. Can that work? We won’t be far away if you do need us.’
‘Of course,’ said Camille. ‘You will have your phones; if there is a problem, we can text.’
‘What do you think?’ I asked Zoe as we left the restaurant. She’d been unusually quiet. ‘We’ll stay with Camille, of course?’
‘You can walk with Sarah if you want, but I’ll be staying with Camille. Martin, I’ll be staying with Camille as long as she needs me. I’m…really sorry.’
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  The Via Francigena might have been easier, but it wasn’t easy. Both routes left Aulla on busy roads with no sidewalks. After that, we were on a dirt track that climbed to give us views of the sea. I could smell the salt in the air, and though it brought memories of home, I was no longer homesick. I didn’t know where the walk was taking my life, but I felt stronger about dealing with the future than I had been. Though I wasn’t looking forward to the conversation I was going to have with Martin—the one I’d avoided yesterday while I tried to process what I’d promised Camille.
It was strange without Bernhard and Sarah—and ironic that now Martin wasn’t distracted, I was. Actually, I guess we’d both been distracted by Camille for a while.
There would be no muesli, and no comments on climate change and how the world was getting it wrong, from Bernhard—and no medical lectures from Sarah. I hoped we weren’t going to need them. At breakfast, as we said goodbye, she’d told me my leg numbness was probably meralgia paraesthetica and not to worry. I had been sitting my pack too low and tying it too tight, and compressing my lateral femoral cutaneous nerve. Obviously.
After they’d gone, I’d shortened the shoulder straps and loosened the belt, and right now the numbness wasn’t happening. I wished Camille’s problems were as easy to solve. But the decision to stay with her and support her had brought me a sense of closure. It must have been in my mind, worrying me, bringing me down, telling me that the plans with Martin weren’t going to happen. Somehow, they’d never seemed real. 
I felt that all my chakras had aligned themselves with the decision. The weight I’d been feeling hadn’t completely gone and I hadn’t been set free, but I’d dealt with what had been troubling me. I would make the best of every day I had with Martin, while trying not to give him false hope. Camille and I had that in common now.
She hadn’t said anything more about her crisis of…what? Love, faith, self-belief? She’d got up today to walk with Gilbert and was still lighting candles. Could I hope that yesterday had been just a moment of anger? It hadn’t seemed like that.
Martin hadn’t mentioned it either. We paired up in the morning, and the first thing he raised was how many rooms to book. I guess that was one way of talking about it.
‘Two, if you need the space,’ I said.
‘Is that projection?’
‘You’ve done too much therapy.’ I started laughing and he wasn’t sure how to take it. ‘I’m happy sharing a room. But I’ll pay half.’
Martin looked a bit sad. ‘Current arrangement seems to be working all right. And Sarah’s not around to see the back scratches.’
Unless a miracle happened with Camille, this was going to be our last three weeks together. Part of me wanted to scream at Camille or maybe at her god—couldn’t he just let her fall in love with Gilbert again? My mother’s god would say it was what I deserved: losing Martin would be penance for my sins. If that was the way it went, I would miss him. More than I could bear thinking about right now. 
It seemed he’d got the message. ‘No plans. Back to the way we started.’
Before the phone booth on a mountaintop between Italy and France. I blinked back tears and walked faster.
We had spent the last two months in a pressure cooker and still enjoyed each other’s company. But I couldn’t ask him to wait while—what? That was the problem. I didn’t know. Camille could live for a long time. And if she deteriorated quickly, without Gilbert around?
I had to assume Camille was still set on running a hostel, even without Gilbert. Martin had been great with her—but also made it clear she drove him nuts. Good in small doses. That would only get worse. I wasn’t sure how I would manage; I couldn’t possibly expect him to. Maybe it would be different if we had already been together in a permanent sense.
Martin must have been reading my thoughts. ‘We’ll talk about all this. When you’re feeling a bit more settled.’
Sarzana was technically back in Liguria, but it was way different from the struggling mountain villages. For a start, it was a lot bigger, and with all the history of substantial towns that had stood through time. The walls of the citadel and fortress spoke of battles and sieges, and I guessed the old town itself would have plenty of stories too.
The four of us walked along the cobblestoned street choked with market stalls to the Concattedrale di Santa Maria Assunta. Camille and I handed over our euro coins and planted our electric candles. Mine was for Martin: he’d probably feel sinned against, though I believed I was doing what was right. Then the man I’d planted a candle for held my hand as we silently took in the Chapel of the Most Precious Blood, and the wood-panelled ceiling carved by Pietro Giambelli in the seventeenth century. 
On our way to our neat little modern apartment, Martin and I shared our impressions. I’d spent time looking at the oldest known painted Italian crucifix, from 1138, and Martin had, as always, taken in the architecture.
As he described the small Gothic rose window, I saw it through his eyes; it was like adding an extra colour, one I had never seen before. Martin didn’t have to say it: this is just like in France, on our best Camino day. He knew something wasn’t right and was making it as hard as possible for me to say what I had to. Part of me wanted him to succeed.
‘I’ve told the others we’re eating alone. Found a little place you might like.’ He laughed. ‘Rated best Mexican in Liguria.’
Yep, he was going to make it as tough as he could.
The restaurant was not only Mexican—a cosy room painted burnt orange and with colourful calaveras, in the tradition of Day of the Dead—but big on vegetarian and vegan.
I was loving my tostada vegana and Martin had ordered a second round of margaritas when he finally asked, ‘What’s going on?’
I took a breath. ‘Camille wanted me to come to France and do this walk all along. I was always meant to be here.’
‘As a reprise of that cross-country trip. You’ve told me that. But tell me again.’
‘Like I said, she came to me when she was hysterical and felt her life was ending, and I helped her out. It was life-changing for us both. For me—well, it showed me what I could do, who I could be. Gave me strength to leave an abusive family where religion was not about love or forgiveness but about fear and hypocrisy. The Camino reminded me of that, how I lost that person for a while…for years. Camille needed me to save her then—and she needs me to save her now.’ 
‘You’re certain that’s what she wants?’
‘Part of her doesn’t want to think about needing a caregiver. But unless a man—and I don’t mean Gilbert, I mean a man she meets and falls in love with, and he with her, ignoring the illness—shows up to save her, I’m now Plan A.’
‘So what does that mean for you? Us?’
I took a gulp of margarita. ‘She can’t come to the States—no health insurance, for one thing. So it means I stay with her. I know this makes no sense to you. I can’t truly explain why I need to do this. I love you; I want to be with you…’
Martin’s expression was all ‘Oh yeah?’ and I couldn’t blame him. There was no disguising that I was choosing Camille over him. He shifted his chair back slightly.
‘I’ve tried to explain it before: Camille and I have this relationship.’
‘Thelma and Louise.’
I managed to laugh. It felt right, horribly right.
‘I know you’re not big on this kind of thinking, but I feel there’s been something wrong with the universe and me being back with Camille fixes it.’
‘And I know you’re not big on my attempts at psychoanalysis…’
‘That’s not true. The opposite, in fact.’
‘Well, I think any therapist would say that—in their language—there’s something unresolved.’
‘So would I. And staying with Camille resolves it.’
 ‘Or puts a Band-Aid on it.’
‘That’s not how it feels.’
‘Fair enough. But I’m just wondering what the unresolved something is.’
Martin let it sit, and we had a long silence that didn’t feel uncomfortable. On the trail we’d gotten used to being together without the need to talk.
But I didn’t want to leave the question hanging forever. ‘When you help someone, you end up owing them something,’ I said eventually. ‘Rather than the other way around.’
‘I know what you mean. For what it’s worth, I don’t think it’s that. What’s the most important lesson of the Camino?’
‘One day at time. But…’
‘But nothing. Except we should have taken the long way to Rome.’




64
MARTIN
  Gilbert was waiting for me as I settled the bill in Sarzana. The women had gone ahead. I was expecting I’d be walking with him more often as Zoe made up for lost time with Camille, but so far we’d stayed mostly in our usual pairs.
I hadn’t given up on Zoe: I just wasn’t sure what she was going to do and how I would find a role in that. There were so many variables, most of them tied to Camille’s thinking, which could hardly be relied on. Gilbert might yet come through—all else being equal, I suspected Camille would plump for a man over a woman. She might rewrite history, as she did, in a way that put Zoe on the outer. And who knew what revelation she would have—or deliver—when we reached Rome.
‘Buongiorno!’ said her husband, hoisting his still overweight pack onto his back.
Gilbert’s embracing of his inner Italian—which had extended to learning the key words for ordering food and wine—was providing entertainment for the rest of us, and I’d noticed Camille joining in the good-natured laughter and ribbing.
‘You won’t be needing that for much longer,’ I said.
‘The pack or the Italian?’ said Gilbert. ‘I’ll need them today, and I am not thinking any further.’
I laughed. ‘You’ve been listening to Zoe and me. One day at a time. The first rule.’
‘The second. The first rule is not to pack a hairdryer. When your friend Monsieur Chevalier said the Chemin would set me free, I was a little insulted. And sad. I thought he was thinking it would set me free of my duty to Camille. But it has set me free from worrying about the future. I am grateful for each day. Who knows when God will decide to put an end to our days?’ 
‘It’s a good thought. For both of us with our relationships, too.’ I wondered how much to share, but our fates were intertwined and we—or at least our partners—faced much the same dilemmas. ‘I worry that Zoe will want to stay with Camille after the walk is over. To look after her.’
‘She has said this to you?’
‘More or less.’
Gilbert took his time considering the implications. ‘Better Zoe stays with you. We should encourage that.’
I laughed. ‘I’m not going to argue.’
Of course, I could argue. Gilbert might be happy to be Camille’s second choice if Zoe wasn’t available, but I wasn’t sure how I was going to feel having Zoe only because she wasn’t needed elsewhere.
‘May I offer some advice?’ said Gilbert. ‘It is likely that you know this already, but it is good to remind ourselves. Women appreciate persistence. And consistency. We should not allow our fears to undermine these.’
It sat well with ‘one day at a time’. What was I complaining about? There were worse ways to spend one’s time than walking with Gilbert, planning accommodation with Camille—whose company I did actually enjoy—and walking, eating and sleeping with Zoe.
My positive attitude lasted right through to 5 p.m., when Camille and I sat down to do the bookings.
‘You and Zoe are having problems?’
 ‘What makes you think that?’ I knew what would make her think that. Walking all day with Zoe telling her she’d given up on a future with me. No secrets on the Chemin. Except it seemed she wasn’t presenting it as a consequence of looking after Camille. Just suggesting she’d be free and waiting for Camille to take up the offer.
Which apparently she hadn’t. Had Camille not got the message? I certainly wasn’t about to clarify it for her.
I shifted the conversation to my preferred option: ‘Things seem a bit better between you and Gilbert.’
‘He is a decent man. I should be grateful, no? But if I was not sick, nobody would be saying that. They would say follow your heart, not be thankful you have somebody. And if I leave him, I will be doing him a favour.’
‘I think if you left him for that reason, you wouldn’t be doing anyone a favour. Gilbert says he wants to stay with you, and I believe him. Perhaps he feels he has to atone for the mistake he made in leaving you. And you would understand about atonement. And forgiveness.’
It was a risky line to take—it went against her narrative. But I’d—only half-deliberately—managed to deliver a double punch with the mention of atonement, which touched on the unmentionable sin. She went silent for a few moments.
‘You are right. Though he has refused to apologise. And this is part of why I can’t truly forgive him.’
A chink. If I could persuade him to get off his high horse and apologise, just to her, for the imaginary affair, maybe she’d reconsider.
Was I being manipulative? To serve my own agenda? I was certainly getting close to the line, but I’d encouraged him to do it before, when I didn’t have a stake in the outcome. That said, from his point of view, nothing had changed since he’d refused to do so. 
The ethical thing to do was to let Gilbert and Camille’s relationship find its own way without intervention from me. In the meantime, my job was to make every day as good as it could be. And I could hardly be faulted for helping Gilbert to do the same.
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ZOE
  I came down to breakfast in our hotel in the sprawling town of Massa, close to the Ligurian Sea, and found Gilbert sitting alone. I filled up a coffee cup and sat with him.
‘Is Camille okay?’
Gilbert nodded. ‘Still in our room. Martin is also upstairs?’
I nodded.
‘I know she is thinking to leave me. When we reach Rome.’
I felt my heart wrench. For him. And Camille. And myself. If Martin still had hopes for us, I could count him in too.
‘Has she…Do you know what she intends to do?’
