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Historical events and places form the backdrop of this book, but the story is fictitious. Any resemblance to existing individuals or organizations is purely coincidental.




For Frans.

And you are my sun.





Common sense is the first casualty in any war.

—A. den Doolaard, Dutch writer (1901–1994)

Only ideas won by walking have any value.

—Friedrich Nietzsche, German philosopher (1844–1900)








PROLOGUE

AUGUST 6 ON THE CAMINO TO SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA IN THE FOREST NEAR CONQUES, IN THE FRENCH AVEYRON


He slowly removed his backpack, placed it on the soft moss beside the path, and fell to his knees. It had been a dreary morning, but just then the clouds parted and the sun appeared. The rays struck his backpack, highlighting the white Camino shell as if some higher power wanted to make the moment even more dramatic. The birdsong grew louder, and the earthy aroma of ferns was as overpowering as it had been in the summer of 1995.

His shirt was unbuttoned and flapping in the wind. His curly black chest hair was damp with sweat and glistening in the bright sunlight. My thinking slowed, and I registered things I would not usually notice, like the color of his hiking outfit, whose gray was almost the same shade as the weathered stone cross a few yards away.

He pulled his hunting knife from its sheath and brought the shimmering blade to his throat. He closed his eyes and muttered a few words. I stood next to him but felt unable to move. I could only observe what was happening. Was this real?

He straightened his back, took one more deep breath, howled your name, and slit his throat. Then he toppled over, gurgling, and landed on the ground with a dull thud. Blood poured from his neck and trickled toward the sandy path of the Camino.

I still felt paralyzed. My entire body trembled. I saw the gold ring on his left hand and thought of you, the woman who had driven him to this heroic deed. Lotte…






ELEVEN MONTHS LATER JULY 13

LOTTE IN BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA


The booming roar of the waterfall takes my breath away. Wow, what a racket! I bend, pick up the urn, and clamp the vessel holding Emil to my damp shirt. I walk a few yards downstream, stop, and look around. Yes, this is the place from the photograph. I kick off my sneakers, take a few more steps over the chunky pebbles, and listen again. Remarkable. I never realized a river could produce so many different sounds, from gentle babbling to thunderous raging.

The towering rock face and its foaming waterfall loom over me. I inhale. The untamed current carries the familiar scent of mud and forests after a rainfall. I place the urn on the ground again, hop over the hot stones to the riverbank, grab a narrow tree trunk, and roll it into the churning water. The bobbing log rushes toward the bend and then disappears. I take a few deep breaths. Soon that tree trunk will reach the house where the real Emil Jukić was born. The villa is situated halfway up a hill a few hundred yards away, where the river meanders quietly again, making hardly a sound. You can hear the birds singing there and look out over the deep blue water and dark green hills; it is very peaceful. According to an older woman, the real Emil Jukić had lived there, and children used to play here, in this cove surrounded by gray rocks, where the raging river drowns out the beating of your heart. I am now standing on the spot where the snapshot of him and his two friends was taken, the photograph he took with him in 1995 when he fled Bosnia.

We’ll do it here. I pick up his brass urn, return to the water, twist off the lid, and place it in my handbag. The name Emil Jukić is etched into the side of the urn in an elegant font. It’s strange to see his name like that. I’m still processing the news that my husband’s name wasn’t Emil Jukić at all. According to Omer Zečinić, a Bosnian lawyer specializing in missing persons, the real Emil Jukić had been missing since the summer of 1995. I’d hired Zečinić to uncover who my Emil really was, and I’d spoken with him last Wednesday at his office in Sarajevo. The real Emil Jukić had disappeared after a Bosnian Serb militia massacred and “cleansed” half the village, ridding it of all its Bosnian Croats and Muslims. It wasn’t until 2017 that Jukić’s remains were found in a mass grave and identified.

When Omer Zečinić told me the news, I was shocked and had burst into tears on the spot. It was so humiliating. Since then, my emotions have been all over the map, swinging from bewilderment to outrage and from disbelief to anguish. One minute, I’m pacing in the middle of the night through my hotel room, and the next, I’m yanking open the window in a frantic gasp for air. But today I keep my emotions in check because of the boys. My maternal instinct helps me tap into the primal strength that’s always available whenever the children are concerned. My sons must not notice anything. I don’t want them to know. Not yet.

I rub my thumb over the letters etched into the urn. But who was he? Who was I married to for twenty-one years? Who was the father of my sons? I sigh and gauge the weight of the urn in my hands. Emil is now just a few pounds of ash. I squeeze my eyes and recall his stocky build, square face, and thin lips, his deep-set brown eyes, slightly protruding ears, black eyebrows, and the prickly brown hairs covering every inch of his body. I teased him, calling him “my gorilla,” and that was apt, with his forceful gestures and dark hair. I hear him phoning the boys at college, interested to hear how they’re doing, and his laughter when he told them one of his off-color jokes, the ones that made Stefan and Joran chuckle. Or I recall his cheerful voice and his distinctive accent, asking me about the chocolates I had devised that day in my workspace. I thought I knew him well, but I was wrong. The only thing I know for certain is that he fathered my sons. Everything else about him could be a lie.

I turn and wave to the boys, who are waiting by the car for my signal. Stefan and Joran are holding white roses and talking with Jelena, the journalism student from Banja Luka who’s been doing research for me and acting as my interpreter for the past two weeks.

“This is where we’re going to let go of Papa!” I holler as loud as I can above the din of the waterfall and point to the place where I just rolled the tree trunk into the river.

Stefan gives me a thumbs-up, and both the boys come over.

I bring the urn to my nose and sniff, suppressing a sudden urge to sneeze. Jesus. So these are my husband’s ashes. I squat, stick my finger into the water, then dip it into the urn; I inspect my gray finger.



Who am I releasing? Who was he? My footing is unsteady, and I try to concentrate. It was Emil—because that’s what I still call him in my mind—who brought me to this place. After almost a year of mourning, I was ready to crawl out of my dark hole. This ceremony of letting go was intended to lift my spirits while respecting his self-chosen death, because that’s where the problem lies: For almost a year, I’ve struggled with the fact that he slit his throat with his Yugoslavian hunting knife while on the Camino.

“He looks different,” the French inspector warned before leading me into the mortuary in Rodez. Stefan had put his arm around my shoulder and offered to identify the body, but I turned him down. I wanted to see the man lying there myself, to make sure it was true. I couldn’t believe that Emil had taken his own life. It had to be a mistake. I was sure the man in that mortuary’s refrigeration unit was someone else. But the dead man was Emil, lying there as though asleep. Suddenly I remembered the scars on his back, and I felt compelled to run my fingers along those ridges one last time. With unexpected strength, I turned Emil’s stiffened body and stroked his damaged skin. Male hands quickly grabbed me and pulled me away from the steel slab, because I wasn’t supposed to touch him. But I had already felt the raised mosaic on his back, and his cold skin told me the truth. Emil was dead, and I would never again dry the folds of his skin with the tip of my towel after he showered.

How could I have not seen how tired he was of life? Had I been too focused on myself? On making artisanal chocolates? Emil was simply there until, suddenly, he wasn’t.

When the first anniversary of Emil’s death approached, a voice in my head commanded me to act. Things couldn’t go on this way. I had to pull myself together. I had to accept that he had taken a parallel road, one that led toward death. I started reading books about bereavement and stumbled across a study describing the positive effects of letting go. Yes, I thought, that’s a good idea; I snapped a picture of the outline and texted it to the boys. We will let go of Papa, I texted, and invited them home for the weekend to make plans. Their lectures at college were over, and there wasn’t much going on in Amsterdam anyway. So they came home, and we discussed the great letting-go. Stefan and Joran put their heads together. Where had Papa been happiest? We scoured our photo albums and cried our way through the past. We started with the day Stefan was born, twenty-one years ago in the hospital in the Dutch city of Heerlen. Emil had always said that was one of the happiest days of his life, but an ugly modernist medical center didn’t seem like the right setting, somehow. Then, as we thumbed through some pictures from a canoe trip we’d taken in the Ardèche a few years earlier, Joran suggested the waterfall in the Bosnian village where Emil had been born.

“Mom, that’s the place where Dad played when he was a kid. And wasn’t that waterfall also in one of the pictures he took with him when he left Bosnia? Remember that time we were on the banks of the Ardèche, and Papa sank to the ground and couldn’t stop crying? He said it reminded him of the river in his village, where he’d played as a boy, summer after summer. Remember that, Mom?”

Yes, how could Mom forget? I had been shocked to see Emil so upset. I knelt, wrapped my arms tightly around him, and gently rocked him. Emil pulled himself together and stood. Still in tears, he kissed me ardently and said I was the best thing that had ever happened to him.

Aside from that one episode on the Ardèche River, Emil rarely mentioned his life in Bosnia. Too much war, he said. Of course I knew his official details and a few stories from his childhood, but not much more. Prior to last week, I had always thought Emil was a Bosnian Croatian war refugee who had applied for asylum in Germany in the autumn of 1995. I knew he’d been granted a German residence permit because we’d presented those documents when we got married in the Netherlands in 1998. He applied for Dutch citizenship shortly after that. Of course, I was aware that he had been through hell between 1990 and 1995; the evidence was clear. A scar ran across his cheek, and his shoulders and back were horribly scarred; he also suffered from tinnitus. The ringing in his ears had begun when a grenade exploded near him; at least that’s what he told the ENT specialist we visited years ago.

So for the great letting-go, I journeyed to Bosnia. I had planned to hire a guide and spend the first two weeks visiting places from his youth, using the three photographs as my only point of reference. The boys were planning to arrive on the last weekend, in time to join me for the letting-go ceremony in Emil’s hometown. I wanted this trip to be the dividing line between my life with Emil and my life without. We chose Emil’s birthday as the date for the ceremony to heighten its symbolic effect. I would release Emil in his beloved river near the spectacular waterfall in the village where he had been born, on his birthday. I looked forward to carrying out the plan, despite the constant weight of sorrow, because it kept me occupied. But at that time, I had no idea I would be letting go of a stranger.



I wipe my finger on my shorts and suck on a partially melted piece of chocolate. My tongue toys with the chunks of peppermint candy I’d mixed in with the cocoa. The book about the grieving process instructed me to smell, listen, watch, feel, and taste. I needed to activate all my senses during the Big Moment. Check.

And now the commemoration. Stefan and Joran, their faces tearstained, stand beside me. The boys softly utter a few words about love and parting; they touch my shoulder. I plant my feet firmly on the smooth stones and run my hands along the urn. We begin. I breathe in and out. In my mind, I replay the past year, starting with the evening of August 6. I was in my pajamas, watching TV, when the bell rang; I shuffled to the door. Two solemn-looking police officers looked me in the eye and asked if they could have a word. At the kitchen table, they told me my husband had died by suicide on the Camino near Conques, in France. A pilgrim had found him late that morning. I told them it was a mistake. My husband would never take his own life. They were sitting at the wrong kitchen table.

I think it would have been easier to deal with his death if he had broken his neck during a fall. Something ordinary. His suicide was far from ordinary. I’m still struggling with the why of his death. Why would my vibrant husband, who was overjoyed about surviving a devastating battle with stomach cancer, have suddenly put a knife to his throat and slit it? While walking the peaceful Camino, and just a few hours after texting me to say how much he loved me? No, no; after the two officers left, I told myself that people who die by suicide are depressed and they give off signals. Something is going on with them. But nothing was wrong with my Emil. He was hale and hearty. So I traveled to Conques and explained to the French police that it couldn’t have been a suicide. Someone must have forced Emil. I raged; I demanded they investigate further and showed them his texts with the smileys and hearts, but they were intractable. They had conducted an extensive forensic investigation, and Emil had died by suicide. No doubt about it. That’s where my odyssey began.



I lift the urn and step gingerly into the river. The boys follow. The rushing water swirls around my bare calves and seems intent on dragging me away. When the water reaches my knees, I stop. That’s far enough. I turn my back to the wind and stoop, teetering precariously on bare feet; I partially submerge the urn and tip it over. Emil’s ashes flow out, briefly forming a dark streak; then the river carries him away.

“Goodbye, my darling Emiltje,” I whisper.

“Goodbye, Papa,” Stefan and Joran say in unison, placing their roses in the water. We hug one another. Once the flowers and the gray stripe carrying Emil’s remains disappear, I straighten my shoulders, take the lid out of my handbag, and twist it back onto the urn. We silently cross the pebbles back to the car. Jelena nods discreetly, opens the car door, and sits in the back. My breathing is as jagged as if I’d just run a marathon. This darn ceremony of letting go hasn’t helped at all; I’m flooded with panic again. I open the trunk, wedge the empty urn between our suitcases, and slam it shut. Then I walk to the driver’s side and assume my place behind the wheel.

“Is everything okay, Mom?” Joran asks, opening the door behind me. “You seem so… different.”

“Yeah. That was tough for me. Just now. But I’ve made up my mind.” I rest my handbag on the parking brake.

“You’ve made up your mind? About what?” Stefan asks, getting into the front and turning to face me.

“I’m going to France.” I stick the key into the ignition.

“To France?” Stefan asks, fastening his seat belt.

“What are you going to do there?” Joran asks from the back seat as he runs his fingers through my curls.

“I’m going to walk Papa’s Camino.”





JULY 25 A MAN IN LE PUY-EN-VELAY, IN THE FRENCH MASSIF CENTRAL


Hey, Boris, it’s all set. I’m in Le Puy-en-Velay.

M.



I set my phone to one side and flip again through Lotte Bonnet’s file, pausing at her profile picture. A striking woman. On the unfolded map I mark, one by one, the places she’s planning to stay along the Camino. She’ll be at the Hotel Galain in Le Puy-en-Velay the day after tomorrow. So I reserved a room there, too. She’ll arrive at the station at 5:37 p.m. After she checks in, she’ll probably go for a bite somewhere. Maybe she’ll attend mass at the cathedral, as most pilgrims do. She’ll leave her belongings in her hotel room without a second thought. On their first day, most hikers can’t wait to shed their heavy gear; that’s when I’ll hide a tracker in her backpack. Then I’ll trail her on the last leg of her train journey from Saint-Étienne so I can observe her at close range: hear her voice in real life, see what she notices about her surroundings and how she interacts with others. That will be more complicated once she’s walking the Camino, because then I’ll be more noticeable. There will be plenty of other people on the train, and that will cloud her perception.

Boris is underestimating the danger in this. He just wants to keep her from uncovering any incriminating evidence, but that ship has sailed. The woman knows too much. She has to go. But her death must look like an accident. It can’t lead to an investigation, because that will make matters worse.

I bend to look at the map again and mark potential locations for the liquidation. I visited them all yesterday. The narrow path above the river at Monistrol-d’Allier seems the most promising; I can stage a rockslide there. Once I’ve put the tracker in her backpack, I can follow her route precisely. When she passes that narrow ridge, I can push the rock I loosened earlier today to set off a landslide that will drag her down into the depths. It’ll be a clean death. She’ll hardly notice it. If that doesn’t work, there are plenty of other options.

I open my laptop and replay one of the videos from her Instagram account. Lotte Bonnet is standing at a stainless steel counter, wearing her white chef’s smock over a bright-colored skirt. She ladles some melted chocolate out of a white bowl and brings the spoon seductively to her lips. After that, she babbles endlessly in Dutch, a language that’s incomprehensible to me. Soon her slender fingers reach for some jars of seasonings. Her gestures are both fast and slow. When she talks, everything moves. That woman is a bucket of contradictions. She’s got something of the rebel in her, with her sassy stride, her long chestnut curls, and her peasant skirts. She’s the classic example of an artist: slightly unhinged and wearing a mischievous expression when she talks to the camera. She dashes nimbly through her workspace and seems temperamental. Last night, I dreamt she was sitting on top of me and moaning, her long curls dangling over my face. I woke up with a hard-on.

I quickly slam the lid of my laptop. No, I must not watch these videos. It’s not a good idea. I must keep my distance.

Lotte is walking his Camino, the Via Podiensis, from Le Puy-en-Velay to Conques.






DAY 1 FRIDAY, JULY 26

PREPARATIONS



PERHAPS ALL OF LIFE IS NO MORE THAN A LONG PREPARATION FOR THE LEAVING OF IT.

—JOHN BANVILLE, IRISH WRITER (1945– )







The Ultimate Camino Packing List


Clothes


	1 pair walking shoes (wear)

	1 waterproof windbreaker with inner pocket (wear only when cold)

	1 fleece jacket (wear only when cold)

	1 pair of shorts (wear)

	1 pair of zip-off trousers

	2 quick-dry T-shirts (1x wear, 1x reserve)

	1 lightweight dress (for days off)

	Quick-drying microfiber towel (size M)

	3 pairs of socks (2 knee-high, 1 ankle) (1 to wear, 2 for reserve)

	2 sports bras (1 to wear, 1 for reserve)

	3 pairs of sports underpants (1 to wear, 2 for reserve)

	Flip-flops (for shower and to rest feet)

	Lightweight poncho (Stefan’s Team Holland poncho)

	Sun hat





Toiletries


	Toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, Tylenol

	Nivea Creme (100 mL, for day and night)

	2 bottles travel-size sunblock (SPF 50)

	Travel-size insect repellent

	Chapstick with SPF

	Small collapsible hairbrush

	Tweezers

	Small nail clipper with file

	Disinfectant (Betadine, travel size)

	2 refillable silicone containers

	Tampons

	Soap + soap box

	Dry shampoo (travel size)

	Hair ties

	Earplugs

	Compeed blister patches (various sizes)

	Lipstick and mascara





Other


	Fanny pack for phone, ID, driver’s license, money, and pilgrim’s passport (credential)

	Headlamp (flashlight from the stable)

	Hiking poles

	Sunglasses

	Documents with important info and passport copies

	Mini duct tape

	Phone, charger, and power bank

	Dual-USB charger

	Lightweight nylon shopping bag

	Ziplock bags

	8 clothespins

	2 small carabiners

	Tissues

	Travel cutlery set

	Sleeping bag liner (20 of your own)

	Lightweight snacks (chocolate bars)

	Route map (in case there’s no signal)

	2 18 oz. water bottles

	Alarm whistle with built-in compass

	Pocketknife (buy in Le Puy)





Reminders


	Put Emil’s 3 pictures from Bosnia on cell phone








DAY 1 FRIDAY, JULY 26, MORNING


VIJLEN, NETHERLANDS: THE ULTIMATE CAMINO PACKING LIST

CLOUDY, WITH OCCASIONAL SHOWERS AND HEAVY WINDS. 68° F



I inspect the items stacked on my bed and take another look at the Ultimate Camino Packing List: “As a rule, your backpack should not hold more than ten percent of your body weight.” There it is in black and white; all the experts agree: No more than ten percent of your body weight should be in that backpack. Otherwise, you’ll conk out. Well now. There’s already more than twenty-nine pounds of stuff on the bed, and my maximum is fourteen and a half. I’ll have to choose.

Should I bring my tablet? It holds all my reports about the war in Bosnia, but I can just as easily read them on my phone. I scrutinize the pile, pick up my tablet and charger, estimate their weight, and place them on the left side of the bed. The items on that side will remain here.

I found almost everything I need around the house, except for a pocketknife. I can buy one in Le Puy-en-Velay. As I check items off my list, my thoughts return to the hunting knife Emil used to kill himself; luckily, the French police didn’t include it with the other personal items they returned to me. A good thing, too, because I would have gone off the deep end if I’d come across his murder weapon in that box. They did send the knife’s beautifully handcrafted brown leather sheath, but I tossed it immediately. I regret that now because it might have contained clues about Emil’s past. I’m the first to admit I have a knack for doing dumb, impulsive things.

I sigh and pick up Emil’s dark blue backpack from the floor. I finger his white Camino shell, attached to the shoulder strap with a cord. He bought his coquille one year ago, on July 27, when he arrived in Le Puy-en-Velay. That’s my next question: Should I go to that same store tomorrow and buy my own, or use this one? I thoughtfully scratch a mosquito bite on my forearm. No, I’ll buy my own. I won’t make any concessions. I’ll do everything Emil did. That will help me feel closer to him during this trip. So tomorrow at 6:47 p.m., I’ll head for the Le Coin in the center of Le Puy-en-Velay.

Using scissors, I cut the red cord and bring the shell to my nose. It has a slightly chemical smell, like garments just back from the dry cleaner. I stuff his shell into the overflowing garbage bag, which I then close and carry to the hall with the rest of the things I’m getting rid of.

I switch on the light; it’s gloomy outside. The rain ticks against the window, covering the landscape with a sepia veil. The hills in the distance have become silhouettes of leaden waves. Last year, when Emil was packing, the weather was also dreary. Then I had sat on our bed and watched what he was doing; he came over, grabbed me, and tickled me. I howled with laughter.

I pick up Emil’s backpack. Should I use his or buy a new one this afternoon? Holding it, I test the zippers and root around in the pockets. It’s an expensive Osprey that has seen only two weeks of use. There was no blood on it when the French police returned it to me, but I had it professionally cleaned anyway. I sling the empty pack over my shoulders again. It fits. So yes, I’ll stick to my guns and walk the Camino using his backpack. No sense wasting money. I’m going to start packing now, guided by the official ultimate lightweight Camino packing list. Meaning: no high heels, skirts, hair dryer, nail polish, or any of that. For the next few weeks, I won’t be a woman but a pilgrim. That should work. It’s got to work.

While I’m sorting stuff into piles—one to take, one to leave—my eye is drawn to the two photos Emil had with him when he fled Bosnia. I didn’t hang them on our wall of memorable moments until after he died. Emil didn’t want to see those pictures because they reminded him of a lost world. While he was alive, they were stuffed in a drawer in his desk; I found them by chance a few years ago when I was looking for my passport. The photos were in a brown envelope. One showed three boys standing beside a waterfall in the summer. Emil told me he was the one in the middle and had been ten years old at the time. The kids look small, standing on the pebbles where we scattered Emil’s ashes. Whoever took that picture was focusing on the waterfall, which is prominent. The boys’ faces are indistinct. The second picture is a holiday snap of a strikingly beautiful brown-haired girl leaning against a stone wall; she’s wearing a trendy white dress and looks to be about fourteen. She’s staring dreamily into the distance. I decided to have the photos secretly framed to surprise Emil on his birthday. But he broke down in tears when he unwrapped the pictures and said that the girl had been an early sweetheart, and she was no longer alive. The other two childhood friends had also perished during the war. His whole body shook as he sobbed. I wrapped my arms around him and decided never to bring up his childhood again.

There had also been a third photograph in that desk drawer. It now hangs in my workspace. It’s an eight-by-ten of a black wrought-iron Serbian Orthodox cross on a desolate plateau. A gray falcon is perched on the cross, and a black lamb stands beside it. Both creatures are staring into the camera’s lens. There’s something threatening about the image, which has fascinated me since I first saw it. But only after I’d visited Bosnia and read Rebecca West’s 1941 book, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, written during her travels through Yugoslavia, did I realize the photo may contain a political message. In her book, Rebecca West warns of demagogues and the rise of fascism. Emil said he never wanted to see that picture again because it reminded him of so many horrors; women and children had been killed near that cross during World War II. I was crushed and quickly rewrapped the framed picture. I decided to hang it on the wall of the small changing room in my workspace, a private place Emil never entered.

I scan the other pictures showing our family’s happiest moments, and my eyes come to rest on a seaside shot of me with Marjo, my adorable cousin. We were inseparable: not just cousins but best friends. We were both born here on the farm during the same April week in 1975. I was an afterthought; my parents were in their forties by the time I came along. Marjo’s mother, Aunt Annie, was divorced and high-strung; she and Marjo also lived on our farmstead, in a stable block Papa had converted into an apartment for them next to the main house. Marjo and I were like sisters, although we were complete opposites. Marjo was analytical and highly intelligent; she had no trouble securing a place in the college-prep program. But for me, learning was a challenge, and I was lucky to get into vocational school. Marjo went to a technical university, graduated cum laude, and became a chemist; I trained as a cook and became a chocolate maker. The differences in character are clearly apparent in this picture.

Papa took the picture one summer’s day at the beach in the Dutch seaside town of Domburg. Eighteen at the time, we were standing beside a sandcastle. Marjo is wearing a tailored pink dress and no jewelry; I’m in a flamboyant floral print peasant skirt, my neck and arms bedecked with colorful beads and necklaces. Papa said you could see the family resemblance. That may be true, but only if you zoom in on the details. We were both tall and thin, with the typically delicate Bonnet frame, and we had both inherited the family’s distinctively large topaz-blue eyes. But Marjo had her father’s soft golden blond hair, and I had my mother’s untamed chestnut ringlets. Our faces were also completely different: Marjo’s was long and oval with a stern look. Mine was heart shaped, with jet-black eyebrows, a small nose, full lips, and an impish aura.

When I was a teenager, my friends described me as a brunette version of Meg Ryan in When Harry Met Sally, and apparently, my uninhibited nature was already evident in the playpen. While Marjo sat behind bars, as it were, neatly playing with her blocks, I tried to build a structure that would help me bust out of my wooden prison; I eventually succeeded by climbing over her back. And while she was paying rapt attention to the teachers at primary school, I was constantly causing trouble. When I was twenty, I interned as a cook on a Holland America cruise ship and sailed around the world. Marjo, however, was researching vitamins in the university lab. She sent me long letters telling me how much she enjoyed her life among the test tubes and climate-controlled cabinets. I caught up with her epistles whenever my ship anchored at one harbor or the other and enjoyed hearing about her rather dull discoveries. My letters to her were full of my countless affairs, because at the time I was still tumbling into and out of bed with assorted men. Marjo, on the other hand, was saving her virginity, waiting for “the one.” And he arrived one sunny spring afternoon in the nearby city of Aachen, Germany, in the person of a Pole named Paul Müller.

Here come the tears again. The beach scene clearly shows a calm Marjo standing beside a bubbly Lotte. Marjo is smiling enigmatically, like the Mona Lisa, her hands folded demurely near her waist, while I’m grinning from ear to ear, my arms flung wide. We complemented each other in every way. And yet I was powerless to protect her from the dark thoughts that sometimes overpowered her. Because Marjo, like Aunt Annie, suffered from depression, and she was anxious about everything. At times, her fears clouded her view of life. But Marjo didn’t take her own life, as Aunt Annie had done the year Marjo turned twenty-five. Marjo wasn’t driven to suicide by the demons in her head. Instead, she died in a car crash shortly after giving birth to her daughter Caroline, when she got behind the wheel under the influence of medication for postpartum depression.

I hear footsteps thudding up the stairs. Speak of the devil. Here’s Paul.

“Hey, Lotte,” he says, entering my bedroom. His dark brown eyes telegraph concern. He doesn’t like the idea of a woman walking the Camino alone. Just this morning, he drew my attention to an article about an American who had been murdered last year on the Spanish leg of the trail. He says I’m asking for trouble and putting myself in harm’s way. What’s more, he’s still disappointed that I’m not flying with him and Caroline to Florida on Sunday. They’d booked the trip in the early spring, during the Dutch carnival celebrations, and Caroline has talked of nothing else for months. She got upset when I said I wasn’t going with them, and if there’s one thing Paul can’t stand, it’s seeing his little girl in tears. But I held firm, because I must put my life with Emil behind me. Besides, I know Caroline well enough to know she’ll be smiling again once she’s strolling hand in hand with Paul through Disney World. They spend a few weeks on vacation together every summer and always manage to have fun.

“There are some bags of junk in the hall.” I point to the door. “The ones with the white stickers are for the thrift store; they’re clothes. The rest can go to the recycling center.”

“Got it.”

Paul scrutinizes the objects on my bed. “All of this is going into your backpack?” he asks.

“No, I’m still weeding it out. I’m using this list.” I point to the printout on the chest of drawers.

“I see.”

Paul sits on my side of the bed, almost exactly where I sat around this time last year, just before Emil pounced on me and we had sex for the final time. If I’d known then that it would be our last time, I would have paid more attention. Instead, I remember only worrying about Caroline and her friends. Quiet, I’d said, covering his mouth with my hand. Daylight sex with children in the house; who does that? Emil laughed and kissed me, but I was so tense I didn’t get much pleasure out of my last intimate moments with my husband. Or rather with Emil Jukić, who was really someone else. He pulled the wool over my eyes with his deception. Because if you lie about your identity, aren’t you lying about everything else?

My anger boils up again, and I feel like kicking something. Who was he? And why did he decide to use the name of a dead person? He must have been aware that the real Emil Jukić was dead and buried in a mass grave. When you’re applying for asylum, you don’t steal the identity of someone who’s still alive; that would be too risky. So who was he? A deserter? Someone fleeing the mafia? A war criminal? No, no way he could have been a killer. Emil was a good person, a devoted father, and a loving husband. Paul stands to look at our display of family photos. He lifts a frame holding a picture of me and Marjo from the wall.

“She was so sweet,” he whispers.

“I know, Paul.” I pat his back in a companionable way. “But you still have Caroline. She looks a lot like Marjo.”

“Yes, luckily.”

Paul traces Marjo’s serene expression with a finger. I stand beside him and gaze at the other pictures. I’m smiling in all of them, but Marjo smiles in only one: the photo taken when she married Paul. It was love at first sight for those two. In 1997, I was there on that beautiful spring day when Cupid hit a bull’s-eye. Marjo and I had descended on our favorite sidewalk café on the market square in the neighboring city of Aachen. We had a view of the cathedral and were drinking a peculiar soft drink called Rivella. Marjo was explaining chocolate’s clotting process, a subject I’d brought up because, back then, I’d begun experimenting with cocoa. As she started talking about adding liqueur, the sun emerged from behind the clouds, shining on her long golden tresses. Marjo reached for the sunglasses in her bag, but she suddenly froze. Something had caught her eye. Two attractive young men were approaching the empty table next to us. They both had a Southern European look, with black eyebrows, dark hair, and brown eyes. Germans of Italian descent? One was tall and thin, with broad shoulders and a lanky gait. The other was smaller, stocky, and less agile. Marjo’s eyes lit up; she was drawn to the tall man. Paul stopped and stared at her. It was as if a fairy had waved her magic wand, and he was frozen to the spot. Emil continued and sat beside us, with Paul following in his wake.

I looked at Emil’s face as he took his seat. A red streak ran across his right cheekbone as if he’d drawn a thick line with lipstick. I couldn’t help asking how he’d gotten the scar. Emil said it was a souvenir from the war and didn’t offer any further details. It wasn’t until later, when we’d become friends, that my persistence wore him down, and he admitted it was a gunshot wound he’d acquired during the war in Bosnia. Emil said no more than that. When he was younger, he sometimes applied concealer to the scar to make it less noticeable. In our wedding pictures, the red line is little more than an indistinct shadow accentuating his high cheekbones. But when Emil became ill, he stopped camouflaging the scar, as if he’d made peace with the visible reminders of his previous life.

When Paul and Emil approached us at that sunny outdoor café in Aachen, the spark between Paul and Marjo was instant. With trembling hands, Marjo put on her sunglasses and picked up the menu, pretending to read. A deep flush spread across her cheeks. Paul sat down without taking his eyes off Marjo. He seemed distracted until Emil elbowed him and asked something in German. Emil was the one who broke the ice and started talking to us. He asked me where we were from, having quickly realized that I was the chatty one, and in no time, the men had turned their chairs to sit at our table. It seems they weren’t German Italians. Paul was Polish and came from Silesia, where a small German minority still lived. Emil was from Bosnia and Herzegovina, and they’d met while renovating a restaurant in Aachen. Paul laid the bricks for the extension, and Emil did the plastering. They’d hit it off right away. And Marjo and Paul became a couple that day.

Aunt Annie wasn’t exactly thrilled. She tried to derail their relationship, but without much success, because Paul and Marjo were married within a year. My parents never got to know Emil. When I met him, I was running the farm with a cousin who moved to Australia later that year to start his own farm there. I didn’t know where to turn, but Emil helped me with everything, and in the following months, we went from being friends to a state of matrimony. We tied the knot when I realized I was expecting Stefan; it was an unplanned pregnancy. But neither of us had much enthusiasm for agricultural life. That’s why I decided to stop running the dairy farm once Stefan was born. I sold the equipment and leased the land to a farmer from my hometown of Vijlen; then all was quiet at my quadrangular farmhouse, with empty stables to the right and left, opening a sea of commercial possibilities.

During that same period, Paul’s real estate business boomed. Before he left Silesia in 1992, he’d been an ambitious economics student and construction worker in Breslau (now Wrocław); he’d gone to Aachen to visit a friend and decided to stay. He worked like a dog, saved every penny he earned, and bought a run-down property in Aachen to renovate in his spare time; when it was finished, he rented rooms to students. He used the rental income to buy a second building, and then another and another and so on. Emil became the project manager in Paul’s property development company. The men worked closely together. Paul took the financial risks and was the creative brain. Emil looked after the books and oversaw the planning. And although Emil was on Paul’s payroll, there wasn’t any hierarchy between them. That was probably because of Caroline.

My gaze shifts to the picture of Marjo and Paul when Caroline was just a baby; both look lovingly at their beautiful daughter. Caroline’s birth was the result of ten years on the medical treadmill. However, the euphoria about her birth was short-lived because Marjo died in a car accident just two months later. Paul couldn’t deal with her death and had multiple bouts of depression. I insisted he move into the apartment on our farmstead where Marjo and Aunt Annie had lived. I took it upon myself to raise Caroline and became her de facto mother. Of course, Paul worshipped our blond angel; Emil, Stefan, and Joran also did their best to interpret every whim that crossed her adorable face. But Caroline preferred my company, and she still does, seeking me out at every possible moment. She helps me with my chocolate creations, chatting a mile a minute.

Paul hasn’t been in a steady relationship since Marjo died. Instead, he buried himself in his business and has become one of Aachen’s best-known real estate millionaires. Emil told me that Paul sometimes indulges in a casual fling. The women he dates are all tall, slender, and blond. When I heard that, I felt sorry for him.



I focus on the close-up of Emil, the man I was married to for over two decades; it turns out I knew almost nothing about him.

“A penny for your thoughts,” Paul says.

I shrug. “Maybe his suicide had something to do with his past. Something I know nothing about. Something happened on the Camino. I can feel it.”

Paul steps back. A familiar wrinkle appears on his forehead.

“You can feel it,” he says, his tone ironic.

“Yes,” I snarl, returning to my things stacked on the bed. “I’m going to finish packing now, Paul. Will you pick up Caroline? Take those trash bags with you when you go downstairs.”

“Yes, boss,” he says, his hand on the doorknob. “What time’s dinner?”

“At six. Tell Caroline I’m cooking her favorite dish. Spaghetti à la Lotte!”

“A last supper.”

“Watch your step, Paul.” I zip open Emil’s backpack. “I’m planning to hike that Camino. No matter what you say.”

Paul grumbles under his breath as he walks into the hallway, where I hear the rustle of plastic bags. He always does whatever I ask. Our friendship has grown stronger since Emil’s death. Paul was the first person I called when I was in Bosnia and discovered Emil’s identity fraud. We’d spent an hour on the phone, me sitting at an empty desk in an Ibis hotel in Sarajevo and him at home on the floral print couch in my living room. At first he was utterly dumbfounded, just as I had been a few hours earlier. Still, he had pulled himself together and asked relevant questions. Where had my information come from? How could I be so sure? How could Emil have slipped through the German asylum process? Was I positive no mistakes had been made? He went on and on.

When I finally managed to convince him that Emil Jukić really had been killed by Bosnian Serbs in 1995 and his body identified by DNA testing in 2017, Paul was momentarily silent. Then he asked if I was planning to tell the boys; I told him I wanted to wait. I needed to get to the bottom of the story before deciding how to deliver the news to Stefan and Joran. Paul listened thoughtfully as I weighed the pros and cons. People who flee their country during wartime and assume a different identity usually do so for a reason. Maybe he had witnessed war crimes and was afraid of an attack on his life? In those days, a lot of witnesses were assassinated. Or perhaps he had committed war crimes himself? He might also be a deserter. Right? In any case, Emil must have had a good reason for deceiving us; otherwise, why would he have lied about his identity for almost a quarter of a century? Paul and I had to be discreet at this stage and not mention this to anyone. As I explained, that was also the advice from my lawyer, Omer Zečinić.

Paul could see my point, and he agreed. Until we knew who Emil really was, there was no point in upsetting the boys’ lives.

When I eventually stumbled into bed and crept between the sheets in that anonymous Sarajevo hotel room, I was exhausted and shaking. Emil’s lies had to remain a secret for now, not just because of my sons. It was also sensible, according to Omer Zečinić. He explained that in the past, family members of war criminals and mafiosi had been the target of threats and reprisals. We first had to understand why Emil had assumed a dead person’s identity and make sure, as a family, we were safely out of harm’s way.





DAY 1 FRIDAY, JULY 26, AFTERNOON


VIJLEN, NETHERLANDS: SCREENSHOTS OF TEXT MESSAGES

HEAVY CLOUDS, RAIN, AND WIND. 73.4° F




July 19, 1:05 p.m.

Dear customers,

I will be on vacation for three weeks starting on July 26. I’ll be walking the Via Podiensis, part of the French Camino.

This is my backpack!

BonneBon will reopen for business on Monday, August 19! With brand-new bonbons shaped like scallop shells! [image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.] So be sure to place your orders this week.

BonneBon voyage! [image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.]



There, that’s done! BonneBon’s social media accounts are up-to-date. My post last week about my upcoming Camino generated a flood of reactions. I had my hands full trying to answer them all. I log out of everything, scroll back to the photo gallery on my cell phone, and check if Emil’s pictures have been uploaded. Yep! I’m glowing with pride; it worked. According to the boys, I’m a classic digital illiterate. They’ve got a point: I have no feel for technology. Emil oversaw all the devices; when we watched TV together, I was restricted to the on/off button and the arrows that control the volume. I weigh my new phone in the palm of my hand. It’s hefty, a state-of-the-art Samsung Galaxy Note. I rushed out yesterday afternoon and bought it because my old phone was starting to give out. I chose this one because it has a large screen, so I can read the Bosnia reports while I’m on the Camino. But now I have my doubts. I don’t understand many of the phone’s features, and I have no time to figure them out. But okay, I get the crucial things, like phoning, emailing, navigating, and taking pictures. I reopen the folder holding the screenshots of Emil’s text messages.

While he was walking the Camino, he sent me constant texts. I was clearly in his system, yet he still took his own life. Or could his loving texts have been a sham? What was going on in his head the morning he ended his life? My eye is drawn to the folder containing digital versions of the photographs he took with him when he fled Bosnia in 1995. I click on the image of the vast plateau with a falcon and lamb beside a black cross. I visited that plateau—near the village where the real Emil Jukić had lived—when I was in Bosnia. Jelena showed me the way and said that the cross had been erected in memory of the Serbian women and children who had been slaughtered there by Croatian fascists during World War II. So Emil had been telling the truth; this was a place of horror. I was starting to understand that the stories behind the images change your perspective. Had Emil seen something while walking the Camino that turned his view of life upside down?

I plug the phone into the charger and turn on my computer to print my train tickets. The route is correct, as are the addresses of my lodgings. Everything is booked to the day, exactly one year after Emil’s journey. My train journey also starts at the same time: tomorrow morning at nine a.m. from the TGV station in Liège, Belgium.

Unlike Emil, I’m not doing this journey on spec. It was often late afternoon before Emil texted me the address where he’d be sleeping. “My bed for the night is my daily surprise,” he texted on his second day, accompanied by a fearful emoji; he’d been unable to find a place in Saint-Privat-d’Allier, and after phoning around, he’d had to detour to the hamlet of Dallas. But my beds won’t be a surprise, because I’ll be sleeping where he slept. The innkeepers were all very understanding when I emailed in my best school French, explaining that I was the wife of the man who had been walking the Camino and had taken his life on August 6 last year in a forest near Conques. And now, as a way of working through my grief, I intended to follow the same route he had taken, exactly one year later and at the exact same times, so I also wished to sleep in the same beds my late husband had slept in. The answers I received were polite, with appropriate words of condolence and reassurances that my reservations were confirmed. Tomorrow, on the journey from Paris to Lyon, I even have a reservation in Emil’s seat, number 37C, in railway wagon 28.

As I load more paper into my printer, my thoughts turn to my mom and dad. They constantly implored me to be careful when I was younger, because I was hungry for adventure and often lived on the edge. But I didn’t understand the meaning of fear until the time I almost drowned a few years ago while I was on vacation in Tenerife. One dawn, all alone, I’d walked far too far into the sea; the water was up to my shoulders. I was drifting gloriously with the waves as they came and went until suddenly I noticed an undercurrent tugging at my legs; I struggled to remain upright but couldn’t. Fear took hold of me, and I started to scream, but no help came; no one was there. Gasping for breath, I tried walking toward the shore, one foot in front of the other, but the dunes seemed to get farther away with every step; I lost my balance each time the tide gently lifted me. My fear turned to panic, and I knew I had to either let go of the seabed and swim to the coast or continue floundering in stepwise motion against the undercurrent until I wore myself out. Then the water would drag me down to unfathomable depths. Swimming would be risky because I couldn’t predict where the swells would take me. And yet, I decided to let go of my sandy foothold. I pushed off with all my strength and threw myself onto an incoming wave, after which I swam with the surf and reached a beach farther down the shore, where I collapsed, exhausted. What I’m doing now is in fact the same thing. By walking Emil’s Camino, I’m letting go of my safe foothold at home and diving into his past without knowing where the breakers will take me…

In fact, the idea of finding answers by following his Camino came to me in Sarajevo, after my meeting with Omer Zečinić.

I lean back and suddenly I’m surrounded again by the smoke of his vile cigarettes. I couldn’t stop coughing when I entered the smoky haze of his office at the law firm. My interpreter, Jelena, had recommended Omer. He’s well respected in Bosnia and has been hunting war criminals since 1996, helping people find their missing loved ones.

“One hand washes the other” is how Jelena described Omer’s work. “Investigating the bodies found in the innumerable mass graves often leads to clues about the militias involved in their executions.”

An old-fashioned oak desk, heaped with folders, stood in the middle of Omer’s office. Omer rose and gave me a firm handshake. His slight build and fine-boned boyish hands didn’t correspond with his broad, unshaven face, gray curls, and piercing black eyes.

“Take a seat, Ms. Bonnet,” he said in English, indicating a leather chair facing his desk.

After a brief introduction, Omer confirmed that in 2017, a new DNA test had positively identified Emil Jukić. “The ICMP, the International Commission on Missing Persons, had begun collecting blood samples from family members of missing persons several years ago. Those samples were saved in a database and compared with the bodies found in mass graves. Emil Jukić’s mother had submitted a sample, and based on that, the ICMP were able to identify his skeletal remains.”

I twisted my wedding band and said, “His mother is no longer alive, so I can’t ask her any questions. And my interpreter told me that everyone who used to live in that village is either dead or gone, except for one older woman who has memory issues; she was sure that Emil had been killed in 1995.”

Omer gave a cordial nod and took another drag of his cigarette. “That’s correct; the ethnic cleansing was very efficient.”

A strange silence followed, and I thought of the horrifying war photographs I’d seen over the past few days during my travels through Bosnia. Emil had lived through that war and had been part of it. But what had been his role?

“How can I find out who my husband was?”

“We collect all the information you have, Ms. Bonnet, both about his past in Bosnia and the period thereafter. I will email you a form to fill out later. The facts regarding his asylum procedure are especially crucial. Where did he apply for asylum? When? Who was with him there? Does he still have friends from that time? I would appreciate a few recognizable photographs of your husband from the 1990s. A blood sample from one of your sons is also imperative. Perhaps we’ll find DNA from one of your husband’s relatives in the database. That will give us a starting point for further investigations.”

“A blood sample?” I shook my head. “No way! To do that, I’d have to tell my sons their father wasn’t Emil Jukić, and I don’t plan to do that until I know more.”

Omer looked thoughtful. “I also know a lab where they examine DNA using a hair follicle. I will need a full strand of hair from one of your sons, pulled by the root from his scalp.”

“No problem, I’ll take care of it.” Joran loved having a firm hug from his mom.

“Good. I’ll get started on your inquiry right away.”

“Fine, thank you.” I studied the stacks of folders on his desk. So many missing persons. So many perpetrators. So much heartache. But I also saw a lot of expertise and instinctive hunches.

“Why do you think my husband used Emil Jukić’s name, Mr. Zečinić?” The question slipped out. “Does this happen a lot?”

Omer smiled, but his eyes were icy.

“We see it primarily with war criminals, but also with bystanders who fear they might pose a threat to high-ranking figures later, either because of what they know about war crimes or because of links within the mafia,” he said, taking another drag of his cigarette. “In any case, we must assume your husband knew Emil Jukić and was aware that he was no longer alive. So it will be essential to comb through Emil Jukić’s life. Who were his associates?”

Omer then patiently explained the balance of power in Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the Republic of Srpska, the autonomous Bosnian Serbian federal state within the country of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Many Bosnian Serb war criminals had gone underground in the Republic of Srpska after the war.

I considered the various options and concluded that Emil had most likely fled because he was afraid he knew too much. Of course, that would explain why he had never told me anything. He must have posed a threat to some power-hungry bigwig or other, and he kept his mouth shut to protect me and the boys.

“By the way, how did your husband die?”

Omer’s voice brought me back to his smoke-filled office.

“He killed himself.” I reached for the tissues in my handbag. “While walking the Camino to Santiago de Compostela. Totally out of the blue.”

Omer raised his eyes and looked at me thoughtfully.

“Sorry,” I whispered, dabbing my eyes.

Omar smiled kindly. “Oh, Ms. Bonnet, I completely understand your grief. You say your husband took his own life? While walking the Camino?”

“Yes. I couldn’t believe it, either. He was walking the Camino to celebrate surviving a major illness, and then he ended his life. That doesn’t make sense! I told that to the French police. He’d sent me another of his cheerful text messages just an hour earlier. He was happy. But it really was suicide. According to the investigators, there was no doubt about the circumstances.”

“And what exactly happened?”

“He slit his throat with a knife.” I made a slicing motion near my neck.

Omer said nothing and jotted something in his notes.

“It’s possible that something happened along that Camino, Ms. Bonnet,” he said, tapping his pen on a sheet of paper. “Perhaps your husband saw or heard something along the trail that drove him to suicide. Or maybe his past caught up with him.”

I stared into the sharp eyes of the man sitting opposite and suddenly realized he was right. Something must have happened during that trip. But what? Meanwhile, there was a knock at the door; Omer’s assistant said the next client was waiting.

“Thank you, Ms. Delić, we’re just finishing,” he said with a nod. Then he turned back to me. “Do you have a personal email address?” he asked as he stood up. “I mean one that can be opened only by you. And no one else.”

“Yes,” I answered, perplexed. I took a yellow Post-it from his desk, wrote my email address on it, and handed it to him.

“Thank you.” He stuck the Post-it onto Emil’s folder and read my address aloud. “Lotte@bonnebon.nl. Is that correct?”

“That’s correct.”

Omer smiled and extended his hand. “One more thing, Ms. Bonnet,” he said, almost crushing my fingers. “For the time being and for your own safety, I advise you not to mention your husband’s identity fraud to anyone. We don’t know who he was or who he associated with.”

“A few people know about this already.”

“Well, the circle must not grow any larger.”

I nodded, let go of his hand, and walked out of his office, my legs trembling.



While my printer is busy with my train tickets, my gaze lands on a small, grubby paperback describing the Way of Saint James in France. Emil had made ample use of that book. The evening before he left, he read me a few pages about the history of the Camino. I had been busy cooking and only half listened. But now the shoe was on the other foot. I could hardly walk the Camino without knowing anything about it. So I open the book and flip to the page about the history of Saint James and the celebrated pilgrims’ route. According to reports, Saint James was one of Jesus Christ’s twelve apostles. After the crucifixion, James left the Middle East to spread the word of Christianity in the West. He began in Spain; his mission was a success, although it cost him his head. Literally. He was decapitated in AD 44 while in Judea visiting Saint Mary. His followers then brought his body back to Spain, and they landed on the beach at Galicia, where they buried him. I examine a photo of a glorious rocky coast, then turn the page and continue reading.

During the following centuries, as Christianity spread throughout Europe, pilgrims began traveling from all over the continent to visit Saint James’s final resting place. That led to the emergence of established routes, one of which was the Via Podiensis, also known as the Le Puy Route; it grew in popularity starting from the tenth century and runs from Le Puy-en-Velay in the French Massif Central to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port in the Pyrenees. From there, the pilgrims descended to Santiago de Compostela. They would often stop at the beaches of Finisterre before returning home, where they’d pick up a shell to prove they had paid homage to Saint James. Starting from the thirteenth century, that shell became the pilgrims’ symbol, to be displayed on a cloak or hat.

Today’s pilgrims walk the Camino for reasons not unlike those of past pilgrims: to test themselves physically and spiritually. That was also behind Emil’s trek.

He left one year ago, on July 27, to reflect upon “the value of life,” as he put it. Le Puy-en-Velay wasn’t a random starting point for him. Five years earlier, when we’d been on our way to the French Ardèche with our boys, we stopped in that beautiful city in the Auvergne. We marveled at all the pilgrims, bent under the weight of their backpacks, climbing the cathedral’s stairs in the blazing heat to pray or stamp their pilgrim’s passports. At an outdoor café outside the church, Emil started chatting with two Dutchmen in their early fifties who had been on the road for a month and a half. They were lean, tired, and unkempt, but they exuded a serene radiance. It was as if they’d seen something we couldn’t. When our sons grew restless, I took them for a walk around the town, but Emil stayed with the pilgrims. Later, in the car, he was remarkably quiet.

“I’d like to do that, too,” he said when we arrived at our hotel, the boys leading the way to the reception desk.

“Do what?”

“Just walking, eating, and sleeping as a way of letting go of my past.”

I was stunned and turned to him. “Letting go of us?” I asked. “Me and the kids? Why?”

“No, no, my dušo,” he exclaimed, wrapping his arms around me. “You are everything to me. I’m talking about that god-awful war.”

I said nothing because I knew he wouldn’t answer my questions about “that god-awful war.”

Emil lost his appetite during that same vacation, and he developed a steady, nagging pain in his gut. His appearance changed, too: His face became gaunt, making his high cheekbones—and the red scar—even more prominent. Once we were back in the Netherlands, the results of some medical tests were life-changing: Emil had stomach cancer. But he sailed through the surgery and chemotherapy, and last July, after five years of routine follow-ups, his doctors gave him a clean bill of health. He was over the moon as we left the hospital after that final appointment, strutting through the high-ceilinged corridor as if he owned the place.

“I’m going to do it,” he said when we reached the parking garage a short time later.

“What are you going to do?” I asked, astonished, fishing the parking voucher out of my purse and feeding it into the payment terminal.

“The Camino.”





DAY 1 FRIDAY, JULY 26, EVENING


VIJLEN, NETHERLANDS: THE QUESTION

HEAVY CLOUDS, WITH MODERATE WINDS AND INTERMITTENT SHOWERS. 72° F



I wipe the work surface, dry the molds, and put them back in the cabinet. Then I take a picture of my latest Florentines, staged to look as if I’m cleaning up after a day’s work. Apparently, that makes a stronger impression than a shot of some cookies on a plate. I learned that at a photography workshop I took at Emil’s insistence. He also encouraged me to become active on Instagram and Facebook, posting artistic photos and catchy stories. It was good advice; once I started stylishly displaying my original chocolates to a wider audience, the orders came flooding in. Emil understood the workings of commerce.

“We’re selling the illusion of pleasure, my dušo,” he said, opening an Instagram account for BonneBon; he urged me to share a picture every day or two, at least. But apparently “my” Emil was promoting other illusions as well.

After I post my picture, I carry the ceramic trays full of fresh Florentines one by one to the refrigeration unit. I’ll box them later when they’re less fragile. And I’ll ask Paul to deliver them to the customers tomorrow.

I turn off the extractor fan, go into the changing room, and unbutton my apron, which still smells like another of my recent creations: bonbons made with a combination of cocoa and goat cheese. Heavenly.

“You are creating sweet works of art,” Emil remarked when I started experimenting with cheese and chocolate. He liked being near me when I was working in our kitchen. In fact, it was Emil who pushed me to set up my own business specializing in luxury chocolates made with unusual ingredients. I followed his advice, and one year later, I was selling to the most exclusive restaurants and shops. I could hardly keep up with demand, and our kitchen had been transformed into a chocolate atelier, with my materials and ingredients strewn everywhere.

Emil suggested converting part of the farm into a workshop, with a workspace, a refrigeration unit, an office, a storeroom, and even a modern facility for teaching. I was pumped by the idea, and Emil did much of the work, which made it affordable. He also came up with a name for my company: BonneBon, mixing my surname, Bonnet, with the word bonbon. He then designed a logo, a website, stationery, and business cards; he even drummed up customers for me. Emil’s entrepreneurial efforts bore fruit.

BonneBon grew exponentially. My chocolate-making master classes were always fully booked, and I experimented with many new combinations of flavors. Everything was going fine until Emil took his own life. When he died, I lost not only my husband but also my head of PR, my chief accountant, and my purchasing and logistics manager. I had been entirely focused on selecting the best ingredients, testing inventive flavor combinations, and teaching chocolate making. Only after his death did I realize how much Emil had done and how little I knew about the ins and outs of the business. But Paul stepped into the breach, and with his help, I reinvented myself as a small artisanal atelier; this was a better fit with my aims as an artist. I’ve been working alone since April and creating unique chocolate art for a few exclusive customers. We’ve also dialed back the number of classes. Paul then recruited Monique, an enthusiastic woman from the village who had just had a baby and was eager to do some freelance work from home. She has a background in accounting and soon got to work on my bookkeeping and the organizational side of BonneBon. Together, we make a great team.

I switch off the light in my changing room. At the door leading to the courtyard, I give my workspace one final look. “See you in a few weeks!” I say to the bright, open space before stepping outside.



I am sitting on the sofa in the living room with a sketchbook on my lap, designing a wedding cake for a couple who are crazy about horses. For inspiration, I turn to a painting of two ponies in a meadow; it’s been hanging on the wall here since I was an infant. After my mom and dad died, I didn’t make many changes to the interior of the farm. Emil liked our house the way it was and adored its nostalgic stately ambiance, knickknacks, and high ceilings.