‘I do not think she knows. Rome…the Pope…being set free. It is insane. Always she has had a need to commune with God, especially when life was difficult. But now? I think perhaps this illness has not helped her to think clearly. She thinks there will be some—’ He clicked his fingers. ‘She thinks you will give her the answer. She puts trust in you.’
Gilbert thought that in Camille’s mind I was up there with God and the Pope. Or maybe I was just easier to access. I guess he wanted me to tell her that the answer was him. I had tried and it hadn’t worked. She didn’t want me to give her the answer; she wanted me to be it.
How could M. Chevalier have been so wrong? I guess Camille would see herself being set free from Gilbert. Nothing I saw ahead of me was about freedom—more the responsibilities of later life. Other people’s welfare. Obligations. Personal integrity. Good things, important things, but not things that set you free. 
When Camille joined us, I waited while she had her coffee and croissant, then set off with her. We were back in Tuscany, in the foothills of the Apuan Alps, and our walk was only a mile or two off the coast.
I needed to confirm that she was still intent on Gilbert not being part of her life before I turned mine upside down.
‘Things seem a bit better between you and Gilbert.’
‘He is being more accepting of Italian customs, which makes him a better companion, so yes.’
‘I mean, a couple days ago, you were pretty angry with him.’
‘No, this is not true. I was only angry that others were pushing me to stay with him. Including you.’
‘I know. I’m sorry.’
We walked a minute in silence before she spoke again. ‘If I did not have the illness, perhaps I would think differently, but I cannot allow myself to be tempted; we would both be thinking, always, that I had accepted him because of my need for care.’
It was an incredibly courageous thing to say, so at odds with my picture of Camille as flaky and…well, exploitative. I didn’t know if I would have been able to say no to Gilbert if I were her. And I couldn’t say no to her now.
‘Camille, what I said, that I’d be there for you—I meant it.’
She laughed. ‘You should worry about Martin. If you are there for me, he might not be there for you.’ And then, in a much more serious tone, an accusing tone: ‘I hadn’t thought you would bring him on this pilgrimage.’
‘Camille,’ I said, ‘I meant it. Believe me, if you need me, after Rome, I’m there.’
 ‘If you are serious, then thank you. But no, you have your life, you have Martin. I will be fine.’
She didn’t mean it.
‘I suggest we take time out here,’ said Martin when we arrived in a quaint town called Pietrasanta. We didn’t usually stop for lunch. But Gilbert was already heading to the café with Camille.
‘Eat later,’ said Martin. ‘This is meant to be quite an art town.’
As we’d entered, I’d noted Alba Gonzales’ multi-headed marble chimera, holding a dove, perhaps with pilgrims in mind, but the streets had many more modern sculptures—dancers, a girl on a swing, a crowd.
‘And I’ve read this is one church we can’t miss.’ Instead of leading me to the main cathedral, Martin pointed to an open door off the long mall.
At first glance, it was just another ancient church with frescoes. Then I looked closer. ‘That looks like a Fernando Botero.’
‘He has a house here, apparently. You like his stuff?’
‘Like it?’ Where to start? ‘The man is a genius.’
‘But do you like it?’ Martin was standing in front of a fresco that, compared to all the others we’d seen, was irreverent. The characters were quintessential Botero—some improbably, or impossibly, larger than life—the devil overseeing the chaos and the calvera-style woman, red lips grotesque over her skull. From the trough at the bottom, the head of Hitler poked out. Not something I’d expected to see in an Italian church.
‘Like isn’t the right word. He was transformative for me. The Abu Ghraib series…those works allowed me to survive doing political cartoons because I saw what he could do, what art could do in a political context…’ 
I must have talked for five minutes without drawing breath. Martin appeared riveted. When I finally stopped and asked, ‘Did that answer your question?’ he started laughing.
‘Inspiration for your own cartoons?’
I was already sketching in my mind pilgrims walking for their health, depicted in the calvera style. Maybe there was a book idea in this. When I realised that the skulled woman would be Camille, I felt less certain it was a good idea—though it would certainly be in keeping with the sombre mood of the Ligurian sketches.
‘And tonight,’ he said, ‘we’re going full pilgrim. Camaiore: walled town, established 190 BCE, and I’ve found a pellegrino hostel in an old abbey. Might be a bit spartan but they should have a nice stamp for our credentials.’
He was doing everything he could.
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MARTIN
  Chalk up one memorable day, the result of behaving as if I was a tourist planning my visits rather than a walker just taking in whatever I found. The hostel in Camaiore had been as promised, though we were the only pilgrims. Camille had spent an hour chatting with the manager, with whom she shared an interest in languages. It seemed the hostel plan, sans Gilbert, was still alive. And tonight, we’d be in Lucca, birthplace of Puccini and home of a major music festival. Back on the tourist trail.
The sun was shining without the oppressive heat we’d faced a couple of weeks earlier and we had a sense of being in touch with the sea. Beautiful as the mountains had been, the rain and chill in the evening had affected our moods, though I hadn’t thought about it much at the time. And Zoe was—again—walking with me rather than Camille.
Walking in Tuscany was very different from driving, and not just because I didn’t have to deal with Julia shouting at me to keep further left and passing me my credit card the wrong way around to put in the all-to-frequent toll machines. Not to mention a recalcitrant teenager in the back seat. On foot, the journeys between towns were serene, and the towns themselves offered a vibrant contrast at the end of the day, rather than feeling like oases after the soulless hours on the autostradas.
As for the recalcitrant teenager, I guessed that she and Bernhard would use their time away from my judgmental gaze to decide whether their fantasy was going to become reality. Unless they changed their minds about each other, Sarah would be moving away. And then the only thing holding me in England would be my job. If I still had it: my leave application was apparently still in the works. 
‘What about an apartment in Pietrasanta? Not Sheffield, not San Francisco, but a third way?’ I said to Zoe.
I didn’t need to look to sense her frustration.
‘It’s not that,’ she said. ‘For a while I wasn’t sure about Sheffield. I got past it.’
‘So, we did make progress.’
Zoe laughed. ‘One step forward. Truly, I’m having the best time right now. I want it to go forever. The Camille thing—it’s not what I want to do, but…’
‘Leave it there. Just keep thinking about why you want to do what you don’t want to do.’
We’d said one day at a time—incessantly—but that evening I wanted it to be one minute or one second at a time. There’s a saying about knowing you’re going to be hanged in the morning concentrating the mind, and all four of us must have been aware of time running out as we listened to Puccini in the pews of an old church dotted with tourists, walls flanked with huge Renaissance paintings.
Tourist opera—a soprano and a tenor taking turns on the popular arias—but no worse for that. The singing was always more important to me than the spectacle, and Zoe was sitting beside me, holding my hand, the two of us joined by the music.
Here we were, two couples doing well enough, but stymied by the individuals’ need to be true to themselves: Zoe in her duty to Camille, Camille not prepared to compromise on love, Gilbert refusing to apologise for something he didn’t do. And me, demanding that Zoe’s love for me take priority over all else, including that duty to Camille. 
Maybe an apology from Gilbert would break the impasse. If he was prepared to walk to Rome for her, prepared to be her nurse, surely saying sorry to someone who was victim of a delusion was more an act of kindness than of dishonesty. Unless, in the final accounting, he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life as Camille’s nurse.
And me? Had I given it my best shot? I’d never wanted anything more in the world than to spend the rest of my life with Zoe. Was ‘How about a hostel in Pietrasanta’ the best I could do? Patently not.
After dinner, I booked the best restaurant in what might be the most beautiful town on our walk, if not in all of Italy.
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ZOE
  ‘You’ve trimmed your beard.’
Martin had emerged from the bathroom in our cute San Gimignano hotel looking different—in a very good way—and it had taken me a moment to figure out what he’d done. His hair looked neater, too: less sheepdog, more architecture professor.
We’d walked from one gorgeous Tuscan town sprinkled with history and magic to another, Gambassi Terme—a more working version—and now San Gimignano. It reminded me of Pérouges, without the guided tour. Ancient stone streets that seemed to be airbrushed to look new, and impeccably clean, unless you counted the confetti strewn over the steps and the piazza in front of the church.
We crashed onto the bed for a post-walk nap and were disturbed by enthusiastic noises from the next room. Maybe the new couple making an early start on the honeymoon. It was, sadly, the wrong side for it to be Gilbert and Camille.
The restaurant was hidden in a narrow lane a little way from the main square and we—just the two of us—were the first to arrive. It wasn’t a typical tourist trap. The menu by the door was accompanied by a certificate: M. Michelin had awarded it a star.
Gilbert and Camille had passed on joining us, and I wondered if Martin had correctly described what they would be missing out on. I felt underdressed. The sole of one of my lightweight evening shoes had come loose and flopped when I walked, and the elegant décor of modern paintings on a grey wall, beneath a chandelier, would have warranted a diamond or two rather than Tessa’s street-market dove. 
‘And,’ said Martin, as we took in the ambience, ‘vegetarian options.’
He must have noticed that in the land of bistecca alla Fiorentina, vegetarians were not taken too seriously. Then he ordered champagne, a weird choice in Italy. He was being a bit weird in every way tonight and way too worried about whether the restaurant was okay.
I guess he knew this wasn’t my type of place, but the food was fine, though probably overpriced. We were finishing our primi piatti—which I told him was really good, so he’d relax a bit—when another couple came in.
Bernhard and Sarah.
The Assisi route twisted and turned around the Via Francigena, and it would have been crazy to miss such a picturesque town. But this wasn’t their kind of restaurant either.
We jumped up and did the heys and hugging and how-iseverythings, but something wasn’t quite right.
‘Where are you staying?’ I asked. ‘We’re at—’
Martin interrupted before they could answer. ‘Just enjoy your night, don’t mind us,’ he said, and I realised that if Sarah had told us that they were staying at the same hotel, on the same floor, it might have been too much information. Despite living so closely, we’d managed to keep our sex lives discreet. Or at least they had.
Martin didn’t ask them to join us. When we were seated again, with Sarah and Bernhard over on the other side of the room, I leaned over to him. ‘Everything okay?’
 ‘Of course. But it’s our night.’
‘I was thinking, this isn’t Bernhard’s usual style…’
‘Stop being sexist. Sarah might have organised it.’
‘You think? I just get the feeling it might be something special.’
‘Jesus,’ said Martin. ‘They’re too young to get married. I hope it’s Bernhard’s birthday.’
‘Maybe skip dessert and leave them alone.’
Martin was already looking a bit pissed—maybe more disappointed—but he agreed. There was half a bottle of champagne left, and he put it on Bernhard and Sarah’s table as we left.
We didn’t see Bernhard and Sarah in the morning. Gilbert and Camille set out ahead of us, something they’d started doing in case Camille got into trouble. So far she’d managed to keep walking—but the previous evening she’d been limping again. We had an extra coffee—I was getting a taste for espresso, a café lungo with extra hot water—then ambled out through the gateway and, after a mile along a footpath, turned onto a wide dirt track that took us over undulating fields and through forests.
It had rained hard overnight, but now the weather was perfect, a little cool but sunny, and in the spirit of the Chemin we enjoyed the walk, the countryside and each other’s company in silence. Until we passed a huge old building with a faded Vendesi sign. For sale. We stopped and looked at each other.
‘No hill to climb,’ I said.
‘Right on the track—Via Francigena and the Assisi.’
‘Great view.’
‘Enough garden for Camille’s vegies.’
I laughed. ‘It needs all kinds of work. Not Gilbert’s strength. And Italy. Gilbert wants France.’ 
‘Gilbert doesn’t get a say. Let’s just hope Camille saw it, fell in love with it, told Gilbert she’d do it with him as long as he apologised, Gilbert saw the light, knows a good builder, and tonight we’ll be celebrating their future. Not much to ask, is it?’
Or maybe she’d announce she was going to buy it and I’d be running it with her.
We came to a river and Martin said, ‘The guide says this crossing can be tricky if it’s been raining.’
I didn’t need a guide to tell me that. The trail disappeared into a dip that looked like we’d have to swim to get across. To our left, the stream widened a little and I could see the stone bed through the clear water. Not dangerous. But no way of doing it without getting your feet wet.
‘This is where the romantic hero rushes in and carries the woman across,’ I said as I started taking off my shoes and socks. My tiny towel was right at the bottom of my pack.
Martin paused. ‘Okay, I’m up for it. One condition.’
‘I dry your feet?’
Martin shook his head—and dropped onto one knee. ‘Marry me.’
If he hadn’t looked so serious I’d have presumed he was kidding. I opened my mouth then closed it again. He looked so goddamn adorable—he had to have been practising the sheepdog expression. Even with the trimmed beard.
‘I…you know…I mean…’
Martin stood up and quickly kissed me. ‘Yes, I know. I was going to ask last night, but…The offer stays open until St Peter’s. And until then, I’m assuming the answer is yes.’
With that he sprinkled a handful of confetti over my head and grabbed me—pack and all—tipped me over his shoulder and walked straight through the river. 
I knew what I needed to say, but right now I just wanted to hang on to the moment. The universe really wanted to test me.
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MARTIN
  I’d now done all I could think of, and I felt pretty good about it. The marriage proposal had come from the right place: I was, like the others, being true to myself. It was all on the table now; let the cards fall where they might. Meanwhile, I’d try to learn the rules of the game. After I’d worked out what the game was.
We stayed in Strove, another attractive Tuscan town, in a nicely renovated boutique hotel and ate with Gilbert and Camille in a trattoria that was almost a stereotype of its kind, except for the food and wine, which were a class above what I’d have had at home. I couldn’t help comparing with the holiday in the same region with Julia in what had been, in retrospect, the twilight of our marriage. I was much happier with Zoe.
Camille’s ‘tired leg’ problem kept recurring, but we’d always made it home, so we chanced a longish walk into Siena, where we’d arranged to meet Sarah and Bernhard. We ended up parked at the side of the trail just a few kilometres short of our goal while Zoe tried massage, meditation and mindfulness in the hope of getting her moving again.
We’d been at it two hours before Sarah and Bernhard stumbled across us, whereupon Camille rose to her feet and pronounced herself recovered.
We linked up, all six of us, for the final stage. At a narrowing of the track, as we instinctively began to split into pairs, I could feel Sarah about to say, ‘Can I talk with you for a few minutes?’ Which she duly did, but added, ‘You and Zoe. I mean, if Zoe’s interested.’ 
‘If you’re okay with me listening in,’ said Zoe.
‘That’s what I said. I mean, sure.’
We separated ourselves from the other three.
‘Everything okay?’ I said.
‘Definitely.’
‘I thought so. Anything happen?’
‘We got secretly married in San Gimignano.’ I almost believed it. ‘Seriously, we talked about some stuff. Stuff that was getting in our way.’
‘You want to share any of it?’
‘Since you ask…mainly parents.’
No surprise there. ‘They fuck you up.’
‘Dad!’
‘It’s from a poem. A very famous and accurate poem by Philip Larkin. I can say fuck when it’s English literature.’ Plus, my daughter was now an adult. I could say fuck to her now.
‘It’s never going to sound right, you saying it.’
‘Have you spoken to your mother?’
‘The fuck I have.’ I cringed and she laughed. ‘Not quite right…No, not yet. I thought you might like to finish the Chemin in peace. Anyway, what I wanted to talk to you about…A while ago you asked how I felt about Bernhard, and what that had to do with my plans.’
‘And you gave me a good answer. Have things changed?’
She laughed. ‘No, same answer, but more so. We’re committed to each other, like for now anyway…and I’m definitely going to study engineering next year.’
‘Well, glad you’ve reflected on it.’
 ‘What you said, about would I be doing it if not for Bernhard. It’s a super-tough question. I guess we’re going with the person who’s more passionate. And the thing that’s best for the world.’
Did Sarah want my permission to push back? Or my approval to make her feel more secure in what she was doing?
I was still thinking about it when Zoe spoke up. ‘I guess it feels like a huge decision. Which it is, but sometimes, even if you make the wrong choice, you eventually circle back to what you really want.’
‘So, you guys are doing okay?’ She laughed. ‘That’s good.’
In terms of our relationship right now, yes. Our future wasn’t looking quite as uncomplicated. I suspected Sarah was in a similar position.
‘It’s probably going to come and go for Camille,’ said Sarah, as we arrived at our hotel. I’d confirmed that there was another room available, and as Bernhard registered it struck me that something had changed. They looked like a…couple. Bernhard and Sarah. An unexpected outcome of my two caminos.
‘How long before we know if she’s going to improve?’ I asked Sarah.
‘How long’s a piece of string? MS is really strange. Could be tonight, could be never. Maybe a physiotherapist will pull off a miracle, maybe the Pope will. It’s literally all in her head, but she has no control over it. I have this feeling she’ll be able to go on, but she’ll either just make it or just not make it. But it’s only a feeling.’
‘If the feeling is wrong,’ said Bernhard, ‘Sarah and I will take the train to Florence and then to Mâcon, and return with the cart.’
 ‘Which cart?’ Bloody hell, it came out before I could stop myself.
‘The superior one, obviously,’ said Bernhard.
I felt myself getting angry. Unreasonably angry. ‘Can’t you just for one moment…’
‘Dad.’
‘What’s the problem?’ said Zoe, appearing from nowhere with Camille, who seemed to be walking unaided.
‘We’re talking about getting the cart…a cart…for Camille,’ I said.
‘I don’t need to ride on your cart. I am fine. I am walking to Rome.’
If I’d been feeling like a tourist for the past few days, at least after 3 p.m., Siena rubbed it right in. Specialist wine stores everywhere, truffle tastings and, of course, the restaurants. I didn’t need another antipasto, pasta and steak, so when Camille joined me to do the bookings—easy now we were in tourist country—and announced that she and ‘the girls’ would be making their own plans, I was happy to take the opportunity of a night off.
Gilbert had other ideas. ‘We are on our own. Three men. We should find a bar that serves good beer.’
‘I might pass,’ I said. ‘I need to get my hair cut.’ In France, every tiny village seemed to have a hairdresser, but they were not as ubiquitous here. You needed a decent-sized town. But by the time you got in at the end of a day, showered, changed, did onwards bookings, washed clothes…
‘Good idea,’ said Gilbert. ‘It’s Camille’s birthday next week and I will make a reservation at a fine restaurant for that occasion. The restaurant will not care, but Camille will notice.’ He pointed to Bernhard. ‘For you too. You don’t want to wait until Sarah complains about your appearance.’ 
‘She can cut my hair if she thinks it needs cutting.’
‘If you wait for your girlfriend to do that, she’ll think you’re a slob. A man should take care of his own appearance.’
We ended up at a barber in the middle of town and, through poor selection, language barriers or just being taken advantage of, we found ourselves lined up in chairs having the full hairdresser treatment, wash, blow dry and all.
Gilbert was in the middle. It felt like a set-up for talking about our relationships, which were all either new, in jeopardy or, in my case, both—except that Bernhard’s happened to be with my daughter.
Gilbert opened with the other topic on all of our minds. ‘I am thinking Camille will make it. Thanks to everybody’s help. But none of us should feel responsible if she doesn’t. The disease does not respect our ambitions.’
‘She would not have made it without you,’ said Bernhard. ‘We see some of what you do. It must be hard work.’
‘I am lucky. The disease is terrible, but it has given me time with my wife. I am not a practising Catholic, but I have a belief, and I have trouble understanding how this gift can be given to me at such cost to Camille.’
I wondered if Gilbert would think God had given him such a great bargain as Camille’s health deteriorated and she needed more care. When Zoe had asked what I’d do in the same position, I hadn’t hesitated in responding that I’d do as Gilbert had. That was how I felt now—with the luxury of it being hypothetical.
Gilbert had more to say. ‘When we started, I thought it might be me who let us down. My doctor recommended less lunch and more walking…but he did not recommend the Alps.’ The hairdresser started the clippers and Gilbert was silent until he’d finished. 
‘He said if I was going to climb mountains, I should make a will. I did this. And when I saw my son, I considered it could be the last time. We should always consider that. I send him a text message every day.’
‘I hope he appreciates it.’
‘Children don’t love their parents as their parents love them. Sometimes, perhaps, but it is not the usual situation.’
Bernhard laughed. ‘Sarah convinced me that my father fits this paradigm. It is probably true, but he is not good at…implementation. Sarah’s father has the same problems, but not so bad.’ He smiled—though there was no doubt a kernel of truth.
‘Maybe we all do,’ I said. ‘Have problems doing what’s right for our kids. Even understanding what they want.’
‘Partners too,’ said Gilbert, and that ended the conversation.
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ZOE
  When the guys went for a haircut, I’d planned to follow the sun around the Piazza del Campo and sketch—maybe the group of nuns I’d seen sitting on the wall there would still be chatting. I wanted some time to myself. I was still feeling uncentred by Martin’s proposal. Or maybe I just wanted to lose myself in the good feelings without having to think about reality.
Camille had other ideas. ‘Girls’ night out. On the way in, I saw a good bar.’
The place Camille had found was, like many of the stores, behind an ancient stone façade. It was a narrow space with a glass counter covering a vast selection of cheeses and cured meats. Three televisions, tucked between shelves of spirits and wine, were showing soccer games.
A few drinkers on the other side of the window were braving the cold weather to have a smoke. A family group standing inside with us was juggling a toddler and a baby being breastfed. Opposite the bar was a small bench table and three empty stools, looking out onto the array of people hanging in the cobblestoned shopping street.
‘Beer,’ said Sarah, grabbing one of the stools and putting her arms on the table.
‘We are in a sports bar,’ said Camille, ‘but we will drink like women.’ Camille waved to the wall menu of Bellinis, Moscow mules and everything else I’d ever heard of.
‘Sex on the Beach,’ said Camille to the bartender, who reminded me of the Puccini tenor. She looked at us and added ‘Tre.’ 
I’d figured out that the plates of snacks were free, and grabbed peanuts, chips, and what turned out to be fried artichokes and stuffed olives—unfortunately the stuffing was meat. Sarah, who had been checking out the television behind us, smiled sweetly to the bartender.
‘Can we have the marathon? It’s in Santa Marinella, not far from here, right?’
He handed her the remote and she flicked until a pack of runners appeared on the screen.
‘I know someone running in this.’
‘So, Sarah,’ Camille said. ‘Bernhard? Is he the one?’
‘It depends if you believe in “the one”.’
‘You are saying that if you do believe in the one, then it is him. Or it wouldn’t depend.’
It took me a few moments to get my head around Camille’s logic. Not dementia—she had a point.
Sarah seemed to have got it, too. ‘Bernhard is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.’
Like Martin was the best thing that had ever happened to me.
Camille looked pleased: this was her type of conversation. ‘So, why: because he is tall and handsome? Because he is good in bed? German men, in my experience—’
Sarah laughed. ‘Because he is different. Not stuck in a groove.’
‘This is because he is young. Young people should not judge older people by the standards of youth.’
If someone had been eavesdropping on our conversation, there was no way they could have thought Camille had dementia. Smart observation, no weird stories, none of the tactlessness that we’d gotten used to. 
‘And you shouldn’t come between Zoe and your father.’ Camille talked over Sarah’s protest. ‘You want to be the one to take care of your father when he is old and unpleasant and sick? My mother threw out my father because he was a plouc—a slob—and he came to live with me. Horreur!’
She’d never told me this. She’d told me that her father, a diplomat, had been distant even when they were in the same country, and that she had hardly seen him before he died.
‘Every day he tells me my cooking is not good enough. That I am not so good a housewife. That I need to make the coffee stronger.’
‘That sucks,’ said Sarah. ‘I don’t think my dad…’
‘Then he gets depressed. Lonely, because I am at work. He calls me all the time. Then he kills himself.’
‘Oh my God—that’s awful.’
‘So,’ said Camille. ‘Be grateful to any woman who will have him. And if it is his choice…’
Sarah threw a look at me. Then, evenly, to Camille: ‘I’m not the one getting in the way.’ She walked to the bar.
‘I thought your father died of cancer,’ I said to Camille. ‘I thought he was still with your mother.’
‘Pancreatic cancer. From drinking too much. This was his choice, so…’
‘Did you just make up the story you told Sarah?’
Camille frowned, concentrating for a few moments, then laughed as if we were sharing a joke. ‘Perhaps it happened to my friend.’
I lost track of time and drinks. Sarah had been watching the marathon, but it seemed to be over and she hadn’t come back. Camille and I talked about things that had happened with our husbands and our children, how we’d survived sleepless nights, juggling multiple roles, worrying about getting older, not being attractive, about our fears for our children in a world plunging into darkness. All the things that letters didn’t do—the revelations and vulnerabilities that made for the closeness that helps women survive. Finally filling the space that had been missing between us. 
‘I feel like we’re back in college,’ I said squeezing her hand. I realised I had done most of the talking.
‘We used to call you Lisa.’ Camille was fairly drunk, but she’d remembered something I’d forgotten about. Lisa from The Simpsons. It must have only been the first or second season, but everyone knew Lisa: the goody-goody.
She put her glass down, a bit too hard. ‘You were so straight. Not like my friends. You know that’s why I asked you?’