Paul comes into the room after wishing Caroline a good night; she’d wanted to talk about their upcoming Florida trip. He heads for the liquor cabinet, pours himself a glass of his high-end Beluga vodka, and slides open the patio door. He pauses, staring at the rolling hills. The wind has died down, but it’s still cloudy. His breathing is heavy, his chest expanding and contracting rhythmically. He takes a sip, raises his dark head, and observes the clouds. He’s barefoot, dressed in loose-fitting beige linen pants and one of his signature white polo shirts. It’s started raining again, and the scent of damp woods seeps into the room.

After a few minutes, Paul turns and sits facing me in his easy chair; he puts down his vodka and picks up a book. My eyes are fixed on his glass. He’s given himself a generous pour, and that makes me uneasy. Shortly after Marjo died, Paul was diagnosed with cardiomyopathy. This led to medication and our general practitioner’s urgings to cut back on hard liquor, but Paul finds that difficult. He has trouble sleeping, and he enjoys his Russian nightcap. He claims it calms him down, a tradition he brought with him from “the East.” Who am I to harp on the dangers? I’m not his wife, but something along those lines; I’m his daughter’s foster mother. If Paul ends up six feet under, Caroline and I will be left fending for ourselves. Should I say something or not?

Just as I’m about to, Paul interrupts.

“It’s getting harder to get her to go to bed on time,” he says, perplexed. “Especially now it’s the summer vacation.” He opens his book.

“I’ve noticed. Caroline’s facing a lot of changes in the coming months, Paul. What with middle school and everything.”

“Don’t I know it.”

Our eyes lock. Something is brewing. He’s not himself.

“A penny for your thoughts?”

He shrugs and thumbs his book. “Just wondering when the best time would be to ask you an important question.” He looks up.

“An important question? What? You’re not going to start about the Camino?” I heave a demonstrative sigh and brace myself for another attempt to prevent me from boarding that train tomorrow.

“No, Lotte. My question is more important than that. And maybe this is as good a time as any.”

He pauses. Then: “Will you marry me?” he asks. His tone is suddenly very formal.

His words slowly sink in: Will you marry me? I lay aside my sketch pad, lean forward, and touch the coffee table, almost wishing it held a button I could press to hear his question again.

“You want to marry me?”

“Yes.”

I shift uncomfortably and stare at him. Something’s not right. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“No, Lotte. I’m deadly serious. I want to marry you.” He aims a seductive smile at me. He’s never looked at me like this before. What’s going on? I feel my body redden and I wipe my forehead.

“But you don’t even love me. And I don’t love you.”

“That’s not true. I do love you.” He holds my gaze. A charming smile appears on his face.

Suddenly I feel as though I’m sitting opposite a stranger. Not Caroline’s respectable father or Marjo’s grieving widower, but the slick real estate millionaire pursuing his conquest for the night. That must be the same penetrating gaze he used when seducing all those stunning blondes.

“Stop this nonsense, Paul.” I stand and feel an urgent need to move. “You don’t love me. I’ve seen how you look at a woman when you’re in love because I remember how you looked at Marjo. She was your soulmate! You’ll never look at me the way you looked at Marjo. So cut it out, okay? We’re friends, nothing more. Don’t be so weird.”

Paul crosses his long legs. “No, it’s not okay. And I mean it, Lotte. I want to marry you. And I really do love you. Not the way I worshipped Marjo. You’re right about that. My love for you is different. I like to be near you, and I feel at home with you. You’re cheerful and uncomplicated. I feel comfortable with you, and I love the way you cook. And you like me, too. I know it.”

“Sure, I’m crazy about you. But that’s no foundation for a marriage, Paul.”

“But it is, Lotte. A Chinese proverb says, ‘Take a woman to be your wife who you also chose to be a friend.’ We’ve been each other’s best friends for years; we’ve practically lived as a man and wife for the past nine months. We share this house; we eat together, take walks, watch TV, read, buy groceries, laugh, and raise Caroline together. We have the same interests and rarely argue. What more do you want?”

I wander to the TV and back, without taking my eyes off him. In a way, he’s got a point. After Emil died, Paul and Caroline moved out of Marjo’s apartment and into my big farmhouse next door. Caroline settled with all her belongings in the large guest room, and Paul moved into the spacious attic studio. The new situation was primarily intended to be less disruptive for Caroline each time Paul went on a business trip. Paul and I initially intended to maintain our own separate spaces; he and Caroline would live in the upstairs apartment. But after a few short weeks, they were spending most of their time downstairs with me because that’s what Caroline preferred. Now Paul climbs the stairs to his studio only when he needs to sleep or take a shower. That’s assuming he can sleep; Paul suffers from insomnia, and he regularly roams the house at all hours of the night. Since Emil ended his life, I’ve also had trouble sleeping. Sometimes Paul and I meet on the couch in the middle of the night. We drink tea and chat for a while before going upstairs to bed again. Each to our individual rooms. Was that supposed to be one room now? With one bed?

Paul sinks into his chair and cocks his head. My eyes drift to his crotch.

“But we don’t sleep together, Paul! I mean, people who get married have sex with each other. We don’t.”

“Right; not yet.” His gaze is intense.

“Paul, stop this. These are crazy ideas.” I sit down again, tucking my legs under me, being sure to stretch my oversize pajama top to cover my bare thighs.

“Is the idea such a turnoff, Lotte? Do I disgust you? Physically, I mean.” Paul gets up and sits beside me, his usual TV-watching spot. I scoot to the edge of the couch and wrap my arms around my legs.

Paul shakes his head. “Jesus, Lotte, I’m not going to hurt you,” he says in response to my body language. “I’ll never lay a finger on you unless you want me to. So chill, okay?”

Although Paul and I are now sitting in our usual spots, with plenty of space between us, he feels too close for the first time ever. We stare at each other. His eyes are dark, and his erotic energy is drilling into me. His words have awakened thoughts in me that weren’t there before. Thoughts about him as a man. From an objective point of view, I suppose he is attractive. My girlfriends agree and behave accordingly. I can’t help noticing how they perk up when he strolls into our living room or how they slyly ogle him when he gets out of his extravagant BMW. I’ve known he’s handsome since we first met at that outdoor café in Aachen. Still, that information never translated into any feelings beyond friendship. From day one, he was Marjo’s Paul; later, I saw him as Caroline’s father. Luckily, that’s how the community views the situation, too. As far as I know, there’s no gossip about us in the village. After all, he’s Marjo’s widower and has lived on the farm for years. Of course, he could have moved into one of his properties, but staying on the farm gave him access to free childcare and kept him near his best friend, Emil.

I shift in my seat. With those few words, Paul has all at once gone from being a family friend to a man. I’m acutely aware of his graceful hands and perfectly manicured nails. Until today, they were just ordinary male hands. Hands attached to his arms, peeling potatoes, washing dishes, and reaching for the bag of potato chips between us on the couch when we watched TV; I never noticed them before. At least, not until he popped the question. I study my own hands. There’s still some cocoa dust under my fingernails from the bonbons I created this afternoon.

“Tell me, Lotte. Do you find me repulsive? Is that it?”

“No. It’s not that. I can’t deny that you’re attractive.” I stretch my legs. “But I’m taken aback by your question. It was the same with Emil.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, it was a marriage of convenience. I was pregnant. Unplanned. After one sexual encounter. Emil and I were drunk, and we got carried away. I didn’t notice I was pregnant until I was in my fourth month. I was in shock and had no idea how to deal with it all. I was running the farm alone after my cousin moved to Australia, and suddenly there was a baby on the way… I panicked. As soon as he heard the news, Emil asked me to marry him, and I said yes. We were pals; he thought the world of me.”

“But you two were so close.” He sounds surprised.

“Correct, Paul, we were a good match, and the longer we were married, the more I loved him. But I was never in love.”

“There you go! That’s how it will be for us, too.” He sounds like he’s about to reel in a catch.

“Oh no, Paul, it won’t be like that.” I finger the cloth of my pajamas. “Emil adored me. You don’t.”

Paul rests his bare feet on the coffee table and focuses on his toes. Silence.

“What are you thinking about?” I ask.

“That day in Aachen, when we first met. I loved Marjo the minute I saw her, and Emil fell like a ton of bricks for you. That night, Emil and I talked about the two of you. He picked up on something I hadn’t seen at first: your positive attitude toward life. You know, Lotte, when you walk into a room, it’s like you’re followed by a gust of joy. Over the years, that became increasingly apparent to me. Especially during the times when Marjo was suffering from depression and you came to pick up the pieces. Your open smile and can-do attitude draw people in. Animals even vie for your attention. Do you remember that vicious dog we encountered while hiking in the Eifel National Park that Easter? He tried to attack me, but when you spoke to him, he let you pet him.

“You know, after Marjo died, I was sometimes jealous of Emil because around you, despite your flaky bohemian attitude, he was bathed in warmth and stability. Before he met you, he hopped into bed with every woman who would have him, but when you two started going out, he became monogamous. I didn’t get it. While he was working, he had plenty of opportunities to stray, but it never even crossed his mind. ‘After Lotte, those other women feel like plastic dolls,’ he once told me when we were in a bar and two chicks tried to pick us up. He wasn’t having any. They were just bodies, he said. You were different. He recharged his happiness battery every time he lay in your arms. That’s what he said. Literally, your goodness kept his demons at bay. Or something like that.”

Paul paused, picked up his glass, and sipped his vodka. Then he gave me a searching look. My thoughts return to Marjo and the dark times when her moods were as changeable as the weather.

“I’ve experienced that, too, Lotte, now that I’ve lived in this house with you for the past nine months. I breathe more deeply and feel calmer. Things were different with Marjo, because of her battles with depression, I don’t have to tell you about that. And I really want to marry you before some other guy comes along and forces Caroline and me to leave. Because men are already flocking to you. They sense your period of mourning coming to an end. And I want to be ahead of the pack. I don’t want to lose you, Lotte. Maybe we’ve never been in love, but we’re certainly fond of each other. You can’t deny that. We have it good together, better than most couples I know. Our relationship is warm and respectful. I don’t want to lose the wonderful life we have together as a family, including Stefan and Joran. The boys and I have been buddies for years. And with me, you know you’re getting a man who has enormous respect for your work as a chocolate artisan.”

I stare; I’m at a loss for words. It’s true—we are a good match. And he does encourage my artistic development. His proposal of marriage seems almost logical, especially from his perspective. He wants to safeguard his life with me and Caroline. To some extent, the same holds true for me. Caroline feels like a daughter to me, but I don’t have a legal claim to her. Paul’s her father, and he could pick up and move somewhere else with her tomorrow. I wouldn’t have a legal leg to stand on. For a time after Marjo died, I was afraid Paul would meet some new blonde and leave, taking Caroline with him, but that didn’t happen. And now it sounds as if he’s been dodging the same fear. Even though that fear is baseless.

I reach for some cashews and pop them into my mouth. Paul’s breathing is regular. We’re sitting here the way we always do, yet everything feels different than it did half an hour ago. Invisible rays of electricity shoot between us, charging every new thought. It’s like what happened with Emil that warm summer night in 1997 when we went to bed together after that wild party. My memories of that first night are vague; I know I recoiled when I saw his hirsute body, and I recall his gentle touch and the many kisses he planted on me. He kept whispering sweet Bosnian words. Yes, that first time, Emil made love while I was having sex. And there weren’t any sparks when I married him, either. Was that because I was channeling all my passion into my chocolate? Am I even capable of feeling the same passion for a man that I feel for my bonbons? That same quivering enchantment? As if you’ve lost your head, and all that’s left is the tingling of erotic energy shooting through your body. I haven’t been so hopelessly in love that I couldn’t think since I was a teenager, and I can’t even picture the face of the boy in question.

Maybe Paul’s right, love does fade with time. But still, there’s the issue of sex. If we get married, I will have to sleep with Paul, and that’s an issue. His naked body on top of mine? No way! Yech! But maybe I should give it a try. With Emil, I was drunk the first time, but after that, it was okay. Emil was a capable lover, but how important is sex, anyway? We’d fallen into a routine in recent years. And since his suicide, I’ve not had sex at all and haven’t missed it. My grief drove away my previous desires; I even lost interest in good food. My suffering even upset my usual sleep patterns, making me less creative, and I’ve had trouble coming up with new cocoa products.

“Do you snore?” I ask.

That cracks Paul up.

“You see, Lotte, that’s what I mean. You have a pragmatic and direct personality! And no, I don’t snore. At least, I haven’t heard any complaints.”

“That’s one point in your favor.” Now I’m laughing, too.

“So is that a yes?”

“No. You’ve ambushed me, but you’re in luck,” I say with a sly grin. “Starting tomorrow, while I’m walking, I’ll have all the time in the world to think about your proposal.”



The Letter


I A GHOST FROM THE PAST

My dearest Lotte, I am now in Conques, and today I am writing the last words in this letter. It’s become a long epistle because I want and hope for you to understand me. My longing to tell you about my dark years before you literally lit up my life began the first day of my Camino in Le Puy-en-Velay, in the cathedral beside the humble statue of Saint James. Every night before I went to sleep, I wrote a little more, trying to pick up the thread of my childhood. Memories flooded back that for decades, I thought I’d lost.

It’s true; I have kept silent about my true identity, and I want to calmly explain why I could not tell you the story of my genuine background. I am also using this letter to say goodbye to you, knowing that your joie de vivre and creativity will lead you to follow new roads. I am profoundly sad that my past will keep us from following those roads together.

As you know, people always carry their pasts with them, even when that past is dead and done. And the darker that past, the heavier the burden. My history is jet-black.

I fled Bosnia in 1995, never to return. During the years that followed, I discovered a gray area between the facts about the war, found in history books, and the memories of a Bosnian who lived through all that insanity. The stories in the media about Srebrenica, for example, or about the deeds of our politicians don’t line up with my experiences. My memories are those of a man who grew up in a peaceful Yugoslavia and was sucked into conflict at the age of twenty-four. I associate that war not with military action and shifting national borders but with stinking corpses, torture, mortar fire, rape, hunger, and, especially, blind rage…

I have used all the ensuing years to forget the war and build a new life. I thought I had put the past behind me, but sadly that was not the case. He was suddenly standing before me again, and when I saw him, I was back in Bosnia, in that dark wood, and I heard her scream.






DAY 2 SATURDAY, JULY 27

TAKING DISTANCE

THE TRAIN FROM LIÈGE TO LE PUY-EN-VELAY



TRAVEL IS THE BEST FORM OF SELF-STUDY.

—KARL JULIUS WEBER, GERMAN SATIRIST AND WRITER (1767–1832)







DAY 2 SATURDAY, JULY 27, MORNING


LIÈGE-GUILLEMINS RAILWAY STATION, BELGIUM: WAITING FOR THE TGV

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 66° F



I climb the stairs of Santiago Calatrava’s breathtaking Liège-Guillemins station. When I reach the top, I turn to give one final wave to Paul and Caroline, who are below next to Paul’s BMW. I enter the main hall and check the departure screens. My train leaves from track 3a in the direction of Ostend–Brussels Midi at nine a.m. I still have half an hour.

I make my way to platform 3. My heavy soles pound against the concrete floor, and my backpack feels heavy on my shoulders. Even without water and food, the pack weighed over fifteen pounds this morning. I’m carrying one apple, two cheese sandwiches, twenty homemade chocolate bars filled with plenty of nuts, and two half-liter bottles of water. One bottle is in the net pocket on the right of my backpack, and the other, on the left, evenly distributed according to instructions from the Camino Society. I’m carrying almost twenty pounds, and after climbing one set of stairs, I’m already groaning under the weight. There’s another set of stairs ahead. Jesus, what have I signed up for?

When I’m halfway up the stairs, my phone rings. I stop, unzip my fanny pack, and fish out my phone. It’s a video call from Stefan!

“Hey, sweetheart,” I say, out of breath. Stefan’s and Joran’s faces both appear on the screen. “Two sweethearts for the price of one!” I say, laughing.

“Yes, Mom, we’re calling to wave you off,” Joran says.

“This is great!” My heart melts at the sight of my sons. They look so much like Emil, and it’s sweet of them to call. They got that attentiveness from him. Not from me. I rely on my phone’s reminder notifications for birthdays or special occasions. Emil, however, was genuinely interested in others; he was a people person. My grief wells up again. I try to breathe through it and return to the boys’ happy faces. Leaning against the railing, I chat with them about their upcoming trip to Salou, Spain, tomorrow. I make them promise to behave when they reach that notorious den of iniquity by the sea and ask them to text me every evening to let me know they’re okay. After some virtual kisses, we break the connection, and I resume my ascent.

By the time I reach track 3a, I’m gasping for breath. I remove my backpack, sit on a steel bench, and stretch my legs. On my phone, I open the screenshot of the first text Emil had sent me one year ago when he was here waiting for the train. It’s a picture of his backpack and the white Calatrava roof.


8:46

Ach my dušo, I miss you a [image: Emoji: Black heart.] and haven’t even left yet. The station in Liège, by the way, is humongous. [image: Emoji: Black heart.]



I lift my eyes and blink away the tears. The sun is shining today, and the massive steel and glass construction reflects the bright light. Emil looked at these same white beams exactly one year ago and described them as humongous. What else was he thinking? It’s getting harder to hold on to my mental image of Emil. The present is pushing my past further and further away. Paul’s proposal and the way we said goodbye just now in his car take up a lot of space. His hand subtly brushed my cheek, and he whispered in German: “Tschüss, liebe Lotte…” A nasty shiver ran down my back when he did that. I’d need a major change of heart to marry him.

I point my phone at the span of the station’s white, arched ceiling and take my first Camino picture. While I’m looking at the image, the phone pings. A new email from Selma Jensen has just arrived: probably more reports dealing with Bosnia. Jensen is a professor of psychology at the University of Amsterdam, specializing in war traumas. I found her name on the Facebook page of the Bosnian community in the Netherlands. Someone had posted a link to an interview with her, in which she described her PhD research into processing war traumas among Dutch Bosnians.

Jensen was born in Bosnia and received her master’s degree in psychology from the University of Banja Luka. In 1991, she accepted a temporary position in Amsterdam, where she met her Dutch husband; when they married, she took his name, and she stayed in Amsterdam and pursued a career at the UvA. But Selma Jensen bears the scars of war, too; her brother disappeared in August 1995 during Operation Storm in Western Bosnia and was never seen again. After I read her profile, I knew I had to talk to her. Maybe she could tell me why my husband had taken his own life. I emailed her, describing my husband Emil Jukić’s unexplained suicide, and told her of my decision to reenact his journey along the Camino. I asked if she had any information about similar suicides, perhaps some research papers I could read while walking my Camino to help me understand what had been going on in my husband’s head. I didn’t mention Emil’s identity fraud.

Selma Jensen replied that same afternoon. She was fascinated by Emil’s case and astonished that a widow would follow her late husband’s footsteps along the Camino. She promised to send me some documents but doubted if a layperson could understand the scientific jargon. She suggested we speak on the phone. I replied that I would be in Amsterdam on Wednesday, July 24, to visit my sons, and would be happy to see her if she had time. I was familiar with the UvA because my oldest son is enrolled there. We met in her dreary office, which had a view of some drab apartment blocks and functional greenery. The room reeked of cigarette smoke; apparently, she was surreptitiously ignoring the smoking ban. I brought her a large box of chocolates; she devoured half during our meeting. She first wanted to know Emil’s birthplace and ethnic background.

“When was your husband born? And where?”

“He was born in 1967,” I answered, spelling the name of his hometown.

As she jotted the information on a sheet of paper, her light brown wavy hair fell across her oval face and gray eyes.

“Jukić sounds Croatian.”

“Correct,” I said, clearing my throat. I’d looked up the name Jukić in Bosnia and discovered how common it is among ethnic Croatians. I felt uncomfortable giving her the details of a man who wasn’t my husband. “His grandfather came from Croatia and fought with Tito against the Nazis,” I said, to give my lie more credibility.

Her question about Emil’s ethnic background caught me off guard, although it was nothing unusual. During our marriage, I’d often been struck by how people from the former Yugoslavia immediately asked one another about their ethnic origins whenever that wasn’t immediately clear from their first and last names. Sometimes they were subtle about it; other times they were very blunt. So Selma Jensen’s question was not unusual. Apparently, those ethnic differences were still relevant a quarter of a century after the war’s end.

Selma Jensen asked more questions about Emil’s background, and I did my best to answer. Then she turned to our marriage and asked about Emil’s behavior shortly before he left for Le Puy-en-Velay. She was looking for signs of post-traumatic stress disorder, known in professional circles as PTSD, and I told her Emil hadn’t been troubled by nightmares or peculiar reactions. The psychological symptoms didn’t appear until he got cancer, and they were related to his disease and the chemo, typical for cancer patients. He hardly mentioned the war, because it was a thing of the past.

According to Selma Jensen, his silence didn’t mean a thing. Sometimes it was decades before the symptoms of PTSD appeared. She knew of one Bosnian Muslim woman who had been raped during her imprisonment in the Omarska concentration camp in 1992. After the war, she picked up where she’d left off and seemed to function normally, without any apparent problems, until one hot summer day, more than twenty years later, when she stood next to a man on an overcrowded bus in Sarajevo. Her eyes were drawn to his partially unbuttoned green shirt, sweaty chest hair, and gold chain. The image transported her back to Omarska, during the sweltering summer of 1992, when she was gang-raped for the first time. When she saw that golden chain and smelled the man’s sweat on that bus in Sarajevo, she started screaming and thrashing about and had to be admitted to a psychiatric clinic. Selma Jensen wondered if something similar might have happened to my husband. Perhaps Emil had met someone, seen or heard something, or even smelled something that demolished the dam within his head.

As Selma Jensen went into detail about PTSD, bombarding me with scientific analysis, I bided my time, waiting for a chance to ask what was really on my mind: How could someone lie about his true identity his entire adult life? Soon Selma Jensen steered our conversation to that very topic, when she described similar cases during the period after World War II, when German soldiers remained fearfully silent about what they’d experienced on the front.

“Many German wives had no idea what their spouses had gotten up to during the war. At home, they played down the atrocities they’d lived through at the front. If you want to understand more, read Ordinary Men by Christopher R. Browning. Something similar also occurred to the women. In 1945, the advancing Russians raped a half million German women in Eastern Germany, but after the war, those women adopted a stance of collective silence, as if nothing had happened. They simply registered the children that were born because of that mass rape as the sons or daughters of their German husbands.”

“But how is that possible?” I interrupted. “How can people be married and not talk about the past?”

“They adapt their identity to the new situation, their new home, the new people they’re connected with. They mirror their environment,” she said. “It’s something I experienced at close range after the war. There are some Bosnian Serbians in my circle who did some terrible things, but they say nothing about it. And when men over fifty mention the period between 1990 and 1995, I always listen with a grain of salt. Simply because many of them were on the front line. That’s especially true in the Republika Srpska. That’s why I’m guarded about what I say when I’m there. You never know who someone is or who’s been talking with whom,” she said, helping herself to another bonbon.

My thoughts drift to the tragic stories my interpreter, Jelena, told me about the Republika Srpska, an autonomous Serbian political zone within the country of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Jelena may be young, but she sounds older than her years when she describes her country’s political situation. She believes politicians dance to the tune of a handful of oligarchs who got rich during the war. She has many examples, including stories about cronyism, corruption, favors in exchange for jobs, foreign influence, and journalists who were a little too chummy with politicians suspected of crimes. I remember listening and feeling sad because we were driving through otherwise breathtakingly beautiful landscapes populated by sweet people. To me, it sounded as if they had ended up with some dodgy characters who were dragging the entire nation into their rotting maelstrom.

Selma Jensen and I clicked, and when we were saying goodbye and chatting about my Camino, she gave me her cell number.

“When do you leave?” she asked when we stood up.

“Saturday at nine a.m. I’m on a TGV departing from Liège.”

“Okay, I’ll send you some reports on Monday about the questions you asked,” she said, escorting me to the door. “But don’t expect to find the perfect answer. I’ve been investigating the war in Bosnia for twenty-five years, but it still feels like I’m wandering through a dark labyrinth of the human spirit.”



Passengers are gathering on platform 3a. The train will soon pull into the station. Bright shafts of morning sun illuminate my backpack. It strikes me that I’m walking the Camino not just to uncover why Emil died by suicide, but also for my own benefit. Ever since I found out that my husband had been lying about his past, I have been lost in a warren of dark thoughts, trying to understand how I could have lived with an impostor without noticing it. I intend to do everything I can to escape those grim caverns, including talking with experts and reading up about Bosnia.

I open Selma Jensen’s email; she says she thought about me during the weekend, and she’s sending some reports that might help me. Unfortunately, none are in Dutch. She’ll send a link shortly via WeTransfer so I can download the documents when I have Wi-Fi access at my hotel.

As I scroll through the list of articles and their complicated scientific titles, I am grateful to my parents for paying for my two-year course at the prestigious Cordon Bleu in London and Paris. There I not only learned the technique of making fine chocolate, but I also became fluent in English and learned passable French.





DAY 2 SATURDAY, JULY 27, AFTERNOON


LYON TGV STATION: LUNCH ON A CONCRETE BLOCK

SUNNY, WITH GATHERING CLOUDS AND A GENTLE BREEZE. 86° F



The crickets drone their monotonous dirge, drowning out all other sounds. In the distance, Emil uses his powerful, hulking gait to climb a hill. Everywhere I look, I see scrubby Mediterranean vegetation, and the ground is strewn with boulders, cork oaks, and thorny blackberry shrubs. Emil carries his Camino backpack on his back and is wearing a green military uniform; he has a knife in his hand. The blade glitters in the sun. A white scallop shell dangles from his backpack, swinging back and forth with each step. I try to catch up with him, but I’m not making any headway. Now I’m wading through a large pool of mud in a cemetery dotted with thousands of tiny white minarets. I sink deeper with every step as if my hiking boots are glued to the muck. The distance between Emil and me is growing. “Wait for me!” I shout, but he doesn’t respond and marches on.

Sounds reverberate. A loud, crackling voice announces something I can’t understand. Emil vanishes, and suddenly I’m awake. I look around, dazed, and realize I’m on a train. According to my watch, it’s 1:54 p.m. Sure enough, I’ve been asleep for an hour. I was exhausted after fretting all night about my trip and Paul’s proposal.

I sit bolt upright, extend my legs, and ensure my backpack is still next to my feet. Luckily, it is. My stomach rumbles. I need to eat something, but that cheese sandwich Paul made for me this morning isn’t very appealing. When Emil arrived in Lyon, he ate a colorful salad accompanied by a glass of white wine. I revisit the picture of his plate, and my mouth waters. I’ll follow his example and spend an hour enjoying the sun in an outdoor café. The train slows, and the conductor announces the stop. We’ve reached Lyon. I stand, hoist my backpack onto my shoulders, and tighten the hip belt. I tilt forward to bear the weight, and with the posture of an older adult, I exit the train and walk downstairs to the underground station hall. It’s stuffy and too cramped for such bustling crowds. There are military personnel everywhere. Most likely because of the recent terrorist attacks. Their presence feels menacing, and I hurry toward the exit. I have an hour for lunch before my next TGV leaves for Saint-Étienne.

Outside, I come face-to-face with a massive construction site, and my dream of a sun-drenched lunch at a sidewalk café evaporates. I’d have to take a lengthy detour to reach the restaurants on the other side of the street, and I don’t have enough time. I sigh and scan my surroundings. To my left, under some young plane trees, I see a few bright yellow concrete blocks among the raked rubble. Young people are using them as a convenient place to sit. I follow suit, sit at the last available spot, and fish my flattened sandwich from my backpack. Cars come and go, and the sun is beating down ruthlessly. I find my cap and put it on. Should I continue sitting here? Or would it be better to wait in the station hall, where it’s shady? No, the mood inside is grim in response to all those military personnel. I think back on the dream I just had. Emil had also been a soldier. Where was he marching to? And what was behind that hill? Just as I’m about to sip my water, my phone pings. It’s an email from Omer in Sarajevo. It’s a long message, and I scroll through it slowly.

He writes that he started looking into Emil’s asylum procedure in Germany as soon as I’d left. His inquiries led him to Sabine Ehring from Bremen, who in 1996 worked for the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees in their offices near Cologne, where Emil had been housed. Sabine Ehring oversaw his file. In the ensuing years, she worked her way up within the Migration and Refugees Office to become head of the Bremen division. But in 2018, Sabine Ehring got into hot water. Apparently she had unlawfully granted residence permits to some asylum seekers. A judicial investigation was underway, but it had been halted because last Wednesday, Sabine Ehring was killed in a hit-and-run accident. The driver hasn’t been found. German authorities are investigating the circumstances, which they consider suspicious.

Omer is now looking into the names of other officials or refugees with whom my husband may have been in contact during his asylum procedure in 1996.

Other names? I lift my eyes to stare at the maroon marble covering Lyons’s modern TGV station. The building is the same color as my famous cherry liqueur, the one Emil loved—I add some to my chocolate brownies to intensify their flavor.

One time, Emil got drunk on my cherry liqueur. That was the night after he’d been told he had stomach cancer and was waiting to be scheduled for surgery. We were stunned, sitting on the patio after dinner, watching a spectacular sunset; it looked as if the sky wanted to cheer us up with its orange glow. Emil drank glass after glass; he wanted to savor my heavenly cherry liqueur, perhaps for the last time, he said. I didn’t know what to say, so I let it go; Emil so rarely drank. Okay, he might pour himself one glass of wine during an extravagant dinner. Toward the end of such an evening, Emil often grew tearful, telling stories about his Bosnian childhood in a mixture of Dutch and his native language. When that happened, I’d pay close attention, no matter how hard it was to understand him, because he hardly ever mentioned his childhood in Bosnia.

That evening, after his umpteenth glass of liqueur, he gave a slurred, incoherent description of the Cologne asylum seekers’ center and its adjacent orchard; the branches of the cherry trees had been laden with fruit. I was surprised because, until then, he’d never brought up his stay in a center. I’d often asked about it during our first few years together, but his answer was always the same: “A wound can’t heal, Lotte, if you keep scratching at it.” So I stopped asking. But that evening, as the sun set, he told me about his escape from Bosnia. He described his grueling trek over mountain passes, the filthy places he’d slept, his hunt for food, the humiliations he’d endured when applying for asylum, and he also talked about the friends he’d made. He described his stay in the Cologne asylum seekers’ center: the overcrowded rooms, the boredom, the language lessons, and his pal, a guy named Boris. While he was talking, Emil sometimes used this Boris’s last name, which began with an A and had another letter in it that sounded like a T or a D.

“Where is he now?” I asked. “This Boris person? Are you two still in touch?”

My question seemed to shake Emil out of his drunken stupor; he looked at me in horror. He shook his head, pushed back his patio chair, stood unsteadily, and staggered into our living room. He was in a panic. Alarmed, I followed him inside and repeated my question about Boris, but Emil raised his voice and told me to leave him alone; he shoved me roughly.

I fell against the china cabinet and shrieked when I heard the glasses behind me toppling over. What had gotten into him? Emil was shocked by his own behavior.

“Sorry, my andele,” he called. He folded his hands in prayer and bowed his head as if I were his sacred Madonna. “Sorry, sorry, my dušo,” he repeated. “Forgive me, alcohol brings out the devil in men. Sorry.” Then he pulled me close and started to cry. His body convulsed, and his tears trickled down my bare shoulders.

“I didn’t want to hurt you, Lotte. You are everything to me. Sorry,” he said again.

“I know, darling,” I murmured, running my fingers through his coarse black hair.

We murmured consoling words; then Emil released me, turned, and stumbled out of the room, heading for bed. I was rooted to the spot and didn’t know what to think. Why did he explode like that when I asked about that guy Boris? Who is—or was—that man? A strange urge drew me to my workroom, where I turned on my computer and googled Boris A. I found a list of Borises with surnames beginning with A; while surfing, I stumbled across the name of a man named Boris Žigić. He was a Bosnian Serb correctional officer, and the Yugoslavia tribunal in The Hague had convicted him of war crimes against Bosnian Muslims in concentration camps. When I first met Emil, I’d searched the web for information about the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina, but in the early years of the internet, details had been scarce. I’d never dug as deep as I did that night. I felt strangely drawn to the atrocities I read about. Suddenly I was hungry to know everything and clicked on one horrific crime after the other. I found it hard to believe that people belonging to my generation had caused such torment, modern-day people who were highly educated and aware of the Holocaust.

There’s one photo I will never forget. According to the text, it was a picture of a mother and two children who had been locked in a cellar and burned alive. The image showed the charred bodies of a young boy and girl. A charred toy car lay near their curled, blackened hands. Their mother was lying near their heads. Everything suggested that she’d tried to protect her little ones from being engulfed by the fire. When I looked at that picture, my stomach turned, and I could taste bile in the back of my throat. This must be the world my Emil had fought in. This was the inferno from which he had managed to escape. All at once, I understood why Emil didn’t want to talk about his past or keep picking at that festering wound. That injury could become inflamed and infect his life with madness.

“My husband did mention one name,” I write in my reply to Omer Zečinić. Two pigeons are eyeing the sandwich I put down beside me. “They were together in the asylum seekers’ center. His first name is Boris. His last name starts with an A and contains a D or a T.”





DAY 2 SATURDAY, JULY 27, EVENING


LE PUY-EN-VELAY: THE AZZARO MAN

SUNNY AND CALM. 84° F



I leave the train station in Le Puy-en-Velay, veer left, and trudge along the road heading for the center of town. As I pass the Boulevard de la République, I see a rocky outcrop bearing a large terra-cotta Madonna with a plump baby Jesus in her arms. This place is familiar to me, and not just because we visited Le Puy six years ago. This is where Emil took his first picture of the giant Madonna. Numerous snapshots followed. The image fascinated him, but his text messages didn’t explain why. Did he take so many photos because of the unusual shape of the rock or because of the Madonna and child? What was it that moved him? When I first saw the images shortly after his suicide, I thought he might have been fascinated by the volcanic landscape around Le Puy-en-Velay, with its slender crater pipes, once flowing with lava. However, after my trip through Bosnia, I realized that the hill with the Madonna is somewhat reminiscent of the high towers of Bosnian Orthodox churches. Was he remembering his childhood or the war?

Since I visited Bosnia, I’ve been trying to figure out which ethnic group Emil belonged to. Was he a Catholic Bosnian Croat? Or an Orthodox Christian Serbian? Or a Bosnian Muslim? These distinctions might seem irrelevant in the Netherlands, but they mean the difference between hatred and friendship in Bosnia. Over the past few weeks, I’ve racked my brain looking for clues to his sympathies toward one group or the other, but that proved challenging. Emil rarely talked about politics, and as I looked back, he also seemed guarded whenever people talked about religious faith. I remember only one incident when we drove through Rotterdam a few years back; in the distance, we saw some Muslim women dressed in long black robes approaching us. I was behind the wheel, and Emil was next to me, talking nonstop.

“Watch out!” he shouted when the women unexpectedly crossed the street.

I braked just in time. As I drove away, we began discussing the Islamic faith’s different branches. Emil was surprisingly well-informed and told me that, like the Russians, Serbs, and Croats, the Muslims in Bosnia belonged to the Slavic people, the only difference being that they had adopted Islam when the Turks ruled the country. When war broke out in 1990, the majority were Muslim in name only, their faith limited to celebrating some Islamic holidays.

“Then what explains those massacres by the Serbs and Croats?” I asked.

Emil shrugged, turned his head away, and stared out the window. Tears streamed down his cheeks.



I stop at the crosswalk and look around. All the other pedestrians continue undisturbed, paying me no attention. And yet since Saint-Étienne, I have had the sensation I am being watched. This feeling began on the train when the conductor announced the Le Puy-en-Velay station. I quickly gathered my belongings and followed the group to the exit door, but I felt someone’s eyes poking me in the back. I stretch my neck to shake off that unpleasant sensation. Maybe Stefan and Joran were right. They didn’t like the idea of my chasing Emil’s ghost. Hadn’t we been to Bosnia to say goodbye to him? Why couldn’t I let Papa rest in peace? His ashes had been returned to their source, to the country where he had been born and raised.

That was enough.

But no, it wasn’t enough for me. Could it be that Emil’s spirit is following me now? Because I am tracing his path toward death? No, dead is dead. I’m just anxious about what I’m planning to do.

My eyes drift back to the rocky outcrop. I take my phone, step to the right to stand at the same vantage point as Emil had, and snap a picture of the Madonna. I examine the result; nothing special. Emil’s version was more beautiful and moving. He had a knack for taking photos. I stuff my cell phone back into my small fanny pack and continue, becoming aware of my body’s odor. My shirt has that quintessential pong of sweat mixed with synthetic fabric. Was it wise to bring this quick-drying clothing? Cotton doesn’t smell as bad. And in this warm weather, doesn’t cotton dry just as quickly? Yes, Lotte, but thinking about what-ifs doesn’t help. Soon I’ll rinse everything I’m wearing now, so it’ll be nice and fresh tomorrow. Where’s that hotel? I look around, and in the distance, I spot the bronze-colored fin de siècle facade printed on my reservation. Thank goodness. What a blessing to take off this backpack!

The narrow building is on a corner. I open the hotel’s front door and follow signs to the reception desk through a narrow, dimly lit corridor whose walls are covered in black-and-white images of saints. The space smells familiar, and I straighten my back. No way, what’s Pierre Lascoli doing here? I can smell his aftershave, that heavenly Azzaro pour Homme! Wouldn’t it be bizarre to run into my pastry guru after so many years! Yoo-hoo! My mind is flooded with memories of my course in Paris with the acknowledged French wizard of chocolate. Pierre guided my journey into the magical world of chocolate art. I lost myself in the making of mousses, truffles, sauces, creams, jellies, sorbets, ganaches, squares, caramels, crispy bonbons, babas au rhum, cookies, cakes, bavarois, and Florentines… When we arrived for classes in the morning, his tantalizing Azzaro pour Homme aftershave wafted through the atelier as he read the day’s lesson program off the whiteboard. The ferny, aromatic scent of fougère clung to him all morning, harmonizing beautifully with the aroma of cocoa. When I returned home, I bought a bottle of Azzaro for Emil, but it did nothing for him and soon disappeared down the drain.

I hurry to reach the cramped hotel reception desk. There’s only one man in the general vicinity. I move a little closer to him. And indeed, he’s the one wearing the Azzaro, but he’s clearly not Pierre. His back is to me because he’s talking with the receptionist, and although I can’t see his face, he’s tall and slender, and his wavy brownish-gray hair curls at his neck. No, this is definitely not Pierre Lascoli, who was heavy-set and no taller than I am.

I step a little closer and sniff. Smells different from Pierre. Even better! Who is this man? A young red-haired woman at the reception desk is checking him in. I slip off my backpack and wait. A tent and tarp are attached to his burgundy backpack, but I don’t see a shell dangling from it—at least not yet. Maybe he’s also a beginner like me? Or does he hang his scallop shell on a chain around his neck? A lot of pilgrims do that. Or they draw the shell on something they’re wearing. A man I chatted with on the train had done that. He’d used a black marker to draw a shell on his backpack.

The Azzaro man clearly arrived here on foot because his marine-blue sports shirt is damp with sweat, and dark circles stain his armpits. His back muscles ripple under the straps of his backpack. He and the receptionist are speaking French. His voice is warm and calm and has the timbre of someone in harmony with himself, who walks to the beat of his own drum. I have the impression they’ll be talking for a while. I try to loosen my shoulder muscles. My neck is already cramped, even though I haven’t even walked half a mile. What will it be like tomorrow? According to Emil’s schedule, I have to cover almost fifteen miles. Don’t think about it, Lotte. Just picture a warm shower and fresh clothes soon. Yeah…

The receptionist takes a key off the wall and hands it to the man in front of me. He says a few more words and turns. He gives me a friendly smile as he passes. I perk up and smile back. I take another deep breath and am delighted by the unique interplay of his sweat and the Azzaro. My eye follows his lanky gait until he disappears around the corner.

“Madame?”

I turn to the receptionist. “I’ve reserved a room under the name Lotte Bonnet.”

Her phone rings. “One moment, please,” the redheaded receptionist says with a nod as she answers her phone. The conversation is short. She hangs up.

“Thank you for your patience.” She types something on her screen. “Yes, I’ve found your reservation. You insisted on booking room twenty-eight, on the top floor, under the eaves. Is that correct?” She seems surprised by my request.

“Correct,” I reply.

“And you still want that room?” she asks, eyeing my backpack. “We don’t have an elevator, and that room isn’t air-conditioned. I could give you a complimentary upgrade to an air-conditioned room on the second floor. I just received a cancellation.” She indicates her phone.

“No, I don’t want that.” My answer is firm. “I want room twenty-eight.” I’m resolved to experience everything Emil experienced, including that hot single cubbyhole on the top floor.

“Fine,” she says, taking a key off the hook.

“Breakfast tomorrow is between six thirty and ten. The reception desk is accessible until midnight. We don’t have a night porter, but you can open the main entrance with this code.” She hands me the key and the code, then shoves a Le Puy-en-Velay map in my direction.

“The stairs are around the corner.” She indicates an area behind me. “You’ll find our beverage machines there as well. In case you need some drinks or snacks. Your room is on the fifth floor.”

“Merci.” I gather my things and put the papers in my fanny pack and the key in my pants pocket. Then I pick up my backpack, totter out of the hallway, and turn right.

“Oh no!” I moan when I see the steep stairs in front of me, my backpack slipping to the floor.

“Is something wrong?” a voice beside me asks.

My head swivels. My Azzaro man is standing in an alcove, removing a bottle of water from the beverage machine. He puts it in his backpack on the floor beside him.

“The stairs,” I say in English, pointing up. “There are rather a lot. I’m on the top floor.”

His eyes dart from the steps to my backpack. “I’ll help you!” Without a word, he lifts my backpack and begins the ascent.

I drop the feminist act, mumble, “Merci,” and follow him. My attention is drawn to the hair on his calves, and I can’t help noticing how his muscular haunches move while climbing.

When we reach the first landing, my gaze shifts to his hand. His knuckles have turned white with the strain of carrying my backpack. It’s as if some voice is warning me to pay close attention right now; I notice things I’d usually let slide.

When we reach the top-floor landing, he asks my room number.

“Twenty-eight,” I answer, wheezing. I’ve been out of breath since the third floor. That doesn’t bode well for tomorrow when I’ll be climbing the first hill with my backpack

“We’re neighbors!” he says, pointing to the door next to mine, marked 30.

Gosh is the only word that springs to mind, and a strange tingling runs down my back.

The man places my backpack beside my door and turns toward me.

“Merci!” I suddenly feel an urge to show my gratitude and turn on my most radiant smile.

“My pleasure.”

Silence. We stand quietly, face-to-face, on the narrow landing. We’re both breathing heavily, and the smell of our sweat mingles in the cramped space. The man fixes his clear green eyes on me. He looks at me the same way I evaluate cocoa pods, trying to find some surface clues as to the essence of the bean. I do the same and estimate his age to be about fifty. He has high cheekbones, a straight nose, and full lips, yet he’s not what you’d call handsome in the traditional sense. I’m attracted to his sensual energy, the fluid way he moves, and the way he’s standing in front of me now, with his head slightly bent and his tall body leaning gently against the banister. His oval face is evenly tanned, and he has wrinkles, indicating a lot of time spent outdoors. There’s something awkward about him, yet he behaves with good grace. A person of contrasts. If I had to invent a profession for him, it would be something to do with nature or art. I’m taken aback by my sudden interest in this man. It’s as if I’ve been walking for an extended period through a dark forest, and suddenly I’ve reached a clearing where details, previously hidden in the shadows, are bathed in light. The words of Shirley MacLaine come to mind.

She said that nearly all pilgrims get erotic thoughts because they have broken free of what’s familiar. The Camino accentuates feelings of unresolved issues—feelings of hate, anxiety, fear, sexual desire, and love—because they are amplified.

When I read that passage, I thought it sounded like utopia for this withered widow. But maybe there’s something to it because, if I’m not mistaken, I’m beginning to pick up signs of the ancient seduction ritual.

“I have something for you,” I call out. “As thanks, I mean, for carrying my bag.” I reach for my backpack, zipping open the side pocket and removing a bar of chocolate.

“Here, I made this myself from white criollo beans from Mexico. It also contains plums and nuts from my garden. I’m a chocolatier. This one’s an energy bomb with more power than six granola bars. The chocolate may be soft now from the heat. But it will harden again later.”

The man steps back, his dark brows shoot up, and he accepts the chocolate bar.

“Merci!” He smiles, weighing the chocolate bar in his hand. “You didn’t have to do that. But it’s thoughtful, nonetheless. Are you planning to walk the Camino?” He points to my backpack.

“Yes, as far as Conques. I’m starting tomorrow.”

“Me too. Same route. We’re sure to run into each other.”

“I hope so,” I can’t help blurting.

“By the way, my name is Nicolas.” He proffers a hand.

A lovely name. It suits him.

“And you?” he asks.

“Me? Oh, um, sorry. I’m Lotte, from the Netherlands.”

We shake hands and continue eyeing each other.

“I’ll stop bothering you now,” he says, letting go of my hand. “The mass for pilgrims begins soon in the cathedral. I’m planning to go.”

I wiggle my fingers. My skin tingles from the pressure of his hand.

“Me too!” I reluctantly fish my key out of my pocket. “But first, I need to shower and change into clean clothes.”

“You and me both.” He smiles again. His teeth are irregular, but that doesn’t bother me. On the contrary, imperfection suits this man.

“Bonsoir, Lotte.” He turns and heads back down the stairs to fetch his own backpack.

I follow him with my eyes, and just before he disappears on the landing below, he glances up. Our eyes lock, and a serious expression appears on his face.

“Goodbye, Lotte,” he says after a moment’s pause before continuing his descent.

“Bye!” With my free hand, I automatically wave at the empty hallway and listen to his footsteps on the creaking stairs.



I lie quietly on my back, motionless, staring at the shadows in my hotel room. The curtains are closed, but the light from the streetlamps seeps through the striped fabric and illuminates the wood-paneled ceiling. Outside, I hear the bustle of the city, a change from the silence at home. I’m exhausted but can’t sleep. I’m too focused on Nicolas, the man in the room next to mine. He wasn’t in the cathedral tonight. A pity, because the ceremony was lovely. When he finally arrived back at his room around nine p.m., I was already in bed; from that moment on, I registered his every movement. He was pottering around until just a few minutes ago, and now he’s gone to bed. The walls of this old hotel are paper thin. I followed his every move: walking, opening and closing the closet, pulling out the chair, sitting at the desk, brushing his teeth, sending and receiving texts. The pings were barely audible, but they sparked my curiosity. Who was he messaging? A woman? Children? A friend? A business associate? Judging from the way his bed creaked and the sound of him clearing his throat, his pillow is on the other side of my wall. His head is just a few inches away from mine. I imagine I can hear him breathing. All my attention is drawn to this intriguing stranger. I sigh and roll onto my side. Carefully and without making a sound, I lift my hand and stroke the ribbed wallpaper near his head.



The Letter


II GROWING UP IN TITO’S YUGOSLAVIA

You know, Lotte, if you want to understand anything about my past, I must take you back to my childhood. The first word that comes to mind is freedom. That may sound odd coming from someone who grew up in a communist dictatorship, but that’s how it feels. It’s true that Tito ruled Yugoslavia with an iron fist, but I have no memories of that myself. My parents had nothing to do with politics. That meant there was no fear in our house when Tito’s name was mentioned. Our village was an idyllic place with not much strategic importance to the government; it was on a hill surrounded by mountains, with a winding river below.

When we were kids, our lives followed the seasons. I especially remember our carefree and endless summers. We spent our days either swimming or on the water, and in the evenings, we played dodgeball or hide-and-seek on the town square. Even our campfires were legendary. On cool evenings at summer’s end, we’d pull on our sweaters, sit around the fire, and roast the potatoes we’d dug up in the fields earlier in the day. We’d peel back the charred skin and eat them while they were piping hot, trying not to burn our tongues. We did this while exchanging tall tales and passing around bottles of Ožujsko beer we’d pilfered from our fridges at home. I can still taste the uniquely smoky flavor of those roasted potatoes.

Oddly enough, I also have fond memories of “playing war.” We did that in the spring and autumn on the high, barren plateau where heavy fighting had taken place during World War II. There were still plenty of remnants from those battles, including the shells and bullets we found in the high marram grass. We’d collect them in mason jars and use them as stakes when we played marbles, and we could identify precisely which gun or rifle the bullet or cartridge had come from. Indeed, we were war experts from a young age. We also wore green camouflage outfits when playing and had wooden pistols and rifles. We pretended we were partisans, aligned with our great Marshal Tito, fighting the “filthy fascists.” It wasn’t until we went to high school and developed an interest in girls that we relegated our weapons to a corner in our basements. Later I wondered how, as children, we had been so blind to the horrifying aspects of the war. But you know, it’s the same for kids today, who shoot one another online. Maybe our childish enthusiasm for the game of war is just a prelude to the slaughter that can take place during our adult lives.

When it snowed, we shifted our play area to the mountains, where we’d laugh bravely and slide down the steep slopes, only to silently climb the hill again as fast as we could. During the long, dark nights, we usually sat in the library at my house, amusing ourselves with card games. When we got a TV, we’d often sit glued to series about cowboys or pirates.

Yes, my youthful inner clock ticked along pleasantly; we never went home before we were hungry, and we felt as free as birds in our village. We didn’t lock our doors, and criminality didn’t exist. The Yugoslavia of my youth was a modern country with a standard of living that was not unlike the one we know here. We were allowed to travel freely and weren’t trapped behind the wall like those poor souls in the Eastern Bloc. Yugoslavia wasn’t within the Soviet sphere of influence because Tito’s partisans had driven the Nazis out of the country with no help from the Russians.

When I was a child, I was blind to the ethnic differences that would later ruin my life. That was also true for Milan and Emil, who had been my best friends since preschool. When I was a kid, our ethnic differences felt like belonging to different soccer clubs: It didn’t really matter. Of course I knew of my family’s glorious past. I saw evidence of that, too. We lived on top of the hill in a small castle next to what had been a fortress. At the other extreme, Milan lived on a small, dank farm down below. Emil also lived in our village’s more desirable upper regions; you could tell from his house that his parents were members of the new elite. They’d built their extravagant villa in the early 1970s on a slanted plot beneath our house. Not a day went by when my mother didn’t complain about the “white pustule” that obstructed her view of the river. Their villa stood where our stonework stable once stood; our grandfather had sold the plot some twenty years earlier when he needed the money, but my mother never mentioned that. We were old money, and Emil’s parents were new money. Even so, Emil’s high-and-mighty mother was jealous of us because our castle was still the most important building in the village and bore witness to my family’s illustrious past.

From a young age, I knew that we were descended from a prominent Ottoman Muslim family that had ruled in the sultan’s name in our region for centuries; the family also ruled over the Serbian serfs who had been Milan’s forebears. In the seventeenth century, one of my distant ancestors earned the honorary title of Beg during some battle or other, after which he had his portrait painted in oils. That painting of The Turk hung above the mantel in our living room and served as a reminder of the noble blood that flowed through our veins. However, by the time I was born in 1967, my family’s power was on the wane, thanks to Tito; after World War II, he’d nationalized my family’s farmlands. My father made peace with losing his status as an important landowner and decided to study medicine. He became the area’s family doctor and remained a distinguished citizen within our community. Emil’s father did something similar. He was a bigwig in the communist party and ran a local factory. Noble blood also flowed through Emil’s veins, albeit of a more recent vintage, because his grandfather had been a decorated war hero, battling the fascists alongside Tito.

My parents were Muslim only on paper. My mother and sister never wore headscarves, and my mother was an engineer; she earned more than my father because her profession was valued more highly. My dad was a confirmed atheist, and he even drank frequently, having a glass or two of slivovitz after dinner. The only family member who still honored the Islamic tradition was my grandmother. She was rumored to be illiterate, but she wasn’t. She could read and write Arabic, something she’d learned in the mosque as a child. I still remember the mouthwatering nut-filled baklava she baked at the start of the Eid Al-Fitr.

Milan’s parents were officially Serbian Orthodox, but they didn’t believe in God, either. However, they kept their lack of belief to themselves because they were living on a damp, low-lying farm belonging to Milan’s strictly observant Serbian Orthodox grandmother. Milan’s parents were simple agricultural laborers who worked for the zadruga, the agrarian collective in our village, run primarily by the Serbs. When Milan’s father wasn’t working, he could be found lying on the couch in the living room, watching TV, or sitting in the bar, drinking his fill. He was a shiftless character who thought he was a big deal but didn’t amount to much. I pitied Milan’s mother because her husband beat her and her mother-in-law terrorized her. In that house, the grandmother ruled the roost; all the rooms were covered in Serbian Orthodox icons. Walking into Milan’s living room felt like entering a church. That’s how it smelled, too: of mold and incense.

And then there was Emil. His communist father worshipped solely at the altar of Marx. Even so, Emil was baptized by our village pastor at his Catholic grandmother’s insistence; his dad acquiesced because he didn’t want to stir up a fuss. Emil’s ambitious mother was Catholic in name only, though she did enjoy some Catholic traditions, like Easter egg hunts and decorating the tree at Christmas. But she didn’t believe in a god, either, and along with her husband, she was a dyed-in-the-wool Marxist and an active member of the party. She was a board member at the college-prep secondary school in a city a few miles away, where she taught English.

Be that as it may, although the three of us didn’t believe in our respective gods, we could still point out which ethnic group everyone in our village belonged to. Our grandmothers and grandfathers were experts in that. We could easily identify the houses of the Catholic Croatians, the Orthodox Serbs, or the Muslim Bosniaks. But during those years, our neighbors’ beliefs didn’t much matter. At least that’s what I thought.

When the three of us were called up for military service in 1986, we discovered that the subject of ethnic background was even less important to urbanites. Some didn’t even know which ethnic group they belonged to. Many were children of mixed marriages, although the concept of “mixed” didn’t exist at the time. That made it hard to decipher the ethnicity of the guys we were dealing with. Sometimes their names gave a clue to their ethnic origins. But not always. And looks weren’t any help, either. I remember walking through the streets of Sarajevo on a summer’s day in 1989 after a racist speech given by the Serb Slobodan Milošević; I was trying to spot the differences among all the faces I passed. I couldn’t see any, but Milošević could.

A few years later, Milan could see those differences, too, because he became involved in the ethnic cleansing of Emil’s Croatian family. On a sweltering day in 1995, Milan’s Bosnian Serb militia invaded Emil’s family villa. Then Milan’s unit drove Emil’s family, along with the other Croatians and Bosniaks, into our village’s small Catholic church, where women, children, and the elderly were locked behind thick stone walls. The gang leader then threw firebombs into the church, and when the screams of those trapped inside were heard through a broken window, he responded with Serbian battle cries. Members of the militia had tied Emil in an open jeep and forced him to watch his family being burned alive. His mother was the only one to survive the war. She had been visiting a friend when the paramilitaries drove into the village.

She spent the rest of her life hunting for her missing son.






DAY 3 SUNDAY, JULY 28

ATONING FOR GUILT

LE PUY-EN-VELAY TO SAINT-PRIVAT-D’ALLIER, 15 MILES



WHATEVER WE SUFFER THROUGH OUR OWN GUILT, WE MUST BEAR WITH EQUANIMITY.

—OVID, ROMAN POET (43 BC–AD 17)







DAY 3 SUNDAY, JULY 28, MORNING


LE PUY-EN-VELAY: A MESSAGE FOR SAINT JAMES

SUNNY, WITH LITTLE WIND. 75° F




7:59 a.m.

Mijn dušo, I just left a note in Saint James’s wish box in the cathedral at Le Puy. My dearest wish is to grow very old with you, Lotte. I cried while standing there, but everything was good again when I thought of your smiling face. [image: Emoji: Black heart.][image: Emoji: Black heart.][image: Emoji: Black heart.][image: Emoji: Black heart.][image: Emoji: Black heart.][image: Emoji: Black heart.][image: Emoji: Black heart.][image: Emoji: Black heart.][image: Emoji: Black heart.][image: Emoji: Black heart.]

PS Walking 15 miles today to Saint-Privat-d’Allier



It’s official! I’m now a registered pilgrim! During a brief mass, the bishop blessed us, and now I have my first stamp in my pilgrim’s passport. It’s called a Credencial del Peregrino here. My little booklet even has its own number. Me, a pilgrim? I need to get used to the idea. My thoughts turn to the wooden statue of Saint James. His solemn figure is surrounded by dozens of burning candles. There’s a brown letter box at his feet, with a basket of pens and slips of paper on top. Pilgrims are invited to leave their personal supplications. My prayers are then entrusted to another pilgrim who will pray for me during my Chemin, my Way, my Camino…

What should I write? I know what Emil wrote. But his prayers went unanswered, because ten days later, he was dead. Why had he suddenly decided not to grow old with me?

I turn to make sure my backpack is still on the pew. Yes. Last night, when I returned to my room after mass in the cathedral, I noticed that my backpack had fallen; it was lying on the grubby carpet, even though it had remained standing on the baggage rack—proud and unflinching—while I showered and dressed. I felt a nagging urge to phone the front desk and ask if someone had been in my room, but I didn’t place the call. Nothing had been stolen from my room or my backpack, so maybe it was just gravity.

The church is almost empty this morning because the other pilgrims have already left. They’re hoping to cover some distance before the temperature rises. Nicolas was also up at the crack of dawn. I woke to sounds in his room around half past five; he closed the door behind him before heading down the stairs. Then I nodded off again.

The cathedral is filled with the familiar scent of incense, and Saint James is encircled by a serene tranquility. What should my personal prayer be?

Shafts of radiant morning light pour through the tall stained-glass windows, illuminating the gaunt Christ above the altar. What had he prayed for when the Romans nailed him to that cross? Had he prayed for others or for himself? I’m leaning toward praying for the boys and Caroline, asking that my children live long and happy lives. I roll the pen between my fingers. Why would I pray for their health, wealth, and happiness? Is it because I want my children to be happy, or will that make me happy? Because, let’s face it, unhappy kids lead to sad mothers. When Omer Zečinić told me in his stuffy office in Sarajevo that Emil wasn’t Emil, my first anxiety was for my boys. What would this discovery mean to them?

“You always put the children first,” Emil used to say when I was trying to mold significant life decisions to serve the best interests of the boys and Caroline. In fact, I married Emil for the sake of the children; if I hadn’t unexpectedly become pregnant, we would have carried on as friends. However, I remained married to Emil because he was a wonderful father who encouraged me to cultivate my creative talents.

We had an uncomplicated relationship, and I could be myself with him. He adored me, his little tomboy, and my temperamental outbursts were met with a tolerant smile. I felt relaxed around Emil. That’s why his suicide hit me so hard. His deed didn’t mesh with the way we’d divided the roles within our marriage. Emil wasn’t one for emotional flare-ups; I was the hothead, slamming doors. Emil was the one who waited patiently for the storm to pass; then he would take me in his arms, kiss me, and whisper that I was his dušo. My grief over Emil’s death has gone on this long primarily because I still don’t understand his deed. My confusion keeps me tied to him, and I feel guilty about failing to recognize the signs. In fact, my egocentricity clouded my powers of perception. My journey through Bosnia increased the jumble in my head; now his inexplicable identity fraud has been added to his unanticipated suicide. I’m exhausted from so much fretting.

But as of today, I’m walking his Camino…

I hold my hand above the glowing candles in front of the statue of Saint James. My palm tingles from the heat of those miniature fires.

I read somewhere that you can’t do the Camino for others. You can do the Camino only for yourself.

“The thought of others might prompt you to start following the Camino,” I’d read, “but ultimately, the Camino forces you to look inward, to the errant creature within you.”

I tap the pen against the wooden letter box.

I need to get a move on. What is my personal prayer? I stare at the slip of blank paper and breathe in and out a few times. Okay, what I really want is to break free of the rainbow of emotions that have colored my feelings since he took his own life.

I want my balance back! I write on the notepaper; then I fold it and slide it through the slot.





DAY 3 SUNDAY, JULY 28, AFTERNOON


MONTBONNET: THE CHURCH IN THE MEADOW

SUNNY, WITH LITTLE WIND. 86° F



I take a selfie at the sign reading Montbonnet and text it to Paul and the boys.

“Even here, Bonnet rules,” I type, adding a winking emoji. I don’t tell them that this Bonnet from Vijlen is completely worn out. I tuck the phone back into my fanny pack and continue. In another hundred yards, I approach the charming Chapelle Saint-Roch. The low-slung stone church with the red roof tiles sits alone in a valley, surrounded by arid fields dotted here and there with fruit trees. A few people are gathered at the church’s entrance. I keep looking at my watch. It’s almost two thirty. I’m running two hours behind Emil’s schedule, and I’m already beat. My step counter says my pace is just over one and a half miles an hour, literally a snail’s pace. The first leg wasn’t so bad. The open and gently rolling landscape reminded me of the pleasant hills of South Limburg, but after the hamlet of Tallode, the trail became serious, and I started to climb. I’d finished my packed lunch by noon. Soon I’ll devour a bar of semi-melted chocolate, and when I reach the next village, I’ll refill my two water bottles. The heat makes me drink more than usual.

I just passed the words What we suffer through our own guilt, we must bear with equanimity scrawled along a dark green fence. Those words, chalked in white letters, run through my mind. I shouldn’t complain because this back pain is my own doing. Wise sayings are graffitied along the Camino, and I pause to mull over each one. It’s clear something is happening inside my head. Yes, yes, this path is starting to do its work on me.

I hear the tick of trekking poles approaching from behind. Another pilgrim will soon overtake me. This path is teeming with hikers. About half of them are day tourists; they wear sneakers and carry tiny day packs. The other half are pilgrims. They use trekking poles and can be recognized by their military stride, tough stance, and steady pace. I haven’t found anything resembling a steady pace yet. I stop too often. Every time I pass a wall that’s not too high, I sit and rest my backpack on the stones, giving my shoulders a moment’s respite.

When I left the cathedral this morning, I’d resolved to use this walk to focus on myself. And I’m doing that, but not in a good way. I’m mainly thinking about my aches and pains: my toes, knees, shoulders, swollen fingers, and even one of my teeth, because just now I felt a toothache coming on. That pain’s gone now, but it’s been replaced by a worrisome pressure on my hip. And this is just the first day! Whatever possessed me to do this? I must stop trying to do the Camino; this isn’t my thing. Damn it, Paul was right, after all. He predicted I wouldn’t last forty-eight hours.

“You’re not in shape, Lotte,” he said as we approached the station in Liège. “Your spirit may be willing, but your body will send you home within forty-eight hours. Listen to that. Don’t overexert yourself, because such injuries take a long time to heal.”

True enough. My entire body is in revolt, not just my muscles and joints. Even my teeth and skin are rebelling. My back itches constantly despite the Osprey’s ventilating frame. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

The priest at Chapelle Saint-Roch is standing near the driveway, beckoning me. The clergyman’s wispy hair is as white as his sharply pressed long-sleeved shirt. Don’t priests have a summer outfit? I troop down the stairs and arrive at a table beside the church’s unassuming entrance. Two older women ask if I would like some water. That’s a yes. I once again slip my backpack off my shoulders, scratch my back, and eagerly accept the cup, from which I drink immediately. One of the women asks where I’m from.

“Pays-Bas,” I answer. She enters a check next to NL on her list; then, in passable English, the woman asks my reason for doing the Camino. Her pencil hovers beside the options to the right.

“My husband died by suicide on the Camino last year, and now, exactly one year later, I’m retracing his steps to find out why he did it.”

The woman’s pencil freezes. There’s no box where she can tick my answer.

To my right, I hear the words: “You are the wife of the man who killed himself near Conques last year?”

“Yes I am.” My head swivels toward the voice, and I feel myself dissolve into the priest’s aquamarine eyes. “Do you remember my husband?” I grab my phone and scroll to a picture of Emil in his pilgrim attire.

The priest bends to get a closer look. “Yes, that’s him! I recognize that scar on his face. We spoke briefly. And I saw him sitting on that wall a little later, crying.” He points to the stairs near the road.

“My husband was crying?” I raise my hand to my mouth.

The priest hesitates.

“I want to know everything.” I smile pleadingly. “To help me understand.”

“Yes, he was crying, and his shoulders were shaking. Like someone who’s collapsed. But when I approached him to offer help, he stood and hurried away. That’s why I remember who he was. You don’t experience something like that every day.”

Emil had burst into tears. That upset me, and I looked at my surroundings, trying to get a sense of this idyllic spot. Why here?

Some new pilgrims arrive, so the priest steps aside to make room for them. I follow him to a spot under the shade of an old walnut tree.

“Do you remember what the two of you spoke about?”

“No, not really. But there’s another reason I remember him.” He indicates the table holding the registration forms. “When the women asked him where he was from, he said, ‘Yugoslavia.’ Whereupon Madame Madeleau said that the country no longer existed. Your husband seemed irritated, and he asked if Bosnia and Herzegovina was on her list.”

“He listed Bosnia as his country?”

“Yes, I also found that confusing because a few days later I found out he was Dutch.”

The priest stepped deeper into the shadows.

“How did you discover that? Who told you?”

“Well, I saw a report on TV about a pilgrim who had died by suicide. France 3 Auvergne showed some footage, filmed the day before he died, at the opening of an exhibition in an art gallery in Conques. I spotted your husband standing at the gift shop cash register, paying for something, when the TV crew walked in with their cameras rolling. In the video, you see him scurrying off before completing his purchase. I recognized him immediately because of the scar on his cheek. It was the first suicide we’d had on Via Podiensis; it was big news in the newspaper, too—about his being a Dutchman, I mean. With a picture. That was odd, because he’d been so adamant about coming from Yugoslavia.”

“You say he visited an art gallery? I didn’t know that.” He didn’t buy anything, because there wasn’t any art among the items the French police sent me. I remember when that large box arrived as if it were yesterday. Each item was packed separately in a blue ziplock bag. One by one, I took his meager possessions out of the box. I remember holding his alarm whistle to my mouth and tearfully imagining Emil’s lips giving me one last kiss.

“You say there’s TV footage? My husband was on TV? Is it still possible to watch that broadcast?”

The priest shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe you can find the footage on the internet. If not, you can probably order it. Wait a minute, I’ll look it up for you.”

The priest takes his smartphone out of his pocket, types something in, scrolls down, and shakes his head. “No, the broadcasts go back only three months. The footage from last year is no longer online, but if you send a request to France 3 Auvergne, I’m sure they’ll send it to you for a small fee. You can find the name of the art gallery on the internet. The picture of him at the exhibition was in the paper the following day.”

“I’ll be sure to look it up, because I would like to see my husband again. I would love to know what he looked like the day before he died.”

Silence. “By the way, your husband wrote something in our guest book.”

“In your guest book?” My focus shifts to the church’s entrance, as if some remnant of Emil is standing there still.

“Yes, a few lines. In Cyrillic. I can’t read it.”

“In Cyrillic? And do you still have that text?” I ask.

“Of course.”

“You didn’t tell the police?”

“No. Why would I? He took his own life. Besides, I wasn’t surprised to hear it because I immediately recalled the moment he sat crying on that wall. I later wondered if we should have done more.” He points to the women at the entrance to the church. “We talked about him. But we had no idea he was so weary of life.”

“No one saw his suicide coming, mon père.” I rub a comforting hand along his arm. “Me least of all. May I read what my husband wrote?”

He nods and leads me to the chapel. He stops at a table holding a thick, old-fashioned notebook with a red leather cover and flips to a page near the beginning.

“Here,” he says. “July 28 last year.”

He slides the book toward me. My eyes move along the indecipherable lines; I don’t immediately recognize Emil’s handwriting, but my gaze is drawn to his very recognizable initials and the words From Yugoslavia with which he signed his entry.

I step back and bump into a pew. My heart is racing. From Yugoslavia. Indeed. Yugoslavia. But why? That country fell apart in 1990, some thirty years ago! Didn’t he live in the Netherlands, wasn’t his nationality Dutch? And I had no idea he could write in Cyrillic script. I use my phone to take a picture of the words and impulsively send it to Selma, asking her to translate the text. Then I email the same image to Omer, explaining that my husband wrote it in a church while walking the Camino in France; I ask him what this could mean.

“Are you all right?”

I turn. The priest seems concerned.

“I don’t know” is my truthful answer.





DAY 3 SUNDAY, JULY 28, EVENING


DALLAS NEAR SAINT-PRIVAT-D’ALLIER: THE SCARS

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 82° F



I click send, close my email, and go into the bathroom. Fingers crossed that France 3 Auvergne can quickly email me the footage of that gallery opening. But according to their website, processing an order can take up to two weeks after receiving payment. That’s much too long! I’ve already managed to find and read an article that appeared in the newspaper on August 7. It showed a picture of Emil at the Conques art gallery taken by the film crew who had arrived unannounced to shoot footage of the exhibition. The article revealed little new information.

I get undressed and step into the shower. As the water flows over my hair, I trace Cyrillic letters on the white tiles. This afternoon, Selma sent me a translation of the sentences Emil had written:


Long ago, in another life, I was near a similar church and heard women and children screaming. They were inside, being burned alive. I hear them shrieking again. The smell of their charred bodies made me retch.



I became highly distraught when I read that. A little later, Selma texted again to say that using Cyrillic script might imply that the writer was Serbian. These days, Croatians and Bosniaks prefer using the Latin script and no longer use Cyrillic, she explained, before asking if Emil had written the text. Her question freaked me out, so I decided to tell the truth, which was nevertheless a lie.


No, this text was written after Emil’s death.



Selma then asked if I was enjoying the Camino and if I’d managed to stick to my schedule. I’d sent her my itinerary before I left. I answered yes. She responded with a wide-eyed emoji and a thumbs-up. She’s impressed by the number of miles I’m walking. I’m impressed, too.

Omer also replied. He said that in the past, Croatians and Bosniaks also learned Cyrillic at school. Therefore you can’t be sure that the writer was Serbian. He was keeping all options open in his investigation.

I spent the rest of my trek from the Chapelle Saint-Roch to Saint-Privat-d’Allier trying to make sense of Emil’s text. Did Emil’s use of Cyrillic script last year mean he was a Bosnian Serb?

The priest used the word atonement when I read him Selma’s translation, and I kept repeating it. Pénitence. I hadn’t yet thought of Emil’s Camino as an act of atonement, a way to look back on his life, his sins, and the possible atrocities he’d committed during his time on earth. But maybe that’s what it was about, and his entry in the guest book certainly did not mention any joy he’d experienced during his lifetime. He was thinking about suffering while dying. His memories were of the madness of war. Pénitence. I read somewhere that in the Middle Ages, church elders sometimes sentenced offenders to walk the Camino as penance. Is that how Emil experienced it?

The sight of that lovely church brought him back to the screams of people being burned alive. He’d been there. But in what capacity? Had he set the fire? Or had he hidden nearby and watched from a safe distance? I’m overwhelmed by images of the war in Bosnia, and I feel an uncomfortable pressure in my gut. But I must let that go because I’m here now, on the Camino. And my past isn’t in Bosnia.

I adjust the showerhead, and the water streams over my face. This B and B is on a former farm. The property was renovated three years ago by an older French couple who had moved back to their homeland after living in Guadeloupe, in the Caribbean. Previously, the husband had been a teacher and the wife a nurse; however, they both felt they were too young to stop working when they reached the French retirement age of fifty-five. So they embarked on a career in tourism. As Emil had noted, the B and Bs, or refugios, along the Camino were primarily run by energetic older people, and that fits this couple to a tee; this B and B is tastefully furnished in vivid Caribbean colors. The bathroom is enormous, and every bit as comfortable as the one I have at home. When Stefan and Joran moved to Amsterdam, Emil decided to convert one of the bedrooms into a large bathroom with a sauna. After that, we regularly stood tummy to tummy in our luxurious walk-in shower. Emil always gave me the best spot, directly under the rain shower. He was content with the normal showerhead. Happy times. We’d chat nonstop. He loved it when I used the tip of my towel to dry the ridges on his back.

“Yes, I recall your husband,” the owner said in perfect English when I asked her during check-in if she knew anything about Emil. “He was the first Dutch pilgrim we’d had here since we started our B and B. But I was especially struck by those scars.” She pointed to her back.

“You saw his back?” I could hardly hide my astonishment.

“Yes, quite by accident; I passed him in the garden when he was hanging up his freshly laundered clothes,” she explained, leading me up the stairs. “The image stayed with me for a long time. More than that scar on his face. Awful, those whipping scars. How did he get them?”

“You think he was whipped? That’s not it,” I said as we walked down the hallway. “They were burn scars.”

The woman stopped in her tracks and looked at me questioningly. I stopped, too, and felt the straps of my backpack digging into my shoulders.

“How old was your husband when he acquired those burn scars?” she asked, her brow furrowed.

“I don’t know,” I answered after hesitating. “My husband never wanted to talk about his back. So I just assumed they were scars from a fire. During the war. He was originally from Bosnia and Herzegovina; he fled in 1995.”

The innkeeper shook her head. “Non, madame,” she said with a resolute edge. “I treated burns when I worked as a nurse, and burn scars have a very different structure; they do not leave such ridges. Your husband’s scars were almost certainly the result of being whipped. When I started working at the hospital, I cared for a patient who had been whipped by her husband. Her skin was completely torn open, and an infection had set in. I took care of her back for a long time, even after her wounds had healed. The skin on her back had the same ribbed structure as your husband’s.”

“Whipping scars,” I repeated, shocked, and the enslaved Kunta Kinte’s cruel flogging on the series Roots flashed through my mind. I’d watched that series in my teens, and those horrific images had become etched in my memory.

“Did my husband say anything else?”

“No. He spoke very little,” she said, opening the door of my room. “Most of our other guests were French; your husband didn’t socialize with them. Because of the language, I think.”

So they were whipping scars, I think again as I turn off the shower. The sick feeling returns to my stomach. He must have suffered such unimaginable pain—and it probably happened during the war. It’s likely he was a prisoner, too. Another layer of trauma. That explains why he always wore a T-shirt when we went swimming: so no one could see his back. I was the only one who knew about those scars. I was the only one allowed to caress their ridges. Emil never talked about the cause of his disfigured back. He’d mention it in vague terms, saying, “I want to forget that period of my life. Leave it alone.” I left it and assumed from his cryptic answers that the scars were from a fire.

Why did I do that? Why didn’t I keep asking? When it came to my cocoa beans, I was interested in every detail, but it was a different story when it came to my husband. Did I take a genuine interest in Emil? Or was he just there? He put bread on the table, took the boys to soccer, and balanced our checkbook. In fact, he organized our entire existence. And that suited me fine; I was living my life in my chocolate atelier. For all those years, I hadn’t truly been a member of our family; I had lived for the most part in my chocolate workshop, paying occasional visits to the big farmhouse, where I focused my attention on the children.

Emil had been the true heart of our family; he held everything together. When something was wrong with the boys or Caroline, he didn’t turn his back. He asked the questions during the parent-teacher conferences at school. He set up our family’s group chat and posted most of the messages; he found an apartment for our sons in Amsterdam, renovated the place, and oversaw everything at home except the cooking and grocery shopping. That was my area, primarily because I enjoyed it. And all those years, I assumed we were a tight-knit unit. But I was wrong, because I’d been living with a stranger who’d hidden his childhood from me. In fact, his silence was a vote of no confidence. Did he doubt my love for him? Was he worried I’d send him packing if I found out he was guilty of committing crimes during the war? Was that it? Or did he doubt my ability to keep quiet? Was he afraid I would let the cat out of the bag? Perhaps he thought I wouldn’t be strong enough to hear about his misery? What does a marriage stand for if you can’t share everything you’re dealing with?

“He must have been so lonely,” I tell my image in the mirror, wiping the condensation with a towel. I nod to myself and notice the tears have started again. I can’t think about that now. I sit on the edge of the bed, dry my feet, and pull my black silk crinkle dress over my head. I glance at my phone and move toward the dressing table to grab the hair dryer. There’s a new message: a selfie of Paul and a smiling Caroline, with airplanes in the background. They’re at the airport, preparing to fly to Orlando, Florida. When I called Caroline during my lunch break this afternoon, she said she was looking forward to the vacation. She didn’t seem to miss me yet. That’s good. Paul’s text asks how things are going. I type in some blah-blah about a painful blister and the swarms of flies that will keep us from eating outdoors tonight. Apparently, this B and B is also a stud farm. The whole place smells of horses. I include a few pictures I took today.

Then the phone rings. Paul.

“Lotte!” I’m ecstatic when I hear Caroline’s voice.

“Hello, sweet pea. Tell me, are you looking forward to Disney World?”

“Yes!” she shouts gleefully, then says the first thing she’ll do is jump in the pool. Caroline is a smart girl, just like her mother, Marjo, but luckily, she has a touch of lightheartedness that Marjo was sadly lacking. In the background, I hear the boarding announcement.

“Hey, Lotte.” Paul’s voice. “We’re boarding.”

“So I hear. Have a good trip, Paul.”

“Yeah, it’s going to be fun. Everything good with you?”

I hesitate. Should I tell him about what Emil wrote in that guest book? No. No. This isn’t the right time.

“Yes, great! Except for one big fat blister on my toe.”

There’s silence on the other end of the line. Then: “Huh. And have you thought about my proposal?”

Another hesitation. After I visited that chapel, Paul was the last thing on my mind.

“Of course.” To ease my conscience, I tell myself I’m not lying. I did think about him this morning for a couple of minutes.

“And?”

“Stop it, Paul, you’re pushing me. This is only the first day of my Camino.”

I hear a gong downstairs. Time for dinner.

“That’s the bell for the dining room. Text me when you’ve landed, okay?”

“I promise!”

I make some kissing sounds and hang up. As I slide my feet into my flip-flops, I relent a little and decide to send him a friendlier message. I take a selfie with my lips pursed.

“Big kiss for both of you!” I write. I add some hearts and click send.

Then I get to work with the hair dryer; I reconsider his proposal while the hot air blows around my head. Why don’t I just say yes to Paul? What’s stopping me? After all, I married Emil, even though I wasn’t in love with him at the time. I bend over and rake my fingers through my wet curls, allowing the hot air to reach them. Marjo would support this marriage, I’m almost certain. In fact, back then, Marjo also pushed me to marry Emil.

“He’s right for you, Lotte,” she had said. “With him, you won’t be just the queen, but the empress. He respects your need for freedom. You’ll be free to come and go as you please.” She was right about that. While I was walking this afternoon, I talked to Emil, my chin raised toward the swaying treetops. It almost felt as if he were sitting on a branch up there, looking down on me. I was talking a mile a minute, and it felt like he was very close, the way it was before he died, when he would drop into my workshop out of the blue and pull up a chair to sit near me, and we’d have those intimate little chats; I’d keep working, and we’d philosophize about new flavors and unusual combinations of chocolate.

This afternoon, I cried and told Emil how sorry I was that I never told him how much joy his visits gave me and how much I miss him. Then I felt a sudden gust of wind brush my cheek as if he were caressing me. I broke down and began crying uncontrollably. I managed to pull myself together only when a young couple overtook me on the Camino and asked if everything was okay. I nodded and marched bravely onward, but I was in a rage about his lies a short time later. Ever since Bosnia, my emotions have been on a roller coaster.

I unplug the hair dryer and put it back on the dressing table. I head for the door and pass my bedroom window. Downstairs in the garden, I see a tall man with damp dark hair. He’s hanging a wet shirt over the clothesline. His upper body is bare. I can see only his back, not his face. The vision arrests me, and I pause to study his movements. He has a gorgeous build, and the evening sun shows off the gentle curves of his shoulder muscles. You wouldn’t feel any irregularities if you stroked his skin, just smooth, soft flesh.

I comb my memory, trying to picture the backs of the men who preceded Emil, but the images are fuzzy. Excesses often blur something that’s normal, making it seem vague. I close my eyes and the red ridges reappear. I slide my finger along the grooves of his damaged skin and feel the moisture collecting in the crevices. My breathing speeds up, and I feel a sickening void in the pit of my stomach. No, I will never dry Emil’s scars again with the tip of my towel, and he will never again embrace me and rock me lovingly. I clutch the windowsill and start weeping. The man near the clothesline turns and looks up. I recognize Nicolas. Our eyes meet and we connect. He sends me a reassuring smile, like the ones on my friends’ faces when they passed Emil’s coffin in the crematorium shortly before he disappeared into the fire.



The Letter


III IN TITO’S SCHOOL

A large photograph of our almighty leader, President Josip Broz Tito, hung in the classroom. He’d started building the Yugoslavian workers’ paradise in 1945. Like his comrade Joseph Stalin in the Soviet Union, our Tito ruled with an iron hand. Yet the people liked our marshal because he had a keen eye for the people’s needs. We were allowed to travel freely and received free medical care, job security, and first-class pensions. In addition, there was room for regional culture, including local music and folk dancing. But more than anything else, Tito provided tangible economic prosperity. Between 1945 and 1967 (the year I was born), there was a hundred percent increase in the number of refrigerators, cars, washing machines, and television sets. That also held true in our house. In 1971, my father was the first person in our village to own a car. Of course that privilege was related to his profession. As a general practitioner, he needed to cover great distances, and he got there faster with his gray Zastava.

A few years later, Emil’s mother became the first woman to own a fully automatic washing machine. I still remember the grumbling around the dinner table. My brother, my sister, and I sat opposite our parents and listened apathetically to our mother’s ranting. She was furious at that Jukić bitch, because the foaming suds from her washing machine emptied directly onto our lower-lying vegetable garden, so all our vegetables tasted like laundry detergent. We had no sewers on our street back then, and Emil’s family pumped their kitchen wastewater onto our plot; from there, it trickled down to the river. That had worked for a time, before the arrival of that washing machine…

Tito was also clever in granting a degree of self-governance to the constituent republics of Slovenia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Croatia, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Using an ingenious strategy of “divide and conquer” helped keep the leaders of those regions in line with national policy. The message was clear: All the different peoples were meant to live together peacefully. Any hint of nationalistic sentiment was mercilessly quashed. Watching our TV, you would have gotten the impression that Yugoslavia was one giant communist Woodstock, full of joyful gatherings of ethnic communities. In the meantime, however, the bishops, imams, and Orthodox patriarchs saw their congregations dwindling. Tito had pushed religious belief to society’s margins, and the spiritual leaders didn’t like that one bit.

Education was one key to Yugoslavia’s success story. Shortly after the Second World War, Tito introduced a central free educational system with textbooks that praised our beautiful nation, naturally highlighting our marshal’s heroic deeds. As you’d expect, those textbooks couldn’t resist rewriting history.

In short, Tito was the undisputed alpha male in our Yugoslavian jungle. And when he died in 1980, the alpha males from the six constitutional republics started fighting among themselves for their rightful place at the top. Those leaders conducted that battle for power along the boundaries of ethnic differences. Urged on by the power-hungry leaders of the republics, the Croatians, the Serbs, and the Bosniaks openly pointed fingers, assigning blame for earlier bloodshed. Religious leaders from the three ethnic groups grabbed their chance to recapture souls and openly supported the populists. They ignored the populists’ saber rattling. They wanted their power back.

At first, wealthy, well-educated city dwellers were indifferent to the ethnicities of their friends and neighbors; in fact, they rarely knew their neighbors’ backgrounds. Things were different in rural areas, which were less prosperous. In the countryside, families had known one another for generations, and no one had forgotten the past; old grievances lay smoldering just below the surface. That was also the case at our school, where we had a teacher with a Croatian background who hated the Serbians.

Emil was Croatian and the star of our class, both because his father was the head of the region’s communist party and because Emil was brilliant. He got the highest marks in all his subjects. Milan and I were also at the top of the class; however, Milan was Serbian, and that made him the target of abuse from our Croatian teacher, whose father had been a member of the fascist Ustaše–Croatian Revolutionary Movement. After the war, the teacher’s father was sentenced to prison, and he never found a decent job again. But that Ustaše background had been the source of unpleasant incidents between the teacher and Milan’s father.

The teacher then decided to take revenge on the son, and he looked for any excuse to hurt Milan. Corporal punishment had been banned, but our teacher found more subtle methods that were even worse. He humiliated Milan in the eyes of the other children. He would ask Milan a question he couldn’t possibly answer, then laugh and call him stupid. The kids on the playground would repeat the taunt because if the teacher said it, it must be true. But of course none of us would have known the answer to such questions.

I can still clearly see Milan standing in a corner at the front of the class, facing the wall, with his hands folded behind his back. That happened all the time. Using the slightest excuse, the teacher would accuse Milan of misbehaving and force him to stand awkwardly in the corner for hours. Milan also had to do meaningless chores during gym classes. However, the subtle physical violence aimed at Milan stands out most prominently in my memory, especially during gymnastics classes. For example, we had to jump over a pommel horse, and the teacher would catch us on the other side to soften our landing. When it was Milan’s turn, the teacher stepped aside, so Milan smacked face-first onto the floor. He picked himself up and hobbled back to his place at the back of the line. When Milan’s turn came around again, the teacher repeated his maneuver. Anyone could see the pain on Milan’s face, but he said nothing. He pressed his lips together, and tears rolled down his cheeks, but he didn’t give in. When Milan refused to jump the fourth time, the teacher called him a coward in front of the class. And what did we do? We looked at our shoes and said nothing We all understood what was going on, but we didn’t say anything. I am ashamed of that to this day.






DAY 4 MONDAY, JULY 29

A WELL-PLANNED ACCIDENT

DALLAS-SAINT-PRIVAT-D’ALLIER TO SAUGUES, 15 MILES



EVERYONE FORGES THEIR OWN HAPPINESS, BUT CHANCE IS THE BLACKSMITH WHO LENDS A HAND.

—FLIEGENDE BLÄTTER, GERMAN WEEKLY HUMOR MAGAZINE (1844–1944)







DAY 4 MONDAY, JULY 29, MORNING


THROUGH THE FOREST TO MONISTROL-D’ALLIER: EYES PEERING OUT OF THE BUSHES

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 79° F



The distance between me and the three French sisters grows greater. They have become small dots disappearing into the green. As I studied the map this morning in my Camino guidebook, the whimsically named Miam Miam Dodo, I realized I’d be walking through the woods most of the day. I decided to stay close to the three sisters because Nicolas had already left when I went to breakfast. Otherwise, I would have asked him to accompany me through the woods. We didn’t have much chance to talk last night—he was sitting at the opposite end of the long table—but the few words we exchanged cemented our rapport. My intuition tells me he is the type of person who would be willing to help a damsel in distress, and I happen to be such a damsel. Paul’s stories about women being assaulted didn’t fall on deaf ears. I usually feel relaxed when walking through the woods alone back home, but here, I imagine an attacker behind every bush. It’s so bizarre; until yesterday, that type of fear was foreign to me. In my twenties, I traveled the world independently and never felt afraid. Why should I be afraid now? I’ll have to think about that. I sigh and slow down, and the sisters disappear into the distance.

The trio of Northern French sisters are chatty brunettes in their late thirties. They’re petite, wiry, and fanatical hikers. They plan a long-distance hike every summer on one of the French GR trails. This year, it’s the Via Podiensis. Last night during dinner, we clicked instantly. The three sisters aren’t afraid of attackers, and that makes sense because they have one another and are armed with six trekking poles. I have only myself and a knife.

To dampen my fears with facts, I asked my fellow pilgrims this morning at breakfast if they knew of any incidents involving unaccompanied women.

“What kinds of incidents are you referring to?” they asked.

“Well, have any women been raped or murdered?”

Everyone at the table had burst out laughing. Apparently, the other guests thought I was joking. The innkeeper reassured me that no “incidents with women” had taken place. I murmured an embarrassed merci for the clarification, but my dread hadn’t lifted. I had hoped to lessen my anxiety by latching onto the trio of sisters, but after trying to keep pace with them for an hour, I realize those French mountain goats are too fast for my Dutch legs; I can’t keep up. So, gasping for breath, I decide to take a break. With a sigh, I slip my pack off my shoulders, sit on a low stone wall, take a drink of water, and break off a thin branch to scratch my sweaty back. I sigh with pleasure because that itch had been driving me crazy.

I pause momentarily to observe the rolling landscape, dotted with distant gray farmhouses. In one of Emil’s text messages, he had reported that the houses here reminded him of home. Last year, I didn’t pay any attention to that remark. When his photo arrived, my eye was drawn primarily to the pots of red geraniums in the foreground, not to the farmsteads in the distance. Only now do I realize that when he mentioned home, he wasn’t talking about South Limburg, but his village in Bosnia. There they use a lot of dark gray stone, which is less common in South Limburg. It’s really seen only in Vaals, on the border with the French-speaking region of Belgium. Yet another example of how different my reality was from his. I toss my back scratcher onto the ground and shift position on the jagged rocks. I run my finger along the rough stone beside me and yawn. I’d been awake most of the night, mulling over what Emil had written in that guest book and the words he used to close his message: from Yugoslavia. He felt as though he came from a country that no longer exists. He was living in a lost world.

Once I am on my feet again, I enter an enchanted forest. I also recognize this part of the route from Emil’s pictures. The trail grows narrower, bordered on either side by shoulder-high walls of stacked gray stone. The scent of honeysuckle is overwhelming, and the dense canopy of foliage is pierced by thin shafts of sunlight. The sound of birds and a babbling brook echoes against the stone wall. I am struck by the intimacy and beauty of the path, and my thoughts seem to settle. My fear gradually ebbs, and my footsteps fall into a steady pace.

After a few miles, I arrive at the edge of a steep precipice. The trail winds its way downhill and at the bottom disappears into a thicket. I take a few steps, then stop to assess the situation. Jesus, the trail is very steep, and the smooth stones are dusted with a layer of sand. Descending would be like skiing in icy conditions on a slope with a black rating. Extreme caution is required. My eyes search the abyss, looking for an alternative route. Then I spot a peculiar flickering below me to the left, as if someone were taking flash photos. I pull my phone out of my fanny pack and use its camera to zoom in on the bushes where the flash had originated. I catch my breath, because there, between the thorny blackberry branches, my screen picks up a pair of binoculars. Two convex lenses gaze up at me, reflecting the sunlight whenever the rays reach the glass through the moving leaves. I can’t make out who the man or woman holding the binoculars is, but I did discern a pale-skinned hand. My heart starts to pound.

What the fuck is this?! I quickly snap a picture. Then I scan the scrub again, but the binoculars have vanished. The person is gone! Dazed, I tuck my phone back into my fanny pack and scan the low-lying areas. What was that figure doing down there in the bushes? Observing deer? Or birds? Or me?

Nonsense. Everyone had been so adamant this morning at breakfast. No incidents with women occur here. So keep going! And don’t forget, Bonnet, you bought that cool pocketknife in Le Puy-en-Velay. My hand slips into my pocket and reaches for the weapon. But it doesn’t help; I am still scared. I take a few steps back, then turn and go back in the direction I’d come from. I hide behind a large oak tree, with my blade poised for an attack. I lean against the tree, gasping for breath.

What now?

For now, nothing. I’m going to wait for the next pilgrims to arrive and walk with them into that ravine.

Coward! my brain shouts. Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a pair of binoculars!

Yes, I am! my intuition screams back.



The patio at Le Repos du Pèlerin in Monistrol gradually fills with guests. It’s lunchtime, but not for me. As I enjoy the last bite of my delicious chocolate pastry, I’m trying to ignore the constant hum; the noise irritates me and comes from a hydroelectric plant a few hundred yards away. I hiked the last few miles of my descent to the accompaniment of that relentless thrum, which was hard to ignore. After my walk through those silent forests the entire morning, the sound of machinery felt deafening. I could never live in this village.

It’s midi, almost noon. The French couple who took me under their wing after my confrontation with the binoculars have just placed their order. In typical French fashion, they’ve ordered a three-course meal. But I’ll have to postpone my midday meal because Emil ate his packed lunch at the edge of a forest at an altitude of 3,576 feet, just before the hamlet of Rognac. I plan to do that, too, even though I’m two hours behind schedule. I bend toward my map to study my route. Monistrol is at 1,965 feet, so I’m facing a climb of almost 1,640 feet! I scan the gray cliff to my left and focus on a patch of green pines in the distance.

The four French students at the next table are getting ready to leave. Great. I’ll tag along with them because the upcoming climb also goes through a dark forest, and I prefer not to face that alone. The young men remind me of Joran and Stefan. They have the same youthful energy and smell to high heaven of sweat; they probably haven’t washed their clothes for days. We were just chatting, and I asked them to tell me something about themselves. They are all enrolled in the technical university and are planning to hike the Camino until the beginning of September. By that time, they hope to be close to Santiago. They carry a tent and sleeping gear on their backs and are sleeping rough. They tell me with a wink that wild camping isn’t officially permitted, but this area is so sparsely populated that a stray tent here or there doesn’t attract much attention. I take them at their word, especially after my morning spent walking through such a desolate forest. The men are hoping to reach the Sauvage today, a barren region beyond the village of Saugues. They still have a way to go.

“Come on, Bonnet,” I command myself, stuffing my belongings into my backpack. But just as I close the zipper of my fanny pack, my phone rings. It’s a long-distance number beginning with a +387 country code. It’s someone from Bosnia and Herzegovina! I answer.

“Hello, Ms. Bonnet, this is Omer Zečinić. I’m calling from a hotel in Banja Luka. Can you talk?”

As usual, his Bosnian English is hard to understand, so I have to find someplace quiet.

“Of course,” I say, grabbing my backpack and darting into the restaurant’s hallway. I plant myself in front of the restroom door.

“I have the DNA test results from your youngest son’s hair follicle. I now have a name and have discovered some other things about your husband, Ms. Bonnet.” He sounds overwrought. “I’m on my way to the post office to send you the report. I can’t scan it. Are you now in the Netherlands?”

“No, I’m on the Camino, Mr. Zečinić. Can you please send a copy to France? And the original to my home address in the Netherlands? If you have a moment, I’ll look up the address for you.”

“Sure,” he says. I hear Omer shuffling papers.

I swipe to the gallery on my phone and click my itinerary. I will be in Nasbinals in four days. The report should have arrived by then because Caroline got the postcard I sent her from Sarajevo within three days. I checked my Miam Miam Dodo to be sure Nasbinals has a post office, and it does.

“I have your Dutch address right here,” Omer says, reading it aloud for verification.

“That’s correct,” I say.

“And what is the address in France?” he asks. “I’ll send it by registered mail.”

“I’ll text you the address in a minute. By the way, what’s in that report? And what was my husband’s real name?”

“It’s a long story. And a worrying one, Ms. Bonnet. Your husband was in a paramilitary militia, and he fled the country in 1995.”

In the background, I hear a phone ringing.

“Please hold, Ms. Bonnet. This is an important call, and I have to take it.”

On the other line, he switches to a different language. I don’t understand what he’s saying, but judging from the sound of his voice, it’s not a pleasant conversation. In the meantime, I text him the address of the post office in Nasbinals. La Poste. Place du Foirail 48260.

“Ms. Bonnet?”

“Yes,” I say. “I just sent you the address of the post office.”

“That’s fine, I have it.”

“But what was going on with my husband? What was his real name? What have you found out?”

“Can I call you back later?” He sounds agitated. “I must attend to an urgent matter. Do you have time tonight? I’ll explain everything, including what’s in the report.”

“Of course. Tonight’s fine. But can’t you give me a quick summary now?” I persist.

“No, I really must hang up now.” His voice sounds decisive. “Sorry. And please be careful. I’ll call you tonight. The information I am going to present needs further explanation. And that can’t be done in a hurry. Until tonight.”

Omer ends the call. Dazed, I stare at the narrow corridor’s black and white floor tiles. They seem to be dancing.

“Be careful,” he said. Be careful! What did he mean by that? Is that just an expression, the way everyone here says buen Camino? Or does he mean I genuinely have to watch my back, because he’s discovered I’m in danger? But how? Emil is no longer alive, and the war ended in 1995.

No, now’s not the time to drive myself crazy with this. It’s all because of Paul. He scared me witless with his stupid stories about rape, but fear isn’t my style. I really want to smack Paul. He consciously planted a seed of terror in me, which sprouted into full-blown panic this morning when I glimpsed those binoculars in the bushes. But when we passed the spot later, it turned out to be a shelter for birdwatchers. I wasted more than an hour hiding behind a tree because of a birdwatcher! No, Omer’s be careful is just a hollow phrase; perhaps he was mixing up the usual take care with be careful. I still feel like lashing out at Paul, but he’s in Disney World now, dreaming sweet dreams with Caroline.





DAY 4 MONDAY, JULY 29, AFTERNOON


BETWEEN MONISTROL AND SAUGUES: THE STONE BEGINS TO ROLL

SUNNY, WITH MILD WINDS. 80° F



As I leave the restaurant’s hallway, I see the four students climbing the path toward the Camino. There go my bodyguards. I sling my backpack over my shoulders and fasten my hip belt as I try to catch up. I’ll follow those guys up to the Chapelle de la Madeleine, a small place of worship built in a cave at an altitude of almost three thousand feet. Last year, Emil sent me pictures of the place and the beautiful view from there. He mentioned speaking with a volunteer about the chapel’s history. I hope that lady is there today, too. Maybe she’ll remember him.

I march up the mountain, using my trekking poles to pull myself along, but the distance between me and the young men grows greater. I should have asked them if I could walk with them. Then they would undoubtedly have adjusted their pace. They’re well-brought-up guys, just like my sons.

While climbing, I mull over Omer’s phone call. Allegedly, Emil was a member of a paramilitary militia. Those guys weren’t Boy Scouts. But whose side was he fighting on? I remember seeing YouTube videos about the war in Bosnia, with images of men in green military uniforms, their guns poised, combing villages, setting houses on fire, and shooting people. Did Emil do that, too? No, that’s hard to swallow. Emil was sweet. Omer must be mistaken. Or is he? After all, Emil also lied about his name. The real Emil Jukić had been dead in a mass grave for two decades, and his heartbroken mother had spent years searching for her missing son. Emil must have known that his namesake was dead, but nevertheless, he did nothing to curtail that poor mother’s suffering. Her torment is what bothers me the most. He must have known! My fury grows with every step I take.

“He deceived us all!” I shout as I wipe away my tears of frustration.

I continue my ascent, my breath jagged, and as I inhale the scent of dried grass, I swat the brush aside with my poles. It’s hard to fathom: How can I reconcile the image of my loving husband with that of a murdering soldier?

I kick a stone out of the way. It rolls over the edge of the path. I watch it go, and I’m staggered by the depths. Jesus! I better watch my step around here. I swallow and start puffing as if to blow away my anxiety. The path narrows, and soon I’m teetering across a ridge with a steep drop to my right. The Allier River is flowing down below. A steep cliff to the left is covered with ferns and brambles. This must be the corniche my guidebook warns about. Below, I see a train arriving at the station in Monistrol. The squeal of steel on steel merges with the thrum of the hydroelectric plant.

The path has become alarmingly narrow, and I slow down as if balancing on a scaffold. No, this isn’t fun. I’m approaching a narrow bend between the rocks. What’s behind? I don’t dare look to the right because the canyon is so vertiginously deep. Suddenly I hear a piercing whistle coming from the section of the path I just traversed. It’s earsplitting, like a siren. I instinctively freeze in my tracks and turn toward the sound. That’s an alarm whistle! Pilgrims use them to warn one another of danger. Did something happen back there? Is someone in trouble? I take a few halting steps back toward the town. Behind me, I hear rumbling. I turn and lift my head. A boulder comes crashing down and soon splashes into the water below. I crouch to shield my eyes and face from the dislodged grit, daring to reopen my eyes only after a few seconds. The path ahead is buried under rocks and branches. My legs are trembling as I stand and stare at the rubble. I try to figure out what just happened, and the reality slowly dawns on me. A rockslide! If I hadn’t heard that whistle and stopped, I would be dead. Shit.

I scramble as quickly as I can back down to Monistrol. I try to find the man or woman who sounded the alarm along the way, but I see no one. After half an hour, I’m back in the village; I tell the café owner that the Camino’s trail is now buried under rubble. They need to close the path. Yes, they’d heard the alarm and seen the cloud of dust above the river moments later. They were aware that something had happened but didn’t know where. Several people now spring into action, and the waitress lugs a red and white sign with the words Chemin Barré toward the Camino. The owner called the police, and they’ll investigate where the incident occurred. A few years ago, a section of the cliff had also come tumbling down, but that was in April, at the start of the spring thaw. Since then, authorities have regularly inspected the path and taken precautions up there. But apparently it’s not enough.

Is there a safe alternative route I can take? On the map of Monistrol, the café manager shows me a detour along the paved road. That route is longer, but it’s a safe way to reach the Chapelle de la Madeleine. Once I’m up there, I can continue my Camino along the plateau. Time to get back on my feet.



The sight of the Chapelle de la Madeleine above me takes my breath away. About thirteen steps lead to a chapel that seems to have been built in a cave. A Romanesque-looking church facade has been constructed into a recess on the mountainside, and the chapel blends into the overhanging rock face. The French students jokingly told me in the café that the chapel was built to pray for all the women who had been devoured by some beast or other that terrorized this region in the eighteenth century. The town of Saugues even has a museum devoted to the Beast of Gévaudan. The boys accompanied their tale with giggling and growling, so I smiled obligingly, too.

I explore the surroundings while rehydrating. The place exudes tranquility. Up here, the drone of the hydroelectric power plant is barely audible. I open the oak door and enter the chapel, a cozy cave containing a handful of church pews. The low ceiling and the gray rock walls embrace me. A whitewashed wooden altar stands to the left against the wall, with glimmering golden angels beside it. The assemblage has a Baroque flavor and almost appears to float free of the dark wall.

“Bonjour, madame,” a voice says behind me to the left, and I turn. An older woman with dark clothes and short gray hair sits in a corner. Her hands are resting on an open book. A table beside her displays brochures and framed photographs.

“Would you like something to drink?” She points to a bottle of water.

“Yes, please.” I approach and run my fingers over the table, hoping to find a guest book.

While the woman fills a white plastic cup with water, I ask her in a combination of French and English if she was also here in the chapel last year on July 29. She shakes her head. This is her first summer welcoming pilgrims to the Chapelle. I accept the water and then spot an open guest book beside a stack of brochures. I pick it up, flip back to July 29 last year, and wouldn’t you know, there’s another one of Emil’s entries written in Cyrillic. Here as well, he took time to write a lengthy account. I take a picture, head for the door, check if I’m in cellular range, and then text the image to Omer with a pin on the location. I also send the photo to Selma but do not specify the location. I have included a short message to her.


Hey, Selma, here’s another quote for you. If you help me with this translation, I’ll send you a box of my best bonbons when I get back from my Camino. Lotte Bonnet.



“Would you like me to stamp your credential?” the woman asks.

“Yes, please!” I pull my pilgrim’s passport out of my fanny pack and hand it to her. While I’m waiting for the stamp, my stomach grumbles. I’ve got to ditch Emil’s schedule and eat something right now. I’ve already burned off the calories from a delicious piece of chocolate cake. I thank the woman and leave the chapel; I shuck my backpack, take off my shoes and socks, and sit on a big boulder in the shade; then I wiggle my toes. The heat and the walking have turned my blister protection into a piece of useless white plastic, no good for anything. I take the packed lunch I prepared this morning at breakfast, unpeel my baguette and Brie from the crushed silver foil, and take a big bite.

While I’m eating, I visualize those lines Emil wrote in Cyrillic. My memories of the man who wrote those words are slowly fading. Just now, while walking and railing at the treetops, I struggled to picture his face. His graceful handwriting flits before my eyes. What does this mean? Have I started letting go of Emil? If that’s what’s happening, I’m not following the rules of the grief guidebooks, because it’s not the anticipated acceptance that’s pushing my grief into the background but fear and anger. Sometimes I’m furious because he lied to me for so many years about his past, and I’m in a panic when I think about the boys. What am I going to tell them, and how?

My contact with Stefan and Joran has been superficial at best these past few days, limited to a few texts affirming everything’s okay. Both boys are enjoying themselves with what Paul describes in German as Wein, Weib, und Gesang. I suspect Paul helped pay for the boys’ Spanish partying holiday. This past year, he’s increasingly started acting like a father to them. He handles the man-to-man issues to the extent that I don’t even have to ask. I’ll send him a sweet text message when I reach my next stop. He’ll still be asleep at this hour.

I swallow the last bite of my sandwich, drink more water, clear up my mess, and hoist my backpack onto my shoulders. It presses down, but my body is adapting to the extra weight. While walking, I notice my torso shifting to accommodate the load. I’ve started tilting slightly forward and am settling into my own pace.

My phone pings as I’m taking a picture of the Chapelle de la Madeleine. An answer from Selma.


Hi Lotte, here’s the translation: “This place reminds me of Lušci Palanka. The climb we made is also similar. The vegetation here is even the same as there. It was summer then, too. I was just sitting there, on the pew before the altar, looking at the golden angels. I had to clamp my hands over my ears to silence the screaming. I pray that God does not exist.”



With bated breath, I raise my hand and run it along the ridged overhanging rock face. I pray that God does not exist. God, not Allah. That means he was Catholic or Serbian Orthodox, not Muslim. Or am I way off base? I quickly type a response.


Hey, Selma, what do you think? Was this written by a Croatian, a Serbian, or a Bosniak? Because of the word God. Don’t Muslims refer to Allah?

Lotte



What made him write that? Was it because he was afraid of going to hell? Or am I misinterpreting his text? I read the translation again. It doesn’t say anywhere that he was a killer. But according to Omer, he did belong to a militia. But on which side? And when did he make that climb? And who was screaming? My phone vibrates.


Hey, Lotte, Bog means God in Serbian, Croatian, and Bosnian. So you can’t infer the author’s religious beliefs from this text.

Selma



I’m still in the dark, and Omer hasn’t replied yet. I look up his number and call him. His phone rings, but he doesn’t pick up. I leave a brief message and ask him to call me back sooner rather than later.

I continue my trek and follow signs for the Camino. I pass a meadow with large agricultural buildings in the distance, surrounded by barbed wire. The setting reminds me of the concentration camp in Omarska, which was hastily erected in the summer of 1992 in a former mining complex dotted with similar large buildings. As we were passing the town of Prijedor in the Republic of Srpska, Jelena, my Bosnian Serb interpreter, suddenly began to describe the crimes the Serbians had committed there. Jelena couldn’t comprehend the horrors perpetrated by her fellow citizens in 1992 against the Bosniaks and Croatians; that led to a philosophical discussion about the guilt one generation passes down to another.

“I was born after the war,” she had said while twisting her silver bracelet, “but I’m still ashamed of what happened then. It bothers me that so many are still in denial. Plenty of people from my parents’ village say that the Bosnian Serbians didn’t do anything, and we were the victims of American propaganda. They’re eager to follow any populists who want to secede from Bosnia and Herzegovina. It’s no wonder young people want to leave. Here, it’s only a matter of time until the next war begins.”

Jelena’s words in the car get mixed up with the lines Emil wrote in that visitor’s book. Was he one of the men who committed those crimes?

My phone pings again. It’s Selma.


Here’s a follow-up: That text is alarming, because in 1996, a mass grave was found containing the corpses of dozens of Bosnian Muslim men in a cave near the village of Lušci Palanka. They had been murdered by a Bosnian Serb militia in August 1992. I’ll email you more information later. The man or woman who wrote those words may have been a war criminal. Or a victim who escaped, but that’s unlikely. Who wrote this? And where was it written?



Her interest makes me uneasy, because she’s snooping around in the wrong place. In my cluelessness, I may have set Selma on Emil’s trail. Maybe she’ll find out that my husband wrote those words. My fingers are sweaty as I text Selma that I found the quote long ago in a book, and I always wondered about it because of the Cyrillic script. I don’t mention my location; instead, I sing the praises of nature in the Auvergne and send her some close-ups of flowers. It’s no longer safe to ask her for help. Omer is the only one I can text or email. That’s a shame because Selma is faster. Omer still hasn’t replied to the text I sent a while ago.



As I approach the Roziers hamlet, I pause for a drink of water. The steady rhythm of walking has banished my dark thoughts, and my head is calm again. I stop and stretch my neck. The view is breathtaking. You’d expect nothing less after climbing for more than an hour. The vegetation here is arid, with tall, dark green spruces and dry marram grass. The scent of pine is overwhelming.

“Hey, Lotte!” I hear from behind, and I turn. It’s the trio of French sisters, stretched out with a fourth woman in a clearing beneath a massive pine tree. An idyllic spot. Four pairs of hiking boots are scattered in the grass, and smelly socks are dangling over branches, drying in the sun. The women are sitting on their towels and reclining against their backpacks. I laugh. This is a perfect example of the cultural difference between the Netherlands and France. While I was sitting on a craggy rock, wolfing down my Brie sandwich in five minutes, they were enjoying a sumptuous picnic and a siesta in the shade. I saunter toward them and spot an empty wine bottle. They must have bought it in Monistrol. No way! That’s so French. If I drank wine during my Camino lunch, I would never get back on my feet again.