‘To help…’
‘Oui.’ She stretched it out: Ouiiiiiay. A long, long pause, then: ‘It was so awful, after. I couldn’t stay there. And then you got pregnant the next day.’
‘It was a bit longer than that.’
‘And you had a baby and then another one, and then I had one and then I couldn’t have any more and they took away Bastien because I was crazy, and here we are again and nothing has changed.’
I’d been the only one she could rely on back then, when she was surrounded by craziness and making bad choices—and, like she said, here we were again.
I must have been drunk too, and the drink gave me the courage to make the promise I needed to make. Again. 
‘I’ll always be here for you. We can run a hostel together.’
I wasn’t sure Camille heard. When I looked up, she was face down on the bench table. And Sarah was standing over her.
‘Time to go home, old lady.’
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MARTIN
  I’d drifted off to sleep and was woken by the sound of Zoe stumbling, grabbing the bedside lamp and pulling it down with her.
‘Shit, who left their pack here?’
I switched on the light. ‘You, I’d guess, since it’s your pack on your side of the bed. Where have you been?’
‘Ooh, Mister Control Freak. Is this what you’d be like?’ Then an attempt at a Northern accent: ‘Where you been, then?’
Gilbert, Bernhard and I had washed our pizza down with a bottle of Chianti, but Zoe had apparently drunk a good deal more. Unusual for her.
‘Well, obviously—’
She interrupted. ‘Don’t get started on “obviously”. I have to tell you something before I forget it. You’re not going to like it.’
‘It can’t wait till morning? When we’re both sober?’ Meaning when the one of us who isn’t sober is.
‘No, I’ll forget it. I’m a bit drunk.’
‘Just a bit.’
‘No. Not just a bit. Did I say that? I didn’t mean it like that. I meant I was a lot drunk. But I said “just a bit” because that’s what you say. Not just when you’re drunk.’
I could see Zoe waking me in half an hour to tell me the room was spinning.
‘Spit it out. What do you need to tell me?’
‘I still love you.’
 ‘But you’ve got to look after Camille, right?’
‘Shit. How did you know?’
Zoe looked seriously the worse for wear the next morning, and I went downstairs to get her a coffee. Sarah and Bernhard were having breakfast, and Sarah made a beeline for me.
‘Can I talk to you for a few minutes? Without Zoe?’
Zoe’s welcome to join in hadn’t lasted long. ‘She’s still upstairs. You guys had a big night?’
‘Some people did. Dad, I’m really, really not trying to come between you and Zoe, and I know she was drunk, but you need to know that it’s all about her and Camille.’
‘It’s okay. I know. We’ll sort it out. She’s trying incredibly hard to do the decent thing by her best friend. Hard not to admire it.’
‘Dad, I’m trying to say…Camille wants you and Zoe to be together. Zoe’s pushing this thing, not her.’
Was it because her daughters didn’t need her? And she needed to be needed? Whatever the deep, underlying ‘something’ that was driving Zoe, she seemed to be set on a future as Camille’s carer, whether Camille wanted it or not.
It wasn’t that I wanted her to abandon her best friend forever, the bloody soulmate that she heard from when it suited her, but I did want us to make our plans together, not for her to go off on some path without talking to me first. Especially two days after I’d offered to marry her. The least I could ask for was a joint effort at finding a way through.
Sometimes it’s best to be direct. I told her, in pretty much those words, and from her reaction I concluded that we would be making our own ways to today’s destination of Ponte d’Arbia.
 •
I hadn’t given up: I wondered how much longer I’d be saying that. I expected we would both have walked off the morning’s altercation by the day’s end, but in the meantime, I was going to push it a bit harder with Gilbert and at least establish how he saw the situation.
He raised it before I did, as soon as he joined me for breakfast. Zoe had already departed with Camille: I hoped they’d packed plenty of water and headache tablets.
‘I had to phone Camille’s physician this morning,’ he said. ‘To ask about the effects of alcohol poisoning on multiple sclerosis.’
‘Shit. Is she okay?’
‘The physician thinks there will be no change to the progress of the disease. You should be pleased with your daughter. She woke up Bernhard, and they aided her and Zoe to return to the hotel. Camille was extremely…floppy.’
‘Has she talked about Zoe caring for her?’
‘I think it is only to deflect me. If I make the argument that she needs me to look after her, she says Zoe will do this. But I don’t think she is serious.’
That was in line with Sarah’s take. We picked up the conversation again once we’d cleared the traffic around Siena.
‘I agree you’re the better alternative,’ I said, ‘but they’ve been friends forever…bonded…’
Gilbert walked for a while. ‘It was only at the last minute that Camille asked me to contact Zoe. Don’t misunderstand: once she decided she wanted Zoe to come, she was insistent. I made the email less…clear, so Zoe would not feel pressured.’
Another long break. Gilbert seemed to be looking for words.
‘Shall we speak French?’ I asked.
 ‘Thank you, but language is not the problem. Camille likes you very much, but she is disappointed that Zoe brought you. She wanted a more…I know Zoe is not religious but…Camille did not think this through.’
‘Sorry, I’m a bit lost.’
‘You are not religious?’
I shook my head. ‘I’m nominally Church of England, which is to say, not really. Zoe was brought up in some sort of Southern Baptist tradition—except she came from the North. Guns and Jesus and saving unborn babies. Especially the last one.’
Gilbert nodded—a grave nod. ‘You know about this road trip and what it was for?’
‘I think I do. Camille had an—’
‘Yes. You must understand that Camille is Catholic. If you were Catholic, you would see this story through different eyes. For Camille, it was a terrible sin—a crime. Can I tell you something you cannot tell Zoe?’
‘I’m planning to marry Zoe. I can’t go into a marriage with secrets.’
‘Then I will trust your judgment, but you may choose not to hurt her. When they were young, Camille saw Zoe as conservative. You have described her family’s religious views and Camille assumed she shared them. They were not close friends or Camille would have known better what to expect. She did not want help to have the termination; she wanted Zoe to help her find another way. She does not blame Zoe…directly. I’m sure she was not clear about what she wanted. But imagine you and I had killed a man, and nobody else knew. We would have a bond…’
‘Thelma and Louise.’
‘Who?’
 ‘It’s a film. They kill a man, as you said. But something here doesn’t make sense to me. If Zoe gave her the wrong kind of help the first time, why ask again?’ I answered my own question with a shot in the dark. ‘To give her a chance to make amends?’
‘Exactly. Penance. She wanted Zoe to come with her so they could be forgiven—together—for their mutual sin.’
‘No wonder she hasn’t told her. Zoe doesn’t see it as a sin. She thinks she did a great thing…’
‘That’s why I suggest you do not tell her.’
We could see Camille and Zoe ahead, Camille limping again. Soulmates, or partners in crime?
‘The two women,’ said Gilbert. ‘Did they find redemption?’
‘Thelma and Louise? I suppose you could say that.’
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ZOE
  I’d got the message from my argument with Martin before we left: it was him or Camille. I guess I knew that already, and Martin should have known too, but I’d never seen him so pissed. Up till now, he’d been a typical engineer, trying to find a solution, but I guess it had been too much for his ego that I was putting my duty to Camille first.
It would have been hard to understand in his analytic way—I was going with feelings. Which I couldn’t explain in the kind of language he wanted. Truth was, there was too much happening in my head to make sense of any of it.
I needed to channel my anger into action, into getting Camille to put her own needs first and accept my help. I had no doubt she wanted it—so what was holding her back? Pride? Care for me, I guess.
It was going to be a longish day and we were walking through some of the most stunning scenery we’d encountered—views across the valleys and back to Siena—so I took a few miles after the fight with Martin to centre myself before beginning the conversation with Camille.
‘Last night, you might not have heard what I said at the end of the evening. We were both pretty tanked.’
‘Zoe, I heard you. I’ve heard you every time. You think because I won’t have Gilbert to take care of me, I will need you.’ She walked faster, despite her leg catching and nearly tripping her. ‘I cannot lie. I am scared of this disease, scared that I have no control of where the white bits will appear next, but I am not going to let you be my carer. I am making a decision for love; I want you to do that also.’ 
‘Camille, listen to me. You know I don’t believe in exactly what you do, but I believe in some sort of purpose…I guess, in your terms, I’d say I feel this is what God wants me to do.’
She stopped, then zipped her finger across her lips. And we were silent until we came into the village of Isola d’Arbia, where she stopped at the small stone church for the candle-lighting ritual.
‘I am going to pray,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you will pray with me.’
Was this my initiation into my future life with Camille: her retreating deeper into religion as her illness and dementia got worse?
I’d lit candles, but praying—even pretending to pray—was different. I tried to push back all the ugly memories of my childhood that came rushing in. The Sunday dressing-up, the threats of hell, the racism and misogyny and small-mindedness of our little Minnesota congregation. And the hypocrisy of my father, who saw sin everywhere except in himself.
I had left my family and their way of thinking when I went to college, and when we visited my mother after the abortion, her irrational, vindictive outpouring had shown me that their values were not mine, and had given me the courage to leave.
The old and often grand, ornate Catholic churches of this section of the Chemin had seemed quite different to those of my childhood, but kneeling in a pew was going to do it. Thanks for that, Camille.
She got up, with the slightly beatific expression she had after meditation and sometimes after lighting a candle. ‘Zoe, you’re right. It’s what God wants. You will care for me.’ 
Fuck. How about ‘thank you’?
And, now that it was all set, right away a part of me started looking for a way out.
‘Of course, I’ll have to get a visa and…’
Camille waved her hand. ‘The bureaucracy is cumbersome, but Gilbert knows how it works.’
All sorted. So easy. And Gilbert could help to organise his replacement.
And then Camille walked ahead.
I needed to calm myself, and images of Camille in a wheelchair weren’t going to do it. The whole France thing was overwhelming. I stopped, put my pack down, and took myself to my best moment in that country, a country I didn’t feel so bad about, fortunately. It was with Martin, of course, in the new-age hostel, Le Nid de la Palombe, the Dove’s Nest, where we’d made love and listened to the cellos in the storm.
I found my mind wandering back to reality. Could I run a place like that with Camille? I took her out of the picture, put her in the kitchen while I talked to the pilgrims, heard their stories and sketched them. Maybe I could make the future work.
Never let the sun go down on an argument. That was my mother, justifying giving in to my father again. But I couldn’t face an evening of the silent treatment from Martin. Unfairly, I wanted his support, just when I’d rejected him. No: chosen something more important ahead of him. As he’d done with Sarah, three years earlier.
He was waiting on the stoop of our hotel, without his pack. He must have checked in already.
 ‘Feeling better?’ he said. He wasn’t smiling, but he wasn’t looking angry, either.
‘Physically, yeah,’ I said. ‘Walking must be a good hangover cure. Mentally, spiritually…’
He stood up and hugged me. If I’d finished my answer, maybe I’d have said mentally messed up, spiritually calm. I’d done what I had to do. What God or the universe needed me to do. Martin, of course, didn’t believe in either, so none of this was going to make sense to him.
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MARTIN
  ‘All I’m asking is for you to help me make sense of it,’ I said.
Zoe may not have had a hangover when she arrived in Ponte d’Arbia, but she wasn’t in good shape and had accepted my suggestion that we leave any heavy discussion till the following morning. I think she felt I was just delaying the inevitable. I didn’t have a problem with that. Inevitably, we all die, but we live as well as we can in the meantime. That translated into pizza with Camille and Gilbert, and a surprising amount of passion afterwards. Nothing like turmoil to spark up the sex life.
And Camille had given me a heads-up which accorded perfectly with what Gilbert had told me. ‘Please don’t blame me. It is Zoe who needs to do this.’ Needs.
So, I was well briefed when I made my request for clarity as we set out for San Quirico d’Orcia. At the end of today, the Chemin d’Assise and Via Francigena would finally diverge forever. A metaphor there, if I was looking for one.
‘There’s nothing much to make sense of,’ said Zoe. Then, after reflection: ‘I can’t expect you to understand what’s between me and Camille.’
‘So you keep saying. You know, you probably should. Expect me to understand. If it’s going to break us apart. Or even if it doesn’t. I don’t want us to end up going separate ways because we didn’t communicate properly. Can you indulge my engineering mindset and just tell me in words of one syllable what you think is going on?’ 
Zoe took a while to think. I reflected, not for the first time, that the Chemin was good that way. None of the pressure to answer that you’d feel in a coffee shop, over dinner or even in bed. We had all day.
It gave me time to think, too. What did I want Zoe to say? At one level, I suppose I wanted her to say that her love for me trumped everything else, but that would be wanting her to lie. Like it or not, Camille came first. But why?