The unknown woman is around my age and has the same shoulder-length dark curls and a similar, slender build. She introduces herself as Solange and enthusiastically summarizes her life story for me. She has a PhD in biology and does research into pesticides’ effects on bees. She lives in Paris and is recently divorced. She’s doing the Camino to forget her unfaithful husband, and she started her journey in Cluny. She has never undertaken such a long trek, but she’s already covered 190 miles. Now her cheating spouse feels like a relic from the distant past. Walking the Camino has been more helpful than talking with her psychiatrist. I nod and am again astonished at the flair pilgrims have for sharing their most intimate details with the first stranger who happens to cross their paths.

The Parisienne stands and shifts her towel, freeing up another spot in the shade. I observe the way she moves and can’t help noticing we’re like two peas in a pod. For some reason, her twinkling eyes fill me with courage. Like me, she’s here to forget a thoroughly untruthful man. And if she can cover almost two hundred miles effortlessly, so can I.

I sit, remove my cap, take off my shoes and socks, and flex my sore toes. I take a bar of chocolate out of my backpack and pass it around. In the meantime, I fill Solange in: I’m a chocolatier; I started my Camino in Le Puy-en-Velay; and I’m following my late husband’s route, exactly one year after he died. She nods. Yes, she knew that already. My husband killed himself in Conques. The sisters told her all about it. She carefully studies the expression on my face, as people often do when you tell them about the loss of a loved one.

“It was one year ago,” I say to avoid sympathy. I want to keep the mood light and not stir up dormant pain.

“This dessert is delicious!” the sisters say as they devour the chocolate. “How’s the walking going today?” they ask.

“Fine. Sometimes I even manage to find a steady pace.”

“You see!” they chime in unison as they start cheerfully chatting about some of the more unusual pilgrims along the route. For example, there’s a blond fifty-year-old in neon-green tracksuit pants who is doing the Camino with his white poodle. The dog can walk only so many miles a day; after that, the man carries the creature like a baby strapped to his chest. I can’t stop laughing, and my dark musings over killings in caverns fade. As I inhale the blissful scent of pine, an almost peaceful state descends upon me. We joke about our swollen feet and compare the blisters beneath our soggy bandages.

Solange plays the role of biologist; she points to the distant peaks and describes the geology of the Massif Central, explaining why the vegetation here on the plateau is so much sparser than down below, in Monistrol. Then she talks at length about her research into the powerful multinationals destroying entire ecosystems with pesticides. I’m only half listening, staring dreamily at the pine cones above. What if I were to make chocolate truffles in that shape, filled with a ganache flavored with a hint of pine resin? How would that taste? But how can I distill the aroma of resin?

Soon the women decide it’s time to cover the final miles to Saugues. We gather our belongings, put our shoes back on—with the necessary groans—hoist our backpacks, laugh at the weight, and head off again. We hike zealously onward, each at her own pace. There’s little talking. Thanks to the wine, the three sisters are not as fast as they were this morning, so I am able to keep up. Solange walks ahead of me, and indeed, we have the same forward-leaning posture and walk at pretty much the same speed. Her honey-colored straw hat gleams in the sun.

After a long, monotonous stretch in the full sun, the fun is over, and we start complaining about the heat. Our cheeks are drenched in sweat, and our clothes are soaking. My feet are squelching from the perspiration in my hiking boots, and the blister on my toe stings with every step. My constant brooding about Emil and the war in Bosnia is replaced by a peculiar absence of thought. My attention is fully focused on my body and the trail. I put one foot in front of the other, step by step…

We’ve started our descent into Saugues; thank goodness the end of our journey is in sight.

“It’s a little over a mile away,” the oldest sister crows, faking enthusiasm to boost our morale. We’re on a narrow, sandy path littered with boulders; the descent is steep, and we silently pick our way down with the help of our trekking poles. I’m inexperienced at navigating such steep slopes, so the distance between me and the others is growing fast. Solange is about twenty yards ahead of me, deftly executing turn after turn like a slalom expert. I use my poles to shuffle cautiously between the stones, testing each step to ensure I don’t slip. But just as I complete a careful turn, I hear a shriek and a dull thud ahead of me. There’s Solange, sliding down the sandy slope and colliding with a rock.

“Merde!” she exclaims.

The sisters quickly turn to look, and we shout in chorus, asking if she’s all right. Solange utters a few expletives in unintelligible French, grabs her hat, and gingerly gets to her feet. She rubs her back. After some gentle stretching, Solange resumes her descent, but it’s soon clear that she has suffered a serious injury to her lower back. She’s groaning in pain. We stop briefly, and I give her a Tylenol; then we slowly continue our way.

Once the steep slope is behind us and we’ve reached the paved road to Saugues, Solange starts limping. Something is seriously wrong. We stop again, divide the contents of her backpack among ourselves to carry in our nylon shopping bags, and slowly continue our journey. Solange leans on each of us in turn. By the time we reach Saugues, we’re exhausted. It’s a small place with only one hotel in the town center, and three B and Bs on the outskirts. Fortunately, all five of us are staying at the hotel. We can’t wait to have our showers, and we start going on about soap, water, and scented products, debating which type of shower stream feels best. Despite her injury, Solange laughs at our mindless chitchat. The others are jealous because I booked a deluxe room on the ground floor, with air-conditioning, a bathtub, and doors that open onto a spacious private patio. The sisters and Solange are going to be spending the night on the fourth floor, in small rooms under the eaves with no private showers or bathrooms.

Our feet are dragging when we finally reach the hotel and enter the lobby. After checking in, we walk down a long corridor to the annex. The sisters could see the finish line, and they race ahead. Solange and I hobble as we bring up the rear. When we reach the stairs, Solange gazes up, her face crumpled, and exhales a quiet “Dieu.” I impulsively hand her the keys to my ground-floor suite. I’d lost the impetus to stay in the same room Emil had stayed in; this Camino friendship has become more important to me. She gratefully accepts the keys and hugs me.

“Merci, Lotte. That’s very kind of you.”

“De rien, Solange,” I say; it’s nothing. Then I follow the three sisters up the stairs.





JULY 29 A MAN IN SAUGUES

She survived. Thanks to that whistled warning. Who raised the alarm? No way to find out now. But I’ll try again later. And if it doesn’t work tonight, I’ll stage a hit-and-run in Aumont-Aubrac, as I did with Sabine Ehring in Bremen. Or else I’ll make sure she disappears in the marshlands near Rieutort-d’Aubrac.

Boris is being a pain. He just sent another text, and he keeps saying she doesn’t pose a threat. Boris is a coward. He was also a chicken during the war, although I see that only now. Boris never got his hands dirty. He preferred giving orders in vague terms. “Cleanse this village. Attack over there. Comb that forest.” Then he’d look the other way while we carried out his orders. He never entered any of the houses, either. He told us where to dig the mass graves. He was great with logistics. A genuine military man.

Back in 1995, Boris should have listened to me and liquidated Sabine Ehring as soon as she had arranged our German residency papers. But he refused. He argued that we’d become the subject of an investigation. Nonsense. Thanks to Boris’s foot-dragging, Omer Zečinić managed to get his hands on a copy of our documents last week. But Omer is no longer a problem. That’s been taken care of. Lotte Bonnet’s next.

I stretch out on the bed, prop a couple of pillows under my head, and gaze at the ersatz painting of a Madonna and child hanging pontifically on the opposite wall. It looks like a copy of an icon in Gračanica Monastery. A similar picture hung over the mantel in our damp living room when I was a kid. My grandmother liked to burn incense beneath that painting. I still have that stench in my nose.

Boris had gone ballistic about the way I liquidated those Muslim women and their babies in Višegrad in 1992. I ripped the babies out of their mothers’ arms and threw them off the bridge; you could hear the splashes. I forced the mothers to watch their children drown; then I cut their throats and tossed them over the bridge, too. My buddies helped. Boris ran up shouting, ordering me to stop. I obeyed. Orders are orders. Back then, I did what he said.

It’s almost six thirty. Time for an aperitif. I’m planning to sit at Lotte Bonnet’s table. I want to get to know her better. That’ll help me anticipate her movements.

I sigh. That’s bull. I’d like to screw her first.






DAY 4 MONDAY, JULY 29, EVENING


SAUGUES: REGARDING THE ROOTS OF BEING

PARTLY CLOUDY AND CALM. 75.2° F



The pilgrims’ long dining table stands outside on the terrace, overlooking views of pastel-colored French houses and grapevines twisting along the beige wall of the hotel: the quintessential French postcard. It’s sweltering and a thunderstorm is brewing. The smell of the barbecue welcomes me. I’m late because I was the last in line for the shower in our hallway. While waiting, I read and had a long chat with the boys and with Paul. He and Caroline were in line for Peter Pan’s Flight. Caroline sounded excited; she couldn’t stop going on about all the restaurants and other tourists. Paul and I just laughed.

After yet another failed attempt to reach Omer to find out whose name had come out of that DNA test, I read the documents that Selma had sent about the concentration camp in Omarska. The chilling report darkened my mood, and the horrors still weighed on my mind. I stood at the window and stared at the hills. In the distance, I saw the path I had descended with Solange and the trio of sisters. I felt a growing admiration for this location’s effect. Here on the Camino, no one cares about your ethnic background; we know one another’s first names and the reasons we’re doing the Camino, nothing more. But in Bosnia, they slaughtered one another because of social and cultural differences that were hardly discernible to outsiders. Before I met Emil on that glorious spring day in 1997, I had been utterly oblivious to the differences between Serbians, Croatians, and Bosniaks. Of course I knew that war had raged in the country that used to be Yugoslavia, but I had only a vague idea of who had fought whom and why. I even confused the Balkans with the Baltics.

The question that concerns me is “What’s at the root of so much hatred?” Why is your religion or nationality irrelevant here on the Camino, even though it’s vital to many pilgrims when they’re back home? Why was Emil able to live peacefully in the Netherlands without paying the least attention to anyone’s ethnic background, even though he couldn’t do that in Bosnia? The place where you find yourself must influence your thinking and your behavior. If you still live in the region where you were born, then you are part of something, whether you like it or not. That goes for me as well. The Bonnet family has lived on our farm for three centuries; that makes me part of my ancestors’ narrative. In our village, the older generation see me as Lotte from the Bonnet farmstead. Apparently, the same holds true for people in Bosnia. Emil was part of his ethnic group’s narrative. In fact, he didn’t decide who he was; the group into which he was born determined that. It was only by fleeing to Germany that Emil could disengage from his ethnic background and become an individual. And that’s what Emil did, but something must have happened on the Camino that reconnected him with his native land, because here he identified as a citizen of Yugoslavia, a country that no longer exists.

I approach the table. Emil had sat at this long table one year ago. I have a picture to prove it. It was dark, and candles had been lit. Emil sat in the middle, surrounded by other guests, both young and old. The pilgrims held up their glasses and smiled, as did Emil. And yet something was smoldering beneath his happy facade because—as I now know—a few hours earlier, he had been thinking about a massacre in a cave in the village of Lušci Palanka. A few hours before that convivial picture was taken, he had been sitting among the golden angels in the Chapelle de la Madeleine and pressing his hands to his ears to shut out screams from 1992. He had prayed that God did not exist. I shiver despite the heat and feel entirely alone for a moment.

A jug of wine is being passed around, and the pilgrims share their stories. Someone’s already sitting at the place where Emil had sat last year, so I take a free chair at the end of the table and straighten my black silk dress. It’s a full house. The only other vacant place is to my left, at the head of the table. The three sisters are to my right, and an older woman from Lille sits opposite me. Everyone speaks French, and I must concentrate to understand what my dinner companions say. We propose a toast and sip our wine.

Solange is dining in her room. She has strained the ligaments in her lower back. Nothing serious, but quite painful. She’ll need a day’s rest. She’s been given some strong painkillers to help her get through the night and tomorrow.

Just as the waitress arrives with bread and tapenade, a male hand grabs the chair next to me and I’m bathed again in the scent of Azzaro. I look up. It’s Nicolas, and a delightful excitement washes over me.

“Bonsoir,” he says to me and the woman from Lille.

“Bonsoir,” we reply.

Nicolas sits and the customary round of introductions begins. The other guests explain where they’re from, where they started the route, where they hope to end up, and why they’re doing the Camino. Nicolas says he’s from Paris and he started in Le Puy-en-Velay. He hasn’t made up his mind yet about where he’ll end up. He then asks about the background of the woman from Lille. She rattles on and on about her journey, which started in Geneva, and she provides detailed accounts of her adventures thus far. My attention drifts. I don’t have the energy to follow her French. So I drink my red wine and eat a few olives. The alcohol spreads through my system, and I relax. I lift my chin and examine the distinctive structure of the wine leaves twining up the wall. Would that shape work for chocolate cookies? I take a picture using my phone, and while I’m at it, I check to see if a reply from Omer has arrived. Still nothing. My mind flits here and there.

Nicolas’s warm voice beside me gives our corner of the table a cozy ambiance. He reaches for a piece of bread. His Azzaro drifts toward me. A damp lock of wavy hair falls across his cheek, accentuating his classic profile, reminiscent of David’s head on that beautiful male body carved by Michelangelo. While I was studying at Le Cordon Bleu, I made a chocolate replica of that celebrated head and won first prize. I still have a picture at home of me laughing and biting off the nose of my award-winning David. It’s a pity my French is so rudimentary; otherwise, I might have treated my table companions to a full-blown account of my triumph. I’m sure the group would have been amused. I sigh and help myself to a piece of bread from the basket. Nicolas’s tapered fingers, with their well-manicured nails, caress the stem of his wineglass. My eye follows the movements of this attractive stranger, and I imagine his fingers caressing my arm just where the fabric of my silk dress ends and my bare skin begins. I shift in my chair and am slightly startled to notice that with the arrival of this man, after a year of deep mourning, my body has also begun to let go of Emil.

“By the way, Lotte,” Nicolas says, leaning toward me, “I thought your chocolate was heavenly!”

“Really? Thank you.” My cheeks glow.




The Letter


IV THE KILLERS OF THE KILLERS

When I registered as a refugee in the asylum seekers’ center in 1995, I had to answer questions about my past, and I panicked. I felt like a willow, uprooted during a thunderstorm and dragged by a roaring river to unknown depths. I couldn’t breathe, and I began hyperventilating. In my new homeland, I felt an overwhelming urge to understand how things could have escalated so horribly. When had it started? What was the source of our return to the tribal and the primitive, to a war in which we would slaughter one another like animals?

My thoughts turned to a rainy summer evening in 1980 when we celebrated Milan’s thirteenth birthday in the stuffy living room at his family’s farm; the damp walls were covered with Orthodox icons. Milan’s parents, his sister, his grandmother, Emil, and I were there. The slivovitz flowed freely, and the adults were already quite drunk. As usual, an uneasy feeling hung in the air at Milan’s place.

Milan had turned thirteen at a weird time; our almighty Tito had died that spring, and the mood in our country was unsettled. Even as kids, we sensed something brewing but didn’t know what. I don’t remember how it came up, but suddenly, Milan’s grandmother started talking about Tito and World War II and the time she spent in the Jasenovac death camp, the Balkan version of Auschwitz. My older brother had visited the camp during a compulsory school excursion; he was very pale when he came home and told us about the unimaginable atrocities carried out by the Croatian Ustaše on the Serbians. That evening he was too upset to eat, and he had nightmares for the rest of the week, thinking about a film they had been forced to watch. He said that when the Nazis visited the camp, even they had been shocked by the extent of the cruelty.

“Now that your Croatian marshal is dead, the time has come for us to take revenge,” Milan’s grandmother intoned. She detailed the way Croatian fascists had slaughtered hundreds of thousands of Jewish and Romani people, communists, and Serbians in Jasenovac. Her darling husband and her one-year-old daughter had been among the victims. She also explained how the Catholic Church had collaborated with the cruel fascist Ustaše regime; together with the Nazis, they’d hoped to wipe out or deport the Orthodox Serbians.

Then the grandmother stood and went to the sideboard; she removed a wooden box and opened the lid. The box contained a fingerless leather glove with a curved blade attached to it. She lifted the object with her hooked thumb and waved it toward me. I ducked because I didn’t trust her in her drunken state.

“You see this?” she rasped. “It’s a srbosjek, a throat cutter.”

The grandmother said that one of her cousins had given her the knife after the war. Such a weapon had been used to slit her husband’s throat. They’d tossed her baby daughter into the air; she was impaled on a spear and died. The Ustaše liked to play that game with mothers who arrived with babies, forcing the mothers to watch; then they would rape the women, stab them, and throw their bodies into the river. But Milan’s grandmother had survived; the Ustaše were drunk by the time they got to her, and the knife only glanced off one of her ribs. She played dead and drifted downriver. At the time, she was five months pregnant with Javor. She struggled for breath while she related her account, and she wiped her tears and pointed to Milan’s portly father. “They couldn’t kill my son,” she shouted triumphantly.

I stiffened, listening quietly as Milan’s grandmother described how, in the days leading to the attacks, she and her husband and baby had been dragged from her home and loaded onto a truck. The family had been transported like cattle to Jasenovac together with dozens of other Serbians. Shortly after they arrived, the guards murdered her husband with a srbosjek.

The older woman donned the leather glove and demonstrated how a srobsjek works. She told us a convoluted story about competitions held in Jasenovac to see who was fastest at slitting throats. The record was apparently held by someone named Brzica; in 1942, he’d worked nonstop, killing more than a thousand prisoners with his srbosjek. After the war, he disappeared. Next, Milan’s father and grandmother began cursing the Muslims.

“Those Turks weren’t much better,” Milan’s father slurred, tossing back another glass of slivovitz. “They were in cahoots with the Ustaše!”

“That’s right, my boy,” the grandmother snarled. “They participated! But the time is coming when we’ll get them back.

“I hope I live to see the day when I can use this srbosjek to slice a few of their throats.” She raised her hand again and made a jabbing gesture.

I was shocked and tried to catch the eye of Emil, who was sitting next to me. His hands were balled and resting on his thighs, but he said nothing. Milan took the srbosjek from his grandmother and put the object back into its box.

Walking home in the dark a little later, I had to stop halfway to vomit. Not only because of the way those horror stories had turned my stomach, but also because I suddenly realized that Milan lived, day in and day out, with a family that fed him a steady diet of hatred. For the first time, I was fearful and worried about the burden placed on our friendship by the previous generation.

But it was only while walking the Camino that I reflected on the word atonement and the concept of accepting responsibility for past deeds. I started to see that the wars in Yugoslavia during the 1990s had begun during our grandfathers’ and grandmothers’ conflicts. Their hatred became our hatred. The divergent groups that Tito’s iron will had melded into one Yugoslavia had never been held accountable for the atrocities they’d carried out against one another during previous generations. They’d never done penance. There was no introspection. They never asked themselves how they had been driven to such viciousness. The Germans, however, did reflect, and they publicly atoned for their war legacy. They apologized for the crimes they had committed during the Nazi regime. They also passed strict national laws banning racism and hate speech. That’s a way of finding closure and starting over together. But that didn’t happen here. To this day, Croatian government leaders have yet to openly apologize for the atrocities committed by the fascist Ustaše regime during the Second World War. What’s worse, they try to downplay their slaughter of Jews, Romani people, antifascists, and Serbians.

On the Serbian side, however, things weren’t much better. The Serbians have been unwilling to atone for the genocidal acts they were to commit during the wars in the 1990s. In the Bosnian Republic of Srpska, some Serbs still regard convicted war criminals as heroes, and newsstands continue to sell calendars emblazoned with photos of Ratko Mladić, the Butcher of Srebrenica. On the Serbian side, the role of the clergy was also dubious, to say the least.

This is not to say that the Muslim Bosniaks were blameless in the past, by no means. In 1992, in Sarajevo, Bosniaks carried out atrocities against Bosnian Serb citizens held captive in the Viktor Bubanj army barracks. And the Turkish rulers never atoned for the horrible things that occurred during five hundred years of Ottoman rule. But the last flare-up of Turkish terror took place before 1878 at the behest of the rulers in Istanbul. When I was a kid, the grandfathers and grandmothers who had been alive at that time were long dead, so they could no longer spur us on. Besides, from a genetic standpoint, the Bosniaks were not truly Turks; they were Slavs who had converted to Islam during the Middle Ages.

That may explain why I, along with many other Islamic Bosniaks, turned my back on Muslim culture after Tito’s death. However, many Serbian and Croatian friends increasingly embraced their ethnic identities. For years, I blamed that shift on the rallying cries of their populist leaders, which to some extent was undoubtedly true. But the seeds of hate had been planted within their families much earlier. I realized that here on the Camino, in the Cathedral at Le Puy-en-Velay, when I inhaled that characteristic scent of a church for the first time in years. Suddenly I was back in Milan’s living room, full of saintly icons and reeking of a combination of mold and incense. And I heard again the grating cackle of Milan’s grandmother raving about the srbosjek.

Yes, that’s how it is, or so I thought. Our grandfathers and grandmothers suffered because of the unprocessed atrocities that ethnic groups had carried out on one another during World War II, and perhaps subconsciously, they had passed their hatred on to their grandchildren, as Milan’s grandmother had done the night he turned thirteen.

And you know, there are still plenty of grandmothers and grandfathers in Bosnia today who have horror stories to tell. That’s why it’s only a matter of time until the next war. In fact, the peace that reigned between 1945 and 1990 was nothing more than an interlude. Just like the peace today. We have not apologized for our atrocities. World opinion, the Yugoslavia tribunal, and the European Union—which we are eager to join—forced us to look inward. But the impulse did not come from within. And until we openly distance ourselves from our violent past and freely and sincerely atone for the cruelties we committed, until we take the perpetrators to court ourselves, we will not be moving toward a peaceful future.






DAY 5 TUESDAY, JULY 30

FOLLOWING IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF THE BEAST

SAUGUES TO LES FAUX, 13.5 MILES



AND IF YOU GAZE LONG ENOUGH INTO AN ABYSS, THE ABYSS WILL GAZE BACK INTO YOU.

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844–1900), BEYOND GOOD AND EVIL







DAY 5 TUESDAY, JULY 30, MORNING


SAUGUES: STARING AT DEATH

SUNNY AND CALM. 77° F



My brain fog is starting to clear. Drinking water helps, as does this coffee here on the patio. Whatever it was I drank last night did not go down well. I slept like a log, but when I woke up this morning, it felt like my head wasn’t connected to my shoulders. Very strange. By the time I got to the breakfast room, the owner had already started vacuuming. Luckily, she still had two croissants left, which I devoured in my room. Thank goodness today’s route is only thirteen and a half miles; my late start won’t matter much. I sip my espresso and smile at a text message from the three sisters. They hit the road early and have reached the village of Le Villeret-d’Apchier. They’re going all the way to Saint-Alban-sur-Limagnole today, almost four miles beyond the hamlet of Les Faux, where I’ll be spending the night. They sent a group selfie beside a statue of the Beast of Gévaudan, tickling the wolf’s chin. I reply with a laughing emoji and ask if they’ve heard from Solange this morning. I’m wondering if her back is any better.

They answer, “No. Solange wanted to sleep late. She’s giving up the Camino and heading back to Paris. Something to do with her research project.”

“What a shame!” I reply. “But prudent.”

“Buen Camino!” they reply, with a few muscular emojis to illustrate their best wishes.

My thoughts turn to Nicolas. I was disappointed I missed him at breakfast this morning. But hopefully we’ll see each other tonight because he’s also staying in Les Faux; there were no vacancies in Saint-Alban-sur-Limagnole. Like me, he’s covering only thirteen or so miles today. That’s peanuts for someone in such good shape. He’ll be finished in four hours. I’d like to talk with him again tonight; we kept things light and airy yesterday evening. The woman from Lille didn’t speak enough English to follow our conversation, and we didn’t want her to feel left out. So the evening was filled with superficial French pleasantries, rounded off with a congenial digestif at the bar. For me, that pear liqueur must have been one glass too many.

Omer still hasn’t gotten back to me, and his voicemail repeats the same Bosnian message. His secretary doesn’t pick up, either, when I call his landline in Sarajevo. This really gets me down. Right now he’s probably in a meeting.

I swipe to my phone’s album of family pictures and find one of Emil; I study his sweet face. A month ago, I couldn’t stare at his picture without bursting into tears. My trip to Bosnia represents a turning point; it shifted my perception of Emil. For many years, he’d felt like an extension of me, and when he died, I was filled with self-doubt. Maybe I could have prevented his suicide if I had been more attuned to the signals? I didn’t start crying until I was in that stuffy office in Sarajevo where Omer had confirmed that Emil had not been Emil. I sobbingly realized I hadn’t known anything about the man I had been married to for two decades. Omer had leaned toward me, taken my hand, and told me not to blame myself.

“Your husband was like a tree, Ms. Bonnet,” he said, inhaling his smoldering cigarette. “While you were married, you saw only his exterior. You couldn’t see the cross section of his rings. And because he was already a full-grown tree when you met him, you could not have known about the years of struggle through drought and illness. You could not have been aware of how deeply rooted he genuinely was in his Bosnian past. His youth and the war were hidden underground and behind the bark. Only when he died did his year rings become visible to you. Therefore, there’s no point blaming yourself for failing to anticipate his suicide. Fungus and parasites slowly weaken a tree from the inside out. But only when a heavy storm topples such a behemoth do you realize the tree had been ill for years. Now, the important thing about your husband,” said Omer, squeezing my fingers and smiling, “is that together, we’re going to find out which storm knocked him down.”

I stopped crying and suddenly seemed better able to breathe despite the repugnant smell of his cigarettes.

“Yes, that’s what we must do,” I whimpered.

I turn my attention back to Emil’s picture. Despite my hangover and all my aches and pains, I’ve regained my balance today for the first time in ages. The Camino is having a curious effect on me. The farther I go, the better my connection with myself—and the better I can let go of Emil. Six middle-aged pilgrims approach. Their pace is slow and steady. I impulsively decide to join them. I toss back my coffee, sling my backpack over my shoulders, and start walking. The infamous Sauvage is on today’s itinerary, so I attach myself to this little group. It’s a dark and impenetrable pine forest where that notorious Beast of Gévaudan roamed in the eighteenth century. Even though I know it’s ridiculous to be afraid, I’d rather not go down that path alone.





DAY 5 TUESDAY, JULY 30, AFTERNOON


LE VILLERET-D’APCHIER: THE BEAST STRIKES IN BANJA LUKA

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 86° F



The terrace at the Auberge des 2 Pèlerins in the village of Le Villeret-d’Apchier is packed. At my table, my fellow pilgrims are sharing stories. The Beast of Gévaudan is the current topic. The creature itself stands a few yards away on the town square, gleaming in the afternoon sun. The gold-colored statue depicts a wolflike creature glaring fiercely at an unseen foe. My table companions discuss the statue’s artistic merits, falling into two schools of thought. Some think the image lacks imagination and is too big for such a small hamlet. In contrast, others believe it’s well-executed, and they praise the object’s marketing powers. The woman sitting next to me says that residents in this region know how to generate publicity: They dust off an old legend, open a museum, and launch a marketing campaign. And voilà, every French person knows where to find the Sauvage. Right? My tablemates nod. I keep my mouth shut because I don’t know anything about art. I’m just a little peeved about stereotypically lumping wolflike animals with savage beasts.

I wipe the last bit of dressing off my plate as I finish my delicious mozzarella salad, lick my fingers, and flip through my French pilgrims’ guidebook, the Miam Miam Dodo. I’ve covered close to seven miles this morning, so I’m already halfway there. It’s going well today. Aside from one annoying blister, I hardly have any pain. I’m also getting used to my backpack, so I must be stronger than I realized. Paul was way off base. I hadn’t gone running home within forty-eight hours. I’m going to continue to Conques, because the more I walk, the looser my ties become with my old life. This morning, I even walked a long stretch with my mind completely blank. I put one foot in front of the other and enjoyed the bracing scent of the pine forests, the chirping of the crickets, and the buzz of the bumblebees. Occasionally I’d look up and beam at the sun playing off the gently swaying treetops. Food tastes better than ever. That caprese salad was out of this world. And I’m getting used to my own smell. I wash my hiking outfit every night in soap and water so I can set off each morning in fresh clothes, but after a few miles, I reek from every pore. But that doesn’t bother me anymore. Everyone’s odiferous here. It feels as if my senses are waking up after a prolonged sedation. I fidget in my chair and have a strong urge to move again.

“So. Time to tackle those final miles!” I say to my tablemates. There’s a short exchange about where I’ll be spending the night, met with approving nods. The server comes near, and I signal to her that I’m ready to pay. She nods and approaches. I take my purse from my fanny pack and pay, giving her a good tip.

Then I stand, hoist my backpack onto my back, wish my fellow pilgrims a buen Camino, and continue my journey. I’m no longer afraid of entering the dark forests of the Sauvage because this is a busy stretch of the route, and I’m sure to run into plenty of other people. My fellow pilgrims refer to such hikers as “tourists.” They stay at local campsites and follow a trail that passes places where the Beast of Gévaudan had ripped women to shreds a few centuries ago. Whatever floats your boat.

The first stretch is flat and follows a narrow path through a meadow, bordered on both sides by purpled foxglove. I make frequent stops to take close-ups and fantasize about a series of bonbons in the shape of calyxes. I can almost taste the fruit flavors I long to experiment with. As I’m approaching a weathered stone cross perched upon a large boulder, my phone rings. I see the Bosnia country code. Finally. Omer!

“Lotte Bonnet speaking.”

“Hello, Ms. Bonnet, this is Naida Delić, Omer Zečinić’s secretary. Do you have a moment?” I instantly recognize the woman’s husky voice and characteristic accent.

“Of course!” I step closer to the boulder and look up at the cross.

“I’m afraid I have sad news for you, Ms. Bonnet,” she says, coughing briefly. “I regret to inform you that Omer Zečinić was shot and killed last night in his hotel room in Banja Luka.”

My trekking poles slip out of my grasp. “What? No! That’s impossible!” I shout. “But why?”

“We don’t know why, Ms. Bonnet. There were no witnesses.” She sounds oddly nervous. Almost agitated. A peculiar dizziness hits me. I move toward the cross and lean against the boulder.

“The police in the Republic of Srpska are carrying out a joint investigation with the Sarajevo department. But that’s of no interest to you. I am phoning about the results of the DNA test he ordered for you. He’d put the test report in his briefcase, along with some other belongings. The point is, the suitcase has vanished. Furthermore, shortly after the attack on Omer in Banja Luka, someone broke into his office here in Sarajevo. Many files are now missing, including yours. And Omer didn’t save anything in the cloud. I’m using emails and my personal recollections to track down our clients and notify them.”

“This is devastating.” I feel the sun scorching my arms and move into the cross’s shadow. I take off my backpack and instinctively reach for my water bottle and drink.

“Did you manage to get in touch with Omer?” the secretary asks.

I remove the bottle from my lips and am about to explain that he sent a report, but then Selma’s words spring to mind: I’d be careful about everything you say in the Republic of Srpska. You never know who’s talking to whom.

“Yes, I did speak with him briefly.” I enunciate my words carefully. “He asked when I would be back in the Netherlands, but his other phone rang just then, and he had to hang up. He said he would get back to me, but he never did. I tried him again this morning, but without success. And now I know why.”

I look at my phone and reassure myself I haven’t been lying. Everything I’ve said is true. However, I haven’t told Omer’s secretary everything. Selma was right. I must be careful.

“What time did he call you?” the secretary wants to know.

“Late morning. Why? What time was he shot?” As I say the word shot, I notice how insignificant it sounds.

“In the early evening, according to the police. I’d spoken with Omer that afternoon,” she says after another smoker’s cough. “Sorry, Ms. Bonnet. May I ask what you are planning to do now?”

“What do you mean?” I ask as I nod at two pilgrims passing slowly.

“Well, do you want me to request a new DNA report? And would you like me to continue the investigation?”

“Oh, I’m not sure yet, Ms. Delić. I need to process this news.”

“I understand, Ms. Bonnet.”

“By the way, do you know what Omer was doing in Banja Luka? Could it have had something to do with my case?”

“No. I have no idea. But the police are looking into it.”

“Do you trust the police?” I ask. It’s quiet on the other end of the line.

“I have some faith in the ones in Sarajevo. But I have my doubts about the police in Banja Luka. There’ve been other unsolved liquidations in the Republic of Srpska.”

“How upsetting.”

“Absolutely. Be that as it may, let’s wrap this up. You have my number, Ms. Bonnet, and you can call me if you need me.”

“Yes, thank you. Very considerate. And what will you do now?”

“I’m going to carry on his business. I mean, I’ll help people find vanished loved ones. The work is rewarding, and I know my way around the various channels. Besides, I started out as a lawyer as well, and I learned a lot during my years with Omer.”

“Oh, that’s very brave. I wish you every success, Ms. Delić. And my condolences, too, of course. Thanks again for phoning.”

“My pleasure,” she says, and we end the call.

I’m upset by our conversation, and still shaken, I survey my surroundings. My hand hovers above the countless stones the other pilgrims have left on the boulder. Every pebble represents a wish and a moment of reflection. Emil took a picture of this cross and challenged me to pick out his pebble. I had said it must be the teardrop-shaped stone on the top of the pile to the right. He replied with a silent smiley. Was I right or not? I don’t know. In any event, last year’s cairn of stones has collapsed; it now lies scattered across the grass.

I step back, bend over, and retrieve my trekking poles. I look up. The dark silhouette of the cross blocks the intense afternoon sunlight, protecting my face. I touch the cross; it’s rough and ridged, like Emil’s cheek when he hadn’t shaved for a day. Omer’s face was also unshaven when I spoke with him in Sarajevo. And now he’s dead, murdered in Banja Luka. My chest rises and falls, and an unpleasant emotion presses on my stomach. The sky is deep blue. It’s quiet; you hear nothing but the wind, blowing the sweet aroma of summer greenery my way. This is a place of peace. And yet a phone call from Sarajevo has left this austere cross tarnished by a war. Until a few minutes ago, Bosnia was very far away, but now it’s here. My soul had been blissfully swaying between flowers and chocolates, but that delicious sensation has vanished. The outside world has infiltrated my inner world. Omer is no more. That’s a blow, because he was a wise man who did good things and impressed me. His spindly frame concealed enormous strength. I wipe the tears from my cheeks.

My mind is flooded with images, and one suddenly stands out: the hair I had to pull out of Joran’s head, root and all. I dearly hope Omer had enough time to send the test results to me because I want to read everything in that DNA report. But I won’t know until tomorrow when I arrive in Nasbinals. Hopefully, the parcel is now on its way through one distribution center or another.

Then my gaze lights on a smooth pink stone a little farther away. I go toward it and pick up the pebble. I pluck a light purple alpenrose from a shrub, return to the cross, kiss the pebble, and place it, along with the flower, on top of the pile of stones left there. I kneel, fold my hands, bow my head, and in tears, I pray to an unknown god for Omer Zečinić’s soul. I hope he will go to the heaven of his dreams.





DAY 5 TUESDAY, JULY 30, EVENING


LES FAUX: THE MAN FROM THE WAR

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 86° F



I stare at the massive gray stone feeding troughs that surround the B and B patio, filled with bright red geraniums glimmering in the amber evening light. This former farmstead has been transformed to resemble a colorful fairy tale; neatly trimmed boxwood hedges line the rolling lawn, and there are blooming summer flowers in the distance. A gentle breeze carries the scent of freshly mown grass. This is the most beautiful place I’ve stayed thus far, but I’m hardly able to enjoy it. My thoughts are with Solange. The three sisters just texted the shocking news that last night she died in her sleep. The cause of death is unknown, most likely cardiac arrest; at least, that’s what the hotel’s owner told the sisters when they phoned to ask about her. It’s mind-boggling. The middle sister suspects it was an allergic reaction to the painkillers. Something similar had happened years ago to one of her coworkers. I replay the image of Solange sliding down the steep slope and colliding with that boulder. That’s how it goes: one wrong step, and a few hours later, you’re on your way to heaven.

Dazed, I’m sipping my rosé and brushing my fingers along my cell phone. Two death notices in one day. Does any of it matter anymore?

“Death is constantly flirting with life, Lotte,” Marjo sighed during her final bout with depression. Yes, death is always lurking nearby in one of its many guises. It can strike suddenly or slowly eat through a body. Which variation would I choose? My eye is drawn to the thick leaves of the plane tree shading the terrace. The edges are already turning brown; summer has passed its peak, and autumn is announcing its arrival. My body has done the same. As a woman, I’m in what the French so elegantly call my arrière-saison, my “late summer.” What do I want to do in the autumn of my days? That question has haunted me since I took my first steps along the Camino. In fact, it’s odd that I’m only now stopping to ponder this.

In any case, my thought process is different here than it is at home. I’m more stable and notice that I feel peculiarly supported by the fixed rhythm of the Camino. Each day after checking in, I take off my hiking boots. I carefully peel the Compeed off my injured toes, and after walking on liberated feet through my room, I neatly remove my few items from my backpack and put them in the closet; I then deposit my rubbish in the trash, put my flip-flops in place, take a delicious shower, prick my blisters and apply antiseptic, hand-wash my clothes, pull on my silk crinkle dress, hang my laundry to dry, and then phone the kids. Paul and Caroline are in Busch Gardens now, and the boys went to a water park today.

My contact with the home front feels like an obligation, along with the daily washing of my clothes. Here on the Camino, I’m floating in my own bubble. Life at home seems very far away. That might be because I’m not watching TV here, scrolling news sites, or using social media. My mind has been swept clean, and only the most elementary thoughts are left, such as wondering about this evening’s menu. The more miles I cover, the greater the distance between me and the life I left behind.

The distance between Emil and me is also growing. I’ve hardly looked at the reports Selma Jensen sent me; I keep putting it off. However, I do ask everywhere I stay if anyone remembers Mr. Emil Jukić, who stayed there on this day one year ago. Then I use my phone to show his picture. The owner of this guesthouse didn’t remember him.

The guests near me get up to go into the dining room. I follow them into the cool, cavernous space filled with the aroma of stew cooked with a hint of wine. This room looks like a former barn. An appetizing buffet is to the right, and I see several individual tables. Today I plan to sit alone because I don’t have the energy for another evening of advanced French. I’ll have my meal and make it an early night. I choose a seat near the window; at the buffet, I help myself to a generous serving of bread and a mix of grilled vegetables and crudités. Back at my table, I stare at the dark pine forests and savor the taste of the marinated carrots.

“Is this seat taken?”

Bemused, I look up. Nicolas! My heart flips.

“Of course!” I cry eagerly in English. I don’t mind his company.

Nicolas chuckles, slides his chair back, sits, unfurls his napkin, lays it across his lap, and picks up the carafe of red wine. “May I top up your glass?” he asks.

“Be my guest!” His hair is still damp from the shower, and he’s combed it back smartly. He’s wearing the same outfit he wears every evening: dark jeans and a faded denim short-sleeved shirt. Apparently he’s a fan of regular handwashing, too.

Nicolas asks about my hike. I would like nothing more than to tell him about Omer’s and Solange’s deaths, but I refrain. I describe my day chronologically, starting with my late start; then I tell him about meeting the other pilgrims. I end up talking about Solange because I can’t keep quiet about whatever is in my heart. I tell him that yesterday, on that narrow path near Monistrol, I took a step back and survived a rockslide. A few hours later, however, Solange took a wrong step, slipped, and collided with a boulder. I had sheer luck, but hers had run out.

“Hearing about her death got me thinking, Nicolas,” I say, sipping my wine. “About life, chance, and words like fate. Was it just luck, or was it simply not my time?”

Nicolas leans back, and his green eyes regard me calmly. This guy does something to me. Sitting here with him feels ordinary, as if we’ve known each other our entire lives. I felt I could share the first thought that popped into my head, and he wouldn’t judge me.

“Oh, Lotte,” he says, smiling. “You know that B and B in Saint-Privat-d’Allier, when we stood on the terrace after dinner, drinking our nightcaps, and all those flies from the horse farm swarmed us?”

“Yes,” I say. “That was terrible. Especially the way the youngest of the three sisters became so irritated and grabbed a newspaper to swat as many flies as she could reach. But those bugs kept on coming.”

Nicolas laughs. “Exactly, Lotte. That scene! We humans are like flies. We buzz around, and someone could whack us with a newspaper at any time. It’s completely random. Smack, and you’re gone.”

“That’s a sad way of looking at life,” I say.

“Not at all. Just live your life and don’t think too much about what’s already happened or what’s about to come. In the meantime, watch out for the hand with the newspaper. Don’t go looking for danger.”

I stab my fork into a morsel of grilled pepper and consider his words. He’s got a philosophical air; he observes the world from a distance. During the early introduction rounds among the pilgrims, he listened to the stories of others but revealed little about himself.

“What’s your background?” I ask. “Your occupation, I mean. And where do you live? Why are you walking the Camino?”

Nicolas smiles again. “That’s a lot of questions!”

“Indeed!”

He hesitates, and his eyes rest on a point on the stone wall behind my right shoulder. Then he bows his head and rubs his finger along a split in the oak tabletop.

“I live in Paris, I work as a journalist, and the Camino seemed like a nice way to spend my vacation.”

“Where in Paris do you live?”

“In the twelfth arrondissement. Not far from the Bois de Vincennes.”

“It’s lovely there!”

“Correct. You know Paris?”

“Yes, a little.” I tell him about my training at Le Cordon Bleu and my rambles through the city. Then Nicolas asks about the ins and outs of working with chocolate. I detail cocoa beans, fermentation, and the use of special ingredients. Just as I’m about to describe my cheese-filled chocolate truffles, the owner of the B and B comes to our table to invite us to help ourselves to the main course.

On the way to the buffet, I’m again struck by his graceful stride and dignified way of carrying himself. He looks like a loner who stands apart from his surroundings while still fitting in. He reminds me of the perfectly formed hazelnuts I sometimes put on top of my deluxe pralines. They are part of the bonbon but also an ingredient in their own right. Could his independent attitude have something to do with his profession?

“And what do you cover as a journalist?” I ask once we’re back at the table.

I sense his hesitation again, as if he’s unsure how to answer.

“I started my journalistic career as a war correspondent.” He sips his water. “I’ve been stationed in almost all the world’s war zones. But a few years ago, I decided to call it a day. Now I freelance and mainly write political analyses.”

I stare at him. He made a living out of war.

“How old are you?” I ask.

“I was born in 1967.”

I make a quick calculation. He must have been in his early twenties when war broke out in Bosnia.

“Did you ever work in Bosnia and Herzegovina?”

“No, my first assignment was in 2002; I was sent to Rwanda. I covered the International Criminal Tribunal there.”

“Rwanda? Where that horrific genocide was?”

“Yes, but that was earlier, in 1994.”

Nicolas sinks his teeth into a piece of broccoli. Silence. This is extraordinary. I’m following the Camino because of Emil’s wartime past, and now I’m sitting at a table with a man who used to be a war correspondent.

“How does that affect you? Psychologically?” I ask. “Working in a war zone, I mean. As a human being. Is taking part different from observing?”

“That’s another list of questions, Lotte.” He grins. “Enfin. I was lucky because I found I could handle it. But plenty of my workmates broke down during their first assignments.”

Nicolas stabs a roasted potato. “People have different reactions to fear and violence,” he continues, lifting his fork. “I saw that when I was young, but it didn’t sink in until I worked in conflict zones. I became fascinated by the phenomenon and began reading books about fear. It’s a complex subject, and little is known about it. However, I was struck by one study that described a substance called neuropeptide Y, or NPY. It’s produced in the brain and helps regulate our appetite, balance, and stress response. People with a high concentration of NPY are psychologically resilient and seem immune to mental illnesses like post-traumatic stress disorder. I suspect I’m one of the small group of people who have a high level of NPY.”

“Oh, really?” I say. “Then I must have a low concentration of NPY. because these past few days, I have been afraid walking alone on the Camino. I’m scared there might be a rapist hiding behind every bush.”

Nicolas laughs and shakes his head. “No, no, that type of fear is different. You’re just checking too often to see if someone’s waving that newspaper above your head.”

“Aha.” I look up at the vaulted ceiling as if a rolled-up newspaper is poised to crush me. Nicolas smiles.

“Which war left the strongest impression on you?” I ask, replaying the countless wars I’ve seen on TV in recent decades. The images have started to blur into one. The landscapes where the suffering took place were all different. It occurred in every climate, from the deserts of Nigeria to the tropical forests of Colombia, from the level savanna of Mali to the mountaintops of Afghanistan. War was everywhere, except here in peaceful Western Europe. So we had sat slumped on the couch and zapped to some other reality soap once we’d had our fill of crying mothers and starving children. Nicolas swallows, picks up his glass of water, and takes a sip.

“Syria,” he answers after a brief pause. “Because there, I decided once and for all that I could no longer observe such events neutrally. One war was starting to look like the next, and every conflict seemed to follow a similar blueprint.”

He inches his chair closer, rests his forearms on the table, and leans toward me. “Just wait; when you watch the news in the future, you’ll also start to see the pattern. In recent decades, almost every conflict has begun with a power-hungry leader who built a following by spreading disinformation and manipulating the media. Those followers aren’t society’s elite but average Joes or stragglers. In the Global South, they’re often poor or poorly educated, with nothing to look forward to. But in the West, populists also score points with people who can no longer keep up with society or feel they will never get ahead. This group is plagued by frustration and perhaps a deep-seated jealousy fueled by social media. They all parrot the words of their leaders and see themselves as someone special, someone better, and then they start excluding others. That’s the group dynamic. That’s what it’s all about.”

Nicolas stares out the window at the rolling hills of pine trees. His attention seems to drift toward distant worlds. The setting sun accentuates his symmetrical profile, and a wrinkle appears on his forehead. We look into each other’s eyes.

“One people. One Reich. One Führer,” I say, remembering a penetrating documentary about Adolf Hitler’s propaganda machine.

“Indeed. A perfect example.” He leans back. “Populists are good at dusting off past heroes or symbols to create a cult of worship around them. That way, they help their followers feel connected to something special, which unites them as one people. And of course every group needs an enemy. The concept of an enemy is essential because all demagogues owe their success to putting down ‘the other.’ They create a sense of threat to stir up emotions. Nonstop, using sound bites. Populists grab hold of a noteworthy event from the recent or distant past, and then they blow it out of proportion and twist the facts. They keep repeating their lies until their followers repeat them endlessly, too. This contaminates healthy reasoning. Each leader’s sound bites turn into a virus that infects the spirit, after which the infected individual stops thinking independently and merges with the group. Then the movement grows to include systems and structures. During this stage, people with differing opinions are banished and ostracized. Violence grows.”

I sigh. “Yes, that sounds familiar!” The Serbian leader Milošević’s speech about that lost battle during the Middle Ages comes to mind. “Then the populists say that the enemy is at the gates, and action must be taken to ward off imminent danger.”

“Exactly. Next you hear slogans like ‘They’re about to attack; we have no choice but to defend ourselves.’ And then all hell breaks loose, and chaos ensues. But no one, not even the populists, can predict what happens next. Because that’s the crux of the problem. Populists are not true leaders. They are egoists. They have no idea where they want to go with their country. All they want is power. They get a kick out of that.”

I recognize a truth I’ve learned from reading about the war in Bosnia these past weeks. That’s precisely what happened there, starting in 1990, when Yugoslavia began to collapse. In that case, the Serbians were led by Slobodan Milošević, and the Croats were led by Franjo Tudjman. Both men were driven by one thing: power. To rule as autocrats.

Nicolas refills our wine.

“So it goes,” he says, taking a sip. “I became increasingly fed up with that group dynamic, and especially with the followers’ stupidity. I lost my sense of objectivity. What’s more, our work as journalists became increasingly challenging. The rise of social media meant that various factions no longer needed the press to get their stories across and generate international support. Quite the contrary. More and more, they viewed us and our impartial way of reporting as opponents, as ‘fake news’ media. In short, I no longer felt that my actions made any sense. I became desensitized.”

“And at home, did you have support from your family? Or your friends?” I ask, wanting to know more about the private life of a man who had made a living from war.

“I don’t have any family. My parents died in the early nineties, and my love affairs couldn’t withstand the pressure of my work. I’ve never been married and have no children. It’s almost impossible to sustain a relationship when you’re hardly ever at home.”

“How sad,” I blurt out.

“It’s not that bad.” He stabs another stalk of broccoli. “I have a knack for being on my own.”

“I guess you’d have to.” I think of Paul and the kids; I hardly miss them here on the Camino. I’m also content with my own company. At home, I enjoy spending time in my workspace. Yet there’s a big difference between Nicolas and me. If I make one call, the boys and Paul will be here like a shot. That’s what happened when Emil died. They descended on me and helped take my mind off the tragedy. The man facing me is truly alone, but that doesn’t seem to bother him. He continues enjoying his meal. He still radiates such a positive energy.

“And what about you, Lotte? Tell me something about yourself. Why are you doing the Camino?”

“About me?” An awkward shyness overcomes me; I put down my cutlery and reach for my glass of wine. “I do have a family. I have two adult sons and help raise an adolescent daughter.”

“And do you have a partner as well?”

I nod and look at the table. “I had a husband, but now I’m a widow.” I hesitate. What should I say next? I didn’t hesitate to tell the other pilgrims I was following my late husband’s Camino. Still, with Nicolas, I’m not sure. Why is that? He probably knows about it already. Pilgrims are constantly gossiping about one another.

“My husband took his own life last year.” I look him in the eye and put down my glass. “On August 6, in Conques. I am following his path one year later, but on the same dates. As part of my bereavement process because I still can’t understand why he did it. It was a shock, with no advance warning. I’m looking for clues to help me understand what was happening in his head.”

Nicolas nods to encourage me. But something’s brewing behind his eyes, and an awkward silence falls. The dining room blurs, and sounds fade away. I breathe in and out and focus on the man across from me. I again feel that deep connection, as if he were always present but speaks only to me now, as if I recognize him from another world, from a place in myself where I usually never go and only started to explore while walking. I read somewhere about spiritual connections that can unexpectedly develop between fellow pilgrims, which often grow into lifelong friendships. I was initially skeptical when I heard that, but I’m not sure anymore.



The Letter


V A SWAMPY POND

Remember the time you brought up Bosnian war crimes, and I quickly changed the subject? That was because when I think about Bosnia, even after all these years, I still can’t control my emotions. All that unresolved misery wells up in me, and the slightest trigger might make me explode. It’s like a bottle of freshly squeezed orange juice left on a table on a hot, sunny day. To all appearances, even after standing in the sun all afternoon, the juice looks the same, but an invisible fermentation has been taking place inside the bottle. When you unscrew the cap, it shoots out of your fingers. That’s how it was for me. After I fled Bosnia, I lived what may have looked like a good life, but the horrors of war were festering inside me, waiting for someone to twist off the cap, unleashing the rage within me. That moment arrived when I suddenly saw Milan again after so many years. There he stood, the man who had once been my best friend, now transformed into my devil and tormentor.

And you know, my dearest Lotte, as I’m writing this and thinking back on my life, situations that should have been red flags are suddenly emerging. In hindsight, there were early signs that Milan would convert to Serbian nationalism and commit crimes during the war. After all, he’d been pumped full of hatred for Muslims and Croatians since his earliest childhood, and the regimes of Slobodan Milošević and Radovan Karadžić just had to give him that final nudge.

Genocide doesn’t happen out of the blue. Genocide is rooted in a past characterized by suppression and a failure to take others into account. You see it throughout history, as well. People who have lived for years under the yoke of an arrogant oppressor often seize power and turn the tables once their shackles fall away. You could compare it to a swampy pond where, for ages, plants have competed for a ray of sunlight until suddenly, through a change in circumstances, they find themselves bathed in it. They then feel driven to choke everything else and take over the entire pond. That’s what happened with the Serbians in Bosnia, in any case. They represented about a third of the population and, for centuries, had been a minority in large parts of our republic. Still, after Tito died in 1980, they crawled out of the shadows. That was also true for the Serbians in our village.

During Tito’s reign, we were all equal, at least on paper. People who lived in urban areas generally saw themselves as equals; few ethnic and cultural differences were apparent in cities. But life was very different in the countryside. Trouble was already looming here in the 1980s. In some villages, the Bosniaks had enjoyed more sunlight than the Serbians for centuries. That held true in our town as well. As Bosniaks, we lived in better houses, had better jobs, and were treated with more respect. That reality didn’t hit home until one rainy Sunday afternoon in the autumn of 1983 when Milan crawled out of the shadows. I remember it perfectly.

We were fifteen and in high school. Of course, we had already developed an interest in girls, and we’d even surreptitiously kissed a few during the monthly disco nights at school. We also knew all about sex because two months earlier, in August, Emil had stolen some pornographic magazines from his father’s desk. That was while his parents were on a weeklong vacation on the Croatian coast, and Emil had stayed home with his older sister. When Emil showed us the magazines, we rushed to an isolated shed in the plum orchard. We spent hours perusing the forbidden reading matter, our ears going red. Emil read aloud from the lewd texts that accompanied the acrobatic positions. Until then, our vocabulary had been relatively chaste, but it was soon enriched by a broad range of dirty words. Milan would later use that filthy vocabulary when he raped Muslim women during the war. On the day Emil’s mom and pop returned from their vacation, Emil took the magazines home and put them back where he’d found them. They were crumpled and dog-eared after a week’s intensive use by three oversexed teenagers; we all had sore wrists from so much jacking off. But Emil’s father never mentioned the well-thumbed state of his dirty magazines, though Emil did admit that his dad had given him a knowing grin during dinner the next day.

After our encounter with the dirty magazines, a conspiratorial comradery grew between us, and a few weeks later, on a rainy autumn day, we were playing a game of žandari in Emil’s living room. The prize was a new porno mag that Emil had found the previous day among his father’s scrap paper; when his father went to use the bathroom, Emil had rescued it from the fire. We quickly flipped through the magazine’s contents and hid it between the schoolbooks we’d stacked on the middle of the table. Already turned on by our fantasies, we couldn’t take our eyes off that stack of books. As I dealt the cards a little later, Milan suddenly went into a long spiel about the heroic Serbians who had once been the greatest warriors in Europe. He boasted that during the Nemanjić Dynasty, princesses from all over Europe flocked to marry the mighty Serbian princes. He used the word peoples numerous times. Emil and I looked at each other. What was Milan talking about? He should have been concentrating on the game; instead, he was like a dog with a bone.