Zoe put down her pack, pulled out her water bottle and took a drink. ‘I suppose the question is why I feel so obligated to Camille.’
That was a better question. The right question. ‘And whatever the answer, part of you wants Gilbert to leave her so you can step up. And prove how much you care.’
I wasn’t sure if it was related to Zoe’s daughters not needing her or because Camille had replaced Zoe’s mother as the closest woman in her life at the end of the fated road trip. Those speculations were beyond my pay grade as a therapist.
Zoe put her water bottle away and set off again. ‘Emotionally, maybe, I’d want to be the one to take care of her. But in real life I just wish she’d accept Gilbert. Except she’s not going to. Unless maybe the Pope tells her to.’
‘It’s no small thing for you to take on. She says, “Thanks for that, Zoe, now I know how much you care about me.” And then you stay with her for the rest of her life. And I don’t want to be brutal, but from what Sarah tells me, it could be a long life and a difficult one.’
Zoe half-laughed. ‘I know; I lived with her once before.’
 ‘Whereas Gilbert wants to: it’s his mission. He has to be the best option. I mean, he’d be a good option even if she wasn’t sick.’
‘When Camille wasn’t sick, she didn’t want him. In her mind, she threw him out and wasn’t trying to get him back. I don’t want to play God by trying to keep them together; Camille’s a bit crazy with her decisions with men, but she’s always been that way. I wouldn’t want someone doing it to me.’
‘But we’ve got to let Gilbert try. I think he’s made a bit of progress.’
‘He’s trying. It’s not enough. But you’re right, I think something in me needs to do this thing.’
‘Maybe it’s a way out of the relationship with me. If it is, just tell me. You don’t have to condemn yourself to being someone’s carer for twenty or thirty years because you don’t want to let me down.’
Zoe stopped and looked at me. ‘Martin, it’s not the reason. I love you, and this is tearing me up. I think I could do—can do—the caring for Camille, but I’m not sure I can cope with walking away from you. And I don’t really understand why.’
‘Because you love me, I hope.’
She laughed. ‘That much I understand. It’s the Camille part.’
She started walking again, not looking at me, speaking to the air. ‘It’s weird. It’s not like I’ve thought of her every day as my BFF when I was home, and we’ve gone whole years without… anything. I didn’t even know she was back with Gilbert.’
I did my therapist impression and waited.
‘Maybe I just identify with her because of my guilt over Keith…and knowing we might not have stayed together if he’d lived. I guess she and Gilbert are a bit like that.’
‘If it were the other way around, would you be expecting Camille to come from nowhere and step in for you?’ 
‘Well…no.’
Time to be brutal. ‘Would you even want her to?’
‘I guess…like I said…’
‘I used to be a scout.’
‘What?’
‘You have scouts in America.’
‘You were a boy scout? I hope this is going somewhere.’
‘Plenty of time. But in scouts, we had a rule that you had to do somebody a good turn every day. So this boy scout tells his dad that he’s late home because he spent an hour helping an old lady across the road, the archetypal good deed. And his dad says, “An hour?” and the son says, “Well, she didn’t really want to cross the road.”’
‘That’s meant to be a joke? It’s not a good one.’ Zoe undermined her criticism by laughing.
‘It’s a dad joke. Literally. My dad told me. But you hear what I’m saying?’
‘About you and Sarah?’
‘Touché. But maybe Camille doesn’t really want you to do this.’ No point holding back now. ‘She’s told me she doesn’t. This isn’t just politeness. She’ll feel guilty forever for splitting us up, if that’s what the result is. You say I don’t understand what’s between you, but I don’t think anyone watching you two over the last few weeks would think you’re close friends.’
I was about to say that Camille’s take-off of Zoe’s accent back in the restaurant in Piedmont had crossed the line into mockery, but it would have been overkill. She’d got the point, and it was sinking in. At last.
And then: ‘You’re right. About Camille. She’s always driven me a bit crazy. But she thinks it’s what God wants.’ 
‘To hell with God. If you don’t want it and she doesn’t want it, and I don’t want it and bloody Uncle Tom Cobley doesn’t want it, why are you doing it?’
‘Please don’t shout. You’ve spoken to your uncle about this?’
I had to laugh, which didn’t necessarily bring us any closer to a resolution, but it broke the tension.
‘Sorry, didn’t mean to shout. It’s an expression. From a folk song.’
‘British folk song.’
‘All folk songs are British.’
‘Stop it. Why do you think I’m doing it?’
‘Therapists only ask questions.’
‘You’re not a therapist. You’re my…lover.’
‘Partner. In fact, fiancé, at least till Rome.’
She laughed. ‘It does sound better.’
‘I’ll consider myself a super-therapist. My superpower is being able to lay it out instead of waiting for you to excavate it from your subconscious.’
‘Just tell me.’
‘All right. Camille didn’t want the abortion—at some level, anyway. She thought you’d talk her out of it because she saw you as religious. Instead, you moved heaven and earth to make it happen. It doesn’t matter what your reasons were, and I’m sure she asked for it and didn’t try to stop you. And she was vulnerable and messed up, et cetera, et cetera. Camille thinks she’s been punished all her life for it. You know all this and you have to make it up to her. So you can feel absolved. All subconscious, of course, or we wouldn’t be having this discussion.’
There was a stillness across Zoe’s face as she stopped walking. She closed her eyes and took three deep breaths. When she spoke it didn’t sound like her. ‘Is that all?’ 
‘I’d have thought it was enough for now.’
‘If there’s more, tell me. Please. Get it done.’
‘This Big Lie. Maybe there is one, maybe there isn’t. Camille hasn’t told me, but I’m telling you, the reason she’s walking a thousand miles to Rome to see the Pope isn’t because she told a porky. She’s doing this to atone for the abortion. And you’re here because you were part of it.’
I looked at Zoe again. There was a reason therapists didn’t lay it out.
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ZOE
  I walked alone for the rest of the day. My first reaction to what Martin told me had been anger. It had surged inside me with such intensity that I wasn’t sure anyone else was safe to be near me. It scared me. I don’t do anger. Anger belonged to my parents.
On the Camino de Santiago I had raged at God and Keith and then myself as I had grieved—but the flash of anger I had felt when Martin told me that Camille blamed me for her abortion was different. It was white hot. Like my father’s before he’d hit my mother and my brothers and me.
I wasn’t sure why. Or who it was directed at. Martin would have probably suggested I get therapy. Instead, when I got to San Quirico d’Orcia I sat in a church, alone, and meditated. After screaming and crying and kicking trees.
The universe didn’t give me all the answers, but eventually I made sense of my anger at least. Camille had brought me to this walk on a false premise. She had roped me into her belief system and wanted me to be ‘saved’ when I hadn’t done anything wrong.
My anger was again at the Catholic Church—or Camille’s acceptance of its doctrine—that had made her feel guilty all these years for doing what was the most sensible thing. But it was also at Camille for deceiving me about the reason she wanted me to come. I guess that was the Big Lie.
Martin probably felt he’d given me the key to unlock my motivations. He figured that if I understood what was driving me, I would resolve my relationship with Camille—without having to become her carer. But what calmed me now was that I’d chosen to come on the walk, even if I didn’t know the facts, and I believed the universe intended me to be here. It had brought me time to reflect on my life—and it had brought me Martin. 
The rest wasn’t that easy. The opposite: hard to accept that Camille and I didn’t really love each other; harder to accept that she’d taken it upon herself to save my soul; hardest of all that I had pushed her into doing something—a terrible thing, in her eyes—that had left her with lifelong guilt.
Lisa. She had called me that. She and the crétin and Mary-Lou. I felt a rush of shame recalling it—something I had somehow repressed all these years. I had so wanted to be part of their crowd, the cool group that everyone wanted in on. But I had just been Camille’s nerdy roommate. Her pious roommate.
I’d walked nearly a thousand miles with her, for her, but right now I wasn’t sure how, in a couple of hours, I’d face having dinner with her.
We went to a restaurant with an open fire and a bicycle hanging from the ceiling. Camille didn’t seem to notice that I was quieter than usual. Martin looked worried and sad but gave me space. I was at least steady and holding.
The next morning, we said goodbye to the tau and dove that had taken us from Cluny and over the Alps, as that path went east to Assisi and we now headed due south. I was going to need time to process everything, and Martin was incredibly restrained in not pushing me for answers or even asking where I was at. We talked a bit about day-to-day stuff: the track, the scenery, how Gilbert and Camille seemed to be doing. 
It was the same the following day. And the next few. There were more rolling hills with silhouetted cypress trees and green farmland, unforgettable views of vineyards, olive groves and ancient oaks, intermingled with smaller towns each with their own ancient history and attractions, many of them now ruins. Just when I thought I had found the most perfect hilltop town, another appeared on the horizon and was soon looming above us.
Most days I had a bowl of ribollita, the Tuscan bread soup thick with vegetables. It made up for breakfast, which was basically desserts: pastries and cakes. Always della casa—homemade—so I couldn’t say no. And there was no way I could rely on salads. Not a Tuscan speciality. Otherwise, it was pasta: avoiding meat in the sauce or inside was a constant challenge.
Bernhard was in his element. Most evenings he seemed to eat half a cow; the German—or young male—love of meat was apparently trumping his environmental concerns and Sarah’s example. I even spent time walking with Sarah and enjoyed it more than I expected. It took my mind off Camille.
‘We had an amazing time between Aulla and Siena,’ she said. She looked lighter, younger somehow. I was envious but pleased for her.
‘Sarah has been awesome,’ Bernhard added. He looked… older. More settled. Maybe I was imagining it all.
‘We met these guys who had worked in Africa…’
The two of them were bubbling with ideas. The people they had met had been volunteers who had helped dig a well in the Congo. Bernhard talked occasionally about the engineering side of it but that didn’t seem to be in Sarah’s head.
The towns were now smaller—and, though quaint and full of history, not jammed with tourist shops. There were suburbs too, with their canine serenade, each dog seemingly handing a baton to the next as we passed. But the rhythm of days was more like the original Camino. I had time to think. I had a lot to think about. 
Camille hadn’t told me she was trying to save my soul, or that she needed to deliver the whole sinning package to the Pope. She knew that if she’d told me, I wouldn’t have come, given up three months of my life for something I so didn’t believe in.
Most of all, I went over that crazy time back in St Louis, looking at it with fresh eyes. There was one moment I kept coming back to. The right-to-lifers were picketing the clinic and Camille couldn’t deal with it. She had walked away. That should have been the sign, but instead I’d tracked down this guy in LA that someone knew, and organised to drive there, and Camille went along with it. I’d had to do everything, because she was so distressed. Because she was so distressed. Camille hadn’t wanted a hero. Or she’d wanted a different kind of hero.
I analysed my motivations, turning them over and over. I couldn’t be that twenty-year-old again, but I could see that I’d acted partly to prove something.
And then, afterward, I’d gotten pregnant and had the baby. Camille had called me on that, drunk in the bar. How had that felt to her, back then? I could help her have an abortion, but the same didn’t apply to me. I know I’d have kept the baby—Lauren—even if Manny hadn’t stuck around.
I wondered if Lauren knowing she wasn’t planned had affected who she was as an adult. Had her need to win every point, to prove herself worthy, come from that? And what about her disconnection from Tessa—and me? I hadn’t expected my reflections to take me there, but once they did, it felt like a place I had to go. 
Martin broke his silence about my angst just once: ‘Don’t beat yourself up for your part in something that happened so long ago. None of us know our unconscious motivations at the time—by definition. And we can’t hold ourselves responsible for the unintended consequences of them.’ All engineering-analytical, but it helped.
Sutri marked nine weeks on the trail and Camille’s forty-ninth birthday. Another ancient Roman town, with a church cut from the rock of Etruscan tombs and an amphitheatre I explored with Martin when we arrived. We’d travelled from late summer deep into fall and were now only three days from Rome. I don’t think either of us wanted to break the bubble; we would have to make decisions soon enough.
Though I was still shaken by it, I felt I’d come to terms with what Martin had told me.
My anger toward Camille had gone; it had always been anger with myself, anyway. What hadn’t changed was my need to care for her. Whatever science might say, Camille’s truth was that the multiple sclerosis was divine punishment for a sin that I should never have helped her commit. It didn’t matter that I didn’t believe in her church: Camille did. And if, as Martin had said, when Camille prayed there was no one at the other end, then God’s instruction that I should care for Camille was an expression of her own deepest wish.
Before we set out in the morning, we showered Camille with birthday gifts—flowers (Bernhard), breakfast in bed (Sarah), and the gold dove I’d bought for her in San Francisco. My dove had brought me here, for better or worse; this was a more elegant version. 
Martin gave her a small gift-wrapped box. She opened it, and broke into a huge smile. It was a stamp and pad. He must have ordered it online and collected it, I guessed in Siena. She pressed the stamp into the ink, then onto the back of her hand and showed us all the outline of a dove.
‘For your hostel,’ said Martin.
She slipped the charm I’d given her onto the chain next to her wooden tau. We hadn’t talked about our pact, but I thought of the warmth between us as we had lit candles together, warmth that hadn’t been there before. Perhaps, like me, she felt this was something that had to happen and we were now reconciled to it. We’d be okay. The Chemin, like the Camino, had shown me I was strong and capable. I would find the courage—the luck and the strength and the love—that I needed to get us through.
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MARTIN
  Camille’s birthday dinner was in Campagnano di Roma’s best hotel—which was also our accommodation—on the old carriage path, the Via Cassia. We were on the outskirts of Rome but a nature reserve was keeping us apart from the urban sprawl.
Even by Gilbert’s standards, and certainly by the standards of a pilgrimage, the meal was over the top. If Zoe and I were to stay together, I hoped she wouldn’t be taking Gilbert as her benchmark for indulgence.
We had a degustation menu, but not the regular one. Gilbert had ordered in advance, specifying Camille’s favourite Italian dishes.
‘Gilbert,’ said Camille, stating the obvious, ‘this must be costing you so much.’ You not us.
Gilbert waved his hand dismissively, then pointed to the decanter. ‘The food is less expensive than the wine. Which is Italian, and worth the money. If you appreciate Italian wine, as all of us now do.’
Could I have taken my share in cash? The others’ expressions suggested they were thinking the same thing. But Camille was smiling. She patted Gilbert’s hand and addressed us all.
‘Thank you, everybody, for helping us to get to Rome. It is hard for me to believe we are nearly there. So many kilometres!’
‘Many fine restaurants,’ said Gilbert. ‘New experiences. Especially Italy. This is a good way to live.’
 ‘Are you set free, then?’ Bernhard asked. He was looking at Camille.
Her expression was hard to read. ‘Not until the end, when I see the Pope.’
‘What about you two?’ I asked Sarah and Bernhard. ‘Are you ready to share those benedictions?’
They looked at each other, then Sarah gave me a quick glance.
‘I am free. To make my own choices, my own mistakes. Thanks to Bernhard.’
‘And the Chemin.’
‘Yes, and the Chemin.’
‘The same,’ said Bernhard.
Then Camille turned back to Gilbert. ‘You have made me a wonderful birthday. Possibly my last before I can no longer appreciate it.’
Gilbert was looking like a nervous young man who had risked taking his girlfriend to a fancy restaurant for dinner and been given the nod that he’d done all right. And to complete the impression, he pulled a small box from his jacket—the sort of box that would, in a stereotypical proposal scenario, hold a diamond ring.
Camille simpered, opened it, and revealed that it did indeed contain a ring, apparently diamond—a fat one, to boot. Dinner must have been a mere bagatelle after buying that.
‘Gilbert, this is wonderful. It is so beautiful.’
No hesitation, no sense of awkwardness. Had Gilbert pulled off a miracle?
I asked Zoe the question as Gilbert and Camille, hand in hand, led us back to the foyer.
‘I think Camille was just being kind. Not wanting to let him down.’
 ‘Setting him up to be let down even harder.’
‘I don’t think so. I think they both know the score.’
And possibly because he did know the score, Gilbert collared me before I could head upstairs.
‘You will share a digestif with me? Please?’
I had been pondering a healthier and more enjoyable way of ending the evening with Zoe, in our much-too-stylish-for-pilgrims hotel room. There was also an email I’d received from Jim that I wanted to discuss with her. Both would have to wait. She gave me a disappointed nod and headed to the lifts.
Gilbert and I had the bar to ourselves.
‘Cognac,’ he said, returning from the bar with two glasses, and sniffing his own contemplatively.
‘Brilliant evening,’ I said.
‘Perfect evening. Today, I have everything I want. The best day of my life.’
‘And tomorrow?’ More specifically, two days’ time.
‘As you have said, this is the lesson of the Chemin. One day at a time. Today is perfect and I do not wish to think about tomorrow.’ He swirled the pale liquid in his glass and looked into it. ‘When I think about life beyond Rome, even Rome itself, all I see is black.’
‘You mean blank?’
‘No, black. Before, my days with Camille were…compromised…because I was always thinking that she would leave me. Now, I enjoy today. So much we worry about does not come to pass.’
Fine in principle. I wondered what conversation we’d be having in Rome if Camille gave him the worst day of his life. And perhaps me. Though while we walked I’d played with an alternative theory about the Big Lie that I hadn’t shared with Zoe. What if Camille had done more than flirt with Manny—Zoe’s boyfriend of the time and later her husband? He was demonstrably a guy who took risks with contraception. If Camille laid that on Zoe it would hardly encourage her to spend the rest of her life caring for her. Assuming Zoe believed her, given Camille’s track record of confabulation. 
Gilbert finished his glass. ‘I am not a fatalist. I make every effort, but I am now almost sure what the outcome will be. But tomorrow evening—not tonight, because Camille will be asleep soon and today has been a perfect day for me—I will apologise to her. For leaving her. Of course, I cannot use those words. I will apologise for the femme de ménage, because that is what she believes. Say a prayer for me.’
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ZOE
  Camille was not down for breakfast when the rest of us were ready to leave. Gilbert had been up to their room twice.
‘She is enjoying a lie-in,’ he told us after the first time.
After the second: ‘She would like to speak with you, Zoe.’
She was still in bed, but it seemed like she was physically okay—sitting up with a half-finished coffee next to her on the table. She smiled when she saw me.
‘You and I must talk.’
There wasn’t a chair, so I perched on the bed, but she waved me off. ‘Not here. Tell the others to walk. You and I will make our own day.’
‘All good,’ I told the other four downstairs. ‘We’ll see you in La Storta.’
Martin raised an eyebrow. ‘Maybe you’ll catch up.’
It wasn’t going to happen unless they waited for us. Camille was in no rush, and when I finally got her up and dressed and we’d had breakfast, she wanted to stop right away for another coffee.
Leaving Campagnano, we had a view over the countryside we had been travelling through, and then we walked through the magnificent Veio Park, crossing the inhabited area to join a long track. At last, Camille started talking.
‘You know I will no longer live with Gilbert. I needed to make my final decision. He made me a wonderful birthday and I thought…’ 
‘…If this is as good as it gets, no?’
‘I was tempted. Practically, he is so good. But I will not let the disease make me take him back. You know he has never apologised.’
‘Would that change things?’
‘I am not talking about…hypotheticals.’
‘Have you told him? That it’s over?’
‘Not yet. But he knows.’
She’d said I had become practical. Someone had to be. So, I added: ‘But he gave up his business, right? Does he have anywhere to live?’
‘The house has enough space. He will stay until he finds somewhere else. Or I find my hostel. Life is short.’
‘Remind me if I get annoyed with you, that I think you are truer to yourself and what you believe than anyone I know. And you are brave.’
Camille smiled sadly. ‘I am not so brave. But I have choices, and this one I make, even if it does not make Gilbert happy. We were not happy together and he forgets this.’
We walked for half an hour in silence.
‘You can come and live with me in Bastien’s room. But if you change your mind…’
She was giving me the out I wanted. Why couldn’t I take it?
‘Why didn’t you talk to Mary-Lou when you found out you were pregnant?’ I blurted out. ‘Back when you needed help?’ I wanted to hear it from her.
Camille neither spoke nor looked at me for some time. Then she stopped and turned. The sunlight filtered behind her through the deep-green leaves on the tree that framed her face. She looked hardly older than she had been when, instead, it was my help she had asked for. 
‘Because I thought I could trust you to do what was right.’ Then, limp and all, she strode ahead.
It occurred to me that there was something even harder to accept about what had happened between us all those years ago. Worse than my self-congratulation. My mother’s anger—the anger that had estranged us for years, that I’d only forgiven after she’d died—had been at me. I had wanted her to choose me rather than her beliefs, and been driven subconsciously to make her choose. Camille had been collateral damage.
Yet my mother had been right in Camille’s case, even if I could never agree with either on the principle of it being a woman’s choice, not God’s rule. Camille would have been better off if I’d helped her to tell her parents and not have the abortion. Ironically, if I had my time again, with what I understood now, I would never have taken that trip: a trip that defined me. Who, then, would I have become? Would that version of me have taken the way out that Camille might be offering now?
By the time I caught her up, I could see Martin ahead. And I sensed that something was very wrong.
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MARTIN
  Gilbert had been struggling, and I wasn’t surprised when he stopped to catch his breath. But then he dropped to the ground, leaning against his pack, which was still on his back.
‘Heartburn,’ he said. ‘It would not happen with French food.’ Then, ‘Don’t tell Camille I said that.’
Sarah had crouched next to him and Bernhard was beside her. I was the only one standing, watching from above.
‘Have you had this before?’ said Sarah.
‘I’m all right,’ said Gilbert. ‘A few minutes’ rest. There are pills in my pack.’
Bernhard helped him release his pack, and together they extracted the bag of drugs we’d once had to go back for. Gilbert swallowed a couple.
‘What are they?’ said Sarah.
‘For indigestion. In an hour—less—the problem will be gone.’
‘Do you have a history of heart disease? Problems?’
‘History? No.’ Gilbert shook his head and managed a laugh.
Sarah got up and pulled me aside.
‘I’m not happy, Dad. He could be having a heart attack. I’ve got a phone signal.’
Bernhard was right behind her. ‘This has happened before. It’s the food. Very unhealthy meal last night. Even I have some discomfort today.’
 ‘What if we’re wrong?’
‘We are close to Rome. It would not take long for help to get here. We should wait and see if it worsens.’
We were in a national park but not too far from roads. Gilbert presumably knew his own health as well as anyone and didn’t seem fussed.
‘If we wait for his heart to stop, no ambulance is going to get here fast enough,’ said Sarah.
Bernhard took charge, or at least adopted a take-charge voice. ‘I propose we wait until the others catch up. Probably he will be better. If not, Camille can make a phone call in Italian and arrange for the most suitable help. This is better than panicking.’
I could see that Sarah was about to push back, but she stopped herself and nodded.
I explained the plan to Gilbert. ‘Is this what you want to do?’
‘Wait for Camille? Yes.’
‘If you feel worse before that, I’m calling for help,’ said Sarah. ‘You have to tell me, okay?’
Gilbert nodded and Sarah crouched beside him again.
It was maybe forty-five minutes before Zoe and Camille arrived. As far as I could see, Gilbert was no better. ‘I am just waiting for the pills to have their effect,’ he said.
We left him leaning on his pack as we explained the situation. Camille had begun to tell a story about a wine event at which Gilbert had become unwell when Zoe interrupted.
‘Sarah, what do you think we should do?’
‘Well, like Dad said, we discussed—’
‘I don’t care what anybody else thinks. You know more than we do. What do you think we should do?’
‘Call an ambulance. Right now.’
 Zoe had her phone out, Bernhard was getting our GPS co-ordinates, and I walked over to Gilbert to tell him what was happening. I knew immediately that Sarah had made the right decision.
He was sweating heavily and struggling for breath. Something he had said to Sarah earlier came back to me.
‘Gilbert, tell me the truth—do you have a heart problem or not?’ History had been a bad word to use with a man who professed to be living only for the day.
He smiled. ‘My heart is broken.’ Then he lost consciousness.
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ZOE
  ‘No, I will walk,’ said Camille.
It wasn’t clear that the paramedics would allow Camille to travel with Gilbert, even if she wanted to. Martin took down the name of the hospital and we watched in silence as the ambulance disappeared.
Martin cleared his throat. ‘Someone needs to go to the hospital. I’ll call an Uber.’
Sarah was crying and Bernhard was standing awkwardly at a distance. Camille seemed to have shut down emotionally. She just wanted to keep walking.
‘I’ll stay with Camille,’ I said.
Martin had seen what was happening. ‘Sarah and I will go to the hospital. Bernhard can stay with you. Keep your phone on.’
We left them to wait for the Uber with Gilbert’s pack. It was about eight miles to La Storta, and the sooner we got there the better. If I hadn’t heard anything by then, I’d find a way of getting Camille to the hospital.
None of us spoke. Camille’s belle indifférence seemed to have cut in. Bernhard looked badly shaken.
‘Should we say a prayer?’ he said, looking at Camille.
‘For indigestion? I have said one anyway. Nobody else believes, so there is no point.’
We’d been walking maybe half an hour when my phone buzzed.