“What’re you yapping about?” Emil asked. “The last prince from the Nemanjić Dynasty lived in the fourteenth century and died more than six hundred years ago. The Turks took over in 1389,” he said, pointing at me. “Your mighty Serbian warriors have been dead and buried for six centuries.”

That shut Milan up because, of course, he was no match for Emil in knowledge of history. We continued playing. Milan was driven, and when he won, he grabbed the magazine from the table with a triumphant whoop and took it home.

That evening, I started to understand Milan’s proclamations better. After dinner, I overheard a conversation between my father and my older brother, Bakir, who had fallen in love with Milan’s sister. Bakir wanted to marry her, but my parents were up in arms, and they barred him from dating a raja, as my father called Serbian Christians.

“She’s dirt poor and illiterate, my boy. Her future lies with her sort!” my father said in a tone that tolerated no dissent. “Okay, she’s beautiful and a hard worker. Her well-fed father might even manage to foist his daughter on a shopkeeper’s son. But don’t forget, you’re descended from a mighty Beg, and she’s the great-grandchild of our surfs. The two don’t mix!”

When my brother objected and said that we lived in different times, my father threatened to disinherit him. So my brother caved and moved to Sarajevo; he died there in 1994 when the city was under siege. He was shot by a Bosnian Serb sniper when crossing the street with a jerry can of water. Milan’s sister later married a Bosnian Serb farmer; she died in August 1995 when she stepped on a land mine while fleeing the advancing Croatian army. After the war, her husband placed a gravestone in her memory in our village cemetery, but the coffin was empty. Her body had been blown to smithereens.

After participating in that card game and overhearing my brother and father’s talk, I looked at the world around me differently. Of course I knew we were pillars of our community, but before that day, I had not linked our status with our ethnic identity. I associated our good fortune with my parents’ professions and not with the fact that we were descended from Slavs who had acquired wealth and power by fighting alongside the Turkish rulers. Suddenly I started comparing our situation with that of Milan. I realized that we lived at the highest point in the village, and we had a Serbian maid, a sweet girl named Ana. She lived lower down in the village in one of the tiny, damp houses dating from the Habsburg era. I became aware that I always wore new clothes bought for me at a modern department store in Sarajevo, while Milan made do with a cousin’s worn-out hand-me-downs. And I also realized that we went on a skiing vacation every January while Milan was stuck behind in his grandmother’s damp hovel.

My family and Emil’s family thoroughly enjoyed our place in the sun, and we were deeply rooted in our “noble” history. Milan’s family lived in the shadows. But in 1990, everything changed radically.






DAY 6 WEDNESDAY, JULY 31

FEELING WITH ALL YOUR SENSES

LES FAUX TO AUMONT-AUBRAC, 13.7 MILES



YOU HAVE BECOME WHO YOU ARE BECAUSE YOUR SENSES WERE AWAKENED THERE.

—HELLA S. HAASSE, DUTCH AUTHOR (1918–2011)







DAY 6 WEDNESDAY, JULY 31, MORNING


SAINT-ALBAN-SUR-LIMAGNOLE: WHAT’S IN A WORD?

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 73.4° F




9:13 a.m.

My dušo, I am now going to explore this beautiful castle. I am going to visit an art exhibition here.

PS Walking 13.7 miles today. To Aumont-Aubrac. I have already covered almost 2 miles.



The beautifully restored Romanesque stronghold is defined by round towers at every corner, topped with a gently sloping, gray slate roof. The Château de Saint-Alban-sur-Limagnole is perched on a hill in the village and is ringed by a hedge of lavender and ancient trees. I cheerfully pass through the dark blue entry gate and find myself in a courtyard decorated with salmon-pink sandstone ornaments and balustrades. It’s quiet in the inner courtyard. There’s no one here. I made a late start after a night filled with erotic dreams featuring Nicolas and me. Even after a brisk hike of almost two miles, I still feel warm just thinking about it. I’m in over my head. Whew! Could this be the Camino effect that Shirley MacLaine wrote about? Bizarre.

The bell in the courtyard rings twice. It’s ten thirty. There’s a sandwich board to my left, directing visitors to an open door. I enter and find myself in a long gallery where an exhibition is displayed. A notebook on a table near the entrance serves as a guest book. I flip to the front, but sadly, the first entry is on April 11. Apparently they use a new book each year. Could he have written something in last year’s guest book? Is there someone here who could tell me? I do a complete turn. There’s no one in this room, in any case. I return to the courtyard.

“Hello!” I shout, hoping to alert a caretaker, but it’s still quiet, and no one opens a window. I reenter the exhibition hall and stroll along the panels; I discover that the current exhibition centers on pilgrimages in this region from the early Middle Ages to the present day. I peruse the objects and photos but skip the texts. They’re all in French, and reading and translating them would take too much effort this late morning, before I’ve had a coffee. I spot an antique door that doesn’t have a lock. Something interesting may be behind it. I press the simple iron latch; the door creaks, opening onto a dark hall with a gray stone spiral staircase. Aha! This must be one of the round towers. The only light filters through an arrow slit in the incredibly thick wall. The space is surprisingly cool and has a musty smell of mold and mildew creeping up from the foundation. I close the door behind me and climb the treads.

On the next landing, I find a modern door to the left; I knock twice, then open it gingerly. Still on the threshold, I peek inside without letting go of the latch. I see an oblong room containing four old-fashioned steel desks flanked by gray filing cabinets, all covered with dust. Clearly no one has worked here for some time. Another modern door stands on the opposite side; it might lead to some other wing of the castle. I consider entering the office to find out what’s behind the far door but decide against it. It might look suspicious. Instead, I return to the corridor, close the door, and continue my ascent. There’s another door on the next landing, but it’s locked.

My backpack weighs heavily on my shoulders, and I’m panting when I finally reach the attic. I open an old-fashioned oak door and enter an elongated space. It’s warm and smells like sawdust and pine resin. Some pictures of pilgrims, probably remnants of an earlier exhibit, lean against the sloping wall. Spiderwebs grace the corners. Someone started renovating the attic but stopped before the job was finished. Wooden planks and drywall are stacked in the middle of the space. The roof’s wooden support beams seem recent, but the windows haven’t been done, except for one opposite the door. The sun shines through the opening and lights up the pilgrims’ faces. The lovely images attract my attention, and I move toward them, passing three boarded-up windows. As I approach the photographs, my eye catches something scrawled in pen on the smooth surface of the stacked particleboard: Emil’s handwriting, accompanied by the typical doodles he jotted whenever he was talking to someone. I bend closer and see a phone number and the word Nijak. Is that someone’s name? Never heard of it. But what else could it be? The letters start dancing before my eyes; this heat is crushing me. Exactly one year ago, Emil was here, and he wrote down a name and number. But why? Had someone phoned him? I take a picture of his hen scratches; then I tick the number into my phone, and with a trembling index finger, punch the green button. I must find out who this Nijak is because I don’t know anyone with that name. Was Emil seeing someone else? Was he phoning his sweetheart from this tower? What else don’t I know about him? A French voice reports that this number is not in service. I try again, first typing in the Dutch country code +31.

“Welcome to the University of Amsterdam,” followed by prerecorded menu options.

The UvA? What was he doing phoning the UvA? From here? When the female voice has finished her litany, I press 1 for the Student Services Desk.

“Hello?” I hear on the other end.

“Yes, sorry, hello, this is Lotte Bonnet. Can you tell me if someone works there with the first or last name of Nijak?”

“Nijak? I’ll check. Do you have any other information about this person?”

“No, I only know that I had to call someone named Nijak at the UvA at this number.”

“Okay, I’ll check. Nijak, you say? N-I-J-A-K?”

“Yes.” I hear her fingers clicking on a keyboard in the background.

“I can’t find a Nijak. It could be someone starting in September, at the beginning of the academic year.”

“No, he or she would have been in your system since last summer.”

I hear her fingers ticking again. “A search for Nijak as a first name doesn’t turn up any results. Although there is a hit for Nijaz. You write it with a z.”

Nijaz? I glance over to the letters Emil wrote. Yes, that k could be a z.

“Could that be a student?” I ask.

“It’s possible, but I can’t give you any information about that.”

“Okay. Thanks anyway for your help.”

“My pleasure. Have a nice day.”

“You too.”

We end the call, and I’m baffled, looking at Emil’s handwriting. Nijak or Nijaz. Who is this person at the UvA? Then it dawns on me. Of course! It must be a friend of Stefan’s. After all, he’s enrolled at the UvA, along with more than thirty thousand other students. There might be a Nijak or Nijaz somewhere in there. But why would Emil want to call him? I quickly send a message to Stefan.


Honey, do you go to school with someone named Nijak or Nijaz? Is he a friend of yours? Or an instructor? Or whatever? Any idea why Papa called the UvA last summer from the Camino?



Just as I push the send button, I hear a male voice shouting something from downstairs. I listen.

“Hello? Who’s there?”

Shit. Someone must have heard me talking. I better make my presence known and act like I got lost. I grab the straps of my backpack and head for the door.

“Yes, I’m coming,” I call, stopping to put my phone back in my fanny pack. I scurry down the spiral steps as quickly as I can. I pause as I pass the second floor and pick up a familiar scent. What’s this? Could it be? I smell Azzaro!

“Nicolas?” I shout in English. “Are you here?”

“Madame?” I hear from below.

“Oui, yes, I’m here.” I turn and continue my descent until I arrive in the hallway. A heavy-set older gentleman with close-cropped gray hair and tanned skin stands at the open door leading to the exhibition space.

“I took a peek upstairs to see if there were more exhibitions.” I wear my sweetest smile.

“Non, madame.” He shakes his head. “There’s nothing upstairs.”

I nod and think back to the Azzaro. Where’s Nicolas? He must be here somewhere. “Sorry for the inconvenience. But um, did you by any chance see a man going up the stairs?”

“No, madame. I cannot see who enters here. I am the bookkeeper, and my office is in the back.” He indicates a door next to the exhibition space. “I heard your voice through the open window. That’s why I came to check.”

The man leads me toward the exit.

“May I ask you one more question?” I say, closing the door behind me. “Do you still have last year’s guest book containing the entries people wrote that year?”

“I’m sorry, no. The municipal secretary might have it, but she left on vacation last Monday. She’ll be back in three weeks.”

“Okay. That’s a shame.” As we walk past the display about pilgrims, I wonder about last summer’s exhibit. Is there still something to see? Emil didn’t mention it, even though he’d texted that he was planning to visit it. He sent me pictures of practically every shrub he passed, but nothing from this exhibition. That seems odd.

“Can you tell me what was showing here last year during July and August?”

The man stops and turns to face the panels. He’s thinking.

“If I remember correctly, it was a photographic exhibition about the Aubrac. Black-and-white nature pictures taken by local photographers. Yes, that’s correct. The photos were hanging here until September.”

“Is that so? Do you have a catalog from that show? Or a folder?”

“No, madame. That’s not my department.”

“Okay, doesn’t matter. I’ll be on my way! And I apologize again for the inconvenience.”

“No problem, madame.” The man steps aside to make room for me and my backpack.

“Au revoir et merci!” I wave and walk out of the castle. My phone pings when I reach the stairs leading from the castle to the town below. I see a message from Stefan.


No, Mom. I don’t know anyone named Nijak or Nijaz. Everything okay there? Maybe Papa called the university because of the tuition fees? I hadn’t paid the bill, remember?



I rock back and forth on my feet. So Stefan doesn’t know who this Nijak or Nijaz is. But then who could he be? Is it even a name? There was some business to do with tuition fees. No idea how that was resolved. I never got involved in such matters. Then I hear footsteps behind me. I turn with a jolt, hoping to see Nicolas, but it’s just another pilgrim, that older German woman I spoke with briefly yesterday at the outdoor café near the statue of the beast. I give her a curt wave, and I spot a white van that’s parked to the right of the castle’s entrance; one of its tires is crushing the beautiful lavender. What a jerk! If I’d seen it parked there before, I would have mentioned it to the bookkeeper. I turn back to the stairs leading to town and head down, my thoughts drifting back to Nicolas. Weird. I’m sure I smelled a whiff of Azzaro in that stairwell. Or was I imagining it?





DAY 6 WEDNESDAY, JULY 31, AFTERNOON


AUMONT-AUBRAC: A STRANGER’S HANDS

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 86° F



I’m in the waiting room of the wellness area, surrounded by a powdery floral scent drifting out of an oval bottle beside me. I lean closer and read the label: Fresh Linen from Maison Berger. I take a picture to help me remember and then sit back. Someone named Jasmine is about to give me a relaxing pilgrim’s massage, paying special attention to my back. When I asked the receptionist, she assured me Jasmine was the same woman who had worked there last year. I have a feeling she’ll remember Emil. It’s not every day that a man with a scarred back ends up on your massage table.

I was fifteen minutes early because I had wanted to take a dip in the pool first, but it was so crowded with kids that I decided to skip it. Since I’ve been on the Camino, I’ve had trouble coping with crowds; other pilgrims along the route have reported the same effect. Let’s hope it’s temporary. Otherwise, I’ll be in big trouble when I return to my daily life.

No sign of Nicolas or the three sisters today, but maybe I’ll run into them tonight when I have dinner in the center of town. They’ll also be staying in Aumont-Aubrac because there are no other options on this desolate stretch between here and Nasbinals. When I see Nicolas, I’ll ask if he visited that castle.

I sigh, bend over, and rub my feet. The blister on my right toe has become a bloody wound. I notice a new one forming on the sole of my foot, but after my conversation this afternoon with a young German trainee doctor, I resist pricking it. We walked together for half an hour, and in those thirty minutes, he lectured me about foot problems, including tips for treating my wounds. He said you should never pop a blister because that could lead to a dangerous infection. I felt disappointed because there is something intimate about popping blisters that brings me closer to myself.

Stefan just called about the text I sent him, and he wanted to know where I’d seen that name, so I told him about visiting the castle. Stefan wondered if it might be a word instead of a name. “Papa often used Bosnian words, Mom. And people write down a lot of stuff. Don’t sweat it.” Of course, Stefan’s right, but I can’t get that word out of my head.

The door to the massage room opens, and a stocky brunette in her mid-twenties invites me in. The windowless room is furnished in an East Asian–inspired style, with shades of bordeaux predominating. Tea lights on a dresser provide the sole illumination, and relaxing Indian sitar music plays in the background. The young woman tells me to undress and lie face down on the massage table, with my head in the opening, and then she hands me a pair of tiny disposable underpants and asks me to put them on. She leaves the room, and I do what she says. After a few minutes, she returns and explains what she is about to do. She asks if I have any questions, and I shake my head. I’ll save Emil for later.

She rubs a deliciously scented almond oil over my entire body. She runs her fingers over my skin and rhythmically presses her palms along my energy meridians. It feels as if electric shocks are exploding throughout my system. Then the massage therapist starts rubbing my back with soft, relaxing strokes along my torso. As her hands glide over my skin, I slip into a twilight state between sleep and waking. Suddenly I’m lying on a lounger near the ocean; the waves are lapping gently. I hear Emil’s voice as he rubs sunscreen onto my back. My dušo… He whispers sweet words and gently caresses me as he often did. He loved me; he loved me so very much. Come, my dušo, enjoy. Feel me… The hands of the masseuse blend with his hands, becoming his fingers. He strokes me and kisses the skin of my neck intimately; then he lovingly traces his fingers down my back toward my bottom, edging into the slit between my buttocks.

The light fades, the hands change back, and I’m flooded by intense grief. Sorrow wells up, and tears start to flow. No, these are not my husband’s fingers because my husband’s dead, and he’ll never again caress me with such care. He will never whisper my dušo again. Suddenly I realize why I can’t understand his suicide. There was only one certainty in my life: his love for me. But his devotion, which I took as a matter of course, was gone. Yes, that’s why it’s hard to imagine marrying Paul, even though we fit together. Paul doesn’t worship me the way Emil worshipped me. And something within me knows that I will miss that love and will be able to feel the difference when a hand caresses me without passion. A hand like this, a functional hand, a working hand.

But how was that for Emil? He always understood that I had married him because I was pregnant with Stefan. Did he suffer because of that? Was that the reason he never confided in me about his past? My entire body starts to tremble. The massage therapist stops, steps back, says nothing, and then asks if everything’s okay. I look up.

“No, not really. I’ve been a widow for a year now,” I sniff, my shoulders shuddering, “and I miss my husband terribly. I was just reminded of him.”

The masseuse nods and lays a towel over my shoulders.

“He’d had an appointment with you at this table,” I bawl. “Last year, on July thirty-first, one year ago to the day, and you were the one who massaged him. Just now I felt that my husband was very close. Same place, same time, same treatment. Something like that. I apologize.”

“It’s understandable, madame.” She goes to the counter, pours me a glass of water, and hands it to me.

“Maybe you remember my husband?” I smile hopefully while I sip. The water has a fresh, minty taste. “He had scars on his back from being whipped. They looked like red ridges.”

The woman recoils and says, shocked, “That was your husband? How awful! His back, I mean. I had no idea what to do with him. Oh, madame. I’d been working here only a few weeks. It was my first job after I finished my training. I was not prepared for someone in that condition. And unlike you, your husband spoke no French, and my English is poor. We could hardly communicate. But we managed. He died? A year ago?”

“Yes, he took his own life. Here on the Camino. On August sixth, in Conques.”

“I heard about that. That was your husband?” She folds her hands as if she’s about to pray for him.

“Yes, that was my husband. What else do you remember about him?” I ask.

“Only his skin. Nothing else.” She’s thinking. “Oh, yes, there was one more thing. I mean the man who came after him. Not a client, but a stranger who suddenly appeared in the salon after your husband left and asked if he’d had scars on his back. I was so startled by his sudden appearance that I nodded yes. But I should not have done that. They taught us never to discuss our clients’ bodies during my course. Discretion is essential. When the man left, I panicked. I thought he might have been a mystery customer sent by the management to evaluate my integrity by springing a personal question about a client’s body on me. But nothing came of it because it wasn’t a test.”

Her story pushes my grief aside and puts me on high alert. I sit up and straighten my back. This is critical information. A strange man entered the massage salon and asked a question about Emil’s back? This means that someone from his past must have thought they recognized his face. But whoever it was wasn’t sure, so he checked with this masseuse to verify that Emil was the man he suspected.

“What did that man look like, and how old was he?”

“I didn’t get a good look at him because I was sitting over there when your husband left,” she says, pointing to a stool in the corner opposite the entrance. “I hadn’t yet turned the light back on. The man stood on the threshold and was lit from behind, so I couldn’t see his face. He was tall and slim and bigger than your husband. I can’t say much more than that. He was gone in a flash. Once I regained my composure, I went after him but couldn’t find him. He wasn’t staying at our hotel.”

“And what language did the man speak?” I ask.

“French. But with an accent.”

“What kind of accent?” Emil spoke perfect Dutch, but he never lost his foreign accent.

“I’m not sure. He could have been from Belgium, Switzerland, or one of our overseas islands. Or somewhere else entirely. His French sounded different from the French we speak here. But I might have been mistaken. He didn’t say much. A few sentences.”

I let the information sink in. A pilgrim or a resident from this region recognized “my” Emil. That must have been someone he knew from Bosnia and Herzegovina, because during the years he was living in the Netherlands, Emil rarely exposed his bare back to anyone. On vacation, he always wore a T-shirt on the beach, even when swimming. Nobody knew about his scarred back except our general practitioner, our physical therapist, the sports masseur, the boys, Caroline, Paul, and me. Who could that man have been? And had Emil seen him, too? Could he have been that Nijak person? Or Nijaz? Had Emil noticed someone from his past walking by while he was in that castle? Is that why he wrote the name on that piece of particleboard? It’s possible, but it still doesn’t explain the telephone number for the University of Amsterdam. Selma and Stefan are the only ones who have a connection with the UvA. And it couldn’t have been Selma because I didn’t call her until a year after Emil’s death. There must be another explanation for that UvA phone number, something closer to home. Maybe the UvA sent Emil a message that morning about Stefan. That’s a possibility. As Stefan texted, he hadn’t paid his tuition. That had happened the previous year as well; at the last minute, Emil did damage control and sorted it out.

“What about your treatment, madame? Your back muscles are in knots. I could give you a firm sports massage to loosen your neck and shoulders.”

“What a good idea.” I lie down again with my face in the opening. “And don’t spare me. It’s fine if it hurts.” Yes, pain is good for me. As I learned on the Camino, aches and pains in my body have a calming effect on my mind.





DAY 6 WEDNESDAY, JULY 31, EVENING


AUMONT-AUBRAC: PAST REFLEXES

RAIN AND FOG, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 66° F



I’m slightly tipsy, walking along a thoroughfare outside the village, heading from the center of Aumont-Aubrac to my hotel about half a mile away. Mist rises from the gently rolling forests in the distance. My pace is brisk because it’s raining for the first time since I began my journey. When I noticed the rain clouds gathering, I quickly tucked my orange Team Holland poncho into my nylon bag. Then I walked into the town center at seven for a bite. Otherwise, I might have caught a chill by now. The temperature dropped a few degrees as soon as it started pouring.

I just took the poncho out of its wrapper for the first time, and I’ve become uncomfortably aware of the plastic’s repugnant chemical smell. So now I can add a distaste for unnatural smells to my aversion to unnatural sounds. That’s another thing I’ve learned from the other pilgrims; your sense of smell improves when you walk the Camino, and you develop a dislike of everything synthetic, as if your primal instincts are being reset. I try to ignore the stench and trudge on doggedly. I had an enjoyable evening with Maddie, a British woman who started her journey in Le Puy-en-Velay like me. She’s a fragile single brunette in her mid-forties with cute doll-like features and pearly white teeth. I’d noticed her when she sat at our table next to the grapevines in Saugues; she smiled a lot. She smiled a lot this evening, too, but her eyes didn’t join in. It’s simply the way her mouth moves. She’s friendly and spontaneous but not happy; she bears a lot of grief.

While we enjoyed a delicious glass of Marcillac, we exchanged life stories, and she confided that she had always wanted children. She hadn’t had any because her ex-husband was against the idea. She bowed to her husband’s wishes, but five years ago, the asshole strayed and traded her in for a younger model. Now he had a four-year-old son and a two-year-old daughter. And she had nothing: no husband and no children. It seems she’d missed the boat, as she found out when she tried via an anonymous sperm donor to become pregnant three years ago. The gynecologist hit her with the harsh reality: she was already menopausal. Since then she’d been dealing with a lot of anger. She tried to use hard work and walking to tame her rage. And it helped—she moved to London, built a career in telecommunications, earned bags of money, and developed a new hobby: walking stages of the Camino. She always felt better after two weeks of walking. I can understand that now because I’ve also noticed that I’m more stable than I was a few days ago.

As I fasten the hood of my poncho more securely around my face, it strikes me that Maddie and I were both deceived by our husbands. My husband lied about facts, and hers about feelings. Which is worse? It must be lying about your feelings, which pollutes your soul and covers all your intimate memories with a smear of dishonor. But I don’t feel defiled when I think about Emil’s embraces because his love for me and the boys was genuine. I’m sure of that. He had his secrets, but they stemmed from a time before our time. Here on the Camino, something happened that united his past with his present. And I believe that something was his meeting with a man he knew from Bosnia.

He texted me around this time last year, saying that, for the first time in ages, he’d downed an entire bottle of wine with a tablemate. Who could that person have been? Had he dined with the same man who’d entered the massage treatment room a few hours earlier? How can I find out? I just combed all of Emil’s texts, but nothing suggested he’d run into someone from his past. Stupid that I didn’t ask him to go into more detail at the time. He flooded me with so many text messages that I didn’t bother reading all of them or sending serious replies. Instead, I made do with one-liners and smiley emojis. So more surprises are sure to be in store for me.

It turns out that Maddie is a serious rival for my interest in Nicolas. While we were discussing the extraordinary pilgrims along our route at dinner, I mentioned the weird man with the poodle. She brought up that attractive Frenchman with the heavenly green eyes. “Wow!” she exclaimed, saying she’d noticed me—lucky girl—sitting next to him during dinner in Saugues. I explained that I hadn’t managed to say much to him that evening because of the woman from Lille. “Oh, that’s right,” Maddie said. “That lady babbles more than a brook.” Maddie told me she’d tried to find out more about that gorgeous hunk, but she managed to learn only his first name, Nicolas. He was clearly not forthcoming about his personal details. I asked if she’d seen him today. Yes, she’d run into him this morning as he was coming down the hill from the castle in Saint-Alban-sur-Limagnole. She’d been on her way up. He was in a hurry and gave her only a brief bonjour. She asked if there was anything of interest to see in the castle; he had shrugged and kept going. Her story piqued my interest; I righted my shoulders and asked her what time she’d passed that castle. Maddie estimated it had been around eleven because she’d left her B and B in Lajo quite late and had been walking almost four miles when she reached the village.

My sense of smell was right. I did pick up the scent of Nicolas’s cologne in the stone stairwell at the castle. And he hadn’t answered when I called his name. I’m now walking along an open stretch of road devoid of buildings. Visibility is poor; it’s dark, the weather’s foggy, and there are few streetlights. I’m reminded of a road near where I grew up, back before the municipality built a separate dedicated path for cyclists and pedestrians. It was a death trap for slow pedestrian or bicycle traffic. When I was a teenager, I had a near miss on that road when a drunken nut overshot the bend. I managed to escape death by crashing, bike and all, into the River Geul, which ran beside the road.

This road is equally perilous, especially in this weather. Here in France, drivers zip along even faster than at home. From day one, I was appalled by people’s reckless driving on the Massif Central. So I decide to sacrifice my dry shoes and continue through the wet grass on the road’s shoulder. I can see the lights of my hotel in the distance when suddenly I hear a car starting to accelerate behind me. That’s what I’m talking about! Another one of those nut jobs! I turn to look at the approaching headlights but am blinded by the driver’s high beams. I wave to make my presence known, but the driver doesn’t see me and barrels straight toward me. Without thinking, I leap over the wall beside the berm and dive into the grass. The car squeals past, and I hear the fender scraping against the stone wall. With my heart pounding, I get to my feet and stare at the departing vehicle. A white van.

“Idiot!” I holler. The car shoots around the bend, and within seconds, it’s gone. I start trembling uncontrollably. I almost died. Again. First, that rockslide. And now this.



The Letter


VI THE GRAY FALCON AND THE BLACK LAMB

Some people enrich your life by saying or doing something that stays with you. The old imam in our village was such a person to me, not because he bombarded me with stories about Allah and Islam, but because he talked about the power of nature and the beauty of daily life.

“People prefer fantastic lies to unadorned facts,” he said one sunny evening in October 1985 when he introduced me to the world of demagoguery. Our imam, known locally as a hodža, was wise; he also had two unusual hobbies: photography and falconry. From an early age, Emil, Milan, and I would go hiking with the hodža a few times a year to release the falcon. We used his camera to take pictures of things we’d noticed. Then, later that evening, we’d develop the images in his darkroom. There, under the intimate glow of the red light, he would ask each of us why we had chosen to capture that particular subject, and he listened thoughtfully to our answers. Through his questions, he taught us to interpret what we were genuinely observing. I didn’t grasp the deeper meaning of this education until after the war.

Be that as it may, during that autumn day in 1985, the hodža predicted the coming war. It was sunny, and we climbed a trail through the oak forest up to a barren, rocky plateau. But this hike was different. Less high-spirited, less carefree. The bond between Emil, Milan, and me had grown slack because we’d recently started going to different schools. As you might expect, brilliant Emil was at the college-prep gymnasium; I was in the group just below and had been admitted to the real gymnasium, and Milan was attending the technical high school. Milan could have easily gotten into the gymnasium with his excellent grades, but his family wouldn’t allow it. He had to learn a trade to start earning money as quickly as possible. Milan did as he was told and made new friends, but we still saw one another on weekends and always managed to have fun together.

We followed the hodža up the hill until we reached the open plateau where a wrought-iron Serbian Orthodox cross stood fastened to the top of a rock. The cross commemorated the Serbian women and children who had been killed on that spot by the Croatian Ustaśe during the Second World War. Milan stopped in front of the cross and began to pray. Emil and I were bemused: Since when had our atheist friend Milan become a believer? We chided him, but he snarled that we didn’t understand anything. So we changed the subject and took a break for something to eat and drink. A herd of sheep was grazing among the rocks, and a black lamb broke away from the group; it scampered over to the cross and started grazing beside the rock. The hodža began his ritual and asked me to hold his camera. He took a few steps back, released his gray falcon, and made some sounds. The bird flew up, later landing on the black cross. I impulsively took a picture of the gray falcon perched atop the cross, with the black lamb beside it.

That evening, the hodža and I were alone in his darkroom. When my picture of the falcon and the lamb became visible in the developing tray, I realized both had been staring directly into the camera lens; that made the photo unique.

“Well, well, this image could have been on the cover of Black Lamb and Grey Falcon,” the hodža quipped, peering closer. I asked what the book was about and if I should read it. The hodža said it was a travelogue in English about Yugoslavia during the 1930s. The British author had drawn parallels between a Serbian myth and the war looming at that time.

“Rebecca West predicted that a gray falcon named Hitler would promise the Germans an eternal empire, and the tame German sheep would follow him toward the hell of war,” he said dolefully.

“The same thing is about to happen again, my boy,” he whispered after a moment’s silence, “here, with us, because a gray falcon is circling our country. This time, it’s a Serbian named Slobodan Milošević, and he will lead the tame Serbian sheep into a new war and drag us into it as well.”

He went on to say that time and again, people prefer the fantastic lies of opportunists to the understated facts of experts. And the more extravagant the fabrications, the greater the number of people who believe them. Then, to illustrate this, he told me the myth of the weak Serbian prince Lazar. In 1389, he was hacked to death by Ottomans during the Battle of Kosovo, which left the unfortunate Serbians under the rule of the Turks. But what did the Serbian Orthodox Church do? It portrayed Prince Lazar not as a loser but as a great hero because he had apparently received a message from God—brought to him by a gray falcon—and chosen a heavenly kingdom instead of a worldly one. So, for almost six hundred years, the Serbians venerated a failed leader because he would lead them through earthly tribulations to eternal happiness in heaven. The hodža urged me to listen critically to the rhetoric of leaders, to always look at issues from various perspectives, and never to run with the herd. Furthermore, he urged me to always keep my picture of the gray falcon and black lamb near me to help me remember his advice.

When I hung my print on the line to dry, I thought of the atheist Milan, who had prayed that afternoon at that Serbian cross; a few hours later, during our descent, he had extolled the virtues of Slobodan Milošević and told us that the new great leader of Yugoslavia would not be Croatian, but a Serbian. That’s when I realized that Milan had begun to believe in preposterous lies, and we were heading toward different lives.

The hodža printed a copy of my photograph of the gray falcon and the black lamb for each of us and urged the three of us not to become sheep following the screeching words of a leader. Milan accepted the picture, but he didn’t listen.






DAY 7 THURSDAY, AUGUST 1

THE BLACK LAMB AND THE GRAY FALCON

AUMONT-AUBRAC TO NASBINALS, 16.7 MILES



YOU CAN ONLY SEE IT ONCE YOU’VE REALIZED IT.

—JOHAN CRUYFF, DUTCH SOCCER PLAYER (1947–2016)







DAY 7 THURSDAY, AUGUST 1, MORNING


PLATEAU AUBRAC: THE SIGN OF THE SKULL

SUNNY AND CALM. 80.6° F



I’m awed by the stunning mosaic of the desolate high plateau, with arid fields outlined by low walls of gray stone and borders of purple lupines lending a vivid accent. It’s almost eleven, and I’ve been walking all morning and have yet to run into a single soul; that’s about to change, because I spot some farms in the distant valley. When I started my hike to the deserted plateau of the Aubrac around eight o’clock this morning, I was grumbling about the pain in my back. But now that I’m descending, the pain has shifted to my calves. This is a pleasant type of grumbling because I’m in a good mood. The whirlwind of thoughts that raced through my mind during my first days on the Camino has calmed. Of course I still think about the deaths of Emil, Omer, and Solange, but differently now, from a greater distance. My awareness of my aches and pains is my only steady companion as I doggedly trudge along, soaking up the scent of wildflowers and squinting to protect my eyes from the dazzling sun and the vast horizons.

When I reached the top of the plateau a moment ago and looked across the barren hills randomly dotted with huge boulders, it was as if the bleak highlands had freed me from my constant doubts. I stood there, completely alone, and listened to the silence. I heard nothing but crickets and the wind whistling past my ears. Everything seemed to drift away. During my ascent, I’d become overheated. I was dizzy at times and thought my head might explode. But once I reached the highest point, I suddenly felt the wind swirling around me. I tossed my backpack to the ground, unbuttoned my shirt, and stood on the soft moss with my arms spread, pivoting slowly to let the cool wind dry the sweat off my torso. I cried tears of joy because the breeze on that deserted plain had given me something that Emil’s suicide had taken away: my buoyant spirit. During the first part of my descent, I sang irreverent Dutch carnival songs at the top of my lungs; I swept my hands along the peaks of marram grass and laughed at the crickets leaping with every step I took.

Now I’m descending a narrow, sunken track that meanders before my eyes. There are shoulder-high walls to my right and left, and below, a few hundred yards away, I spot the first trees. That’s a relief; finally, a place where I can have a poo! I’ve been looking for a suitable spot for a while—a challenge along this stretch of the trail. Privacy’s hard to find and digging a respectable pit in this rocky soil would be impossible. As I approach the pines, I see a man sitting on a rock in the shade. I stop to evaluate the situation; I decide to relieve myself here and duck behind a wall. As I’m about to shed my backpack, two black specks appear on top of the plateau and begin their descent: incoming pilgrims. I’ll just have to keep going and hope I can hold it.

When I approach the shadowy spot, my heart flip-flops.

“Hey, Nicolas.”

“Hi, Lotte!” He waves and stands. “How’s life been treating you?” he asks, smiling.

“Can’t complain!” With my trekking pole, I indicate the landscape.

“Yes, gorgeous!” He gives me the once-over and then looks up. I turn. Another pilgrim approaches from a trail on the left. Although he’s still a tiny, distant figure, I recognize his neon-green shorts. It’s the man with the poodle. He marches briskly along, and his brightly colored sportswear glints in the sun. He’s taken the less beautiful but less steep route via Malbouzon; I considered that but decided against it. Good thing, too. I wouldn’t have wanted to miss that climb. I see someone else stopping below, ready to take a break. Yes! We’re reentering the civilized world.

Nicolas puts on his sunglasses, grabs his backpack, and slings it over his shoulders. He asks if I want some company. I nod and hope my bowels will behave.

We follow the bumpy track single file; it grows narrower and narrower. After about a hundred yards, I ask Nicolas if he also visited the castle of Saint-Alban-sur-Limagnole late yesterday morning.

Nicolas halts and turns toward me. “What makes you say that?”

“I caught a whiff of your Azzaro near the spiral staircase when I was passing the second floor.”

“You smelled me?” He laughs and shakes his head. “You recognized my aftershave? That’s extraordinary!”

“Well, as a chocolatier, I’m constantly thinking about ingredients and their effects, and that includes aromas.”

“As I’m starting to notice!” He turns and continues down the path.

“So, were you there?” I say to his back.

“Yes, but I didn’t go beyond the second floor. I went into that office and snooped around. An old habit of mine, peeking behind closed doors. Blame it on my journalistic curiosity.”

“And you didn’t hear me?”

“No. Where were you?”

“On the top floor, in the attic. But when I heard the caretaker’s voice, I rushed downstairs, and that’s when I caught a whiff of Azzaro.”

He stops and faces me again. I can’t gauge his emotions because his eyes are hidden behind his sunglasses; judging from his grin, I seem to be amusing him.

“You’re one of a kind, Lotte. Did you know that?”

“Yes, but so are you,” I say.

Nicolas chuckles. “Then we’re both one of a kind,” he says as he starts walking again.

“Yes!”

We walk silently at first, but after a few hundred yards, he starts telling me about the thistles and succulents, and pointing out unusual insects and herbs. I’m happy with his explanations, but the names go in one ear and out the other; I need all my concentration to keep from slipping on these slick stones. The image of Solange’s terrifying plunge is still fresh in my memory.

As we approach some flat terrain, the vegetation changes from arid grass to green reeds. There are clear ponds scattered here and there, and pilgrims would be forgiven for indulging the need to take off their shoes and cool their feet, but that’s not advisable. In fact, this swampy stretch of land is surrounded by barbed wire. I see a long, rusted sign lying in the berm, and my curiosity draws me closer. I turn the object over and see a skull above a swimming figure in a red circle with a diagonal line running through it. This warning sign isn’t doing much good here, lying on the ground, but luckily, any fool can see that you can’t swim here. As we continue our way, I’m nagged by uncertainty. No, maybe not! I’m a farmer’s daughter and I know how easily muddy pools can become perilous quagmires. But city folk don’t know how dangerous that can be. So I turn and walk back to the sign.

“What are you up to?” Nicolas calls once he realizes I’ve turned back.

“Just righting this sign with the skull. So that the pilgrims in our wake will know this bog is dangerous.”

“Do you need my help?”

“No, I’ve got this.” I point to the berm on my left.

I stoop, lift the sign, lean it against the barbed wire, and arrange some rocks around its base for support. My eye is drawn to the place where the post snapped; the break looks fresh. Someone recently used force to topple this warning sign, and broke the post while doing so. Who would do such a thing? Bah. Vandals are everywhere, even in an enchanted place like this. I step back and admire my handiwork. Yes, that’ll hold for a few days. I’ll report the damage when we get to the next village.

I resume my trek and catch up with Nicolas, who has crossed a concrete bridge and stands beside a monument.

“That was a smart move, Lotte,” he says, pointing to an oval memorial plaque mounted on a large boulder. I read the text chiseled into the marble:


Here lies Madelon. † 1961.

She perished in the swamp.



“Jesus, Nicolas!” I exclaim. ‘ “What a horrible way to die. Literally sucked into that mud.”

“Right; this place is also dangerous for sheep and cows. It’s even mentioned in the Miam Miam Dodo. That explains the barbed wire.” Nicolas walks back to the bridge and leans against the railing. I follow, and together, we stare at the burbling pool. It might look like a freely running stream, but instead, it’s groundwater seeping up from the rotting soil. You must not fall in because the depths will grab you and suck you down. I retrace my steps and wipe the sweat from my forehead.

“I need to drink something.” I remove my backpack and reach for my water bottle. As I twist off the cap, I hear the ticking of trekking poles coming from the stone path where I just set up the sign. The man with the poodle rounds the bend and is still a hundred yards away. I follow his movements, the bottle at my lips. His dog is in the carrier strapped to his chest, looking spryly around. The man passes with a curt wave and the words “Buen Camino,” after which the poodle gives a friendly bark. I smile and don my backpack again. Then Nicolas and I continue our journey.

Meanwhile, my bowels are signaling that I really must find a toilet soon. Delay is no longer an option. I fish the Miam Miam Dodo out of my pocket and check the distance to the nearest public facility. Sure enough, I see icons for a water faucet and a toilet in the hamlet of Rieutort-d’Aubrac. It can’t be far, because the farms are coming into view. I pick up the pace, and soon we’ve reached the picturesque settlement. A bench stands in the shade beside a stone barn with a fountain next to it; the border is planted with heavenly scented lavender.

“I’m just going to the toilet.” I point to the sign indicating the WC.

“Okay, Lotte,” Nicolas replies, smiling. “I’ll refill my supply of water and chill out here. Besides, it’s lunchtime.”

Indeed. It’s already midi.





DAY 7 THURSDAY, AUGUST 1, AFTERNOON


RIEUTORT-D’AUBRAC: A SNAPSHOT FROM THE PAST

SUNNY AND CALM. 88° F



I toss some wood chips down the hole of the eco toilet, close the lid, heave a sigh of relief, and wash my hands. I mentally give the French a grateful nod for their excellent pop-up toilets. A good way of keeping pilgrims from soiling local gardens.

I turn and try to find my way back to the square with the fountain; when I was following the signs to the toilet, I was preoccupied. It can’t be hard to find because this tiny hamlet has only a few streets. I take a chance on the lane to my left and am stunned to see a stunning black-and-white billboard-sized image attached to the side of a decrepit barn. I shake my head and step back. Then I gasp. Yes, but… how is this possible? I know this image! It’s the same black-and-white picture of the lamb and the falcon that Emil had with him when he fled Bosnia. It’s been hanging in my chocolate workshop for years. With trembling fingers, I unzip my fanny pack and take out my phone. My heart pounds as I swipe to the folder containing the three images from Emil’s youth. I swallow as my eyes shift from the screen to the panel attached to the barn. Yes. This is an adaptation of that same photograph! Fuck!

I steady myself against the wall of the barn and look again. I passed a few similarly enlarged photographs in Aumont-Aubrac this morning. A Frenchwoman told me the panels were left over from last year’s art project revolving around nature in the Massif Central. A few are still hanging on the blank walls of local farms. The aluminum frame of this billboard has become pitted by the passing seasons. There’s a waste container leaning near the bottom, so I can’t read the maker’s name, but for the most part, the rest of the image is visible. The gray falcon and the black lamb are the same as the ones in the photo at home, but the landscape and the cross have been altered. The Serbian Orthodox cross has been replaced by a Catholic one, and instead of Bosnia, it’s the Aubrac. A black lamb, its head raised, stands in the grass in the foreground, and in the background is the Aubrac’s high, rocky plateau. The lamb is positioned next to a boulder upon which a shiny black wrought-iron cross is perched. A gray falcon is perched on top of the cross. The leather strap intended to attach the falcon’s foot to the cross dangles untied. The bird’s powerful claws clasp the metal. Both animals have jet-black oval eyes ringed with light, and both are staring straight into the camera’s lens. The lamb appears skittish, as if it’s about to bolt away. The falcon, on the other hand, looks menacing and seems poised for the attack.

It’s an alarming shot because the photo illustrates a mythical tale about the Serbian people that I became aware of only last month because Emil hardly talked about it. He said the bird belonged to the old imam in his village, who was a falconer, and the black lamb had accidentally rambled in front of the camera just as the shutter snapped. He went on to describe how much he’d enjoyed those long walks over the high plains and how much the falconer had taught him about nature and the ins and outs of training such remarkable birds. Emil owed his interest in photography to that imam. He especially remembered their valuable conversations in the falconer’s darkroom. When I asked Emil if he was still in touch with this imam, he shook his head; his eyes went sad, and he explained that the hodža had long since died. Then Emil abruptly left the room, his familiar signal that the subject was closed.

Last month, when I visited the village where Emil had been born with my interpreter, Jelena, I showed the picture of the falcon and lamb to an elderly woman. I asked her about the imam who had lived there during the 1980s. She pulled me toward the cemetery. She then explained that the poor man had been dragged out of his mosque by a Bosnian Serb militia during the war. They’d hog-tied him, wrapped him in blankets, and set him on fire. He died howling in agony. His falcon then swooped over his attackers, pecking at their scalps and shoulders, until one of the soldiers shot the breathtaking creature. Later that night, once the militia had moved on, a few Muslims crept out of the woods and buried the charred body of their hodža together with his bird of prey. Tears had streamed down my cheeks as the old lady told me the story while pointing to a white marble gravestone bearing a beautiful falcon.

I couldn’t sleep that night, so I started reading Rebecca West’s Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, which I’d bought shortly before my trip. Rebecca West, a British author, had traveled through the Balkans shortly before the start of World War II. She described Yugoslavia’s history in her epic guidebook. She was especially fascinated by how the Serbians had reacted to losing their mighty kingdom in the Middle Ages. Encouraged by the Serbian Orthodox church, the Serbs derived glory from their role as losers and victims.

Jelena explained how, six hundred years later, a ceremony in honor of that medieval defeat had helped lead to the collapse of Yugoslavia and the bloody war that followed. In the 1980s, Slobodan Milošević, a Serbian nationalist, made skillful use of that unprocessed history when he gave a speech on the famous hill where the Serbians had been trounced by the Turks six hundred years earlier, claiming that the Serbians would never again be defeated. The Serbians in the crowd cheered and began dreaming of a mighty Serbian empire, while the Albanian Muslims in the audience were left quaking; that legendary battlefield was situated in Kosovo, in what had become their autonomous province.

After reading West’s book, I began to suspect there was a political subtext hidden behind the black-and-white photograph that had been hanging in my workspace for twenty years. The picture carried a clear message: The falcon is about to attack, and the lamb will meekly follow. In other words, war is coming, and the mob will join. Did Emil see the Yugoslavian wars looming?

I step back to let the impact of the image sink in. This photo must be an adaptation of Emil’s original. The falcon and the lamb are reproduced exactly, but the landscape in the background and the cross have been altered. How did Emil’s photograph make its way here?

I grab my phone and take a picture of the billboard. I must find out who the photographer was, because whoever he was, he was here in the Massif Central last year. After all, he—or she—took part in that photography exhibition. And this photographer must have known Emil. Maybe it was the man who upset the masseuse with questions about the scars on Emil’s back.





DAY 7 THURSDAY, AUGUST 1, EVENING


NASBINALS: INDECIPHERABLE WORDS

SUNNY AND CALM. 77° F



The taxi pulls up in front of the post office in Nasbinals. I pay, thank the driver, and dash into the modern building with my backpack. Once inside, I wait behind a red line; two customers are ahead of me. Lucky I got here on time. I was starting to worry I’d be too late to pick up Omer’s envelope. Here’s hoping it’s arrived and there are no more disappointments.

After I spotted that billboard-sized poster on the side of the barn, I rang the doorbells at the surrounding farms, asking if anyone knew who the photographer might be. Only one person answered the door, an older farmer who told me the three other houses on her street were vacation rentals whose tenants would arrive on Saturday. The barn where the poster hung was owned by a couple from Northern France; they were renovating the building, which explained the rubbish container in front of the image. But the woman at the door had saved a leaflet from the exhibition. I read that the photos were part of an art project that had ended last September. The campaign had been initiated by the departments of Lozère and Aveyron in conjunction with renowned photographers from both departments; it was intended to promote the sparsely populated Parc Naturel Régional de l’Aubrac. I tried to find the exhibition website on my phone, but it was no longer online. The farmer suggested I try the tourist office in Aumont-Aubrac, saying they might have more information. I thanked her and phoned a taxi. Other photographs would be on display in Aumont-Aubrac, and perhaps I would find some new leads there.

In the meantime, Nicolas was still waiting near the fountain. I was ashamed I’d left him waiting and explained that I had to return to Aumont-Aubrac to deal with an unexpected private matter. Nicolas offered to join me, but I refused. I couldn’t bear the thought of disrupting his Camino; as I quoted from the Miam Miam Dodo, every pilgrim must remain on his own path. Nicolas nodded and seemed pensive. We ate our lunch together at the fountain. When the taxi arrived, he stood, gave me two French air kisses, wished me luck, and with a wave, set off. As soon as I stepped into the taxi and closed the door, I was plagued by doubts, and I wanted to rush out and ask him to join me, but I didn’t. I stayed where I was, and for a while, an unexplained sense of loss came over me. I desperately hoped I’d see him again at some restaurant or other that evening.

My visit to Aumont-Aubrac was a waste of time. The employee I spoke with at the Office de Tourisme remembered the art project, but her colleague had been the one to organize everything, and she knew all the photographers personally; however, she was on sick leave. At my request, the employee agreed to send an urgent email to this woman, asking her to contact me as soon as possible. But because of privacy laws and despite my desperate pleas, she wouldn’t divulge the woman’s contact information.

Then I walked past another three walls displaying billboard-sized photographs. I asked the owners of those buildings if they could tell me the name of one of the photographers who’d participated in the exhibition. Perhaps one of the other exhibitors could help me ascertain who had taken a picture of the falcon and the lamb. I did find the name of one of the photographers from Rodez, and I phoned him immediately. Using my best French, I explained the reason for my call and asked if he remembered who had taken the picture of the black lamb and gray falcon still hanging on a wall in Rieutort-d’Aubrac; I then texted him the photo. But regrettably, although he recognized the picture, he had no idea who the photographer had been. Some thirty photographers had taken part, and almost three hundred photos had been selected. He was acquainted with only the photographers who lived near Rodez, and some photographers were owners of vacation homes in the area. That meant they were in the region only sporadically and hadn’t built up a local network. He also suggested I speak to the woman in the Office de Tourisme. My spirits sank, and I called another taxi for the drive to Nasbinals. As we passed through the desolate landscape, I prayed that Omer’s envelope had reached the post office. I hoped it might contain some fresh clues regarding Emil.



When it’s my turn, I approach the counter. A package has arrived for me from Bosnia and Herzegovina, I say, handing over my ID. The employee nods, confirms my details, pulls a large manila envelope from a rack, and asks me to sign a receipt. I’m relieved; if nothing else, at least Omer’s report has arrived safely, and I go outside. I settle down on the steps around the corner, open the package, and remove the papers from the envelope. But my heart sinks as I flip through the pile of sloppy and barely legible photocopies. It looks as though someone rushed these documents through an outdated photocopier. What’s more, it’s all in Cyrillic, and the few photos I find are so dark that the faces are unrecognizable.

Dejected, I curse under my breath and stuff the pages back into the envelope. What now? How am I supposed to translate these goddamn texts? I can’t turn to Selma or Jelena for help because this information is too sensitive; it’s not meant to be shared with strangers. But what are my other options? I could run the documents through a translation program and translate the words into English. Jelena helped me do that when I was in Bosnia. The results leave much to be desired, but it’s better than nothing. I’ll need a laptop, a scanner, and someone to explain how it’s done again. Wasn’t it something to do with scanning the text and then cutting and pasting from the PDF to a Word document? The results are then uploaded to an online translation program. More or less. Right? Will my hotel have a computer and a scanner? Yes, for sure! I shove the report into my backpack, heave it over my shoulders, and set off briskly for the town center.



The Letter


VII SIRENS WAILED, BUT I DIDN’T HEAR THEM

Sometimes chance takes you in a completely unexpected direction. When I look back on the lives of Emil, Milan, and me, I think everything would have been different if Milan had not been sent to the Republic of Kosovo for military service. Because that’s where the great turning point in his life occurred in April 1987.

Young men in Yugoslavia were required to serve in the military sometime between the ages of eighteen and twenty-seven. They could choose to attend an institution of higher learning first and then serve, or to enlist right after high school. Emil, Milan, and I chose the second option, and we all enlisted the year we turned nineteen. Emil and I were planning to enroll in university, but we hadn’t decided on our courses of study. Milan had finished his training at the vocational school. He would start working as soon as his time in the military was over. That’s if there was any work, because the economy was in bad shape. It was a strange time anyway because the communist regimes in Eastern Europe had started to crumble. The same thing was happening with us. The populists in the republics subsequently used the growing economic hardship for political gain. That was especially true for the leaders of Serbia and Croatia. It was clear something was about to happen, but no one knew what.

Oddly, of the three of us, I was the only one who sensed that we were on the brink of a tragic era. Emil and Milan didn’t understand my bleak mood. They also found my pacifistic leaning peculiar. In Yugoslavia, being called up for military service was celebrated as a positive achievement. When your official draft notice arrived in your mailbox, your parents would organize a massive party for family and friends, like some sort of tribal initiation. It was the parents’ way of showing that their son had been found worthy of serving the great fatherland. In fact that draft notice verified that nothing was wrong with your child, and to Ma and Pa, it was a badge of honor.

The army was highly regarded in Yugoslavia because the JNA, the Yugoslav People’s Army, protected us from external threats. Our army was of a substantial size. For example, when I entered military service, the JNA was Europe’s fourth-largest military force, which is remarkable for such a small, otherwise obscure country. Our military indoctrination began at an early age. There was a subject called “defend and protect” during our third and fourth years of high school; by about eighteen, all the boys and girls had learned to handle weapons. We also had lessons outdoors in the mountains, where we practiced shooting, dismantling, and reassembling machine guns. Those outings were fun. We sang and fooled around and couldn’t imagine that we would be using those same weapons in real life just five years later—not aimed at the Russians or the Americans but at one another. After years of indoctrination, the step from playing war to real war was small. As kids, we’d already learned to handle a gun, disengage the safety, aim it, and hit a target.

Be that as it may, in the late summer of 1986, all three of us entered the armed services, and we boarded buses taking us to different corners of our country. As usual, Emil was the lucky one; he was sent to a base in Slovenia, near the capital, Ljubljana, where there was plenty to do nearby. I went to a military base close to Plješivica Mountain in central Croatia, not far from the Bosnian city of Bihać. Milan headed south to Kosovo, which at that time was still an autonomous province within the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The idea was to send boys from all six republics as far away from home as possible so that we would bond with boys from other republics during our military rituals.

But that’s not how it turned out for me and Emil. We both thought our time in the military was a waste. Milan sang a different tune, however, and his situation was also different because the national government soon sent his unit to quash riots between Serbians and ethnic Albanians, who then made up most of the population of Kosovo.

Well, it was in Kosovo that Milan met the Serbian soldier Boris Atanasković; I know this only from what Milan told me and a photograph taken in 1991 when Boris was working as a commando in Croatia. Milan had saved Boris’s life during a skirmish with ethnic Albanians. During the war, Boris Atanasković became a paramilitary militia leader. He dressed like a woodsman and resembled Rasputin, the influential Russian mystic. I remember a picture of a bear of a man with unruly hair and a long black beard.

Back in 1987, this Serbian nationalist was still Milan’s mentor, but the situation changed dramatically in 1990. War broke out between Croatia and Serbia, and Boris Atanasković became a charismatic militia leader, carrying out ethnic cleansings in cities and villages, leaving behind a trail of atrocities. He disappeared during Operation Storm in August 1995 and was thought to have perished somewhere in West Bosnia. His body was never found.

But back in 1987, Boris Atanasković was just another promising officer in the Yugoslav People’s Army. His troops were sent to the legendary Field of Blackbirds to control thousands of demonstrators during Slobodan Milošević’s visit.

I don’t know precisely what happened, but the events of that day shifted Milan’s way of thinking. The energy unleashed that day on the Field of Blackbirds in Kosovo lit the spark of his Serbian identity. He wrote to his mother that from that day forward, he was no longer a Yugoslavian but a Serbian. She was uneasy, and when I heard the news, so was I, because his letter was full of extremist right-wing ideology. The gentle Milan from my youth had been swallowed by the mob.






DAY 8 FRIDAY, AUGUST 2

WALKING THROUGH THE MIST

NASBINALS TO SAINT-CHÉLY-D’AUBRAC, 10.5 MILES



YOU CAN’T SEE A SLAP IN THE FOG, BUT YOU CAN HEAR IT.

—KADÉ BRUIN, DUTCH APHORIST (1915–1985)







DAY 8 FRIDAY, AUGUST 2, MORNING


AUBRAC: TREMBLING EARTH

CHANGEABLE WEATHER. INITIALLY FOGGY, WITH RAIN AND HEAVY WINDS TO FOLLOW. 55.4° F



It’s overcast and cool. Inclement weather arrived last night. At around four in the morning, I was so cold I fished a fusty blanket out of my hotel room closet and laid it over my sheet, but I could not fall asleep again. The blanket reeked of sweaty feet and mothballs; I don’t think it had ever been washed. Now my backpack feels light as a feather, because I’m wearing my entire wardrobe: my pajama T-shirt, both my sports shirts, my thick socks, my long zip-off pants, my fleece, and my high-end North Face parka.

I was up at five thirty and set off along the Camino at six fifteen a.m. I must reach my hotel in Saint-Chély-d’Aubrac before one thirty p.m. because that’s the receptionist’s only half-hour window for scanning Omer’s report. If I arrive after two p.m., when the pilgrims start to descend on the place, she won’t be able to help me.

Last night, there had been no time to scan the papers. When I finally arrived at Hotel Le Bastide at seven, after much searching, it turned out they’d made a clerical error and booked me into a room in their annex by mistake. It was more than a mile away, on the other side of the town, on a hill in the middle of nowhere. When I got there, around eight o’clock, I found out they didn’t have a scanner. After I’d unpacked and showered, a thunderstorm broke, so I decided not to walk the mile back into town in the vague hope of grabbing a bite with Nicolas in one of the local restaurants. That near miss on the road to Aumont-Aubrac was still on my mind.

A wedding reception was taking place in the restaurant of the annex, and for an all-in fee of twenty euros, pilgrims were welcome to help themselves to the buffet—an offer I couldn’t refuse. When I arrived in the dining room, I spotted some familiar faces from the Camino. The guests were in a bonne humeur, and the band’s selections drew heavily from the famous Gipsy Kings. After a hearty meal and a few glasses of wine, I felt my hips start to sway, and a nice gentleman lured me onto the dance floor; I cut loose and forgot about my sore feet. I hustled and jived with the other partygoers and didn’t hit the sack until one in the morning. I was so exhausted that I didn’t even take off my dress or brush my teeth. Luckily, I was still alert enough to set my alarm.

“Wine always takes its toll, Lotte,” Marjo had said years ago when we used to go to discos together. She would spend the evening sipping Rivella and gently swaying from her perch on a barstool. I, however, would toss back multiple glasses of Mosel and dance the night away. I’d shrug and shout that you only live once, and I’d see what tomorrow would bring. Of course, the following day, I’d pay the price, but I never complained. It’s the same now. I sally forth and ignore my aching head. I drink a lot of water because I learned early how to wash away the effects of a hard night.

I’ve been on the road for an hour and a half, and it’s still dry, but rain is coming. The clouds ahead are hanging lower and lower. The hill I’m climbing is covered by a blanket of fog, but it smells delicious, a mixture of forest and cow manure. I am still thinking about last night. It was exciting to experience some carefree fun again. When I briefly stopped dancing to catch my breath, I am surprised to realize that the dull ache in the pit of my stomach had vanished. It felt as if someone had loosened the chains of sorrow that had been clamped to my ankles, setting me free to run through life again. That confused me so much that I trotted up to my room and scrolled to a picture of Emil on my phone, convinced that the mournful emptiness would reappear. But it didn’t, and my anger stayed away, too. I did, however, feel an emotion you could describe as melancholy, similar to when I’m thinking wistfully about my mother and father, but with the knowledge that they’re in a different dimension, on a path they followed long ago when I was still a young girl. Somewhere along the Camino, I started to accept that Emil was also in that world, on a path that was no longer mine, veering farther away with every step I took. I wipe the warm tears from my cheeks. Yes, it’s true, I must continue living my life. My future will unfold however it’s meant to.



The raindrops tap against my poncho. It’s like walking in a plastic cocoon, shielded from the outside world. Tilting forward like an old crone, I reach the top of the plateau and stop to look around. This plateau is in fact a mile-wide meadow strewn with boulders. The vast pastures are linked by a series of small, ingenious swinging gates, like the stegelkes found in South Limburg, meant to keep cows from wandering into neighboring fields. You can’t lose your way because all you do is follow the deep grooves left by the cows, who roam from one gate to the next, all the way to the village of Aubrac. But sadly, the acclaimed view remains hidden behind a curtain of fog. In front of me, I can just make out a black figure standing in an opening. This man or woman was apparently up even earlier than I was, and he or she must be walking faster because the dot becomes smaller and will soon disappear into the mist.

I can hear cowbells up the slope to my right, although the herd itself is not visible. I dither; there’s something disagreeable about this place. I have no idea how far it is to the next gate. According to the Miam Miam Dodo, I am walking through private land where herds of Aubrac cows roam freely. The guide urges pilgrims to stay away from cows with calves, because it doesn’t take much for the mothers to go on the attack. As a former dairy farmer, I know how dangerous a herd can be once the cows start galloping. That’s another reason this slope gives me the creeps. The fog makes it impossible to judge where the cows are and where I’d have to run if they panicked.

Forging ahead, I follow the deeply worn ruts of the cow tracks, paying attention to the sounds of the cowbells. I can’t see the animals because the fog is growing denser, but I can hear them clearly. They’re above me now and somewhat to the right; based on the sounds of the different bells, I estimate there are about fifty in total. After crossing the flat plateau for half an hour, I start to descend. The cowbells sound muted now and come from a hill behind me. Thank goodness—the distance between me and the cows is growing greater. My eyes follow the worn-out track and search for the gate leading to the next field, but I can’t find the opening yet.

Just as I approach the next boulder, I notice a shift in the sound of the bells to my rear. At first the cows were grazing calmly, but now some are starting to walk around. That means something is disturbing them. I know from experience that it could be a person, a dog, or a fox. Whatever it is, something is bothering them. I don’t want to take any chances, so I stop my descent, turn left, and race to the largest boulder I see. Suddenly a shot rings out behind me, and the bells unite into one chaotic carillon. “They’re stampeding!” I reach the large rock nearby, instinctively shuck my backpack, fall to the ground, and press my body as close as possible to the substantial rock. The glockenspiel grows louder and rapidly approaches my stronghold. The ground beneath me trembles with the force of the hooves. I pull my backpack toward me and fling my arms around my head. The rampaging herd passes to the left and right of me, disappearing into the mist. After a few minutes, silence returns to the meadow; the bells are now farther down the hill, a few hundred yards beneath me. I breathe shakily, my entire body quaking.



I gently move my limbs and try to stay warm. It’s almost eight o’clock, and the fog is still blanketing the plateau. Luckily it’s stopped raining, because my sense of hearing is more acute without that incessant ticking on my hood. I should really get moving, but I remain huddled against my rock. The cows seem calmer, but I don’t trust the situation. Those animals were fine until some idiot fired a shot. What kind of hunter would be crazy enough to fire a gun in the fog near a herd of cows? Outside of hunting season and near a well-traveled hiking trail, to boot? What just happened up there? And who did I see earlier, walking a few hundred yards ahead of me? Where is that person—he or she—now? I hope the pilgrim made it through the gate before the herd came thundering down. I shout, asking if everything’s okay, but no one answers.

That shot reminded me of something that happened to Emil many years ago when the boys were still in primary school. It was July 14, the French national holiday, and we were on vacation in the Côte d’Azur. We’d rented a mobile home at a campsite near the sea, where we could swim, read, and have fun doing nothing, and the boys could play on the beach. On that sultry evening, Stefan and Joran were already asleep. Emil and I were reading in front of our rented accommodation, sitting on our folding chairs. Then around eleven o’clock we heard an explosion. Someone was setting off fireworks nearby. When Emil heard that first blast, he panicked and dove under the mobile home. He was shaking and had a peculiar look in his eyes. When I reached out to touch him, he pulled even farther away. His behavior scared me. When the fireworks were over, I talked to him gently, and he calmed down. He was drenched in sweat—I’d never seen him so pale. That night he couldn’t sleep; he left our rental unit, walked to the beach, and stared at the sea. I sat beside him and held his hand.

Once we were back in Vijlen, I insisted on visiting our general practitioner. He suspected that Emil was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder and referred him to a special psychologist. But Emil didn’t go. As usual, I left him alone and didn’t insist, because instead of thinking about him, I was preoccupied with my chocolate. I did not see what I should have seen—that he was suffering from a war trauma and was a vat of misery waiting to explode. Is that what happened? Here on the Camino? On that sixth of August? Did someone set off fireworks near him again?

Now I’m shivering from the cold, and my muscles are stiff. This is all so lame! I should have listened to my gut while I was climbing and stayed on the main road. My inner voice told me, loud and clear, that something wasn’t right about this plateau. What’s more, the safety instructions in the Miam Miam Dodo clearly advise against walking alone in foggy conditions. But I had to do it my way—again—and do it alone; I let that receptionist in Saint-Chély-d’Aubrac pressure me because I’m dying to know what’s in Omer’s report. My fear is like a yo-yo. I was scared of everything during the first few days, but this morning, I wasn’t afraid enough.

Thirty minutes ago, I texted the oldest of the three sisters and asked for their position on the route. They replied that they were hiking up to the plateau; relieved, I answered that I was already at the top and would join them once they arrived. After all, they have that French hiking app that tells them precisely where to walk. They sent me a thumbs-up.

I consult my Miam Miam Dodo and recalculate the distance and time. The sisters will be here soon. I do some stretches to stay warm while keeping my ears peeled. I hear voices just as I’m starting a new series of stretches. My breathing accelerates, and I can’t hide my delight. Yes, there they are! Their vivacious French chatter grows louder.

“Yoo-hoo!” I call.

“Yoo-hoo, Lotte,” they reply in unison. Smiling, I grab my backpack and sling it over my shoulders.





DAY 8 FRIDAY, AUGUST 2, AFTERNOON


AUBRAC: DESCENT WITH FLASHES OF LIGHTNING

RAIN AND STRONG WINDS. 57° F



Eighteen of us are crammed into a ramshackle barn, trying to agree on our best course of action. I see some familiar faces among the sheltering pilgrims, including the British woman, Maddie, who was the last to squeeze in. Nicolas isn’t part of this group; maybe he’s already reached the hamlet of Aubrac. Maddie told me he’d left by six thirty this morning. In the run-down, poorly soundproofed Hotel Le Bastide, his room was next to hers. I asked if they’d had dinner together last night.

“No, worst luck,” she reported. “He was ahead of me at the reception desk, and then he headed straight to his room after he checked in. He seemed distracted and didn’t talk to anyone. When I went to eat in the village later that night, I couldn’t find him anywhere.”

But she had overheard him talking on the phone on the other side of the paper-thin wall that separated their rooms. Maddie was surprised because Nicolas wasn’t speaking French, English, German, or Spanish, but a different language altogether. Considering his years as a war correspondent in the Middle East, I asked if it might have been Arabic. Maddie shrugged. She had no idea.

Could Nicolas have been the solitary pilgrim I saw ahead of me on the foggy plateau? Whoever he or she was, they must have made it through the gate before the cows started stampeding. The three sisters and I meticulously combed the path the herd had followed once they’d arrived. We didn’t find any suspicious lumps resembling human remains.

The sheltering pilgrims are facing a dilemma: whether to remain herded together like freezing cattle under a leaky roof and wait for the rain to stop or to descend into the civilized world—with its safety and warm restaurants—at the risk of falling on that steep path and breaking something. That risk is real because although the fog has lifted, the rain is still bucketing down. The wind is picking up now, and the well-trodden cattle ruts have become slippery, perilous streams.

The weather app predicts storms and fierce winds toward the end of the afternoon. I argue that we’ll be stuck here all night if we don’t leave now. I try to recruit reinforcements to accompany me on my descent; I have no choice but to forge ahead. The three sisters don’t want to wait, either, so we’ll attempt to reach Aubrac together. Now that the first lemmings are ready to set out, the group comes alive, and people don their rainwear. That French married couple, the ones I latched on to my second day, when I panicked after spotting that birder’s binoculars, will also be joining the party. That day feels like a long time ago; I am no longer afraid of rapists and have learned that actual danger lies in coincidences, including rockslides, reckless drivers, and maniac cows.

Maddie isn’t sure, because her windbreaker is not as waterproof as she’d hoped. So I dig into my backpack and hand her my Holland poncho.

“Deary me!” she exclaims. “You’re an angel.”

“No big deal,” I mutter. “That thing smells like boiled plastic.”

“Doesn’t bother me in the least,” Maddie says, laughing and pulling the orange poncho over her head.

I fish my backpack’s rain cover out of a side pocket, cover my head with my parka hood, and open the drafty barn door.

“Buen Camino!” those staying behind call in unison.



My stomach growls: I’m weak from hunger; the descent takes longer than expected, and we don’t have time to eat. We’re barreling down the slope at breakneck speed; almost as soon as we left the barn, the forces of nature let loose. First, fierce gusts of wind whipped our jackets and upset our balance on the steep trail, and now the sky is almost black. Bright flashes of light illuminate the bare mountains, accompanied by threatening rumbles of thunder. It’s becoming clear that the intelligent people chose to wait in the barn; we were foolish to think we could reach Aubrac before the storm broke. I know from my farming background that we have become attractive targets for lightning because we’re crossing terrain dotted with protruding rocks. I count the number of seconds between each flash of lightning and the sound of thunder; it’s now thirteen. By my calculation, we’ll be down to ten seconds in another fifteen minutes; in other words, we’ll be in the thick of the storm. My burning need to find out what’s in Omer’s report is gone. I no longer care if I reach Saint-Chély-d’Aubrac in time to scan those pages. The only thing that matters now is getting off this mountain alive without breaking any bones along the way.

For a while, we’ve been following the deep ruts of the cattle tracks because that’s the only guidance we have. I focus on my shoes and the muddy path ahead, glancing up periodically at the distant valley to anticipate where the cows’ winding path will take us. The track’s dark trail and the steady rhythm of my footsteps draw me into weird thoughts that whisk around with the gusts of wind.

I think of Emil. Disjointed images of our cycling trips cross my mind. Emil couldn’t ride a bike when we first met, but he was a quick learner and loved our tours through the rolling hills of South Limburg. But a strange image keeps reappearing. A vision, almost like something from a movie. I see us riding together, chatting and laughing. Then the situation changes, and we’re riding on a flat section, with Emil on the street and me on the frontage road running parallel to it. We think we’re still on the same road, but that’s not the case—I see us from above as if I’m a drone zooming over the landscape. In the distance, I can see that the street Emil is on bends to the left while my frontage road curves right. Emil’s street leads to a ravine, but mine twists and turns onward toward the horizon. As we approach the intersection, Emil swerves to the left. He smiles at me and waves, the way he waved when he left from the Liège-Guillemins railway station. Then he continues and ultimately disappears into the abyss. I stop, fling my bike onto the shoulder of the road, race to the guardrail, and call his name, but he doesn’t respond; then I panic, searching for a way to get onto his street, but there isn’t one. Emil is gone, and I can no longer reach him. A storm picks up, and it starts to rain. I must continue bicycling on my road. I must carry on. My path continues and has not reached its end. I must prevail, and more than anything, I mustn’t fall, because I want to survive; I want to know what’s ahead in the distance, where the lightning flashes against the dark mountains. Yes, don’t fall, Lotte. Do not fall. We’re careful during our descent.

“It can’t be far; there’s the road.” The voice I hear is a few yards away. I look up. The youngest of the three sisters squeals that we’re almost there; she points to the shimmering gray stripe below. I don’t react; I’m too focused on the uneven, slippery path. My feet are freezing from the water that’s streaming past my ankles. Behind me, everything is quiet. Maddie’s British expletives peppered the first leg of our descent each time she put a foot wrong and landed in a ditch, but she’s grown silent now, too.

We cheer when we reach the road and feel the steady, even pavement beneath our feet. In front of me, the trio of sisters merges with a group of rain-soaked pilgrims arriving from the left, from the alternate route that runs along Les Moussous. We’re all heading for Aubrac. As I observe the dozens of laden figures scurrying to the safety of the town, I can’t help thinking about Emil and his flight from Bosnia. It must have looked something like this. Soaking wet, cold, hungry, terrified of the next bomb blast, and trying to find shelter in the company of strangers. I’m lucky—once I reach Aubrac, I can call a taxi to take me to my luxury hotel in Saint-Chély-d’Aubrac, where first, I’ll take a hot shower. Then a three-course meal with a good glass of wine will be waiting for me. But for months on end, Emil and his fellow refugees didn’t know where they would sleep, and they didn’t know if they’d find something to eat. Mulling over their hardships during the war in Bosnia, I trudge on until I reach Aubrac.

The sisters shout in delight when they reach the door of the first restaurant in town. I follow, and without removing my backpack, I worm my way through the steaming bodies and head for the bar. The restaurant is packed, and the owner points to a corner in the back where there’s still a free table. Only when we’re shedding our jackets do we notice that Maddie has gone missing. I elbow my way to the bathroom and call her name, but she’s not there. Then I go to the door, open it, and peer up and down the street. I can’t see a bright orange cape anywhere, so I brave the storm again. Leaning into the wind, I visit the other two eateries and check their dining rooms and toilets, but Maddie is nowhere. Feeling anxious, I rush back to the first restaurant. The three sisters have been going from table to table, asking if anyone remembers seeing a British woman wearing an orange poncho, but no. Our last contact was on the mountain shortly after leaving the barn.

The four of us look out the window and stare at the plateau, where flashes of lightning illuminate the dark mountains.

“Maddie’s still up there!” says the oldest of the three sisters.





DAY 8 FRIDAY, AUGUST 2, EVENING


SAINT-CHÉLY-D’AUBRAC: WELCOME OFFER

RAIN, WITH STRONG WINDS. 53.6° F



The taxi drops off the three sisters at their eco-lodge B and B in the village of Sarbonnel. As they leave the car, we agree to text each other the minute there’s news about Maddie. When we left the restaurant in Aubrac at six thirty, we still hadn’t heard from the rescue team that had begun their climb an hour earlier. The storm has passed, but it’s still rainy, windy, and very cold. My shoes and socks are soaking. I’m running late because it was total chaos in Aubrac, with hundreds of pilgrims vying for transport to accommodations in the area.

The taxi drives away from the B and B and pulls onto the winding road to Saint-Chély-d’Aubrac. Why didn’t I turn around when I stopped hearing Maddie’s cursing? I should have checked to see if she was okay! Did I miss something? Like a call for help? I was the agitator in that barn high on the plateau, recruiting candidates for a risky descent. My whole life, I’ve ignored danger and dragged others with me on my adventures. That’s always worked fine until today. I fold my hands and bow my head, saying a Lord’s Prayer for Maddie on the off chance God does exist and He’s listening.

I hear the words “We’ve arrived, madame.”

And indeed. I recognize this gray stone building from the picture on my confirmation email.

“You’ll pick me up here tomorrow morning at nine thirty?” I ask.

“Yes, either me or one of the other drivers.”

I nod. It seems surreal that I have an appointment tomorrow with the nuns at Bonneval Abbey. They’re famous for their chocolate, and I’ve been eager to meet them. I made the appointment two weeks ago; it’s my only deviation from Emil’s schedule. But now, following the events of these past days, it seems imprudent to share thoughts about cacao, as if chocolate belongs to a bygone era when my spirits could still flit heedlessly between various flavors, shapes, and aromas. But I’m determined to go, because, on August 3, Emil also took a day off. He spent the day in bed and then took a taxi to Espalion, where he went sightseeing and ended up at a sidewalk café.

“D’accord.” I pay, wish the driver good evening, and rush up the stairs to the hotel’s entrance. It’s still raining heavily, and my jacket is flapping in the wind. God, I am looking forward to a hot shower and some dry clothes. I can almost feel the hot water flowing over my face.

The reception desk is inside the restaurant, which is full of pilgrims. I step up to the counter and place my backpack on the floor beside me. A blond man in his mid-forties looks up.

“Bonsoir, madame, what can I do for you?” he asks in a friendly tone.

“Bonsoir, monsieur, I have a reservation.” On my phone, I scroll to the confirmation and show him the email.

“The name?”

“Bonnet.”

The man types. “Désolée, madame, that room is no longer available.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, peering over the counter.

“We didn’t hear from you, so after six p.m., I gave your room to another guest.”

“But I have a reservation.”

“You had a reservation.” The man’s voice turns frosty. “Our confirmation email states that we will hold the room until six p.m. If guests do not arrive by that time or have not reconfirmed their reservation, they are considered a no-show, and we have the right to make the room available to someone else. By my watch, it’s now seven thirty p.m.”

The man tilts his screen to face me and points to the fine print at the bottom of the confirmation, which I neglected to read.

“What now? Do you have another room?” My voice has a pleading edge.

“No, madame, we’re fully booked. In fact, nothing’s available in all Saint-Chély-d’Aubrac. The storm has driven many pilgrims who normally sleep in tents to seek shelter in the local hotels. We were fully booked by two this afternoon.”

“But where am I supposed to sleep?” Tears sting my eyes as my valor ebbs away.

“The priest has made the church available,” the man replies, pointing in the direction of the restaurant. Beyond the window, I see the wet sheen of a slate-covered steeple. “You’ll have plenty of company. I’ve already sent several other pilgrims there. And it’s warm because together with volunteers, we’ve brought in some electric heaters.”

“In the church?!” I cry, footage of fleeing Bosnians again haunting me. Yes, this was meant to happen. The hand of fate wants you to experience a night of displacement so you can better understand Emil’s plight. Fuck.

“But I don’t have an air mattress or a sleeping bag or anything,” I grumble, reaching for the strap of my backpack. “How am I supposed to sleep? Or take a shower? Or use the toilet?” My dream of a hot shower and warm feet slowly fades.

“You can sleep on a church pew. Unfortunately, there is no shower, madame, but there is a sink in the sacristy, where you can also use the toilet. I understand, madame, that this is extremely annoying, but unfortunately, I can offer you no further assistance. This is an emergency. And it’s only for one night. It will be warm and dry if nothing else, and the weather will be clear tomorrow.”

I nod, too upset to speak, and make room for a couple that’s just arrived. I’m not getting anywhere here. Every inch of my body trembles as if my skin only now registers my waterlogged shoes and soggy clothes. I turn to the window and peer over the heads of countless diners, trying to estimate the distance to the church tower. It must be at least ten minutes through this rain. Just as I’m about to leave, one of the guests in the restaurant waves at me. He gets up and approaches.

“Nicolas!” I can’t help calling out, relieved to see he wasn’t crushed by that herd of cattle.

“Lotte!” He gives my shoulder a brotherly pat. “Why the tears?”

“Am I crying?” My fingers glide along my cheek, wiping away the warm tears. “Sorry, Nicolas, it’s been a rough day,” I say, embarrassed, trying to talk my way out of my discomfort. “Maddie, that British woman, vanished this afternoon on the plateau. She was following me during the descent; she disappeared without my noticing. The rescue team is searching for her now. I’m devastated. And I just found out I’ll be sleeping in the church because they gave my room to someone else when I failed to reconfirm my arrival before six p.m.”

“You’re not going to sleep in the church, Lotte.” With no hesitation, he grabs my backpack. “Come on, we’re going upstairs. You can have my room, and I’ll sleep in the church.”

Before I can open my mouth, he’s leaving the restaurant. I follow him upstairs as he enters the second-floor hallway. Physically, I’m over the moon about the promise of a hot shower, but I’m overruled by my self-esteem, which asserts that I’m a big girl who can fend for herself.

“I’ll gladly accept your offer of a hot shower, Nicolas,” I say to his back; halfway along the corridor, we reach his room, and he grabs the key. “But I’m certainly not throwing you out of your bed. One night in a church won’t kill me.”

“Nonsense, Lotte, I’m used to sleeping in uncomfortable places. It doesn’t bother me.” He enters the room and puts my backpack on the floor next to a double bed.

The large modern L-shaped room has a balcony, a sitting area, a double bed, and a single bed in a niche to the right. The door to the bathroom is open, revealing both a tub and a walk-in shower. The toilet is behind a separate door.

“Jesus, you have a suite!” I blurt.

“Better than that church, don’t you think?” Nicolas grins.

Now I’m smiling, too.

“Absolutely!” I squeal. “You know what, Nicolas? I’ll sleep over there, on the single bed, and you can have the double.”

Nicolas smiles. “That works for me,” he says, handing me the key. “Do you still want something to eat? I’d just placed my order when I spotted you.”

“Yes, I’d love a salad with some grilled vegetables. I won’t manage much more than that.” My anxiety about Maddie is weighing on my gut.

“Okay. And I’ll tell the owner you’re spending the night here and will expect breakfast tomorrow morning. Agreed?”

“Yes, please.”

Nicolas turns and walks toward the door. I impulsively grab his hand to stop him.

“Thank you, Nicolas. You’re amazing!” Then I give him a spontaneous peck on the cheek.

Nicolas squeezes my hand and gives me a look that’s hard to read; then, he lets go and steps away. Do I make him insecure?

“I’m happy to help, Lotte.” He briefly lays a hand on my forearm. “See you in a minute. I hope you warm up quickly. Your hands and lips are like ice.”



I tiptoe back to my bed, having just peed as quietly as I could. Luckily, the howling wind drowned out the sound of the toilet’s cistern refilling. I’m relieved I have a day off tomorrow and am only visiting Bonneval Abbey. I don’t mind walking in the rain for an hour or so, but not the whole day.

The rising sun seeps through the shutters, illuminating the bedroom’s contours. It’s five thirty, and I’ve slept for eight hours straight. I didn’t hear Nicolas when he came upstairs to bed. Last night, after I finished my salad, I was so exhausted I could hardly keep my eyes open. I started nodding off, and Nicolas laughingly ordered me to bed, even though it was only nine o’clock. He was planning to order another glass of digestif before going up. That way, I’d have the bathroom to myself. While I was brushing my teeth, a text arrived from the oldest of the three sisters. Maddie had been found at the top of the plateau, unconscious and suffering from hypothermia. Preliminary reports indicated she’d probably slipped and fallen. She’d been transferred to the academic hospital in Lyon. Further details would follow in the coming days. I was flooded with relief: Maddie was still alive, and I trusted she would recover. I fell asleep thinking about her quaint British swearwords.

Now I’m sitting on the edge of my bed, allowing the morning’s silence to wash over me. Nicolas’s breathing is troubled, as if he’s having a bad dream. He sporadically says something in his sleep, but I can’t make out the words; he’s mumbling in some foreign language. What’s he thinking about? The war? I stand and approach his bed; I squat near him and closely observe his body, just as I used to study the boys when they were young. Their nocturnal innocence had filled my heart with concern about their uncertain futures.

Nicolas is naked except for a pair of black briefs, and he’s curled in a fetal position; the duvet has slipped and covers only half his torso. He has firm, gleaming skin and curly black chest hair; there’s a serrated scar near his collarbone. So he’s not totally unscathed, either.

My hand hovers over him. I feel a need to crawl beside him and gently press his head to my breast, bringing my lips to his forehead and kissing his demons away. I lean closer. This man does something to me. I’ve never experienced such natural familiarity with another human being, except perhaps with Marjo. My bond with her, however, stemmed from our shared childhood, and that was of course very different. It’s astonishing how much I think I know about this man, although I know almost nothing except his first name: Nicolas. Could this have something to do with being on the Camino, the way the silence and the rhythm of walking reveal my inner core? Or does it come from our shared view of life? Because, like me, he’s an adventurer who stands at a distance from the organized world, as he so aptly put it last night.

“I don’t want to be part of fixed systems, Lotte, of opportunists, of the indoctrinated masses who are led by the media and can be directed through paid clicks to spirit-polluting trash.”

I looked at him and was keenly aware that, with those few words, he’d summed up precisely what I had been feeling and thinking for years but hadn’t managed to break free of. I looked into his eyes, reached over, and squeezed his upper arm.

“Thank you, Nicolas,” I said.

I sigh. These past few days, everything that seemed so important back home in Vijlen has been reduced to a hazy memory. I have to force myself to text or phone the home front each night. I’m especially hesitant to contact Paul because he seems genuinely interested in everything I experience, asking so many questions. And I’m in no mood to answer because he’s just looking for reasons to justify my hasty return back home. But I’m not breaking off my trip. I’m staying here, not just because I’m discovering more about Emil, but also specifically because of this man. I want to rub my body against his and see how he tastes.

Just as I bend nearer to feel him breathing, Nicolas opens his eyes. Startled, I pull away, and we look into each other’s eyes. My body weakens.

“Lotte,” he whispers with a tender smile. Then he scoots over and lifts the duvet invitingly. “Come!”

I peel off my T-shirt and briefs, toss them on the chair, and crawl in beside him.



The Letter


VIII THE POISON SEEPED THROUGH THE TELEVISION SCREEN

How do you create a hate so deeply ingrained that people start slaughtering one another like animals? As a government, you must tell lies, keep repeating those lies, exaggerate them with horror stories, and mix the lies with heroic facts from the distant past to glorify your ethnic group. Starting from the late 1980s, this was the successful formula adopted by Serbian populists Milošević and Karadžić in the former Yugoslavia. And it can happen again, Lotte, not just in Bosnia, but anywhere. There are plenty of examples.

After the war, countless scholars wrote that the media in Yugoslavia had helped pave the way for the horrific crimes and the shocking genocides that were committed during the Yugoslav Wars. Tito’s regime had already been making scandalous use of the media. In that regard, our situation wasn’t very different from other states with autocratic leaders. The only difference from other dictatorships was that, in Yugoslavia, the media was organized by region. Each republic had its own newspapers and broadcasting networks. On a national level, we had only the Borba. This daily paper had begun as the voice of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia. The countrywide official news agency, Tanjug, or Telegraphic Agency of the New Yugoslavia, still existed, but that was it. The various regions’ numerous journals and newspapers targeted specific ethnic minorities or religious groups. The stories in those publications had a local flavor. They contained a generous dose of gossip and backbiting, far from what you’d call serious journalism. The regional TV networks once broadcast programs and news, but that stopped in 1988, when the Croatian Television Zagreb decided to go its own way. By then, each ethnic group was living in its own bubble.

The situation truly began to spiral out of control when Milošević roused nationalist sentiment in the Serbian media with what’s known as his Gazimestan speech. He spoke on June 28, 1989, at the foot of the Gazimestan monument in the Field of Blackbirds during commemorations for the six hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo. That battle, in which the Serbian prince Lazar had fallen, marked the end of the Serbian empire and the start of the Ottoman occupation of the Balkans. Milošević bolstered the Serbian sense of victimization and aggression toward Bosnian Muslims and Albanians; from then on, he also began exaggerating the role Muslims had played when members of the Croatian fascist Ustaše persecuted Serbians during World War II. What’s more, the Serbian media also started spreading the fable that Bosnian Muslims were genetically related to the Turks, which was utter nonsense. When it comes to race, we were all one Slavic people.

In short, the Serbs were systematically and aggressively brainwashed by their own media channels; that was even more true for Bosnian Serbs, who felt more vulnerable because they lived in a republic where Muslims were in the majority.

I remember the day I realized things were getting out of hand; it was in the spring of 1991 in Banja Luka, which is now the capital of the Republika Srpska, the Serbian autonomous region within Bosnia. Emil was on a six-month student exchange at the technical university there, and he’d invited Milan and me to visit him for the International Workers’ Day celebrations on May 1. We were living in different cities and hadn’t seen one another or spoken since the January holidays. I was at university in Sarajevo; when Milan finished his military service, he had reenlisted in the army. He was stationed at a base a few miles away, near the shifting border with insurgent Croatia. I combined my visit to Emil with a stay at my oldest sister’s place; she’d married a Serbian from Prijedor.

As soon as my bus arrived in Banja Luka, I was struck by the many Serbian flags and nationalist graffiti scrawled on the buildings. I walked to Emil’s dorm, but he was attending a lecture at the university; Milan and I sat in the dormitory’s communal living room to kill time, playing cards. We soon became distracted by what we saw on TV. A documentary was being aired on a local Bosnian Serb station. The program’s inflammatory tone attracted my attention, and I stood transfixed.

As I watched, my heart grew cold. The so-called journalists claimed that Muslims in Bosnia were planning to secede from Yugoslavia and establish a Bosnian state governed according to the laws of Islam. The women would be required to wear head coverings, and any remaining Serbians would become second-class citizens, regarded much like the way Jewish people had been in Nazi Germany, destined for yet-to-be-constructed concentration camps like Jasenovac. The presenters hinted that a secret plan was already in place. A detailed explanation of the ethnic difference between Bosnian Muslims and Bosnian Serbs followed. Supposedly the Muslims were genetically descended from the Turks, making them part of a different race. When the program ended, I wiped the beads of anxiety from my forehead and elbowed Milan. “Can you believe that nonsense?” I asked. “Who comes up with such bull? And how can they broadcast something like that? It’s just hate speech, right?”

Milan answered immediately. His eyes burned with rage, and he said everything in that program had been “one hundred percent true,” and I must be living under a rock. The Serbians had to fight for their own state to defend themselves against the balija. I swallowed hard because he used balija, a deeply pejorative term for Muslims.

“But, Milan,” I said, “you must know this is rubbish. Can you name one person from our village who has Turkish blood? Can you? Who? And so what? We live in a modern era. Why does race even matter? And tell me, what’s my connection with Islam? I haven’t seen the inside of a mosque for years. You and I are both confirmed atheists.”

He paused, seemingly to mull this over.

“You lie,” he snarled, storming out of the room. Later, once Milan had calmed down, we had an old-fashioned fun evening. But we avoided topics like politics and the war in Croatia because our friendship’s iron bonds had begun to rust under the influence of populist rhetoric.

One year later, the war in Bosnia had begun, and Bosnian Serbs had taken over Prijedor; the new Bosnian Serb authorities issued a decree ordering all non-Serbians to hang a white sheet outside their homes, so militias would know where Serbians lived and where “undesirable elements” were housed. Additionally, from then on, all non-Serbians were required to wear white bands on their arms whenever they left the house to make themselves recognizable to Serbian militias. Shortly after that decree of May 31, 1992, the deportations, rapes, and executions of Bosnian Muslims in Prijedor began. The city was “cleansed” of ninety-four percent of its Muslim population. The Gray Falcons, the militia Milan belonged to, had played a crucial role in that “cleanup.”

In June 1992, a week after the decree was issued, I borrowed my father’s car and drove at breakneck speed to Prijedor to bring my sister home to our village. Her husband had perished, and the front line was inching perilously close. Things were still quiet in our region, but on the way home, we ran into trouble when we encountered a Bosnian Serb militia; they arrested us and trucked us to the Omarska concentration camp. I was imprisoned there until the camp closed on August 7, 1992, after an international media uproar. Then the guards loaded us onto sweltering, overcrowded buses to move us to another hastily erected camp. But I managed to escape during that journey, thanks to help from one of the Bosnian Serb guards, who happened to be related to my brother-in-law. Once he figured out who I was, he dragged me out of the bus because of my so-called misconduct. He then made a show of “shooting” me some fifty yards away from the bus, and he left my purported remains behind in the bushes. Then he returned to the bus, got in, and ordered the driver to continue. I lay there until I heard no more human sounds, and then I started making my way home. I often thought about my rescuer in the years that followed. He was a good guy and didn’t want any part of that war, but he had to follow orders. Otherwise he’d face the same fate we did. You know, Lotte, there were plenty of Bosnian Serbs who were appalled by the nationalist cadre of Radovan Karadžić and his henchman Ratko Mladić. And yet they were swept along by the vortex of violence that swept across our country. Many had no choice. Helping Bosniaks or refusing to serve was tantamount to suicide.

My sister died in Omarska; a fellow prisoner told me she’d been raped repeatedly. Her body was dumped in a mass grave and was never found.






DAY 9 SATURDAY, AUGUST 3

THE TASTE OF LOVE

SAINT-CHÉLY-D’AUBRAC TO ESPALION, 13.6 MILES



YOU KNOW YOU’RE IN LOVE WHEN YOU CAN’T FALL ASLEEP BECAUSE REALITY IS FINALLY BETTER THAN YOUR DREAMS.

—DR. SEUSS, AMERICAN AUTHOR AND ILLUSTRATOR OF CHILDREN’S BOOKS (1904–1991)







DAY 9 SATURDAY, AUGUST 3, MORNING


SAINT-CHÉLY-D’AUBRAC: THE INTERROGATION

PARTLY CLOUDY, WITH LIGHT WINDS. 70° F



My head rests on Nicolas’s chest. The scent of his Azzaro has been replaced by the earthy aroma of his manly sweat. Both his smell and his touch seem familiar to me. I remember the men who crossed my path when I was younger. As soon as I was lying close enough to a man to smell his scent, I knew I would leave the next day, week, or month. Those men were passersby, adding moments of color to my life. That was also true that sunny summer morning in 1997 when I woke up, my head pounding, next to Emil; we’d landed in my bed after a party in the village. With him, I didn’t try to hold out for a week or a month; even before I opened my eyes, I was working out how to tell him we’d made a mistake, and we should go back to being just friends. Emil’s eyes filled with tears when I said it wouldn’t go beyond one night. I never wanted to have a relationship with him because he wasn’t my destiny. But a torn condom changed the course of fate, and Emil became part of my life anyway. I was happy with him and even started to love him, but that nagging sensation that I would one day go further never left me, and it influenced my behavior.

Had Emil noticed? I pray he didn’t. In fact, I realized how much I loved him only when I almost lost him six years ago in the bowels of the hospital in the nearby city of Heerlen. The realization hit me as we wheeled him to the operating room, where the surgeon was planning to remove the tumor in his stomach. Emil lay on that gurney in the sterile white-tiled corridor lit by harsh fluorescent light. Then he sat up and took my hand. I walked beside him as the nurse rolled him toward the swinging doors behind which the operating table stood; there, we would have to say goodbye. Emil was wearing a blue hospital gown, and IV tubes had been attached to both arms. He looked pale in that harsh light, his dark eyes resting on his bare feet, which had poked out from under the blanket covering him. The nurse parked the bed in front of the swinging doors so we could say goodbye. I hugged him, inhaled his familiar Emil aroma, and covered his face with kisses, and after our fifteen years together, I finally declared my love.

“You have to fight, Emiltje,” I pleaded, using the flowery fabric of my long dress to wipe my tears off his cheeks. “You can’t leave me alone, you hear? I want to grow old with you, Emiltje. You know that don’t you, baby? Don’t you know that? I love you so much!”

Emil nodded. He cried, squeezed my hand, and repeated that I was his sun. He promised to fight for the two of us and for our children. He smiled at me, and when the doors swung open, he waved feebly with his tethered hands and disappeared into the white tunnel.

Five hours later, the surgeon phoned to tell me the operation had gone well and Emil’s prognosis was good. I stumbled outside and collapsed onto the lawn, thanking the Catholic God of my youth for saving my husband’s life. In the following years, the balance shifted in our marriage and our relationship became more emotionally equal. I had seen our love’s contours only in the shadow of his illness, helping me realize how much light he brought into my life.

“What are you thinking about, Lotte?” Nicolas’s warm voice brings me back to the bed.

“About my husband,” I answer honestly and without embarrassment, because my Emiltje deserves to live on in my thoughts.

Nicolas adjusts his position. “Just now, with me, was that your first time since he died?”

“Yes.”

Nicolas turns to face me, lying on his side; he holds me tight and buries his nose in my curls. “Think about your husband, Lotte. Keep him near you. And know this: I’m not replacing him. I’m what comes after him. In a different time.” His voice shakes.

“Yes. I know.”

For the first time in my life, I feel no doubt and am not looking for an excuse to get rid of a bed partner. Quite the contrary. I’m already daydreaming about our life together. Is that the effect of the Camino? Is this familiarity just a passing fancy? Will it evaporate once I return to my daily grind in the Netherlands? Marjo’s words come back to me. We were chatting on her bed the evening she met Paul. She knew right away that he was the one. “It’s true, Lotte; just like I know my hand is part of me because it’s attached to my arm, I know that he belongs to me because his essence is also inside me.” She spoke of another form of knowing, a quality she had only ever experienced with me. And now I feel it, too. That sense of certainty. That recognition of an extension of myself that’s lying beside me in the body of a Frenchman.

I shift my position. Nicolas and I get lost in each other’s eyes; I caress his unshaven cheek with my finger and move it along the grooves of his lips. We smile. Yes, he genuinely sails on the wavelets of my thoughts. I press my body closer to his and sigh.

Someone pounds on the door. We’re both startled by the noisy interruption.

“I’m coming,” Nicolas hollers. He lets go of me, gets up, pulls on his briefs, and heads for the door. “Yes, what is it?”

“Bonjour, monsieur. The police are downstairs and wish to speak to Madame Bonnet.” I recognize the voice of the blond hotel owner.

“The police? For me?” I call from the bed, pulling the duvet to shield my naked body.

“Yes, madame,” says the muffled voice in the hallway. Nicolas props the door slightly ajar. “They have a few questions for you about a woman who died in Saugues. They are also planning to speak with the three sisters who spent the night in Sarbonnel. Those women are on their way to this hotel.”

“Oh? How peculiar. But I’m coming.” I grab my T-shirt and get out of bed. “I’m dressing. I’ll be down in fifteen minutes.”

“Very good. I’ll give the gentlemen a café. They are in my office, behind the reception desk.”

“Okay.”

Nicolas closes the door and takes me in his arms. “What’s this about?” he asks, kissing my eyelids individually.

I rub my hand along his bare back and am again astonished by its smooth texture.

“I suspect it’s about Solange, a woman from Paris,” I say, eyeing the clothes I draped over every available piece of furniture last night, hoping the garments would dry. “She died in my room. She was in a lot of pain from her fall and could hardly walk, so I gave her my suite on the ground floor. I think she died from an allergic reaction to painkillers. At least that’s what I was told.”

“You’ll hear soon enough.” Nicolas releases me.

“Yes. And what are your plans today?”

He shrugs and laughs. “Hiking some thirteen miles to Espalion. Would you care to join me?”

I shake my head. “Can’t. I have an appointment this morning at Bonneval Abbey. The nuns there make chocolate in their own factory. They’re expecting me at ten thirty for a guided tour. They’ve also invited me to stay for lunch. I’ll take a taxi there and then walk to Espalion later in the afternoon. It’s only about four miles from there, so it shouldn’t take more than two hours. Come with me, Nicolas!” I grab his hands and cling to him again. “That would be fun! And I’m sure the nuns won’t mind if we come together.”

“No. No, Lotte, you should visit them on your own. Craftspeople united. I’d just be a distraction.” Nicolas kisses me again, massaging my lower back with his fingertips. “But you know what? I’ll book a room in the same place you’re staying. Give me the address; we’ll see each other again later this afternoon.”

“Yes, great! I like being with you, Nicolas.” I say with an enthusiastic little jig.

He nods and smiles. There’s something inscrutable in his eyes, something I can’t quite pin down. I’d like to ask him about it, but I’m in a hurry.

“And me too, with you.” He takes me in his arms again and holds me tight.



The cramped office behind the reception desk feels stuffy, smelling of morning breath, too much coffee, and insufficient sleep. The French police investigators are sitting at a cluttered steel desk; they stand when I enter, and I put my backpack on the floor beside me. Both are dressed in appropriate summer uniforms with white short-sleeved shirts. The older of the two is in his fifties, bald, heavy-set, and with brown eyes that don’t miss a trick. As far as I can see, the hair on the rest of his body more than compensates for what’s lacking on his head.

The inspector approaches me with an extended hand. He says his name, Roland Huret, and suddenly it comes back to me. He was the official who led the investigation into Emil’s suicide last year. My last clear memory of him stems from that moment in the mortuary in Rodez when I turned over Emil’s body and Huret dragged me away. Whatever happened in the following hours has been shredded into mere scraps of memory.

“Madame Bonnet,” he says. “You are walking the Camino like your husband did?” His eyes travel to my backpack, which bears the white scallop shell.

“You remember me?” I ask.

“Of course, madame. An extraordinary case. I understand you are following his route. Sleeping in the same accommodations? On the same days?” The inspector drags a white plastic chair from a corner of the room and places it near the desk, diagonally opposite his young assistant, who then sits down again.

“Yes,” I say, pulling my backpack toward the desk. “Day by day. One year after his death. I want to understand what happened in Conques. I still can’t come to terms with his suicide.”

Roland Huret nods. “Please sit down.” He points to the plastic patio chair.

I sit and fold my hands in my lap. I try to recall the details of our meeting one year ago, but the images are jumbled. I keep returning to Emil’s head lying on that steel plate in the brightly lit basement.

Roland Huret rolls the hotel owner’s desk chair to face me, and he sits down. “Do you mind if I speak French, or would you prefer English?”

“English would be preferable.” I drag my backpack closer as if the nearness of my meager possessions might protect me from whatever’s coming.

“I’m listening,” I say, trying to squeeze out a smile.

“Well, Madame Bonnet, we are investigating the death of Solange Breuil. She died sometime during the night of Monday, July 29, or in the early hours of Tuesday, July 30, at Hotel La Terrasse in Saugues. We would like to ask you a few questions in connection with her death. Are you willing to cooperate?”

“Yes,” I whisper, and notice I’m starting to sweat.

“Okay. My associate will take notes. His English is passable, but the report will be in French.”

“That’s fine.”

The young assistant opens his laptop and starts typing.

“All right. Now then. When did you first meet Madame Breuil?”

The ticking of the keyboard unsettles me.

“That afternoon,” I say, turning to the inspector. “On the route from Saint-Privat-d’Allier to Saugues. After a long climb. She was sitting on the grass with the three sisters.”

I continue my story, describing how we met on the plateau, how we hiked down together, how she fell during the steep descent, and her injury. Inspector Huret probes into our check-in at the hotel and wants to know who else was in the reception area.

“I don’t remember anymore. I wasn’t paying attention. There were lots of other pilgrims. It was crowded in the lobby. But I don’t understand why this is relevant.” I say, stretching my stiff neck. “Didn’t Solange die from an allergic reaction to painkillers?”

The official’s eyes lock with mine. Sweat pours down my neck.

“We consider the death of Solange Breuil suspicious, Madame Bonnet.” Roland Huret hunches forward. “Unfortunately, I can’t say anything more than that. Her body has been transferred to a specialized unit for further investigation.”

“You mean… she… was… murdered?” I stammer. “But how? And why?”

The inspector moves his head, but I can’t tell if he’s nodding yes or no. “I’m not at liberty to say. We regard the death of Madame Breuil as suspicious, and we are investigating the possibility that certain events may have been staged to make her death appear natural.”

I spring to my feet. So that’s why they asked me to come to this room. Because of Emil! Solange’s death was made to look like natural causes. And Emil’s murder was staged to resemble a suicide.

“You see!” I exclaim. “I was right! It’s like what happened with my husband. So you’re going to reopen the investigation into his so-called suicide?”

Roland Huret looks up, astonished, and shakes his head. “No, no, Madame Bonnet. I am not here in connection with your late husband’s suicide. We have no doubts about his cause of death. We are investigating the circumstances surrounding the death of Solange Breuil.”

“What do you mean?” I sit back down in my chair and wipe the sweat from my forehead.

“The owner of the hotel told us Solange Breuil died in a room booked under your name. Can you tell us how Madame Breuil came to be sleeping in your room?”

An unpleasant shiver crawls down my neck. Something’s not right. “She was in pain,” I say under my breath.

“Yes, I understand. But beyond that? Tell me how the room exchange came about.”

I fidget with my backpack. Solange was murdered. Jesus. In my room. We’d swapped rooms. That’s true. Get me out of here. Much too hot. “Would you mind opening the window? I’m burning up.”

The assistant locates the remote control and turns on the air conditioner.

“It will be cooler soon, Madame Bonnet,” the inspector says, indicating the air conditioner. “Let me repeat my question. Can you tell me about the exchange of rooms?”

“Well, it just happened. After we checked in, the five of us went to the hotel’s annex, where our rooms were. The three sisters led the way. Solange could hardly walk, so we carried her backpack. When we reached those steep stairs, I felt bad for her and handed her the keys to my suite. You had to go through the garden to reach it on the ground floor. The room she’d booked was on the top floor. Too many stairs.”

I’m winded and looking at the ceiling, where a cool stream of air begins to flow.

“Who else was present when you decided to exchange rooms?”

“Who else? In the hall of the annex?”

The inspector nods.

I go back in time, trying to recall the moment in that brightly lit hallway when I gave her my keys. The stairs were to the right, and the door to the garden was on the left, opening onto the path that led to my suite, which you had to enter from outside, at the edge of the hotel complex. The website said the room had a fantastic view of the hills. Solange stopped when we reached the narrow wooden staircase, her face contorted in pain; the word Dieu slipped through her lips. We could hear the three sisters chattering cheerfully in the stairwell above, like the chirping of birds settling onto their branches at dusk. They had already reached the third or fourth floor. I was struck by the contrast between the sisters’ vivacious jabbering and the hallway’s peace and quiet. I reached into my pocket and pressed my room key into Solange’s hand; her fingers were ice-cold.

“Solange and I were alone in the corridor,” I say. “The three sisters were already climbing the stairs.”

“So no one knew about the room change except you and Solange?”

“Yes, at that moment. But I have no idea who Solange was in contact with after that. She was phoning and texting a lot while we were standing at the reception desk. There was some news about her research project. One of her coworkers had reached a breakthrough in her lab. She had found conclusive evidence of something or other, and Solange was over the moon despite her pain. She even considered returning to Paris.”

The inspector nods. “Yes. That’s correct. She had booked a ticket that night for a train departing the following day. And we are currently investigating the contents of her telephone. But to be certain: Did you notify the hotel about exchanging rooms?” His brown eyes gaze steadily into mine.

“No, it didn’t seem important. I’d paid the bill when we checked in.”

We continue staring at each other, and my breathing stops.

“You mean… are you saying… it was me who should have died?” I’m gasping for breath.

“No, no, Madame Bonnet, that is certainly not what I mean. As of now, we assume that Madame Breuil was the intended victim, but during this stage of our investigation, we must follow every lead.”

I shake my head. “That’s not possible, either. I mean, that they were after me.” I’m trying to talk my way out of my terror. “The murderer must have noticed that it was Solange who was sleeping in my bed.”

“That seems likely, but we’re not certain. According to our reconstruction, the perpetrator’s view may have been partially obstructed. Solange Breuil was in bed, sleeping deeply because of the medication. Like you, she had a slim build and brown hair, which may have hidden part of her face when the killer approached.”

I shove my chair back and grip the cold plastic of the armrests. No, no, no. That death was not meant for me. Absolutely not. Images of Solange on that plateau come back to me. Her voice was full of malice as she described how a particular American multinational’s lobbyists had kept the European Union from prohibiting the use of its pesticides. But her research would change all that, she’d announced proudly, because she had evidence that those pesticides were killing the bee population. So Solange did have an enemy, one with both power and money. But not me. I don’t have an enemy.

“She had an enemy,” I say, practically hyperventilating. “Some multinational or other. She’d found evidence. I don’t have any enemies.”

My words seem to have little effect on Roland Huret; he leans forward. The wheels of his chair squeak.

“Madame Bonnet, I understand from the hotel management in Saugues that you were the last to arrive at breakfast the following morning when the staff was already clearing up. Is that correct?”

“Yes. I’d overslept.”

“How many hours had you slept that night?”

“It must have been close to eleven hours,” I say, thinking back to the murky haze in my brain when I’d opened my eyes that morning in my tiny attic room. “I had an odd feeling in my head.”

“What do you mean?”

I study the inspector’s brown watch. The leather band has flattened the hairs on his wrist.

“I mean, I had trouble reasoning. Like a fog had descended over my thinking.” I point to my forehead. “Weird. Not like a hangover. Dulled might be a better word. Yes, I was dulled.”

“And when you went upstairs to bed that night in Saugues, how did you feel when you got to your room?”

I turn to the left and gaze at a steel filing cabinet storing the gray folders filled with the hotel’s memory. All those bills. All those names. New pilgrims arriving every day. We are all passersby. A name on an invoice. A room number. There was something about my room number in Saugues. My door was halfway down a long corridor, next to a framed pilgrim’s passport. That was my saving grace because I was struggling to find my door after dinner. I remember that clearly.

But what was going on that evening? What have I managed to store in my memory? Not much. Fragments. I was standing with about twenty other pilgrims at the outdoor bar, enjoying a nightcap. That’s right. And there was music. French chansons. Two pilgrims from Northern France were singing. We hummed along. Catchy tunes. There was a party mood and people were dancing. Nicolas stood on my right, swaying gently with the music. The owner of the hotel poured another round of his homemade pear liqueur. He went from pilgrim to pilgrim with his gold-colored liqueur and smiled as he topped up each glass. But the brew didn’t go down well with me. Nicolas turned and asked what was wrong. He touched my shoulder. I answered in Dutch because my head was too cloudy to translate the words. I wanted to lie down, I said, because I was exhausted. He was about to say something else, but then the woman from Lille took him by the arm. I turned and left the terrace. My legs felt like lead; I could hardly lift my feet. I do not know how I reached my attic room, but I remember the long dark corridor with countless identical doors. I held the key to my room in my hand. It was numbered, but I was too far gone to link it with the symbols on the doors. I’d lost the ability to recognize numbers. Utter confusion followed. Which door was mine? I leaned against the wall and shuffled from door to door until I suddenly recognized the framed pilgrim’s passport. I’d found my room! It wasn’t easy fitting my key into the lock, but I managed. Eleven hours later, I woke up under the duvet, still wearing my black dress.

“Madame Bonnet? Is everything all right?”

Roland Huret’s voice tugs me back to the here and now. I run my finger along my parched lips. I need to drink something.

“I was dizzy. The hotel’s pear liqueur didn’t agree with me.”

Huret looks at his assistant, who writes something down. “Is there a chance someone put something in your drink that evening? During dinner, for example, or at the bar? When your back was turned, I mean.”

I fidget with the side pocket of my cargo pants. My thigh muscles are tense. I pull the zipper up and down, up and down.

“Yes, that’s possible.” I swallow hard. It feels as if my windpipe is closing.

Roland Huret nods. Silence.

“What are you thinking, Madame Bonnet?” he asks, rolling back on his desk chair. The wheels squeak again.

“Nothing,” I whisper, laying a protective hand on my backpack containing Omer’s report. What if there’s a link between Omer’s death and all of this?