‘Zoe?’
 He didn’t have to say any more. In my heart I already knew.
Briefly, instead of thinking of Gilbert, I thought of my late husband, Keith. A good man who didn’t deserve to die. Gilbert had been so full of life. Could Camille and I have walked faster to catch up and to support Sarah: would that have made a difference? Not drunk that last cup of coffee before we left? Could I have pushed harder when I phoned for help?
For a moment—or was it longer?—I was frozen and numb and just looked stupidly at the phone, even after I’d hit end.
‘Camille, sit down.’ There was a rock behind us and I steered her to it. ‘Camille, listen. That was Martin at the hospital. Gilbert had a heart attack.’
‘He has indigestion.’
‘No, Camille, he had a heart attack. They couldn’t revive him.’ I felt tears streaming down my face. Poor, blindly loyal Gilbert, who loved life and food and wine—and Camille. ‘I’m so sorry, Camille, but he died.’
She shook her head. ‘Il n’est pas mort.’
She didn’t look shocked. She looked perplexed.
Bernhard sat down, slumped.
‘Poor Gilbert,’ I said, trying not to cry. ‘At least he didn’t suffer. We had such a good dinner yesterday.’
‘Organising is what Gilbert does best.’
I put my hand over hers but she didn’t seem to notice.
‘He enjoyed the Italian food and wine, non?’ she said.
‘He did.’
‘You know we were having sex?’
‘Yes, I did.’
‘I was worried it was a mistake, but I made the right choice.’
We sat in silence, but still the tears were mine rather than Camille’s. It was hard to know what she was thinking, and I didn’t trust my reading of her to mention anything about God’s will. I’d leave that to a priest. 
‘I should have supported Sarah.’ Bernhard’s voice was shaking.
I didn’t have anything to say to that, and he must have felt it.
‘He walked for me,’ said Camille suddenly. ‘And he died because he didn’t have anything left to live for.’
Not so different to Keith.
We spent a while just sitting, then Bernhard got up and started walking toward La Storta. A few minutes later, without speaking, Camille and I followed. The walk was…nothing. Easy track in the park, then a bit of suburbia. Three hours that Camille kept silent—almost.
‘You want to talk?’ I asked at one point.
She nodded slowly. ‘I made my decision and God has said: you cannot go back now.’
Her and me both.
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MARTIN
  All of us— even Zoe, who had acted the most decisively—felt some responsibility for Gilbert’s death, though the paramedics had assured us that it was unlikely that he could have been saved. Sarah had been doing heart compressions when they arrived, but he was already gone.
At the hospital, after collecting paperwork for Camille to complete, I’d done my best to reassure Sarah that she’d done all she could, but she was straight back into blaming herself.
‘I shouldn’t have listened to Bernhard. What the fuck does he know?’
‘Nor should I. I’m sorry. I should have been right behind you.’
‘I just wasn’t sure. I’m only a med student. Not even that anymore. I was afraid of looking stupid if there were helicopters and everything and…Zoe was good.’
‘She was.’
‘I’ll say thank you when I see her, but I didn’t say it back then because it was like…it didn’t make any difference.’ She laughed, ruefully. ‘You were right about Bernhard. His father’s a bully and Bernhard didn’t want to be like him, but here we are.’
‘Tough lesson.’
‘You heard what I said to him.’
I had. She’d been pretty angry. ‘I imagine he’s not feeling too good about himself at the moment.’
‘Well, yeah. He basically stopped someone who was dying—our friend who was dying—from getting help so he could show who was boss. He should feel bad.’ 
‘Are you going to forgive him?’
‘I said, you were right about him. Nothing to forgive. That’s who he is. I just don’t want him in my life. I might go back to medicine. So if today happens again I don’t screw up.’
‘If it’s any help to you, I think Gilbert was ready for this. Medically and…Camille was set on leaving him.’
‘I went through his pills. He was on medication for heart disease. He should have told us.’
‘And he probably shouldn’t have been doing this walk with a hairdryer and all the other stuff on his back. Sarah, we make our choices, and he didn’t want to call the ambulance.’ I didn’t want my daughter, or anyone, blaming themselves for what they’d done on this day for the rest of their lives. There was enough of that about.
‘Let’s focus on what we can do now,’ I said.
‘Look after Camille. She needs to see a priest.’
‘I guess Zoe’s taking on that role,’ I said. Practice for the future, the way things were sitting.
‘Not wanting to be critical of Zoe, but maybe right now she isn’t…’
‘At least Camille knows her. Compared with a local priest who she’s never met…’ I had a thought. ‘She has an address book, doesn’t she?’
Sarah managed a laugh. ‘A paper one. She’ll be carrying it.’
‘You think?’
She started opening the pockets of Gilbert’s pack.
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ZOE
  Four hours after I’d taken Martin’s call, we arrived at the hotel, and waiting in the foyer was Grietje, the Belgian pilgrim whom Camille had confided in before we crossed into Liguria, dressed exactly as she had been in that all-you-can-eat pizzeria.
Grietje flung her arms around Camille, and she finally cracked.
Martin and Sarah were already there. Martin and I sat in the bar, where I had my first drink since my world had been turned upside down a week ago. He filled me in on what had happened and what would have to happen with the authorities. I wasn’t really taking it in. I had a sense of things falling apart. Sarah had taken a single room, Bernhard was inconsolable, and Camille, who should have been with me, had disappeared with Grietje.
Martin told me that Grietje’s presence was a result of cell phones and the Italian train network rather than an act of God, though she may not have told Camille that. She had reached Assisi, her final destination, only the day before, and Martin’s call had seemed like divine intervention.
I wasn’t totally happy with Martin bringing in an outsider when we had looked after each other to within a day of Rome, but it did give me time to get a hold of my own emotions. If that was even possible. Take help when it is offered.
In the midst of my soul searching over what had happened with Camille, my guilt over her and Keith, and now Gilbert’s death, I found I needed to make things right with my own daughters. I’d been the cause of the problem with Keith’s insurance money. 
I phoned them both, apologised for changing my mind about taking a share and acknowledged my responsibility for the tension that had followed. Tessa was easy: ‘I let you take the blame and it was mine to shoulder.’ She protested—but not too much.
Lauren was more difficult. ‘I should never have told you that you could have the money—I was trying too hard to be independent. And then I shouldn’t have changed my mind. It wasn’t Tessa’s fault. I can sell the apartment when I get back.’
There was a silence long enough for me to worry about the connection before Lauren said, ‘I couldn’t let you do that. We’re fine. Tessa was right—I was selfish for ever accepting it in the first place.’
My heart felt lighter and I wished I could hug them both—hoped they’d be able to hug each other.
I had rejoined Martin when Grietje came downstairs.
‘What is that?’ said Grietje, pointing to Martin’s drink.
‘Scotch. Whisky.’
‘Is it strong?’
‘Strong enough.’
‘Can you get one for me, please?’
Over our drinks, Grietje told us that Camille was coping, and they’d had a long talk.
‘Someone had told her that the pilgrimage would set her free. Of course, she was feeling guilty about this.’ Grietje reached forward. ‘Excuse me.’ She lifted one of the charms that I had worn for the walk—the small dove. ‘I reminded her that this is a journey not of freedom, but of peace. Not only for the world, but for oneself.’ 
She let the dove drop back into place. ‘Now, you can tell her that I am too drunk to take her to church. It is good that she does not…make God out of me. Better you take her. Can I ask you to do this?’
Camille was waiting for me, lying on the bed, dressed except for shoes.
I stayed standing just inside the doorway, feeling awkward. ‘How are you doing?’
‘Better. But feeling bad about Gilbert. I made him walk, and this is why he died. He loved me so much, he died for me. No man can do more than that.’
‘Martin and I have been talking about it. I think even if he knew this would happen, he would have walked. You gave meaning to his life, and he was a happy man at the end. You…’
‘And soon I will be sicker, and God has freed him from the need to care for me.’
‘Grietje said this?’
‘No, I know this myself. It was his duty after what he did to me, and now God has lifted his burden.’
I wasn’t looking forward to a couple decades of this kind of thinking, waiting for God to give me the way out that He’d given Gilbert. ‘Grietje suggested we go to church.’
She stood up. ‘Yes, Zoe, you and me. We must talk with God.’
There had been plenty of churches on the way in, but Grietje had given me a recommendation. We found ourselves at a busy junction in suburbia, where a small and incongruous pink building was surrounded by haphazardly parked cars. The Chapel of St Ignatius. 
I’d already googled it. Here, in 1537, Ignatius, travelling with friends, had received a vision of God and Christ who said, Ego tibi Romae propitius ero—I will be favourable to you in Rome. Apparently, the Pope was.
We walked up a slight hill and went inside. We were alone: the cars must have been for something else. Unlike the many cathedrals and abbeys we had visited in the last ten weeks, this was simple, austere. One painting of St Ignatius. Nowhere to buy candles, though there was a spot to place them, and to give money if you wanted. Camille had brought two. This would be the last time she’d need them; tomorrow we’d be at St Peter’s.
She gave me mine but didn’t move to light hers. ‘I think you are a little jealous of Grietje,’ she said.
‘No…’ I knew it was a lie as soon as it came out of my mouth.
‘Because you always want to be the one to help me. But it is not pure; you are also helping yourself.’ She put her hand up to stop me interrupting. ‘Nobody is pure.’
‘You think,’ I said, ‘that back in college, I helped you for reasons of my own.’
‘Yes. I think this is true. I came to you because I thought you were also religious, in the American way. And that…what we did was a sin for your church too.’
I took three deep breaths. Her truth, not mine, but how was she to know that I had been in the middle of rejecting the church—and all that went with it? ‘You wanted me to talk you out of it.’
 ‘To help me out of it. Otherwise, I would have asked Mary-Lou or one of my friends.’
Martin had been right. I could only be grateful I’d had time to process it all rather than finding out from the person I’d thought of as my soulmate, on the day of her husband’s sudden death, that I’d ruined her life. Because, I was sure, that was how she saw it.
Except: ‘Camille, I hear you. But remember when I was on the other camino, and you lent me that money and you said that you finally had a chance to thank me? I mean, when you said that…’
‘I know. I wanted to thank you for the burden you have carried. That burden was my fault. And I thought you must feel guilt, not for what we did, because I know now you do not have a belief about this, but for the pain you caused me. I thought you understood that, because you were always checking to see how I was, maybe hoping my life was okay.’
I thought of her miscarriages, the IVF, the break-ups. That’s what she wrote to me about: wanting me to know how fucked up her life was, that she was getting her punishment. And maybe she was right: perhaps I had written to her hoping for good news, news that got me off the hook. None of it was conscious, at least on my side.
Camille was fumbling in her bag so she wasn’t looking at me when she added, ‘I thanked you because I was not ready to forgive you.’
I wasn’t ready for that. Part of me wanted to scream I don’t need your fucking forgiveness. But, of course, I did. However unconscious my motivations might have been, Camille had been collateral damage—and I had always known that seeing my mother on the way home was about my shit, not Camille’s. Yet the tirade we endured had hurt Camille as much as it had me. 
Camille put her hand on my back and steered me outside, more in control than I was.
‘I can’t smoke in the church,’ she said. ‘I’d need another candle to apologise.’ And she lit up for the first time I’d seen on the journey. ‘I told you I was doing this walk to be absolved of a lie? This is not exactly true. The lie was to you. About why I was walking.’
‘It’s all right. I know. You were walking because of what happened in LA.’
She nodded. ‘I did the pilgrimage to ask the Pope for forgiveness. For both of us. Now I am responsible for taking a second life. He will not forgive me—I do not deserve it.’
‘You wanted to save me. But I’m…I’m not Catholic.’ I wanted to add, ‘And I think a woman’s body is her own business,’ but now was not the time.
‘I know. I didn’t know exactly how, but I wanted to take away your burden too. I know you do not trust in God, but you have a belief in the Chemin…’
Camille dropped her cigarette on the ground, put it out with the ball of one of the evening shoes that Gilbert had carried for her, then walked back into the church.
She was right: exactly right. I’d carried a burden of shame, guilt for using Camille’s crisis for my own ends. And that was why—absolutely why—I needed to care for Camille in her illness. And why she had accepted my offer. To allow me to do penance.
‘So,’ said Camille, ‘you are correct. I did not have a solution, but I did the best I could. And tonight, God sent me a messenger.’
 ‘Grietje?’
‘Grietje. She told me what I have to do. It is not easy for me.’
I looked at her, and realised what she was saying, and tears started rolling down my cheeks.
‘I think I can make it a little easier for you,’ I said. ‘Can we do the candles first?’