DAY 9 SATURDAY, AUGUST 3, AFTERNOON


BONNEVAL ABBEY: SAINTLY CHOCOLATE

SUNNY, WITH LIGHT WINDS. 77° F



“We’re here.” The youthful taxi driver stops in front of a stately white gatehouse. It looks like a German Baroque country manor.

“You’ll pick me up here later?” I ask, pulling a fifty-euro note out of my hiker wallet. Bonneval Abbey is only a few miles from Saint-Chély-d’Aubrac as the crow flies; by car, it was a long drive because we had to detour via Espalion. The last few miles seemed to take forever, climbing through a dark forest. I’m not walking through those dark woods later; my conversation with Roland Huret has rekindled my fear.

“One of our other drivers will be here. I’ll pass it on to the dispatcher.”

“That’s fine.” I pay him and tuck the wallet back into my fanny pack.

The driver gets out, goes to the back, and lifts my pack out of the trunk. “Voilà, madame.”

I thank him, heave the backpack onto my shoulders, wave to the young man, and turn to face the entrance of the abbey. I take a few deep breaths because I’m still shaken from my talk with the police. I didn’t say anything about Emil’s identity fraud or Omer’s death. Was that wise? Could there be a connection between the attack on Solange and Omer’s murder? Could I have been the intended target? But why? Deep down, I know why I didn’t say anything. It was a natural reflex; I was raised with a deep-seated mistrust of all things governmental, everything that wants to be in control. “Watch out for government institutions” was our family’s motto. My parents had suffered the effects of government corruption, nasty sting operations carried out by enforcement officials on behalf of the powers that be. I have been wary of “the authorities” my entire adult life.

But during my taxi ride, I had some misgivings, and my thoughts returned to Omer’s report. His last words to me echoed through my mind. “Be careful.” Yes, perhaps I was the intended target. That morning in Saugues, my head felt peculiarly odd. I’d never felt that way before. I had trouble stringing words together and adding numbers. That wasn’t a hangover. Someone might have slipped a pill into my drink. But why? Why would someone want me dead? What do I have or what do I know that’s so threatening to someone they’d want to kill me? Am I getting in someone’s way? I shake my head. Nothing comes to mind. There’s no motive. I don’t have a problem with anyone in the Netherlands, and nothing’s going on in Bosnia, either. I know very little about Emil’s past except that he lied about his identity; others know that, too. But I do have Omer’s report. That report is crucial. I must scan those pages tonight; then I can use a translation program to find out what they say. Of course, as I know from my attempts in Bosnia with Jelena, machine translation isn’t great, but at least it gives you the gist. After I’ve read the rough translation, I’ll decide whether I want to share a copy with the French police. I saved Inspector Roland Huret’s number on my phone. As I was leaving, he said I could call him any time, day or night.

“We assume Solange Breuil was the intended victim, Madame Bonnet,” he had said, shaking my hand. “And this interview hasn’t changed our opinion of the case, so there is no reason—yet—for requesting additional security for you. You can continue to follow your Camino, but to be safe, I suggest you stop walking alone from now on. Until we know more, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

I nodded but felt less than reassured. I was scared stiff when I left that small reception area. I needed a few deep breaths before joining Nicolas, who was beckoning me from a breakfast table in the restaurant. Right away, he wanted to know what was going on, and I told him the police were investigating the death of a woman in Saugues. Before Nicolas could ask any more questions, the hotel owner rushed over and announced that my taxi to Bonneval Abbey had been waiting for ten minutes. I grabbed a croissant, quickly downed my espresso, and stood to leave. Nicolas came outside with me.

“Shall we have dinner together tonight, Lotte?” he said, with a peculiar ring to his voice; then he hugged me and squeezed me tight. For a moment, the butterflies in my stomach drove away the oppressive tightness. Why was I still interested in seeing those nuns? Why didn’t I stay here with him?

“May I take your baggage, madame?” the taxi driver asked, pointing to my backpack. The man was in a hurry, and his pushy behavior curtailed my hemming and hawing about visiting the abbey.

“Yes, I’d like that, Nicolas, in the refugio,” I said, handing my backpack to the driver.

Nicolas kissed me and seemed reluctant to let me go; I ran a finger along his stubbly cheek, got into the car, and waved. As the taxi drove off, a familiar feeling of rebellion crept over me, a feeling that had reared up whenever others had tried to push me in a direction about which I was still uncertain.



I follow the sign marked Entrée, walk through the broad gatehouse, and reach a paved inner courtyard. I immediately recognize the mustard-colored door to the gift shop, with the word magasin printed above. This must be the abbey’s chocolate emporium. When I walk through that door into the reception area, someone calls my name.

“Madame Bonnet?”

A tall, distinguished nun approaches me with her hand extended; she introduces herself as Sister Geneviève.

“Oui, bonjour, I’m Lotte Bonnet.” I answer in French; she told me in advance that her English is nothing to write home about.

The nun is dressed in a white habit covered with a black scapular, and she wears a black veil. She has smooth skin and sprightly topaz-blue eyes. It’s hard to pin down her age, but I guess she’s somewhere between fifty and seventy. She smiles, says she’s delighted to meet a Dutch confrere, and asks if I would like something to drink before we start. A coffee, perhaps? I reply that I just had breakfast, and we exchange mindless pleasantries. I’m still brooding about my talk with that police inspector. The nun nods and asks if I would like to leave my backpack in her room so I don’t have to lug it around the whole time. It’s hurting my back, so I nod gratefully; the sister leads the way to an office behind the shop, and I dump my heavy burden in a corner. She locks the door, and we walk to the chocolaterie, which is what she calls the workspace where the nuns produce their chocolate products. As we enter another arched corridor within the massive abbey complex, a subtle whiff tells me we’re getting closer to the production area. The aroma of chocolate pushes my anxiety about my encounter with Inspector Huret into the background.

I fire off questions. Where does their cocoa come from? And which beans do they prefer? Do they sometimes buy semi-finished products? And where does the liqueur they use come from? What about their herbs and spices? Are they fresh, or do they use dried? How do they choose their flavors? We carry on a lively exchange as Sister Geneviève leads me around the factory; she hands me blocks of chocolate to sample, asks about my preserving methods, and wants to know how I came up with the outlandish idea of adding cheese to my chocolate truffles. After more than an hour and one brief bathroom break, the nun takes me to a rectangular white dining room with a terra-cotta tile floor. The walls are decorated with a few black-and-white photographs of the abbey in bygone years. The austere oak tables are arranged in a horseshoe; two nuns set the tables with plates, soup bowls, cutlery, and water pitchers. Mouthwatering baguettes are already in baskets on the tables. I hear convivial chatter coming from the adjacent kitchen.

“There’s about half an hour before lunch,” Sister Geneviève tells me. “If you’re interested, you might take a look at our herb garden. You will find it by following the path to the left.” She points to an open door. “I’ll help the sisters set the table. We eat at one o’clock.”

“Yes, I’d like that,” I say, heading outside and following the gravel path. After a few minutes, I pause to marvel at the size of the walled inner garden and the medieval buildings enclosing this verdant oasis. In such surroundings, the angry outside world seems very far away. I bend to bury my nose in the extravagant blooms of the yellow roses climbing the stone wall. The scent is intoxicating. I close my eyes and inhale deeply before continuing my perambulations. Soon I reach the herb garden. Bees zoom around a bed of sunflowers, and butterflies flit among the offshoots of wild marjoram. I run my fingers over the smooth skin of some bright red cherry tomatoes, glistening in the noon sun. I pick one, pop it in my mouth, and relish the round sphere bursting between my molars, spreading its sweet juices.

I run my tongue over my lips and lift my eyes to the steel-blue heavens. The storm of dark thoughts seems to have passed, and sizzling images of my time with Nicolas come back to me. I clap my hand over my mouth to hide a mischievous grin. My erotic daydreams feel slightly forbidden in this God-fearing place.

I hear footsteps on the gravel. I turn and spot two of the young nuns I met in the chocolaterie. They stroll through a nearby field of potatoes that have finished flowering and smile when they see me. They’re on their way to lunch and cut through a pergola covered in blue passionflowers. For years, I thought that the men and women who chose a life behind a monastery’s walls were peculiar, because who would want a life of austere seclusion and marriage to a transcendental power? But these past few days, I’ve realized that simplicity, a steady rhythm, and an absence of doubt about your direction may form the foundation of true happiness.

I follow the nuns and reach a cheerfully babbling fountain. As I immerse my hands in the cool water, my eye is drawn to a golden statue of the Madonna a few yards away. Chills run down my spine, and the storm in my head picks up again. Without a doubt, I recognize this Holy Virgin from one of Emil’s pictures. That same golden Maria, with the arched windows behind it, is stored on my phone. I scroll to the image. And indeed, Emil must have been here! But he took the photo from a slightly different angle. I circle the Madonna, trying to figure out where he was standing when he took the picture. It was there, from those windows. I look through the panes of glass and see two ironing boards, some laundry baskets, and racks filled with folded linens. That’s one of the rooms along the corridor that leads from the gift shop to the dining room. But Emil didn’t mention visiting this abbey to me, which is odd because the one thing I was interested in along his Camino was this abbey, famous for its chocolate! Might he have been planning to surprise me?

I look again at the photo and remember how I was struck last year by the many pictures of statues of Maria Emil had sent, always from the same angle: taken from the side, in half profile. Last month, when I traveled through Bosnia and visited some famous Serbian Orthodox monasteries, I noticed that Emil’s Madonnas looked a little like the icons in Orthodox churches. But when he sent me this photo, I noticed that this Maria was different because she was looking straight into the camera’s lens. I asked him where he’d taken the picture, and he texted back: at the church in Espalion. But this building is certainly not a church in Espalion! He didn’t want me to know he’d been here.

I rush into the dining room and approach Sister Geneviève.

“My husband was here. He took this picture!” I say, showing her my screen. “It looks like it was taken from your laundry room. Is that correct?”

The nun takes my phone. “Yes, that’s correct. That is the view from our laundry room.”

“But what was he doing there?”

“When was your husband here?” Sister Geneviève hands me my telephone.

“Exactly one year ago,” I say, tucking the phone away. “Last year, on August 3. I’m now walking his Camino as part of my grieving process. He died by suicide in Conques. Out of the blue, with no advance warning. Three days after he visited your monastery. But he put a different caption under this photo when he sent it to me. He said he’d taken a taxi from Saint-Chély-d’Aubrac to Espalion and had done some sightseeing there. That means he lied, and that’s odd because if there’s one thing I was curious about, it was your chocolate factory, and he was well aware of that.” I lean against the wall. “He was in the laundry room. What was he doing there?”

The nun is silent and seems to be thinking. “Your husband was the pilgrim who took his own life?”

“Yes, you’re familiar with the story?”

“Of course, it was the first suicide along the Via Podiensis. It was big news. Sister Marie-Claire was the one who spoke with your husband. Come with me.”

Sister Geneviève leads me down a long, vaulted corridor to the gift shop near the monastery’s entrance. An older nun with watery blue eyes and weathered skin is locking the doors in preparation for the lunch break. Sister Geneviève asks the nun to sit at the reading table, and she explains what’s happened. She asks the nun to say a few words about her meeting with the deceased pilgrim in August last year.

The older nun nods, sits down, and lays her gnarled hands in her lap.

“Yes, I remember your husband. He was in our gift shop. He approached me and was eager to tell me about his chocolate business; he boasted that you, his wife, had attended that famous culinary course in Paris. He asked me all kinds of questions about our products and working methods. It was a pleasant exchange. I thought your husband was nice. But just as he was about to leave, he stumbled back abruptly and accidentally knocked some maps off the rack.”

The nun indicates a wooden rack beside the entrance displaying hiking maps. “Your husband picked up the maps and then asked if there was a toilet he could use. Something had upset him. You could see it. He panicked. But I didn’t ask, and slightly befuddled, I pointed to the door leading to the hallway and said that the men’s room was on the right. He raced off. Immediately after that, several other people entered the gift shop, and I was so busy I forgot all about your husband; I didn’t give his odd behavior another thought. But a few hours later, I ran into him again. He was still here, walking through the corridor. I was just returning from lunch and wanted to reopen the gift shop. I asked if he was okay, and he said he’d had stomach cramps and had rested on a garden bench. He told me he was feeling better, thanked me, and left. A few days later, he was in the newspaper, along with a photograph. I recognized him from the scar on his cheek. I read that he had taken his own life. That’s when I told a few of the other sisters about our encounter.”

The elderly nun and I look at each other. Her eyes seem to be gauging my emotional reaction.

“Merci, Soeur Marie-Claire,” Sister Geneviève says in thanks and smiles.

I try to make sense of it. Emil must have seen someone who frightened him. Could it have been the same man who’d barged into the massage treatment room in Aumont-Aubrac? Was it this Nijak or Nijaz person? Maybe the nun had seen the man.

“Do you still remember the pilgrims who came in after Emil left?” I ask, bending closer to the nun. “I mean, what they looked like? Who they were? Where they were from?”

“No, madame, we have thousands of visitors every year. And they weren’t pilgrims. It was a busload of tourists; dozens came in all at once, dressed in ordinary summer clothes. They spoke English. And I hardly ever remember individual pilgrims. Only when I talk with them or when they leave something behind for us do they make a lasting impression.”

The older nun stands and removes a black-and-white picture from the wall to show me. Then she sits again.

“That afternoon, one other person did stick in my memory: a photographer who had participated in the art project about the Aubrac. He came to bring me this surprise just as the tourists were leaving. He had framed this picture of our monastery, especially for me. Here, that’s me.”

She slides the picture closer.

“I was touched by his kind deed,” she says, smiling. “It was such a sweet gesture. That’s one of the reasons I forgot your husband’s peculiar reaction. But the photographer was not a pilgrim.”

She turns the frame over and points to a handwritten date. “You see? Last year, on August third.” She hands me the frame.

I rub my finger along the glass and inspect the image. It’s a breathtaking black-and-white portrait of the nun. Her clear eyes look directly into the camera. She is sitting on a chair in her gift shop. The web of lines on her face and her wizened hands offers a stunning contrast to the smooth fabric of her habit and the rectangular boxes of chocolate lining the racks behind her. The picture seems to say that life has managed to bend even this noble bride of God. I sigh and acknowledge that the man who took this photograph is a gifted artist. He tells stories through his images and raises thought-provoking emotions.

Who is he? I flip the picture over but see no name or initials.

“Can you tell me the name of this photographer?” I ask hopefully.

The elderly nun shakes her head. “I don’t know. And I didn’t ask. But perhaps his name is written on the back of the print? One moment.”

The woman takes a pair of scissors out of a drawer. She takes the frame from my hands, fiddles with the pins, removes the print from its frame and hands it to me. On the bottom right, I see initials, but I can’t make them out. No help at all. I feel my agitation growing. “This is illegible.”

“Yes, unfortunately,” says the older nun.

“What did he look like?” I ask, putting the picture back in its frame. “The photographer, I mean, and how old was he? What language did he speak? French? Did he have an accent?”

The nun leans back, thinking. “I’m not very good at describing people.”

“But you can tell me something, right?” I urge, pressing her arm. “For instance, was he white or black? What color was his hair? That kind of thing.”

The older woman nods.

“Yes. He was a white man, taller than Sister Geneviève. He was thin, and he made an athletic impression. He spoke fluent French, but I can’t say from which region. He had brown hair and light eyes; I don’t remember what color. He seemed young, but I can’t say how old he was. Maybe in his forties? He was very approachable. He had no trouble making contact.”

“And the portrait, how did that come about? Did he make an appointment before he came to take your portrait?”

“No, no, he just appeared. He walked into the gift shop looking like an average tourist. He even bought something, but I can’t remember what. While he was paying, he looked at me and asked if he could take my picture. I said yes. The session lasted less than a minute. It was swift. He wasn’t here more than ten minutes in total. That’s why I was so astonished when, two weeks later, he showed up and handed me the framed photograph. That was also when he told me he was participating in the Aubrac art project.”

My phone pings. A text from Paul. I quickly scan the message. He and Caroline just woke up and are leaving soon on a boat trip through the Keys. He wants to know if everything’s okay with me. He didn’t hear from me last night. I sigh again. I completely forgot to send a good-night message to the home front before I went to bed. Jesus! And what should I tell Paul now? After spending the night with Nicolas, I feel like a woman who’s lost her virginity to another suitor shortly before the wedding. What am I going to tell him? The truth? I’ll have to think this over carefully, along with everything else I have on my mind, like Solange’s murder and trying to figure out whether I was the intended target, plus Emil’s odd behavior. Not to mention that report from Omer. I rake my hand through my hair.

“May I ask you something?”

“Yes,” the two nuns answer in unison.

“Do you happen to have a scanner?”

They look at me blankly. Guess that’s a no.





DAY 9 SATURDAY, AUGUST 3, EVENING


ESPALION: IN THE REFUGIO

SUNNY AND CALM. 75° F



I trudge stoically over the arched bridge in Espalion. Half-timbered houses from a bygone era are reflected in the languid waters of the River Lot. This medieval village is packed with visitors attending the jeu de boules world championships. The taxi driver had to drop me off in a residential area; the roads leading to the town center were barricaded. I consulted my map: First, I had to cross this old bridge, the Pont Vieux in Espalion, and when I reached the fourth street, I had to turn right to get to the Brasserie de l’Hôtel de Ville. I march along and ignore the weight of my backpack, which, strangely enough, seems heavier here in the village than it does in the wilderness. Could that be because I feel compelled to walk more upright here than in the woods?

A group of heavy-set men in bright red T-shirts and black jogging pants approach. They make room for me to pass along the sandstone railing. Beyond the end of the bridge, the low-lying narrow street is teeming with tourists. I pat myself on the back again for having prebooked my bed in the Lits de Saint-Jacques Refugio. The management requires visitors to have a pilgrim’s passport, fully stamped, from all their lodgings, starting in Le Puy-en-Velay. Thank goodness I registered as a pilgrim when I was there! When I called to ask if they had a scanner, the businesslike owner mentioned in passing that she had no qualms about sending all non-pilgrim tourists to the nearby campsites or hotels. After dinner, the owner and I will scan Omer’s report together. Nicolas was lucky, too; he managed to reserve the last available bed in the Lits de Saint-Jacques this morning. He just texted me. He found a table for us on the overcrowded terrace of the Brasserie de l’Hôtel de Ville and is waiting for me there. The refuge doesn’t open until five o’clock, so we’ll have to chill for an hour with coffee and pastries.

Tonight, for the first time on this trip, I’ll sleep in a dormitory in a genuine refugio. There weren’t any such pilgrims’ hostels on the stretch between Le Puy-en-Velay and Espalion, but that’s different on this leg of the Camino. Last year, Emil mentioned that someone’s snoring had kept him awake all night; he was exhausted when the sun came up. He told me on the phone that the terrible night had reminded him of the war and all the years he’d been forced to share sleeping accommodations with many men. Those nights of broken sleep had reconnected him with something tribal within himself, he said. As if sleep deprivation had shut down that part of his brain that controlled compassionate reasoning. I was surprised by these new details about the war in Bosnia and wanted to know more, but Emil clammed up and said he had to hang up.

I hadn’t paid much attention to that story a year ago, but now I see it in a different light. While Emil was walking the Camino, he may have been trying to understand what had driven him during the war.

I hear a cheerful squeal beside me as a woman’s glossy straw hat falls into the river and starts floating away, bobbing in the current. It’s like the hat Solange was wearing on the afternoon of her perilous fall. A shudder runs down my spine, and I reflexively turn full circle to observe the other passersby on the bridge. Is anyone looking at me suspiciously? No, the motley mob flows like a stream of colorful lava toward the low-lying shopping streets. It’s weird when you think about it. I felt safe for a while in that remote abbey, but here, among the masses, the terror planted in me by my talk with the police inspector is taking over again, despite his reassuring words when we’d parted company. I’ll be happy later tonight when I know what’s in Omer’s report.

My phone pings. It’s Nicolas—with heart emojis—asking where I am.

“On the Vieux Pont,” I text back, picking up my pace. Just thinking about him makes my body tingle and drives the fear away.



Nicolas stands, waves, and deftly pulls a bistro stool out from under his table. When I reach him, he briefly embraces me, whispers sweet words in my ear, and kisses me on both cheeks. His touch is light—suitable in public—but he gives my upper arm a sly, intimate caress. The message is clear: I’m low-key in the eyes of the outside world, but not toward you. My cheeks glow, and I inhale his scent. He’s not wearing his Azzaro today, but I find his sweat just as appealing.

As I sit, Nicolas signals to the bartender that we’re ready to order. The man gives a friendly nod and calls a passing member of staff. The terrace is jam-packed, and inside, it’s also crowded. Two young waitresses burdened with heavy trays acrobatically navigate the tables, serving the large influx as efficiently as possible.

“What a mob scene!” I desperately need to go to the toilet, but there’s a long line in front of the ladies’ room. I’ll hold it until I check in at the refugio.

“Yes,” Nicolas says, sitting down again. “This is hard to take after the forest’s silence.”

I nod; it’s as though he’s reading my mind.

“How was your visit with the nuns? Is their chocolate divine?”

We smile familiarly and I understand this is just an opening gambit, an icebreaker leading to the fundamental questions about this morning, the police, and Emil. For now he’s letting me acclimatize to the new situation, the people, the crowds, and him. But soon, when we’re alone and walking to the refugio, we’ll have our genuine conversation. I can read it in his gentle eyes, in the warmth of his voice, in his laid-back slouch as he sits on that delicate bistro chair while under the table, he’s rubbing his bare knee against mine.

“Interesting!” I start telling him about the chocolate factory and the manufacturing process. Nicolas interrupts, and we enter into a lively discussion about the differences in taste between artisanal and machine-made chocolate. When the server finally arrives with our drinks, the pressure on my bladder tells me I can no longer wait. The line for the toilet is as long as it was before.

“I’m going to the toilet, Nicolas. Will you keep an eye on my backpack? This might take a while.” I point to the colorful procession in front of the women’s bathroom.

“Of course.”

I stand, walk into the bistro, and get in line. While I’m waiting, a text message arrives from the oldest of the three sisters. She says she called the hospital in Lyon, and Maddie is still in a coma. The sisters are now in Saint-Côme-d’Olt, and they’ve lit a candle for her in a chapel. “We must pray for her, Lotte,” she writes. I look around, and suddenly I feel the crowd crushing me. I’m overwhelmed by the heady pong wafting from the overused toilet a few feet away. A stark contrast with that serene garden at the abbey. I’ll also go to church later to light a candle for Maddie. I’ll pause silently and reflect on a life’s arbitrary course.

Memories of my conversations with Solange and Maddie surface, including bitter stories about their ex-husbands. Neither woman was living in the here and now when her thinking was extinguished; Solange and Maddie weren’t enjoying the breathtaking vistas we passed or the delicious wine we drank. And I am doing the same. In fact, I’m wasting part of my life fretting about things that have already happened or will never happen. So, yes, I’ll also light a candle for myself. In remembrance of all the time I’ve wasted on nonsense.



I inch open the door to the dormitory and survey the room. The Lits de Saint-Jacques Refugio is in a former military stable on a narrow street lined with tall half-timbered houses. The interior is modern and functional, but historical details, including small windows and stone walls, are still visible. The place looks spotless, and luckily, the room is cool. There are six steel bunk beds. I lug my bed linens to the one remaining bed that hasn’t been made up yet. It’s a bottom bunk directly against the wall—a cozy spot. Luckily, I won’t have to worry about losing sleep due to male snoring, because this refuge isn’t co-ed. The women sleep on the ground floor, and the men one floor above. Nicolas and I had a long kiss goodbye at the foot of the stairs. Then he climbed the broad stone spiral stairs. My eyes followed him until he disappeared into the darkness of the stairwell.

I check my bed. The mattress is as hard as a rock and covered with one of those plastic sheets intended to protect it from sweat and accidents. Marjo wouldn’t have been able to sleep on this. Whenever we were on vacation and had entered a new hotel room, she’d test the mattress first thing. I thought her little rituals were adorable. Marjo’s on my mind a lot today, and I just lit a candle for her in the church. I would give anything to talk to her now about Nicolas and my infatuation. These feelings are entirely new to me, and I’m so insecure. I’ve never been so head over heels before, and that for someone in her mid-forties. I feel like a teenager. I crave sex and snigger inwardly about my erotic fantasies. Boy oh boy. But sadly, I will have to practice abstinence in the coming hours. It seems an impossible challenge, even for someone who has been living in an unresponsive body for over a year. Well, the thaw has set in. That much is clear.

Nicolas and I had been the last to check in because of our visit to the church in Espalion. My roommates’ backpacks are lined up neatly on the racks beside the door. We had to remove our shoes at the entrance to keep us from tracking the filth of the outside world indoors. None of the rooms can be locked. That also surprised me during my first days on the Camino: there were no locks on the rooms in two of the places I stayed. I found that slightly uncomfortable and unsafe in Saint-Privat-d’Allier, but by the time I got to Les Faux, I’d gotten used to the idea. Apparently, in a refugio, they take the concept even further. Here, guests leave their backpacks—unattended—on shelves, and you’re not even assigned a private locker. While I was checking in, the owner sternly instructed me to place my backpack on the rack and never on the bed. She explained that they were continually fumigating the bed frames to get rid of the bedbugs, and she didn’t want anyone inadvertently carrying those dreaded bloodsuckers onto a mattress. That shocked me. Bedbugs!? My back started itching at the thought.

The usual cheerful chatter of pilgrims reaches me from the walled garden. Dinner is being prepared, and the aroma of chervil soup fills the air. Two wet-haired middle-aged French women wrapped in towels prance out of the adjacent room and smilingly announce that the bathroom is free.

“Merci,” I say, and decide to take a shower first and do my laundry afterward. Météo-France predicts hot weather tonight, so my clothing should be dry by tomorrow morning. I undo my backpack, place it on the rack, take out my towel, soap, clean underwear, and black dress, step into my flip-flops, go to my bed, take off my clothes, and hang my sweaty shirt over the steel railing. Now I’m ready to enjoy a hot shower… I hum as I head to the bathroom. But just as I reach the shower door, my phone rings. Cursing myself for forgetting to set that darn thing to flight mode, I return to the room and work the phone out of my fanny pack. It’s Paul. Jesus. What crappy timing! Should I accept the call or not? Yes, accept. There may be something amiss with Caroline.

“Eh, hello. Paul? How are things there?” I ask, doing my utmost to hide my irritation.

“Great!” Paul’s voice sounds calm. As always. “And how are you, Lotte? I miss you.”

I roll my eyes and curse myself for picking up.



Still humming, I sit on the edge of my bed, drying my little toe with my towel. I am alone in the bunk room. The other women are outside on the terrace sharing stories with the male guests. They’re roaring with laughter now. I laugh along with them, even though I don’t know what they’re saying. It’s extraordinary how you pick up the emotions of a group. I’ve noticed that pilgrims laugh a lot, as soon they’re gathered together. It is as if the spirit delights in good company and a decent meal once the body is liberated from its backpack after a long, lonely hike.

“Madame Bonnet? Are you there?”

The commanding boom of the refugio’s portly chatelaine perfectly matches this place’s wartime history. She’s standing at the threshold of the bunk room.

“Yes! Present! Bed number seven.” I mimic her military tone and wave, slipping my feet into my flip-flops.

“If you like, I can scan your report now. I have half an hour before we serve the aperitif.”

“Great, I’ll be right there,” I shout as I leap off the bed and move briskly to the backpack rack.

“Fine, I’ll see you shortly in the reception area.”

“Yes. Perfect.”

The woman turns and lumbers down the hallway. I open my backpack and search through my stuff for the envelope, but I can’t find it. What’s going on? In a momentary disregard for the risk of bedbugs, I pull the backpack to my bed, disembowel it, and spread its contents across my white top sheet. No envelope.

“What the fuck!?” I smack my empty backpack. The report has vanished!

I get to my feet and pace through the bunk room, trying to remember when I last consciously saw the envelope. Images flood in. Yes, it was in Nasbinals, the evening of that wedding when it rained so hard I decided not to return to the center of town. I’d stuffed the envelope under my parka and covered it with a plastic bag. That was because I was thinking about the rain. I wanted to protect the report from becoming wet and soggy. Did I do anything with the envelope after that? I interlock my fingers behind my neck, stretch, and continue pacing. No, I don’t think so. Or did I? What happened after that wedding reception in Nasbinals? Think, Bonnet, think!

I was tipsy, and my feet were sore from dancing. Could I have taken that plastic bag out then? And maybe grabbed the envelope as well? Pfff. My memory refuses to grant me access to those images. And what about in Saint-Chély-d’Aubrac, in Nicolas’s room? What did I do there? Yes, I can remember a little more about that. Even though I was overtired, I pulled every garment out of my backpack before I went to bed and draped my clothes on every available piece of furniture in the room. I’d placed my toiletries on a shelf in the bathroom. It’s possible I took the envelope out of the backpack to let it dry. But I can’t be sure. If that’s what I did, I might have left it on the desk this morning when I was in a rush to pack my backpack; those two police inspectors were waiting, and besides, all my attention was focused on Nicolas. In Nasbinals, I was drunk from the drink, and in Saint-Chély, I was drunk from the sex. Jesus! That must be it! That envelope must still be lying on the desk in the hotel in Saint-Chély-d’Aubrac. That’s it! Or on the table in my cubicle in Nasbinals. One of the two.

“Excusez-moi,” I call, rushing into the hallway. “You no longer need to help me scan. It seems I left the report at my last hotel. I must phone them right away.”

The woman nods.

I trot back into the bunk room and sit on my bed. The first hotel I call is the one in Nasbinals. The receptionist answers with a friendly voice and says they immediately throw away all the papers they find in the rooms as a matter of policy. We say our thanks and apologies and end the call. Shit. Still hopeful, I look up the number for the hotel in Saint-Chély. A female voice answers immediately; clearly, it’s not that surly owner who sent me to the church without a shred of empathy.

“Hello, this is Lotte Bonnet. I left an important envelope in my room this morning. Has it been found? Manila, legal size. Addressed to Lotte Bonnet in care of the post office in Nasbinals. Postmarked from Bosnia and Herzegovina. It contains a report.”

“An envelope? Okay. I’ll check our lost-and-found box. One moment, please.”

She puts down the phone, and I hear rustling in the background.

“No, madame,” she says, picking up the receiver again. “Unfortunately, there was no envelope among the found objects. We always keep things like that and have a special container for them. Once, an American guest left his plane tickets behind.”

“But my envelope must be there. Is it still in the room? Among all the tourist information leaflets?”

“That seems unlikely, but I am happy to check for you if the new guests haven’t arrived yet. What was your room number?”

“No idea. I slept on the second floor. About halfway down the corridor. In a suite.”

“We have twenty rooms on the second floor, madame, and numerous suites. What was your name again? I can look up the room number in my reservation system.”

“Oh. I don’t know. I was sleeping with a fellow pilgrim. I only know his first name. Nicolas.”

The woman on the other end clears her throat. My cheeks grow warm as I realize I shared the sheets with a man whose last name I don’t know. I raise my chin toward the ceiling and exhale through pursed lips. What other useful information can I give her?

“I was the woman who was summoned by the police this morning. In connection with an investigation into the death of a pilgrim at a hotel in Saugues. That’s why I don’t remember the room number. My exit was rather chaotic.”

“Oh yes, now I know.” The sound of typing comes over the phone. “You were in room thirty-two. Second floor. You spent the night with Monsieur Nicolas Arnaut. A-R-N-A-U-T,” she says, chiding.

I clear my throat. “Yes, correct. Now I remember. With Nicolas Arnaut. He didn’t want me to sleep in the church.”

“Of course. Will you hold? I’ll take a quick look upstairs.”

“Fine.” I repeat his name to myself. That’s odd. I have a vague sense I know that name. Arnaut. Where might I have heard or seen it before? On Facebook or Instagram? Some minutes pass.

“Madame?”

“Yes?” I answer hopefully, pressing the phone to my ear.

“Quel dommage, there was no envelope in room thirty-two. I’m sorry.”

“No envelope. Okay. Thank you anyway.” I end the call.

I slump onto my mattress and press my feet against the bottom of the bed above me. “Damn it! How could I have forgotten such an important envelope!”

I sit up again, swing my legs over the edge of the bed, and straighten my back. Thank goodness I asked Omer to send a copy to the Netherlands as well.

What are you going to do now? Go back home tomorrow to pick up the original report? Or continue two more days as far as Conques?

I’m picturing Nicolas and I can almost feel his tender kisses and loving hands. Oh… I’ll keep walking. Carpe diem.



The Letter


IX A WARTIME LOVE AFFAIR

When I fled Bosnia in the summer of 1995, it was with Nadja Dangić. We were expecting our first child and were planning to get married. The war was still raging, and our only goal was to escape from that hell. Nadja had a good friend in Croatia, just over the border at Bihać, a city in northwest Bosnia. So we decided to leave for the West through Croatia.

I’d known Nadja since I was a child. She would spend two months every summer with her grandmother, who had a cottage next to Milan’s farm. Nadja spent the rest of the year in Sarajevo. She enjoyed her summers with her grandmother, and she became friends with other children from the village. She was a year younger than me, but she seemed older.

Nadja stood out in our village, primarily because of her outward appearance. With her trendy clothes, graceful figure, and flowing brown tresses, she looked like one of the American photo models on the covers of the magazines that were for sale during those years in the kiosks. What’s more, Nadja had grown up in the cosmopolitan Bosnian capital; she was an only child with two highly educated parents. Her father was Serbian and a well-known pulmonologist; her mother was Muslim and a lawyer. But Nadja never had any problems because of her mixed ethnic background, at least not until the war started. Before that, it was never an issue.

Milan and Nadja had been close since they were kids, because they saw each other a lot during the brief periods when they were neighbors. Almost from the start, Milan took his little neighbor under his wing. This was against his grandmother’s wishes, however, because she could never forgive Nadja’s father for marrying a Muslim. I was in love with Nadja as a teenager, but I knew I didn’t stand a chance. She had eyes only for Milan. The feeling was mutual; when Nadja returned to her grandmother’s house in the summer of 1983, Milan fell head over heels for her. They shared an adolescent love that ended tearfully in early September when her parents came to take Nadja home. Nadja’s grandmother died the following winter, and her heirs sold the farm. Milan and Nadja saw each other for the last time at the funeral; they exchanged letters for a while, but eventually, the relationship ran its course. At least from Nadja’s side. She went to medical school and met someone new, a young Croatian doctor. But he died in 1991 during the bombing of Dubrovnik.

I didn’t see Nadja again until early 1995 when I was stationed with the Army of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina (the ARBiH) near Bihać. The ARBiH was what passed for the armed forces in Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, we weren’t much more than a ragtag crew. Our existence was Kafkaesque, and we fought against ever-changing factions. At a certain point, we lost track of who was fighting whom. In contrast, the Bosnian Serbs were much better organized and had a genuine warrior mindset with a well-trained cadre. They made cunning use of their militias, too, some of whose members dressed like World War II Chetniks. Many of those guys had criminal records and were known to be extremely violent.

Be that as it may, in 1995, I was stationed in Bihać, where I was fighting against the Bosnian Serbs led by General Mladić. But I was injured during an attack and was transferred to a military hospital where Nadja happened to be working as a doctor. She recognized me instantly, and we had many long talks, not forgetting about Milan, who was now fighting with the Gray Falcons, the infamous Serbian militia. Nadja couldn’t understand how such a caring and sensitive boy like Milan could have turned into a violent extremist. At that time, I also found it hard to grasp. In fact, I began to fully comprehend Milan’s past only while I was walking the Camino.

During my recovery, I visited Nadja in her apartment, and our wartime romance soon blossomed. Our relationship took our minds off our hardships, until Nadja became unexpectedly pregnant, leaving us simultaneously joyful and terrified. How could you care for a baby in a warring country? We thought about fleeing, but we dragged our feet until July 1995, when we heard about the fall of Srebrenica, and reports reached us of the horrific genocide that had taken place there. During that same period, we learned that the Gray Falcons militia had invaded our hometown and “cleansed” it of all its Croatians and Muslims. It was only later that I heard how all the non-Serbian women, children, and elderly persons had been dragged from their homes and marched into the church. Emil had been there. He’d had a few days’ leave and was visiting the village when Milan’s militia invaded. The militia’s soldiers hauled him out of his house, beat him, kicked him, and tied him in the back of an open jeep. They then forced Emil to watch while they set the church on fire. His family and all the other non-Serbian women and children had been burned alive to hearty cheers from the Chetniks. Then the jeep drove away. Nadja and I were in shock when we heard the news. Apparently, the Chetniks were as brutal as the Ustaše had been during World War II.

When the shelling of Bihać started at the end of July, local residents panicked. Nadja and I were alarmed, too, because we knew from reports from Srebrenica that the Serbian militias were ruthless. Our concern for our unborn baby presented us with a dramatic dilemma: stay and hope that the war would soon be over or stop waiting and flee. We chose the second option, but our escape was the biggest mistake of my life.






DAY 10 SUNDAY, AUGUST 4

THE TIPPING POINT

ESPALION TO GOLINHAC, 16.7 MILES



LIFE IS WHAT HAPPENS TO US WHILE WE ARE MAKING OTHER PLANS.

—ALLEN SAUNDERS, AMERICAN WRITER, JOURNALIST, AND CARTOONIST (1899–1986)







DAY 10 SUNDAY, AUGUST 4, MORNING


ESTAING: THE WAGGING DOG

SUNNY AND CALM. 78.8° F



“You want a coffee?” Nicolas asks, pointing to a crowded terrace overlooking the gently meandering River Lot. The fairy-tale castle of Estaing is reflected in the broad river.

“Do we have time?” I ask. I’m still embarrassed about forgetting my trekking poles in the refugio this morning; we had to go back for them, which cost us almost an hour. But it’s too dangerous to descend these steep trails without poles. Solange’s and Maddie’s accidents are still fresh in my mind.

“It’s fine. It’s less than ten miles from Estaing to Golinhac. We’ll cover that in four hours.”

“You mean you can cover that distance in four hours with those long legs of yours!” I say, laughing and picking up the pace.

The village of Estaing is as bustling as you’d expect at the height of the summer season. A procession of day hikers is trekking along the embankment toward the arched medieval bridge; they’ll continue following the GR65 from there. They’ve made an early start to avoid the impending heat wave; afternoon temperatures are expected to hit the mid-nineties. Nicolas and I find a place at the last remaining table in the awning’s shade. A cute white Maltese is sniffing around under the tables, begging for scraps. It looks like it belongs to the older British couple next to us. When the woman calls, the dog goes for a cuddle before resuming its reconnaissance. When she’s not looking, I sneak the dog, clearly a female, a piece of cheese from my baguette, which he gobbles, tail wagging.

“I really shouldn’t reward her for begging,” I whisper to Nicolas with a wink. “But she’s so adorable!”

“Oh well. There are a lot of things you shouldn’t do.”

He pats the dog and hands me the menu.

“They’ve got those squares of apricot crumble,” I say. “I’d love one of those. And a double espresso. I’m still so tired.”

Nicolas grins and nods at the server. Last night, I was too upset about losing Omer’s report to sleep. After midnight, two women started snoring in my room, so I bundled my bed linens and pillow and tiptoed out to the garden, where I fell into a brief, dreamless sleep on a swinging bench.

A young waitress arrives. Nicolas orders two double espressos and an apricot crumble; then we pick up where we left off. While we were hiking here from Espalion, I revealed my big secret about Emil’s identity fraud and my search for clues to help me understand his state of mind during the final days of his life. I told him I was also struggling with whether to tell the boys that their father was not Emil Jukić. Nicolas was remarkably quiet while I was talking.

“What I don’t understand, Nicolas,” I said while we were walking, “is why my husband lied about who he was. And about being a member of a militia. There’s no way he didn’t kill people.”

“It’s not inconceivable, but don’t forget, people change,” Nicolas said, brushing a hand along my cheek during a brief stop. “We carry our bodies and memories with us from our younger years, but even those are viewed through the lens of our present circumstances. Everything you discover about him is actually about a man from that period.”

“That’s true,” I answered, and compared Lotte, aged twenty, with today’s Lotte. I don’t have much in common with the person I was then, either. Marriage and children had clipped my wings, but I learned that happiness is possible even when you’re chained to responsibilities.

As I reflect on Nicolas’s words, more and more pilgrims arrive, and now all the tables inside are also taken. The waitresses do their best to serve everyone as the bar turns chaotic. Time is ticking, and the temperature is rising. Nicolas looks uneasy. A text or email just arrived that upset his equilibrium. Maybe something to do with his work? I ask what’s wrong. He sighs and says it’s some fuss about an assignment. “A long, boring story, Lotte.”

He shifts his attention to the customers waiting at the bistro’s entrance. Nicolas always pays careful attention to his surroundings. Sometimes he’s like a soldier on a mission. Could his vigilance be a leftover from his job as a war correspondent? He must have been constantly on the alert for attacks during those years. Who’s to say? This isn’t the time to ask him about such things. There are too many people around. Maybe later.

After waiting a quarter of an hour, he says, “I’m going to find out what’s happened to our order.” He gets up and walks to the bar. A few minutes later, he’s back.

“And?”

“Number fourteen will be served shortly.” He points to the silver holder bearing the number fourteen in the middle of our table.

Sure enough, the waitress soon arrives with our order. She places our espressos on the table, but as she’s lifting the plate with the apricot crumble from her tray, the dog bounds over and grazes her bare legs. She starts, and the plate slips out of her hand. The pastry slides off the plate, which shatters on the terra-cotta tiles. The dog gulps down the apricot crumble in a few quick bites.

“Merde!” the waitress exclaims, but she soon regains her composure and apologizes. She offers to bring us a new piece of crumble.

“That won’t be necessary,” I say, asking for the bill. I notice the sun climbing fast. It’s time we make a move.

We drink our coffee while consulting the Miam Miam Dodo. First we’ll follow a short stretch along the river; then there’s a few miles of steep climbing through a forest, followed by a long stretch over a barren and unsheltered plateau. That’ll be hard going in this heat. Just as we’re about to stand, we hear shrieks coming from the British couple’s table. Their pooch is lying in an awkward position on the tiles. She’s having convulsions, her pupils are enlarged, and her chest is heaving. White goo is oozing from her mouth, and there’s a pool of orange-beige vomit next to her, with clearly recognizable chunks of undigested apricot. I bend toward her.

The British woman is in shock. “Oh, Liddy. What’s wrong? What’s wrong, my sweetie?” she keeps repeating, stoically petting the creature.

All hell breaks loose among the neighboring guests as they get up from their tables. The owner of the bistro worms his way through the crowd, coming toward us. Little Liddy stops breathing, and her legs stop trembling and point upward. The dog is dead. The British woman loses control and starts bawling.

“Looks like it was poisoned,” I say to the café boss, my voice shaking with emotion, and I point to the white foam oozing from the dog’s mouth. “I recognize the signs from a hunting dog I used to have when I was a farmer. I’d call the police if I were you. There may be more poison in the vicinity.”

The owner’s face blanches. He calls his servers and gives them instructions. The other guests shuffle toward the exit.

My eyes search for Nicolas. He’s at the bar, looking at the counter. His jaw looks set. I go and rub his arm. There are nine brown trays in a row. Each tray has a table number holding the check and the table’s order. Nicolas’s gaze shifts to the toilet. To get there, you must pass the bar.

“What is it?” I ask, and a sick feeling stirs in my gut.

He waits a beat, then says, “Nothing. Come on, we’re leaving. Or do you want to use the toilet first?”

I nod.

“Keep an eye on my backpack? I left it next to my chair.”

“Of course.” Nicolas returns to our table, and I head for the bathroom, where I get in line behind two other women. Paul phones just as I’m pulling the Miam Miam Dodo out of my pocket to calculate the distances we still have to walk. I grab my phone.

“Hey, hey, how’s it going over there?” I ask. “You’re up early!”

“Hey, Lotte! No, Caroline’s still asleep. But I’m awake. My insomnia is playing up again. And I wanted to hear your voice and tell you how much I miss you.”

“Oh, that’s sweet, Paul.” I shuffle my feet, embarrassed, and stuff the Miam Miam Dodo back into my pocket. Suddenly I feel ashamed about my affair with Nicolas. Or rather, about my silence. But why? Paul is just a friend. He’s not my husband. My relationships are none of his business. Or are they? Yes, in fact, they are. I am his daughter’s foster mother, and he’s the man who lives in my house and just proposed to me, and that creates obligations.

“And, eh, where are you now?”

“Waiting in line for the women’s toilet. At a restaurant in Estaing.”

“Oh, sounds like fun.” He laughs. “But you can talk?”

“Sure thing.” I scan the departing guests. No one seems to be eavesdropping.

“Well then, tell me, how are things on the Camino? Have you had any interesting experiences?”

“I’ll say,” I answer. “And you were right, Paul, the Camino is not without its dangers.” I suddenly feel like spilling the beans to him about everything that has happened. The words gush out as I talk nonstop about the rockslide, Solange’s death, the van that tried to ram me, the stampeding cows, and Maddie’s hospitalization. “And trust me, Paul, now I’m really planning to stay close to the other pilgrims.” I turn and look at Nicolas, who is perched outside on a wall near the river, staring at the water.

“What a load of shit!” Paul curses in German; he fires a barrage of questions at me, then shuts up.

“Really, Lotte, promise me you’ll be very careful. Keep your eyes open. You’ll be in a city tomorrow, right? And you’re catching the night train home the day after tomorrow? I have your itinerary here somewhere.” He sounds nervous.

“Yes. That’s the plan. I’ll be in Conques tomorrow. That’s where my journey ends. The day after tomorrow, I’ll visit the place where Emil died, and I’ve booked a ticket for the night train that evening. Nothing else can happen to me, Paul. Tonight I’ll be sleeping in a chalet at a campsite.”

“Is that safe? All alone in a hut like that.” His voice is wavering. “I’d rather you spent the night in a hotel.”

“There are no hotels here. Just B and Bs, and some of those don’t even have locks on the doors. The chalet will be safe. It’s the busy season, Paul. There are plenty of other guests around.” Again, I feel an urge to tell him I won’t be spending the night alone in the chalet because Nicolas will be with me.

“I’m not happy about this.” He sighs. “I won’t be happy until we’re back together on our sofa in the living room.”

I blink. Now that Nicolas has entered my life, I no longer feel like slouching comfortably on the couch with Paul. What will it be like when I’m back in the Netherlands? Jesus. I’m trying to come up with a reply, but just then, the door of the toilet swings open, and a penetrating stink of urine smacks me in the face. I clap my hand over my nose. “I’ve got to go, Paul. It’s my turn.”

“Okay. Text me when you’ve arrived safely in that chalet. Before you go to bed, okay?”

“Yes, I promise. And give Caroline a kiss for me. It’s the Everglades today, isn’t it?” I enter the filthy cubicle and lock the door.

“Yes, and I’ll give Caroline an extra cuddle for you. Be careful, Lotte.”

After a few sweet goodbyes, I hang up, tuck my mobile into my fanny pack, and pull down my pants. As I hunker over the disgusting toilet, the sad reality hits me. My Camino will be over in two days, and I’ll take the train back to my old life. One way or another, it will be different from my life before the Camino.





AUGUST 4 A MAN IN ESTAING

I delete another of Boris’s endless texts. He’s started using harsh language. He wants me to stop following Lotte. In fact, he’s “ordering” me. As if he were still my commanding officer. But he’s not.

Lotte is standing on the bridge, taking a picture of Estaing Castle.

And she escaped death again.

I felt strangely relieved when that plate fell and the dog gobbled the poisoned crumble. My mind flashed to the way her damp skin had rubbed against mine. She turns me on. Incredibly. Is that why my attempts to eliminate her have failed? Is something in my subconscious holding me back, making my efforts not quite succeed? I’ve been wondering about that since Aubrac.

It’s possible. But now I have to finish the job; the French police have started an investigation, and they’re getting close. An annoying development—I didn’t see it coming. Just like that report from Omer I found in her backpack yesterday. The contents are explosive. Boris agreed. I destroyed everything immediately.

So the next accident has to do the trick.





DAY 10 SUNDAY, AUGUST 4, AFTERNOON


IN THE WOODS ABOVE GOLINHAC: THE TRACKER

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 89.6° F



“What do you think, Nicolas? Can Emil see us now?” I ask, pointing at the blue heavens behind the gently undulating oak leaves shading our intimate picnic spot. We’re lying hand in hand in the high marram grass, resting after our lovemaking. Our bodies are damp with sweat, and the scent of sex lingers in the air. “Yesterday morning, in your hotel room, I felt like the ceiling shielded me from his eyes, but now it feels like he’s looking down on me.”

Nicolas turns to face me. “And what if he does see us, Lotte? Would that bother you?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” I say after a moment’s thought. My eyes probe Nicolas’s. “It’s because of his suicide, I guess. It feels like my marriage to him is still alive because there’s a small voice inside me saying I should have noticed something was wrong.”

We look at each other. Something is going on behind his eyes. I can’t quite put my finger on it. Fear? Sorrow?

“So you think you’re guilty of his death?” His voice sounds odd. It wavers.

“Yes. Somehow, yes.”

The tears are back, and the pain shoots invisible shocks throughout my body. Bizarre how closely linked joy and sorrow can be.

“Oh, Lotte,” Nicolas says softly. He wraps his strong arms around me and gently rocks me. “Do you know Allen Saunders?”

“No, who’s that?” I ask, sniffling.

“An American cartoonist. I found a stack of his drawings years ago in a secondhand bookstore. I bought them because of the quote on top.”

“And what was the quote?”

“ ‘Life is what happens to us while we are making other plans.’ ”

“Oh.” I let the words sink in. “Yes, I guess that’s true, Nicolas.”

“Yes, in this case, too. Your husband’s suicide happened, although he must have had other plans when he started his Camino. A shadow fell across his heart. And look at us, the way we’re lying here now, in the grass alongside the Camino. This also happened, even though ten days ago, we had both made different plans. Am I right?” Nicolas kisses my forehead.

“Oh, yes.” My dark mood lifts. It happened. He happened.

“Well, then.”

The crickets’ chirping swells, and I hear the plodding motor of a combine harvester in the distance. Farmers never stop working, even on Sundays. Back in South Limburg, the farmers will also be busy harvesting now. I’ll be on my hill again in a few days. I’ll arrive in Conques tomorrow afternoon. Then I’ll have to choose between taking the sleeper back to the Netherlands that night or the following day. Or the day after that? My gut tells me I should take that sleeper tomorrow evening so I can pick up Omer’s documents at the post office before it closes. That’s urgent business. But every scrap of me wants to stay here because of the man who is lying beside me. I want to keep him near me, to lure him to my farm and into my real life. But what is my real life?

Here on the Camino, I’ve come closer to my genuine self than I ever did on the farmstead where I was born and where the Bonnet family has lived for three hundred years. Why is that? It could be because here, my pace is set by uncontrollable elements like the conditions on the trail and the weather, forcing me to let go, to just be. Nothing more than that. Just be. Without time and without place. At home, I can’t let go and just be. At home, I must keep an eye on the clock; there are commitments and deadlines. At home, I’m the one who takes charge. But not here. Here you walk, you eat, you drink, you sleep. You think about nothing but the aches and pains in every imaginable part of your back, stiff muscles, blisters, meals, water, and bed. I even have trouble focusing for any length of time on life-shaking events like Solange’s murder or Maddie’s coma. My thinking snaps back, again and again, to walking, my feet, my back, finding a place to refill my water bottle, and Nicolas. Yes, especially to Nicolas. I spend a lot of time rehashing our conversations and our caresses. My desire for this man is different from anything I’ve experienced before. My interest in him goes deeper. When we touch, I feel such amazement about his body, the way our scents mingle, the way his hair sticks up uncontrollably, at the red welts left by his backpack’s shoulder straps, at his wrinkles, already heralding the autumn of his life, at the drops of sweat flowing from his pores, at the way his skin flinches when I caress him, and at the sounds that emerge from his throat. It’s true; I experience these sweet sensations in detail.

It’s as if he’s been walking beside me since I was born but just spoke to me for the first time last week at that hotel in Le Puy-en-Velay. In my dreams, he’s already playing a leading role in my future life. But how will Paul react when I tell him I’ve met someone new? Paul is a gentleman who will rise to the occasion without arguments or accusations. But he’ll take steps, move away, and then I’ll lose Caroline. That thought terrifies me, because in fact Paul is forcing me to make an impossible decision: Either marry him or let go of Caroline. That’s not going to happen; she’s my daughter. Not biologically, but in my heart. I raised her while he was busy building his business. And she turns to me for everything. He’s more like a friend, arriving with presents and telling her stories, but he’s not the solid rock she relies on. I am. The law is on his side. He’s the biological father, and I’m nothing. By marrying Paul, I could keep Caroline and maintain stability. But do I want that?

Before I met the man lying beside me, I might have considered marrying Paul. It’s strange because Nicolas and I have known each other for only a week and a half. I know his first and last names, what kind of work he does, where he lives, and I’m familiar with a few of his past experiences as a journalist. Yet that’s enough. I knew less about Emil. Not even his real name. What can you truly know about another person? And what’s more important: the way someone is when you are together or the way someone was before he entered your life? I started walking the Camino hoping to unravel Emil’s past, but the longer I was on the road, the less relevant his past became. As Nicolas says, “People change.”

“Come on, Lotte, let’s go. I think there’s another storm on the way.” Nicolas’s voice pulls me out of my musings. He points to the clouds gathering in the south.

We get up, gather our things, and get dressed. But as I’m fishing around for a plastic garbage bag in the side pocket of my backpack, my fingers graze something hard-edged and pointy. What’s that? I sit on a tree trunk, hold my backpack to the sun, and touch the spot. It feels as if the fabric between the inner pocket and the waterproof outer shell has been cut and resewn, but not by a machine. This was done by hand. I dump the contents out of my backpack and turn it inside out.

“What are you doing?” Nicolas asks.

“I felt something hard. Not big.” I take the miniscissors out of my toiletry bag, snip the thread that secures the object behind the fabric, work the thread loose, and uncover a piece of plastic. It’s a rectangular chip, about the size of the upper joint of my index finger. My breathing falters. What the fuck! This is a GPS tracker! My neighbor once sewed an identical chip into her border collie’s collar because he kept running away from her garden. The chip helped her pinpoint the dog’s location whenever it ran away.

“Nicolas! Look!” I gasp, struggling for breath. “Someone is following me!”