Camille gave me a candle and we each placed one on the small table.
She lit hers. ‘This is for Gilbert, who I did not deserve and who I was too proud to accept. If God chooses to reunite us in spirit, I will accept his decision.’
I lit my own candle. ‘This is for you, Camille.’ Images of that trip that changed my life—our lives—flashed before me. My mother’s fury stemming from narrow minded doctrines that were her truth—that made her fear for me and herself. And Camille’s own fear, and then the lost look, the dullness as if her light had gone out. I looked into her eyes now and was no longer sure what was left behind them in the jumble of her mind. ‘Camille.’ I took her hand. ‘I’m sorry.’
And finally, after almost thirty years, Camille lifted the burden that had shaken the universe so hard that I had lost touch with the fundamental truths I believed about myself and which could have sent me veering off to live a life where I would have made both myself and Camille unhappy.
‘I forgive you, Zoe.’
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MARTIN
  ‘Can I ask your advice on something, Dad?’
Sarah and I were walking together, as were Zoe and Camille, their relationship visibly lightened, even in the face of what had happened. Bernhard had pushed ahead, chastened.
We had invited Grietje to walk this final leg with us. Given what she had facilitated between Zoe and Camille, I did not want her to disappear without us showing our gratitude.
Before we set off, I’d given her the spare wooden tau that I’d carried in my pack since day one in Sainte Cécile. She was quite moved, and I imagine she thought it had been Gilbert’s. I saw no reason to tell her anything different.
She was walking alone now, as she had apparently done from Brussels, not far ahead of us.
We’d always walked in pairs, so I wasn’t as conscious of Gilbert’s absence as I might have been. My hangover from commemorating his passing in the way he would have wanted was beginning to fade in the cool air. He’d come so close to making it—not that it mattered now.
And now Sarah was asking for my advice. The Chemin had changed us all.
‘I’m happy to tell you what I think. But you make your own decisions.’
‘I know. This isn’t the question, but do you want to know what Monsieur Chevalier said to me?’
‘That the Chemin would set you free?’
 ‘I think I told you that. But it has. I might not go to Africa, but I could. I can do whatever I want: I can go back to medicine; I can study engineering anywhere I like…’
‘I suppose you always had those choices.’
‘Except that wasn’t how it felt. And not always: at school I didn’t, and then I just sort of kept going with what you and Mum expected…’
‘They fuck you up.’
‘Dad!’
‘We all have choices. But you can’t have everything. I mean you can’t study medicine and engineering and go to Africa and be with Bernhard. Not all at once. I think what Monsieur Chevalier has observed is that these long walks give people a chance to decide what’s important to them. And what isn’t, which is what the freedom’s about.’
‘And realising you’re free to make your own choices.’
‘Fair point.’
‘What do you think I should do about Bernhard?’
‘That’s your question?’
‘I know you think he’s a bit of a dick, and he can be, but last night he was pretty upset.’
‘Don’t let that drive your decision. We were all upset.’
‘He felt responsible for…Which he wasn’t. But he felt bad about not supporting me.’
‘Rightly so. Him and me both. We made mistakes, but it doesn’t seem that anything we could have done would have changed the outcome. Once Gilbert had chosen to walk in the first place.’
‘I know. But Bernhard went back over all the times he thought he’d pushed me…taken over. Big things like the wind turbines and engineering, and little stuff like what brand of muesli to buy. Sort of funny. He’s definitely an engineer. And said if I gave him a second chance…’ 
‘We say that to first-years. All engineers make mistakes; good engineers don’t repeat them. But we’re not talking about engineering. Changing yourself is hard.’
‘I know. But it was my fault, too. I guess I was a bit afraid to make my own choices. Since certain parents got me into the habit of having them made for me. So, all hail Monsieur Chevalier.’
‘So, what do you want to do?’
‘Still thinking. That’s the problem with freedom.’ She smiled. ‘What about you?’
‘Back to Sheffield, same flat, same job. I got an email a couple of days ago. They’ve approved the leave.’
‘Zoe?’
‘I think she’ll stay with Camille a while. Not forever. I could see Camille and Grietje getting together and doing pilgrim welcomes. But I’m hoping that when it’s all sorted, Zoe will come to Sheffield.’
‘Wow. The Chemin really set you free, didn’t it?’
I’d walked a thousand miles, minus the short cut. We were on the outskirts of Rome—our last day.
‘What do you want me to say: sell my flat, move to France, buy a hostel with Zoe, use her money too so everything’s on the line, install Camille as cook, run classes on architecture and creativity and drawing, and then try to deal with it all when Camille gets sicker and we get one pilgrim a week and nobody signs up for the retreats?’
‘Sounds like a plan.’
•
 I left Sarah and set off after Bernhard. Not as easy as I thought: he was well in front and I had to do the army thing of alternating five minutes walking with five minutes jogging.
‘Can you wait for us?’ I said when I caught him. ‘We should walk in together.’
It was a moment before he nodded. ‘And I should apologise to everyone before we do. I made a terrible mistake because of my ego. As Sarah said, you were right about me.’
Ouch.
‘We all make mistakes,’ I said, wondering where to take it. A couple of engineers reviewing their decisions a day after their friend had died.
‘And I got it wrong, too,’ I said after a while.
‘Camille…is okay?’
‘She will be.’
‘I think perhaps she should do pilgrims’ welcomes. At her home in Cluny. She reminds me of the women who looked after me on the way to Santiago.’
I wasn’t going to go there. But he was right—I could see Camille and Grietje and a life-sized Jesus in the spare bedroom.
‘Do you think Sarah will forgive me?’
Tough question. ‘I don’t think it’ll be enough for Sarah for you to apologise for making a mistake. She’s going to be looking at why that happened and why it won’t happen again.’
‘She thinks I want to be in charge of everything.’
‘I think that’s a fairly accurate reading.’
‘It will be difficult to change.’
‘It will. It’s difficult for all of us. But if you can manage it and Sarah wants to be with you—what did they used to say? You have my blessing.’
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  We got our first sight of Rome and St Peter’s from Monte Mario as the path began its descent through a reserve. Camille had been slow all day, stumbling quite often. I wasn’t sure if it was the stress of Gilbert’s death, or that Gilbert had been doing more than we realised to keep her going: I’d had to help her dress and she struggled to choose from her limited selection of clothes.
We paused to take it in. The Eternal City, a city of art and history and religion. The oldest inhabited city I had ever been in, where Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci and, long before them, the Apostle Paul had walked.
I looked at Camille and saw light in her eyes. Perhaps the achievement would be enough for her.
The rain had started, and the descent was treacherous. Camille slipped twice on the wet wooden edges, and Martin and Bernhard moved into position behind her, Grietje beside her, and Sarah and me in front. We were all relieved when we finally got down, even though it meant trading the grass and trees for the shops and apartments of outer Rome.
I saw the police—maybe eight of them—as we turned into the road to St Peter’s, with half a mile to go. One got off her motorbike and came over.
‘Which one of you is the widow, please?’
Camille pointed to me. Technically true.
The carabiniere, whose name was Enrica, hugged me. I tried to explain. ‘No, not me: her.’ 
There was confusion for a few moments, until we worked out that one of the nurses at the hospital where Gilbert had been taken was Enrica’s partner.
‘We will escort you to St Peter’s,’ said Enrica.
‘We’ve walked this far,’ said Martin. ‘I reckon we’ll be okay.’
Enrica was not deterred. To Camille’s bemusement, the cops flanked us on either side as we walked. There was nobody to shield us from—at first. Then people—mainly tourists, I guess—started gathering, despite the rain, which was now pouring down. They must have thought any procession to St Peter’s meant something.
It was surreal, and I may have excluded religion from my life for the better part of thirty years but this—this transcended all I had cast aside. My legs felt like jelly…like I was carrying thousands of years of tradition.
‘Are they here for Gilbert?’ Camille asked. ‘The police, too?’
Just six bedraggled pilgrims who had walked a thousand miles. Not the first, nor the last, who would seek salvation in the isolated mountains, in the rain and heat and the history of Europe that had enfolded us.
Though we had been able to see the dome over rooftops for the last mile, it was still a shock to be suddenly between the huge pillars that formed the half-circle before St Peter’s, thinking: We’re here. Camille is here. Despite everything. By the time I turned to see the basilica, in all its magnificence, I was crying.
Nobody would have noticed—I hadn’t bothered with my hood and my face was wet. If it was cold, I couldn’t tell—the rain made me feel young and crazy and, despite Gilbert’s death, or perhaps because of it, I was ecstatic at being alive.
 The police escort led us all the way to the steps of St Peter’s, where several robed men were waiting for us.
‘Madame Morvan?’
Camille looked at them blankly. Grietje was holding her hand.
Enrica explained. ‘Signora, when Pope Francis heard what happened and that you would still finish your pilgrimage, he has asked us to bring such a special pilgrim to have an audience.’
Ego tibi Romae propitius ero. My hand went to the dove around my neck as Camille’s went to her cross. The Pope had smiled upon us. And Gilbert had achieved what he had set out to do.
‘This is her,’ said Bernhard to one of the robed men. ‘She is in shock. Grietje’—he gestured—‘and I are supporting her.’
The welcoming committee motioned for them to follow. I had to smile: Bernhard characteristically slipping in beside the two devout Catholics for an experience he’d remember all his life.
A few paces on, he stopped and walked back. ‘Sarah and I will get our certificates.’
I looked at Sarah’s expression and wondered whether the gesture would be enough. And if the enormity of what had happened—not just Gilbert’s death but the pilgrimage setting her free—would change the course of her life, as both the road trip and the Camino had changed mine.
She nodded—no smile—but didn’t look to her father for approval as she and Bernhard headed off to finish their pilgrimage.
And I was left with Martin.
Sixty-nine days ago, I’d been sitting in a seminar in San Francisco. Today, I was standing in the rain on the steps of St Peter’s, Rome, with a man I’d thought I would never see again, after revisiting and rethinking the events that I believed had defined me. If I had ever needed proof of the mantra I’d tried to live by—that we have the power to transform our lives through self-belief and love and trust—I had it now. 
I turned to Martin. ‘You asked me a question and you need an answer.’
Martin looked like he was steeling himself. I had missed out on the last three years with him—but perhaps now I was in a far better place to truly appreciate him. Thanks to the dove.
‘I love you, Martin.’
He was quiet.
‘I can’t promise I won’t sometimes need to run to a crisis in the States with my daughters, or to Camille’s side. But I can promise to try to always make the decision with you.’ I paused. ‘So, if the offer is still open, then yes, Martin Eden, I will marry you.’
It seemed a lifetime before he spoke.
‘I love you, Zoe…and Sarah may need me again, but I think the Chemin has done its job of setting her free to make her own choices.’
There was a long time without either of us speaking. I think there were quite a few whistles around us but I didn’t come up for breath until quite a crowd had gathered and started clapping.
‘She’s just agreed to marry me,’ Martin told them, and there were cheers and laughter.
‘How far have you walked?’ asked a woman my age, with the accent of my childhood.
‘Around a thousand miles,’ Martin replied.
‘Holy cow,’ her partner said. ‘Can we have our photo with you?’
 After the crowd dispersed, I turned to Martin.
‘Did the walk set you free?’ I asked.
Martin looked around and smiled. ‘I’m free to make my own choices, as I always was. Slightly less bound by the past. And you?’
M. Chevalier had got it right after all. ‘Camille set me free of any obligation to her…but she’s going to need help and support. And I want to be there if she needs me.’ Even as I said it, I realised how unlikely this was. Her forgiveness had released us from whatever strange bond we had.
‘She could be the chef at our hostel.’
Martin was looking at me like he was serious.
‘You’d buy a hostel with me?’
‘That’s what you said you wanted. Remember?’
I laughed. ‘You’re going to hold me to that?’
‘If you want to be held to it.’
‘Seriously?’
Martin got his phone out and opened an email. It was from Jim the realtor about buying Le Nid de la Palombe—for Gilbert and Camille. The perfect gîte, complete with location, garden, bio food, and sometimes the sound of musicians playing, and maybe in the future artists and other creatives taking classes and doing yoga with Martin and me. All we needed to add was massage, and muesli and unsweetened yoghurt. And wine from whoever Gilbert had sold his business to. We’d think of him when we had a glass.
How many times had I said to myself: The Camino isn’t life? Telling myself that being in the best place I’d ever been wasn’t something to aspire to, but something to dismiss. And now Martin was saying: Why not?
Courage.
I threw my arms around him and was still crying and laughing when Camille and Grietje emerged from the basilica. Camille looked at me, nodded, and smiled gently.
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