DAY 10 SUNDAY, AUGUST 4, EVENING


GOLINHAC: BODYGUARDS

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 82.4° F



Inside my charming chalet, I can hear the muted sounds of happy kids shouting and playing. At the Bellevue campsite in Golinhac, it sounds like the pool is the place to be. Fortunately, the cottages for pilgrims are situated at a higher elevation, in a quieter part of the campsite. Inspector Roland Huret and his assistant are sitting across from me at the narrow faux wood table. Nicolas is doing our laundry in the sanitary facility next to the reception area. Inspector Huret wanted to speak with me alone, although he first briefly asked about the nature of our relationship.

“Nicolas is my boyfriend,” I proclaimed, grabbing his hand. Nicolas nodded and wrapped a protective arm around me. He’s more than that, I thought, but I didn’t dare say it out loud. Nicolas then gathered our dirty clothes and left while I stayed here, trying to concentrate on the inspector.

Roland Huret confirmed that a tracker had indeed been sewn into my backpack. In terms of technology, the tracker must have been made recently; it clearly hadn’t been placed in the backpack during Emil’s trek but rather sometime after May of this year.

Inspector Roland Huret has changed his tune since yesterday morning. More decisive is the word I’d use. The head of the bald, heavy-set man in his fifties is slick with sweat, and his brown eyes are as sharp as ice picks.

When he had asked who might be interested in following me, I truthfully answered that I didn’t know, but I said I had a pretty good idea when that tracker had been planted, namely during my first night on the Camino at the hotel in Le Puy-en-Velay, when I found my backpack lying on the floor after I returned from the evening mass in the cathedral.

“Have you noticed anything unusual in the past few days or weeks? Or has anything happened that attracted your attention?” Roland Huret shifts in his chair.

A strange sense of vertigo hits me, and I grab the table to steady myself. Here come the tears again. My clouded gaze drifts to a copy of Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers on the wall. The artist cut off his ear, and Emil slit his throat. My Emil, who had been a member of a militia and who’d fled his country and assumed the identity of a certain Emil Jukić, a man who was killed in 1995 and had been rotting anonymously in a mass grave for two decades. Nothing would have happened without DNA testing, and no one would have been the wiser. The unpleasantness began only once Omer started digging into Emil’s past. Someone killed Omer in Banja Luka shortly after he mailed me his report with the results of that DNA test. And here in France, Solange died in my bed.

A car honks. Lower down, on the site beneath ours, a man waves frantically at his wife and two small children. He needs help parking their trailer. His white Audi deftly navigates the camper onto the large, grassy clearing. I blink and observe the scene. A white car. On the road in Aumont-Aubrac, a white van almost ran me over. And near that Romanesque castle, where Emil had scrawled the word Nijak or Nijaz on a piece of particleboard, a white van had been parked with one wheel crushing some lavender. A coincidence?

“A white van. He drives a white van.” I tell the inspector about the white van that tried to run me down in Aumont-Aubrac. For the time being, I won’t mention Omer’s report, which is waiting for me back home. An inner voice insists I must find out what’s in that report before handing it over to the French police. For now, I also say nothing about Emil’s identity theft. Omer’s words still ring in my ear. Until we know who Emil really was, we must not increase the number of individuals who know about his identity fraud.

Inspector Roland Huret and his young assistant exchange a furtive glance.

“By the way,” I continue, “that white van will have a scratch on its left front bumper from where it grazed the wall when it almost hit me.”

A brief silence follows.

“Why didn’t you tell us this yesterday?” I read concern in Roland Huret’s eyes.

“I still believed that Solange was the intended target.”

“Our investigation is ongoing, but based on the information you’ve given me, I must take appropriate steps, Madame Bonnet.” He points to the tracker. “Starting now, I’m assigning a security detail, and—with your permission—I’ll arrange your transit to the Netherlands tomorrow.”



The hooting of an eagle owl has jolted me awake, and I try to get my bearings. I was having that awful nightmare again: Emil was marching over a hill, wearing his military uniform. He’d stopped and turned toward me. He waved and shouted something, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying because of the moaning coming from the graves next to me, as if the dead were trying to talk to me.

All is quiet on the campsite, and a gentle breeze rustles the leaves of the tall willow next to the cottage. Nicolas’s breathing is almost inaudible. He’s lying on his side, and like me, he’s undressed except for his briefs. In such a tiny bedroom, and with this heat, every item of clothing is superfluous. I feel a sudden longing for some fresh night air, even if it’s only through a partially opened window. I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, get up, and tiptoe into the living room. Light from a streetlamp seeps through the checkered curtains, casting a diffuse blue glow over the space, like the hills back home in winter when it’s snowed and you look outside on a full moon night. I peer through the crack in the curtains. A police car is parked against the chalet’s wooden deck. An agent sits slumped against the car door, smoking a cigarette and scrolling the screen of his mobile phone. I don’t feel reassured by his presence. In fact, he’s living proof of a sinister threat.

Nicolas was slow to respond when Inspector Huret said he was assigning a security detail to look after me and arranging my ticket back to the Netherlands tomorrow evening. He was initially quiet, and his body tensed up; he approached me and squeezed me tight. His anxiety must have been contagious, because I was suddenly overwhelmed by fear. The police agreed to allow Nicolas to stay with me if he was prepared to identify himself. As the young assistant was jotting down the information from Nicolas’s French ID card, I almost wanted to grab the ID and take a picture of it, realizing that his bureaucratic details had suddenly become important now that I was about to leave the Camino.

I gingerly open the tilt-and-turn window near the dining table for fresh air. Emil stayed in this house, but I don’t know which bed he slept in. The chalet has two small bedrooms, and I suspect he chose the one facing east because he liked to keep an eye on his surroundings to see if anything might be approaching. So I decided to sleep in the other room. I didn’t want to be with Nicolas in Emil’s bed.

Thinking about such choices is proof that I still feel that I’m married. But while I have been walking the Camino, the tie that binds us has frayed to nothing more than a few strands. I am starting to accept that change is a constant part of life, just as the ever-changing horizons are fixtures along the Camino. You walk along the same ancient trail, yet everything has changed. No two views are the same. Every encounter is different. Emil is a pilgrim who no longer walks beside me. He remained behind in Conques, and I kept on walking. And yet his absence still feels like a dull ache.

The final thing I must do tomorrow before returning to the Netherlands is to lay a stone at the cross where Emil took his life. On the morning of August 5, he walked from this chalet to Conques, where he visited an art exhibition in the afternoon; in the evening, he listened to young people singing sacred songs in a church during a candlelight concert. He filmed a short video of the concert with no caption, just the music. Very moving. But his texts didn’t mention the exhibition he’d visited that afternoon. I know he was there because the priest in that little chapel I passed on my first day told me that France 3 Auvergne had filmed the event. I’d requested the footage and paid for it but haven’t received it yet. Why didn’t Emil tell me about his visit to the gallery? From the first day, he’d taken pictures of every imaginable place he passed, but he said nothing at all about the entire afternoon in Conques. The following morning, he took his own life in a forest a few miles away. Did something happen in that Conques art gallery? Did he see something there or run into someone? That’s another place on my list!

I peek again through the gap in the curtains, afraid someone outside might see me. This afternoon’s developments have left me with a profound and primitive fear of death. It’s bizarre how death beckons just as I’m embracing life again.

“Lotte, every butterfly grows its wings during a season of solitude,” Nicolas said yesterday when I told him about my lonesome year without Emil when I languished in my cocoon of guilt.

I could only nod at his words, which moved me, and I mimed a flying motion with my arms.

Just as I’m turning to walk back into the bedroom, Nicolas’s silhouette appears in the doorway. The whites of his eyes glow in the veiled light from the streetlamp.

“Can’t sleep?”

“No, I’m scared. Even though I know that the police are watching over me.”

He steps toward me, takes me in his arms, and rubs my back. “Me too.”

“Why’s that?” I ask, kissing his cheek.

“I’m afraid of a life without you.”



The Letter


X THE WHIPPING

Toward the end of July 1995, as Nadja and I were preparing to leave Bihać to go to Croatia, we watched reports on the Bosnian Serb television network extolling the “heroic deeds” of the Bosnian Serb militias, including the Gray Falcons. These programs verged on the absurd. Violence was glorified as something noble, and mafiosi were framed as the nation’s elite. For example, a commercial TV channel called Pink devoted a daylong live broadcast to the wedding of a notorious criminal and militia leader named Arkan, who had married a Serbian turbo-folk singer, Ceca, in February 1995. The reception outshone that of Prince Charles and Lady Diana. It bore witness to the unprecedented popular worship of evil, because Arkan had been at the top of Interpol’s list of most wanted European scoundrels and murderers since the 1980s. While watching that grotesque broadcast, I caught a glimpse of Milan. He was one of the guests, looking chic in his smart black suit and tie. Seeing him there, laughing and chatting with career criminals, cut me to the core. How could he have sunk to such depths?

Why did such a sweet, quiet boy like Milan turn into a ruthless butcher during the war? Many factors played a role, including his poverty-stricken childhood, his discrimination at the hands of Croatian teachers, his stint in the army in Kosovo just as Slobodan Milošević was gaining power, the toxic propaganda in the Serbian media, but, most of all, his upbringing. From his earliest childhood, his grandmother had pumped him full of gruesome details about injustices perpetrated against the Serbians. She urged him to retaliate because he, Milan Illić, was special and destined to carry out great deeds for folk and fatherland. But Milan wasn’t a hero. He was an average man.

Thanks to Milan, I developed a theory, Lotte, which I later saw corroborated repeatedly. In my opinion, a deep-seated frustration with their own mediocrity leads people to become war criminals. They have been hungry for recognition practically since birth but lacked the talent or perseverance needed to excel and to stand out. They also lacked the self-reflection required to face and accept their own limitations. As they age, they always blame others for their own shortcomings. They become volcanoes of pent-up rage, and one day they erupt. In times of peace, they often blow off steam with alcohol abuse or domestic violence. Or they align themselves with political groups that preach extreme views and vent their bitterness across the internet. Using anonymous accounts, of course, because these nonentities lack the courage to leave comments under their own names. In times of war, they fall in step behind their great leaders, carrying out assignments and committing atrocities that are beyond comprehension.

That’s how it was with Milan, too. He was born a good person; when we were young, he was sweet and paid genuine attention to others. Yet his bizarre upbringing and the war led to a warped self-image and propelled him toward evil. To me, he was the prototype of someone who was unable to be happy with himself before the war. And I suspect it was only after the war had ended that he was able to reconnect with the average man living deep inside of him who wasn’t cut out for the grand gestures his father had thrust upon him but was instead a man destined for the simple life. So the sweet and caring boy resurfaced once he was free from that vortex of violence, the boy who had been my best friend when I was a kid.

Of course, I’ve spent my life wondering how he could have used so much violence when he knew firsthand how it felt. He’d been a victim himself. I still can’t completely comprehend it, but I think the seed was planted one sunny day in the summer of 1978 when his small body and his sensitive nature were crushed.

The three of us had been playing at the high waterfall that morning. Emil pointed up and said he wanted to jump off the highest rock. We’d seen some older boys pull that stunt a year earlier. Emil didn’t wait for an answer; he clambered up, and Milan and I soon followed. But once we arrived at the top, the height freaked us out, and we regretted our decision. However, our brave Emil didn’t back down; he jumped. I followed suit and jumped, too, but Milan stayed put. He didn’t dare. Milan seemed rooted to the spot. I now know he had acrophobia; as he got older and our friendship grew, his fear of heights would become stronger. But back then, we were baffled when we looked up from the riverbank at that tiny, immovable figure on top of the rocky brink. Some girls approached, including Milan’s older sister. They saw Milan and started shouting, “Jump!” They were clapping and hooting, but to no avail. In the end, I climbed up again to try and help him. Only when I arrived at the top did I realize something was wrong. His legs were trembling, and he was soaked in sweat. He was practically catatonic. Soon Emil climbed up, too. Using jokes, friendly encouragement, and chummy physical contact, we managed to turn Milan around; then we scrabbled down, hand in hand, one step at a time. Once we were safely back on the riverbank, his tears began.

Later that night, Milan’s drunken father heard of the incident, and he went ballistic. Milan had tarnished Serbian honor. How could a descendant of Serbian warriors be less daring than a filthy Muslim or a treacherous Croatian? Emil and I were waiting outside; we were there to pick up Milan for a soccer game. When we overheard the tirade inside, our blood ran cold. The father grabbed Milan, dragged him to the pigsty, tied his wrists to a meat hook, and whipped him with a horsewhip. Milan’s howls pierced me to the core. Emil raced to find his father, hoping he could put an end to the torture, but he wasn’t home. I rushed to find my pa, but he was on a house call. We were both winded when we arrived back at the barn. Milan’s father kept going until his son had fainted and was hanging limp from his shackles, blood dripping from his back. Then he ordered his terrified wife to take the weakling away. Milan’s mother obeyed; she loosened the ropes around her son’s wrists and, in tears, carried her child’s body to the laundry room.

Milan didn’t come out to play the following day or the day after that. On the third day, he developed a raging fever and became delirious. The lacerated skin on his back had become infected and was oozing pus. Milan’s mother called my pa, who diagnosed blood poisoning. He got in his car and rushed Milan to the hospital. There Milan’s life hung in the balance; it took him ages to recover. But the scars on his back remained. After three weeks in the hospital, Milan was allowed home, and we picked up our routine of playing together at the river, but Emil and I never again climbed to such heights when Milan was around. There were significant changes for Milan at home, too. His father was arrested and sent to prison after my father and Emil’s father filed detailed reports about the incident. And because his father wasn’t around, Milan—despite his intelligence—couldn’t go to the right school for college prep; that meant he couldn’t get into college, either. His grandmother didn’t think much of school, anyway. Milan became the man of the house and had to earn a living.






DAY 11 MONDAY, AUGUST 5

A TRUTH

GOLINHAC TO CONQUES, 15.5 MILES



DOUBT THOU THE STARS ARE FIRE;

DOUBT THAT THE SUN DOTH MOVE;

DOUBT TRUTH TO BE A LIAR;

BUT NEVER DOUBT I LOVE.

—HAMLET (ACT 2, SCENE 2), BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT AND POET (1564–1616)







DAY 11 MONDAY, AUGUST 5, MORNING


GOLINHAC: THE MAN

SUNNY AND CALM. 77° F



Someone is tapping on the window. I jolt awake from a dreamless sleep. It’s light, and the bedroom door is open. Nicolas is wearing his hiking outfit.

“Messieurs, bonjour,” he says, opening the door.

“Bonjour.”

I recognize Inspector Huret’s gravelly voice. Nicolas asks him and his assistant to wait on the covered deck so I can get dressed, and he offers each gentleman a glass of water. He apologizes for not having anything else in the house.

I sit up in bed and grab my phone. It’s almost eleven o’clock! I rush to the bathroom, and I’m soon washed and dressed.

“Entrez,” I call from the kitchen, noticing I’m afraid of walking outside onto the patio. Is it safe? Nicolas goes to the door and waves the men in.

As Roland Huret and his young assistant enter, I take a bar of chocolate from the fridge, break it into pieces, and place the blocks on a breakfast plate. I rapidly pop two pieces into my mouth. Some energy to wake me up and a small kindness for the visitors.

The inspector asks Nicolas to wait outside. He nods, saying he’ll pick up our breakfast so we can eat it in the house. We sit at the same places as yesterday. People are creatures of habit. I’m dying for a coffee, but that’ll have to wait until Nicolas returns from the campsite cafeteria. I point to the plate.

“Please, help yourselves,” I say, wearing my best Instagram smile. “This is high-grade cocoa from Madagascar, with nuts and plums from my garden and fresh Mediterranean herbs. I made it myself. I’m a chocolatier.”

Roland Huret and his assistant nod, each taking a piece of chocolate. “Well, Madame Bonnet,” says the inspector, popping a chunk into his mouth, “last night we received an anonymous tip from an untraceable number about a white van in the woods near the chapel of Notre-Dame des Hauteurs. We were told we would find a man there who was preparing to attack you. As we approached the site a little later, the driver attempted to flee, but he lost control of his vehicle during his descent and crashed into a barn. The man’s death was instantaneous. We have since conducted a preliminary investigation at the site and concluded he was the person who was following you; he was planning a fresh attack. It appears he was also behind the death of Solange Breuil.”

“Solange? And a fresh attack? Aimed at me?” I sputter, trying to comprehend what this means. So it’s true. I was the one someone was trying to kill, not Solange. Until now it was just a moot possibility, but now it’s certain. She died my death. How dreadful! Horrible, really. I spring up, walk toward the kitchenette, and, with trembling fingers, fill a glass of water.

“Yes, madame,” Inspector Huret continues, his voice flat. “He was using his van as an office. In it, we found detailed information about you, as well as various maps, a firearm, night-vision goggles, and sufficient evidence to link him to the attack on Solange Breuil. And, of course, the source device to which your tracker was connected. We’ve sent everything to our forensics lab. There we hope to decode his laptop and mobile phone.”

“But I don’t understand,” I say, struggling for breath. “Who was he?” I sit down again.

“He’d lived in the German city of Saarbrücken since 1995 under the name Ranko Kovac. He was a German national, but originally from Bosnia and Herzegovina, born in 1961 in Banja Luka, the capital of the current Serbian Republic within Bosnia and Herzegovina.”

“Ranko Kovac?” I repeat. Had I heard that name before? No. “I don’t know anyone named Ranko Kovac.”

“His real name was Mikhail Mijaković. Interpol had his fingerprints in their system, which helped us quickly identify him. He lived in West Germany in the 1980s, where he started out as a petty criminal and where he did a brief stint in prison. After he was released, his criminal career took off, and he became involved with the Serbian mafia in Germany. He’s been linked with numerous gangland homicides in West Germany, but in 1990, he went underground in Serbia. And there’s something else. This Mikhail Mijaković spent time in the same asylum seekers’ center near Cologne as your husband. Does the name Mikhail Mijaković ring a bell? Did your husband ever mention him?”

This arouses my attention.

“Mikhail Mijaković? In Cologne?” I stammer as I picture Emil’s pen writing the letters Nijak on that dusty piece of particleboard in the castle. That must be it: Mikhail Mijaković. He’d started writing his last name. Mijak. The N might have been an M. Right? Had Emil been in touch with this man, someone he’d met in the asylum seekers’ center?

“Is something wrong, Madame Bonnet?” Inspector Huret keeps his eyes trained on my face.

I hesitate, then shake my head. No, I can’t share this yet. First, I need to find out what’s in Omer’s report.

Inspector Huret brings his hirsute hand to his chin and rubs his thumb across his stubble.

“Was my husband in touch with this Mikhail?” I ask.

“No, this morning, we reviewed your husband’s phone records from the time he spent on the Camino in France. During his sojourn here, he did not call or text any numbers in Germany or France that can be linked with this Mikhail Mijaković. He primarily phoned his accommodations along his route and looked up regional tourist information. The rest of his contact was with you, your sons, and two other cell phone numbers registered to your address.”

“Yes, Paul and Caroline.” By God. What’s going on here? I need to phone Paul right away and tell him what’s happening. Mikhail Mijaković. I ball my fists. Who was this guy?

“Do you have any more information for me? About this Mikhail?”

Roland Huret nods and picks up his phone. He reads aloud.

“He was a chemical consultant. From 1996 onward, he lived and worked in Saarbrücken. There he had an apartment in the city center, and twelve and a half miles away, across the border in France, he had a vacation home in the Vosges. That cottage is on the edge of a village. He belonged to the local hunting club there, as did a few other Germans.”

“So he spoke French.”

“Presumably. We are currently searching both residences.”

“And what about his background?”

“His background?” The inspector looks blank.

“I’m talking about his ethnic background: Serbian, Croatian, Bosniak?” As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize I’m guilty of ethnic profiling.

“I suspect he was Serbian. After all, he was a member of the Serbian mafia. But I’ll have it checked out.” He nods at the young assistant, who makes a note on his laptop before helping himself to another block of chocolate.

He’ll investigate it. A German chemical consultant from Saarbrücken. Born in Bosnia. Presumably, he was Serbian because he worked for the Serbian mafia. Makes sense. Stupid question.

“Do you have a picture of this man?”

“Yes.” Inspector Huret turns to his assistant, who types a command and slides his laptop toward me.

I bend closer, and my stomach clenches. The image shows the round face of a muscular man with dark, deep-set eyes, graying hair, brushy black brows, and thin lips.

“But I know him!” I blurt. “He was also walking the Camino. He spoke to me on the train from Saint-Étienne to Le Puy-en-Velay! He sat diagonally across from me and was from Germany. At least that’s what he said. And in Saugues, he sat a few chairs away at my table. Later he stood beside me at the bar, where we drank that pear liqueur. I even danced with him in Nasbinals!” Memories of that wild wedding in the run-down hotel come flooding back. He’d been too close to me all evening, rubbing against me and looking at me in a way that felt intrusive, even in my foggy state of mind. I still clearly remember his substantial belly rubbing against me; I had to round my back to avoid physical contact with him. He was also at the sidewalk café in Estaing, where that dog had been poisoned. We had momentary eye contact as I left and crossed the street. He’d smiled at me, and I smiled back. He was one of the many familiar faces along my Camino.

“So he was following you before you arrived in Le Puy-en-Velay?”

“Yes, that must be so. But why would he want to kill me? I’m sure I’d never seen him before July 27. What did he want with me?”

“We don’t know yet. But we’re also in touch with our associates in Bremen, Germany. They’re looking into his involvement in the death of a woman named Sabine Ehring. A fatal hit-and-run. Our Mikhail Mijaković may have been in Bremen at the time of the attack.”

“Sabine Ehring?” I swallow hard and rest my hands on my belly. “She was my husband’s case manager when he was in the asylum seekers’ center in Cologne.”

“Yes. We are aware of that. Your husband and Mikhail Mijaković were staying in that asylum seekers’ center at the same time.”

“So this Mikhail Mijaković knew my husband?” The pressure on my stomach increases.

“Yes. We’re almost certain.”

“But I don’t understand. My husband died a year ago. Why would someone want to kill me now?”

“We’re looking into that.”

The inspector looks at me. He’s holding something back.

“There is one more thing, Madame Bonnet. About what I just said. This Mikhail Mijaković had been on Interpol’s Red Notices list, but in 1990, he sought protection in Serbia. There he joined a Bosnian Serb militia during the Yugoslav Wars, and he committed war crimes. But he vanished in 1995. Until yesterday, it was thought that he had died during Operation Storm in the summer of 1995.”

“War crimes?” A wave of nausea stirs.

“Yes, Madame Bonnet. Although it seems he assumed a new identity and had been living an apparently normal life since 1995.”

I breathe in and out, trying to control my queasiness. His words reach me after a slight delay. A militia, he said. According to Omer, Emil had also been in a militia.

“What was the name of that militia?” I ask, sitting up and planting my feet firmly on the floor.

Inspector Huret turns to his assistant, who shakes his head no. “We don’t know. I’ll look into it.”

“War crimes,” I repeat, breaking into a cold sweat. “And a hired killer.”

“Yes. That was in the 1980s. Before the Yugoslav Wars began. The German authorities have no reason to believe he was still active on that front recently. But they’ve begun further investigations.”

I stare out the window to let his words sink in. A blackbird lands on the branch of an elderberry. That bird is free. No one hunts blackbirds. Or do they? Maybe fruit growers? This Mikhail was hunting me. But why? I can’t figure it out. I was supposed to die, but I didn’t want to die. My breathing accelerates. I need something to drink. Fast. I grab the glass of water and drink.

“I have one more question, Madame Bonnet. Do you know someone named Boris?” Inspector Huret takes another piece of chocolate.

I raise my eyes to meet his. Boris? That’s the name that had upset Emil. I wipe the sweat off my forehead. What should I say now? Suppose I tell Huret that Emil knew this Boris from an asylum seekers’ center. In that case, I might inadvertently alert Huret to Emil’s identity fraud, and who knows what that’ll set in motion. Maybe I’ll even put the boys at risk. Don’t go there. I better hedge until I’ve gone through that report Omer sent me.

I shake my head. “No, I don’t know anyone by that name.” I’m telling the truth, but not completely. “Where did you come across this Boris? In the van?”

“Yes, his name was scrawled on a notepad, followed by some barely legible numbers. We suspect a telephone number. But without a country code.”

My hand reaches for the glass of water again. Another sip.

“What now? What happens now? To me, I mean?” I’m rocking anxiously on my bench. I need coffee; I can’t think clearly anymore. I take another piece of chocolate and chew. The assistant also takes a chunk.

“We will continue our investigations into Mikhail Mijaković,” Huret says. “We will focus primarily on his motive. We suspect he wanted to keep his identity secret because revealing it would have led to him spending the rest of his life in prison. We also think that’s why he tried to stage your death to look like an accident. Then we’d have no reason to investigate your background, and we might have missed the link between your husband’s past and the asylum seekers’ center in Cologne. Because that’s what ties this Mikhail Mijaković to you. The fact that he and your husband spent time in the same asylum seekers’ center during the same period and had the same case manager. Maybe this Mikhail Mijaković thought you knew his true identity, perhaps through your husband.”

Roland Huret sips his water without taking his eyes off my face. “And, of course we also want to find out,” he continues, putting down his glass, “why he waited to act until now. After all, your husband died a year ago.”

I cast my eyes down and study the scratches on the faux wooden table. I keep my jaw firmly clamped shut. I will decide what to tell him once I’ve seen the contents of the original files Omer sent to my home, not before. It’s too dangerous.

“And we’re also interested in finding the person who gave us that anonymous tip, Madame Bonnet. A person who apparently wanted to protect you and likely knows more.”

“A third person? An anonymous tip?” I repeat, staring at Roland Huret. Yeah. That’s correct. But there’s something else. I must say something else. Something important. But what was it again? It just came to me. But now it’s slipped my mind. The words won’t come. Pfff. Too much information. Coffee. I need coffee urgently. I take another sip of water. I must remain clearheaded. What’s making me so uneasy? What was it I wanted to say? Think! Think!

“You know, we are doing our best,” Inspector Huret says, glancing at his watch.

Yes, time’s up. I need to go for a walk. Outside. Fresh air will be good for my head. But is it safe? No! First, coffee. Then it comes to me.

“What does all this mean for me? What am I supposed to do now?” I ask.

“We just conducted a risk analysis. According to our protocols, you no longer require continued monitoring and security. We are almost certain that Mikhail Mijaković acted alone, not on behalf of a third party. We assume his motive was personal because of his connection with your husband. However, due to certain ambiguities and that anonymous tip, we strongly advise you return to the Netherlands as soon as possible.”

I picture my isolated farm. How safe is it there? Fortunately, Paul and Caroline will be landing in Düsseldorf late tomorrow morning. How am I going to explain all this to Paul? He’ll flip out when he hears what’s happened to me. My eye is drawn to my aluminum trekking poles in the corner behind Inspector Huret. I won’t need them anymore. My Camino ends now, at this campsite, with the news that a man wanted to kill me. Because of something that’s somehow related to Emil’s past, something I know nothing about. I turn to my right. Outside in the distance, the dark forest begins to glow in the midday sun. Somewhere in that vast expanse of green, Emil took his hunting knife and ended his life. Something occurred there that prompted him to take his life. Yes, I want to see that place before I return home. To say goodbye and to round off my journey. After all, as I learned here on the Camino, everything has a beginning and an end; the sun rises and sets. It’s like a circle. Important moments need standard rituals, which provide support and create order in your head and heart. I must use a ritual when saying goodbye to Emil. Lay a small stone in remembrance of him.

“I have one more request, Monsieur Huret. Do you have the GPS coordinates for the place where my husband took his life?”

The inspector looks up. “Of course. Why do you ask?”

“I want to go there before I return to the Netherlands. To say goodbye to my husband. That was always the purpose of my Camino.”

Silence falls as the inspector’s brown eyes search mine. We connect on a deeper level. “The shift of the fellow outside ends in two hours. I’ll ask him to drive you to the forest then, Madame Bonnet.” He gives me an encouraging smile. “And you will be on that train home tomorrow?”

I nod; I get the message. He wants to hand me over to the Dutch authorities as soon as he can because, despite his analytical talk, he’s worried. As am I.

“Delicious chocolate, by the way, Madame Bonnet,” Roland Huret says as he and his assistant get up to leave. “Where can I buy some?”

“It’s not for sale in France. But I’ll send you a few bars when I get back to the Netherlands. As thanks for the lift to the forest.”

“That’s very kind. Merci,” he says with a smile, plucking the last morsel from the plate.

As the two men head for the door, my phone pings. It’s a message from the oldest of the trio of sisters. Maddie is awake, and she’s cussing like a sailor again. Thank goodness she’s alive!





DAY 11 MONDAY, AUGUST 5, AFTERNOON


CONQUES: PRAYING AT THE CROSS

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 80.6° F



I’m winded from the steep climb and lean against the weathered gray cross. The Latin inscription chiseled into the stone during the Middle Ages has been worn down by rain and wind, but I know what it says: INRI. Iesus Nazarenus, Rex Iudaeorum. Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews. I was paying attention during our Sunday visits to church when I was a kid. There’s a cairn at the foot of the cross, one of those pyramids of pebbles erected by passing pilgrims to mark moments of reflection. Did Emil also place a stone here and say a brief prayer before pressing that knife against his throat?

My breathing returns to normal, and I turn. Nicolas stands beside me, looking stressed. His eyes dart every which way, and his muscles look taut. He thought it was irresponsible to visit this impenetrable forest despite my informal police escort. The young policeman looks like a marine from some American action film, and he’s got his wits about him. He drove his police car up the dirt track as far as he could, then parked below at the edge of the field, where the dirt road ended, and our ascent began.

My fear has ebbed; every inch of me wants to fully experience this moment. This is the destination my Camino was leading me to and where my journey ends. I take a deep breath. The dense oak forest smells of damp ferns and honeysuckles in bloom. A rounded border of bright green moss flanks the Camino’s sandy path, winding into the distance across an arid plateau with panoramic views. I tilt my head and listen. Leaves rustle, birds sing, and bumblebees hum. Emotions well up. This is where Emil did it. This is where it happened. This is where he flipped the switch. Here, where I’m standing now. Beside the cross, according to Roland Huret. This is where he took his hunting knife out of its sheath, held it to his throat, and sliced. My vision grows cloudy, and I blink. Why did he do it? Why here?

In my mind’s eye, I see Emil standing before me for the final time, on the steps of the Liège-Guillemins train station. He smiled, embraced me in his strong arms, and passionately kissed me. I think back to his warm voice and the sweet words he whispered in my ear while gently kissing my neck. Oh, my dušo. And how he looked at me and the boys when they were home for the weekend, and we were sitting around the table exchanging stories. His eyes would glow; sometimes he would stand and spontaneously bear-hug each of us. We’d laugh and call him crazy. “Crazy about you guys,” he’d reply.

“You are my sun, Lotte,” he had called when he reached the top of the stairs; then he blew me a kiss, entered the station’s departure hall, and vanished from my life. The man I waved goodbye to last year was transformed by time into a different man from the one I am commemorating now. Emil’s lies changed how I viewed our marriage, the way a layer of caramel changes the taste of a bonbon. You still taste the ingredients at the center, but the sweetness of the roasted sugar sticks to your teeth. Yes, that’s how it is: human beings are made up of many layers of life. But then, which layer do you use to judge a person?

I sigh and watch a squirrel scurry up the rugged bark of an old oak. Emil… What were his deeds? His motivations? I learned here on the Camino that a place can influence your emotions. I felt different in the dark forests of the Saugues than I had on that vast plateau of the Aubrac. I also learned that people could have an impact on our feelings. Some dinners were more convivial than others. The ever-changing chemistry among the pilgrims set the mood at the table. That must have been true for Emil as well. I comb my fingers through the high ferns and think back to what Selma Jensen told me about the woman from the Omarska concentration camp; she had managed to hold it together for years and broke down only years later, when she happened to be standing on a bus next to a man who reminded her of her rapists.

“Maybe your husband met someone, or saw or heard something, or even picked up a scent that made the dam in his head burst,” said Selma.

Yes, Emil passed this enchanted place, stopped at this cross, and something happened in his head; his present became entangled with a different time. That’s probably what happened.

“It’s hard to grasp that this is the place where Emil died by suicide,” I say aloud, wiping tears off my cheek. I squeeze Nicolas’s hand. “Do you understand? What made him choose such an idyllic spot?” I ask, sobbing.

Nicolas’s eyes fill with tears, and his lips quiver. He shrugs and says nothing. What’s going on with him? Is he so uptight because he sees danger lurking around every shrub?

I look for a stone to add to the cairn. My eye rests on a smooth, light gray pebble shaped like an ax-head. I let go of Nicolas’s hand, bend to pick up the stone, and gauge its weight in the palm of my hand. Yes, this one will do. I take the pen from my fanny pack, scratch a heart on the rock, and write Emil on the smooth surface. Then I step up to the cross, kiss the pebble, and place it on top of the cairn.

“Goodbye, my darling,” I whisper as I kneel beside the cross. I fold my hands and pray. As I close my eyes, I remember images of Emil. The first is of that lovely spring day in Aachen when Emil caught my eye as he and Paul strolled over to the sidewalk café near the cathedral. “You are my everything, Lotte,” he told me years later, the night before his surgery for stomach cancer. We were spooning in bed, and Emil had kissed my neck and stroked my belly, exactly where I had carried the boys. I turned and looked him in the eye. We cried.

“You are the reason I don’t believe in God, Lotte,” he said, tears rolling down his cheeks, “because if there were a god, you would never have entered my life. That’s why I want to be cremated if I don’t pull through. That’s my decision as of now. Do you hear what I’m saying? My final resting place will not be in a graveyard among your family’s good souls. With my past, I just wouldn’t fit in. You and the boys can choose a place to scatter the ashes.” In tears, I tried to kiss away his odd remark. He had to live, and he had to fight. For us. For his family. We needed him.

He did survive the operation, and he fought through all the rounds of chemo and those unpleasant checkups, only to end his life here on this idyllic spot.

I rub my hand along the rough stone of the cross. In hindsight, I suspect he was thinking about his actions during the war and the real Emil Jukić, who was rotting somewhere in a mass grave. He may have taken Emil Jukić’s name, but he didn’t want a Catholic funeral. Was he afraid of the wrath of a different god? My Emil. I stand, and my tears are unstoppable. I step back and lift my head.

“Goodbye, my darling,” I say again, blowing a kiss toward the leafy heavens. “Thank you for so much love, Emil. I was so happy with you, and you will always be with me.”

I stare at the treetops, my body quaking. Then I take a few steps back and turn to face Nicolas. He holds me tight, and we rock back and forth. He’s crying, too. “Oh, Lotte.” His body is racked with sobs.

“Nicolas, what’s wrong?” I push him away to get a better look at his face, and I smooth his hair. What’s going on with him?

“Nothing. It’s nothing. Say farewell to your husband, Lotte.” His voice wavers. What is this? He doesn’t look right.

“I’ve already done that. Come on, we’re going.” I let go of him, brush my hand along his cheek, and lift my eyes one last time toward the swaying tops of the old oak trees; I imagine I can see Emil’s face beyond them. Then I reluctantly turn, and we start our descent.

Nicolas goes first, followed by me; the policeman brings up the rear. Nicolas alerts me to potential hazards, and there are plenty. I follow his cautious tread and wonder about his overreaction just now. Where did those intense emotions come from? It almost seemed like panic. Is he afraid there might be a sniper somewhere? His fear propels me to pick up my pace.

The descent is steep, and we have to be careful because the trail is slick. Stupid of us to have left our trekking poles behind. We’ve almost reached the police car, but suddenly, during a slight bend near the end of the trail, Nicolas stumbles. He loses his balance, slips, and tumbles into a tall blackthorn. We both yell, and I hobble quickly toward him to help. When I grab his hand, I see a huge gash on his muddy forearm. It looks as though someone stabbed him with a knife. Blood seeps from the deep wound; a long, spiky thorn is still sticking out.

“Jesus, Nicolas.”

Nicolas regains his footing, lifts his arm, and uses his shirt to rub off the muck, revealing the thorn’s considerable size. I’m unnerved by the calm way he rinses the cut with water. He probably saw worse during his years as a war correspondent.

The policeman has reached us now and bends over the wound. “Monsieur, you will need stitches.”

“Yes,” Nicolas answers, quickly yanking the pointed thorn out of his arm.

I’m the one who winces, not him.



It’s peak season in summery Conques, and tourists are strolling along the quaint streets. The aroma of fresh pancakes drifts out of an alleyway, and a musician is plucking a guitar farther along. The hustle and bustle make me uneasy, not just because of the recent danger; it’s the well-known anticlimax after a period of simplicity and silence.

My gaze zigzags over the distinctive facade of the art gallery where France 3 Auvergne shot footage of Emil last year. It’s a tall old building constructed out of the same beige sandstone as the rest of Conques. I pull open the glass door and step inside. Nicolas doesn’t know I’m here; he’s on his way to a doctor in a small town a few miles away to have stitches in his arm. The policeman had taken us first to my hotel in the center of Conques; then he waited outside. Nicolas was at my side while I checked in, and he escorted me to my room. He wanted to make sure I would be safe. I had to promise to lock my door and not to let anyone in. Before he left, Nicolas pulled me close again; he held my face in his hands, kissed me fervently, and looked deep into my eyes. Then he told me he loved me.

“You can doubt everything else in your life, Lotte, but never doubt my love for you. No matter what happens.” His voice quavered, and his eyes welled up again.

I squeezed closer to him, whispered sweetheart in my native dialect, and caressed his moist neck. We stood intertwined for a while, close enough to feel each other’s heartbeat. Outside, a car horn tooted, and Nicolas hesitantly let go. I closed the door behind him and walked to the window to wave goodbye; I pulled the curtain aside and watched him open the car door. He glanced up and smiled sweetly at me; he stepped into the car and was gone. I was about to turn from the window when I spotted the facade of the building across the street. I recognized the name of the Conques art gallery, where Emil had been filmed exactly one year ago while waiting at the cash register to pay for a gift.

Every fiber of my being was suddenly alert. Emil had been there. He left in a hurry when he spotted the cameramen, even before he’d paid for his purchase. Something happened there that spooked him. My fervent need to find out what had happened there propelled me down the stairs and swept away any thoughts of danger. In my hunger to find out more, I assessed the risks and decided they were limited. Besides, the man following me was no longer alive, and, according to Inspector Huret, I didn’t need to worry. Moreover, no one knew I was staying at this hotel because I’d originally booked a room elsewhere. That was Nicolas’s idea. And as we had clearly seen along the desolate roads, no one had followed our police car. So nothing was stopping me from nipping downstairs, crossing the street, and poking my head into that art gallery. My heart was telling me that in that gallery, I will find answers to the questions I have not yet asked. The gallery was my last chance to gather a final piece of the truth about Emil’s past. There wasn’t much time.



It’s crowded in the art gallery, and visitors amble past objects made of glass. The artworks are cheerful and eclectic. On the walls hang stained-glass panels, and square pedestals display glass figures and vases. A reception counter is at the back and to the right. The slender young brunette manning the desk looks up and smiles as I approach.

“Bonjour, madame,” I whisper. “I have what may sound like a strange question for you, but did you happen to work here last year on August 5?”

“Yes, I did,” the woman answers. “August is our peak season, so we’re open every day.”

“Well then, I have another odd question,” I say playfully but with a serious undertone. “Do you happen to remember this man?” I show her my cell phone with a picture of Emil. “This’s my husband. He died by suicide on the Camino on August sixth, just outside of Conques; he had wanted to buy a gift here on August fifth, but he left before paying when he saw a film crew from France Three Auvergne enter your gallery. Do you happen to remember what he was trying to buy?” My eyes fill with tears.

A sorrowful luster slides across her face. “Ah, madame,” she says, folding her hands, “you are the wife of that unfortunate gentleman. And sadly, I don’t know what your husband intended to buy. The police asked me the same question last year. It had been the opening week of a new exhibition and very hectic. It was probably something from the exhibition.”

“Do you have any information about that exhibition?”

“But of course. It was an exhibit of Nijaz’s photographs. Wait a minute, I’ll get the catalog. Then you can see his work.”

“Nijaz?” I repeat, an eerie chill creeping over me.

“Yes, Nijaz.” She says, rooting around in a cupboard. She’s turned her slender back to me.

“The photographer’s name is Nijaz Arnautović. He lives on an isolated farm in the woods above Conques and is originally from Bosnia,” she says, turning to face me again. “He worked for twenty years as a war correspondent and had won numerous journalistic awards. In recent years, he’s turned his hand to nature photography. Last year, he held his first major solo exhibition with his new work. Look!”

She places the catalog on the counter. I hold my breath; on the cover, I see the stunning image of the cross with the gray falcon and the black lamb, with the desolate Aubrac plateau in the background. My fingers tremble as I pick up the book. I flip to the back cover and recognize Nicolas’s striking image.

“But this is Nicolas Arnaut,” I sputter, clutching the counter’s edge to keep myself upright. I’m lightheaded and gasping for air.

“Correct. When Nijaz became a French citizen, he formally changed his name to the French variant, Nicolas Arnaut, but his artist’s name is Nijaz Arnautović. Read for yourself, it’s all right here.” She points to the catalog.

“Can I buy this catalog?” I ask, using all the self-control I can muster. Everything in me is fighting the compulsion to scream and stamp my feet.

“Of course; it’s twenty-nine euros.”

“No problem.” Still panting, I pull my purse from my fanny pack and digitally pay the amount.

“Shall I wrap it for you?”

“That won’t be necessary.” I shake my head. “Thank you, madame, you’ve been most kind.” I clasp the catalog and rush outside. I cross the street to my hotel, run up the stairs, enter my room, and flop onto the bed.

The tears promptly arrive, and a furious rage takes hold of me. I shout, jump, and kick the mattress a few times; then, I pace and beat my fists against the empty air. Slowly I return to the bed, exhausted and still winded, and pick up the catalog to look at the stunning photos made by Nijaz Arnautović. I read about his career, which started in 1995 when he arrived in France at the age of twenty-four as a war refugee. Then I type his data into my cell phone and absorb every detail Google shares with me about him. My entire body cramps up. Everything turns to stone. It feels as though I’m slipping toward death while I’m still alive. Half an hour later, I grab my phone, scroll to Nicolas, and type in a text.


Why didn’t you say anything about your past, Nijaz Arnautović? I never want to see you again!!!



Just as I’m about to order something from room service, I hear a knock at the door. I wince, go gingerly to the door, and lay my ear against its surface. Who could that be? Nicolas?

“Who’s there?” I ask, listening.

“It’s Inspector Huret, Madame Bonnet. May we come in?”

I recognize his deep voice and open the door.

The inspector and the young assistant enter my room, which immediately feels overcrowded. I indicate the two chairs by the window and stand next to the desk.

Inspector Huret gives me a searching look. I brush away the tears and stammer that I can’t offer them a drink. There are no glasses.

“That’s fine,” says Roland Huret. “This won’t take long. We have good news for you, Madame Bonnet.” The inspector and his assistant sit.

“Oh?” I clutch the armrest of the desk chair and remain awkwardly standing.

“Please sit down, Madame Bonnet.” He points to the chair.

I do as I’m told.

“We have received a transcript of all Mikhail Mijaković’s recent communications,” the inspector says, crossing his legs. “From that, we can conclude that he was acting alone. He wasn’t following anyone’s orders. Mikhail Mijaković wanted to arrange your death in a fatal accident because he was afraid you might uncover his identity, which would leave him facing arrest and a lifetime in prison. Mikhail Mijaković also ordered one of his wartime associates, who now works for the Serbian mafia in Banja Luka, to kill Omer Zečinić. Mikhail Mijaković was, however, in touch with a man named Boris, who also appears to have been aware of your contact with Omer Zečinić.”

“Who is this Boris?” I remember Emil’s shocked reaction.

“We don’t know. We are currently looking into it. The only thing we can say at this time is that Boris told Mikhail Mijaković about your plans to walk the Camino. We can surmise from their correspondence that Mikhail Mijaković decided of his own accord, and without consulting Boris, to kill you by staging a fatal accident. Apparently he wanted to leave nothing to chance. But when Boris found out, he anonymously tipped us off to Mikhail Mijaković’s whereabouts in Golinhac.”

“But I know nothing whatsoever about these men.”

“It wasn’t about what you now know, Madame Bonnet, but what you might discover in the future. It seems your husband had met Mikhail Mijaković during the time he spent in the asylum seekers’ center in Cologne. At least, we can infer that based on emails and text messages. The same goes for the German woman, Sabine Ehring. It’s very likely she was run over to keep her from talking about Mikhail’s identity fraud.”

“Jesus.” A shiver runs down my spine as images from my journey these past few days replay in my mind. What do I now know about Emil that I didn’t know before the Camino? Two crucial things come to mind: He was wrestling with his wartime history, and there was a man who knew him because that man had walked into the massage treatment room at the hotel in Aumont-Aubrac and asked about the scars on Emil’s back. Yes, that was the thought I couldn’t remember before! I leap to my feet and grab my phone from the nightstand.

“What is it, Madame Bonnet?”

“Nothing. I just have to check something. Give me a moment.”

Yes, Nicolas must have been the man who walked into that massage treatment room! Because Nicolas knew Emil from Bosnia. That’s the only possible explanation. That picture of the gray falcon and the black lamb proves it. Did they also meet? Here on the Camino? Had Emil seen that photo? Yes, here in the art gallery, at the very least, because that picture was on the cover of the catalog. But perhaps Emil spotted the image earlier, possibly in that castle in Saint-Alban-sur-Limagnole. After all, the entire exhibition of nature photography in the Aubrac was displayed there, and Nicolas was one of the participants. Yes, that must be it. Emil spotted a photograph he knew from his childhood, the picture he’d had with him when he fled to Germany, an image that meant a great deal to him.

Something must have affected him profoundly in that castle, because he did not text me any pictures from that exhibition. He said nothing about what he had seen there. Only later did he start sending text messages again. I scroll through his texts to verify the times. Yes, there it is. I was right. There’s a three-hour gap between the picture he texted when he entered the castle and his next text message, of a prosaic salad he’d ordered at an outdoor café in Aumont-Aubrac. Totally banal. But what had happened in the meantime? Did Emil search for Nicolas, as I had when I saw that billboard displaying an enlargement of the image when I was on the hunt for that eco toilet?

I lean back and stretch my legs. So Emil must have seen the picture of a falcon and a lamb and realized that its creator, Nijaz Arnautović, was somewhere in the vicinity. What effect did that have on him? And what did he do then? I know he visited Nicolas’s solo exhibition in the gallery opposite this hotel, and he was about to buy something when a camera crew showed up, prompting him to make a hasty retreat. The next day, he ended his life. Did Emil and Nicolas meet? I must find out, and Nicolas is the only one who can give me the answer. But I just sent Nicolas a text saying I never want to see him again. I’ll have to rethink this. Should I tell Roland Huret about Nicolas? No, not yet.

“Is everything all right, Madame Bonnet?”

Inspector Huret’s voice hauls me back to the outdated hotel room, and I turn to face both men. What was he just saying? Mikhail was acting alone, but a man named Boris had alerted the authorities and prevented Mikhail from killing me. But who is this Boris fellow? I don’t know anyone named Boris. I don’t know anyone from Bosnia, for that matter. Except for Selma Jensen and Nicolas, but Nicolas can’t possibly be Boris. Right? My gaze rests on the desktop in my hotel room, which holds a ring binder containing information about Conques. Yes, I’ll find more information in Omer’s report! I must get home as soon as possible so I can pick up that envelope at the post office. I had originally planned to take the night train to Aachen tomorrow evening, but maybe there’s a train leaving tonight. I look at my watch. I might still catch it if I swap my ticket for a train that’s leaving today.

“Madame Bonnet? Are you all right?”

I lift my eyes to Roland Huret. “Yes, yes. Everything’s fine. But I want to return to the Netherlands as soon as possible. I no longer feel safe here. What with this Boris fellow and so on. I want to be on the night train to Paris this evening.” The tears start flowing. “That’s if a seat is still available,” I say through my sobs. I’ve stopped trying to hide my anguish from these men. I can’t be bothered keeping up appearances. “I’ll try to adjust my ticket right away. I want to go home.”

There’s a brief silence.

“I understand, Madame Bonnet,” Roland Huret says with a gentle smile. “We’re driving shortly to our Rodez office near the train station. We’ll drop you off. We’ll have a coffee downstairs first, and then we’ll leave.”





DAY 11 MONDAY, AUGUST 5, EVENING,


NIGHT TRAIN TO PARIS: THE LETTER

SUNNY, WITH MODERATE WINDS. 70° F



The squeal of brakes scraping against the rails startles me awake. I’m disoriented as my hand reaches for the light switch, and I squeeze my eyes to shield them from the bright fluorescent glare. I look at my watch. It’s four thirty in the morning. Jesus. My tears and the train’s rhythmic rattle must have rocked me to sleep. Anxiety and grief kept me awake for hours. Despite the reassuring news that Mikhail Mijaković acted alone, I’m still terrified. After all, that Boris guy is still alive, and he could change his mind and decide I need to die. I must have checked the lock on the door to my couchette twenty times.

I kick away the blanket, sit up, swing my legs over the edge of the bed, and stare at the bunk on the opposite side. Thank goodness I booked a private compartment; my weeping and wailing would undoubtedly have kept any fellow travelers awake.

Where’s my phone? I get up and start searching my compartment. I fell asleep surfing the web, so it must be near my bed. I lift the blanket and worm my fingers into the gap between the mattress and the wall of the couchette. Bingo! I punch in my code and recognize the Google page containing the images I found when I looked up “Nijaz Arnautović.”

I sit still and let the facts wash over me again. My digital research into Nicolas Arnaut, a.k.a. Nijaz Arnautović, revealed that he does indeed live in Paris, but he failed to mention his farm in Conques. It’s also true that he was a war correspondent, but he said nothing about his subsequent career as a photographer. And although he’s a Frenchman, he was silent about his Bosnian nationality. He evidently witnessed many conflicts firsthand as a war correspondent, but he failed to mention his experiences during the Bosnian war. Everything he said is true. Not one word was a lie, but he remained silent at crucial moments when he should have spoken. And that silence is equal to deception.

He knew I was walking the Camino because of a deceased Bosnian who went by the name Emil Jukić. Yet he said nothing about his own Bosnian roots. He also failed to mention that he was born in the same village as Emil Jukić in the same year. That means he knew the real Emil Jukić. As boys, they likely swam together near that majestic waterfall. And yet he remained silent. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he also knew my Emil’s identity. I clearly remember showing Nicolas a picture of my Emil when we were in Golinhac. He looked but said nothing. The mood grew uneasy after that, but I ignored it. He also kept his mouth shut about the true goal of his Camino. After all, you don’t walk the Camino in the same region as your farm, where you participated as a nature photographer in an exhibition. So why was he walking that Camino? It couldn’t have been as he said, “Just a nice way to spend a vacation.” Could he have been walking the Camino because of me? Did he want something from me? No other pilgrim stayed as often in the same accommodations as I did. And I ran into him more than any other pilgrim. Why? Had Nicolas and Emil met last year? It’s almost certain that Emil was aware of Nicolas’s activities in the region; Emil must have seen that picture of the gray falcon and the black lamb. Yes, and Nicolas was almost certainly the man who entered that massage treatment room. But what did he do after that? Questions, questions, and more questions.

I’m thirsty for answers. I want to know why he did what he did. I want to know why he broke my heart, because this grief is almost beyond comprehension. It’s another lie that’s struck the core of my being. Emil’s death and identity fraud did that to me, too, and both deceptions have dented my self-esteem. But Nicolas’s duplicity has also chipped away at my physical integrity. Everything feels dirty. Tarnished. Filthy. I gave him my body out of love, but his lies have stained that love. I despise myself for everything I told him; I abhor the intimacies we shared. I saw him as the “the one,” the person I had spent so many years waiting for. But no, I was living an illusion. I was on a Camino high. What possessed him? Why did he do it? I must get to the bottom of this. Why?

I grab my phone to check my messages. Texts come flooding in. Three from Paul, one from Nicolas. Do I want to read anything he’s sent? No. I swipe to Paul’s message, in case it’s about Caroline. She’s my main priority. They’re at Miami International Airport, ready to board. He asked if everything was okay, because I hadn’t been very communicative lately. He’s been worried. I quickly type a message.


Everything’s okay, Paul. I’m on the night train to Paris. One day earlier than planned. I’ll change for Aachen soon.



That’s right—tonight, Paul and Caroline will also be arriving home, and no doubt he’ll want to know if I’ve decided to marry him. But my answer is no. I no longer want a man. I want peace and quiet. Besides, Nicolas is a hard act to follow. And Paul won’t take Caroline away from me. He loves his daughter too much to do that to her.

I sigh and think about Nicolas. I can feel his touch, the tender way he caressed me, kissing every inch of my skin, the gentle sound of the words he whispered, the deep growl of his sighs, the attentive way he lifted his sweaty body to look at me in ecstasy. The concentrated sound of his voice when he explained that in love, giving equals loss, namely the loss of your autonomy, because with great love comes enormous dependency. The happiness of your loved one becomes your happiness. He whispered that he’d lost his freedom at Hotel Galain in Le Puy-en-Velay the minute he carried my backpack up the stairs and looked into my eyes when we arrived at the top. Yes, that was the moment for me, too, when I lost my freedom and became emotionally connected to Nijaz Arnautović, a stranger who lied through his silence.

I reach toward the window and roll up the blind. The sky has turned a deep violet, and the rosy glow of the rising sun casts a filtered light over the gently rolling landscape. Yes, a new day is dawning. A day of activities, a day whose hours I will fill with work and care. And then another day will come, and a day after that, and my days will march along, becoming a life filled with activities. But after Nicolas, it will be a life that lacks something. I’m aware of that, the way I knew after discovering my favorite chocolate beans from Mexico, Grand Cru Criollo carmelo tabasco, that I would miss that flavor in every cocoa I tasted subsequently. It’s odd, isn’t it, how humans can cherish such certainties even after experiencing them fleetingly. Such things happen only when all your senses are activated during discovery, and that was true while I was walking the Camino. As a pilgrim, you leave behind the ballast of your daily life; your thinking and emotions reunite, and you experience your feelings more keenly and deeply, helping you recognize truths you might otherwise have missed.

I use yesterday’s underwear, still lying on the bed, to wipe my tears. The last words he said to me echo through my mind.

You can doubt everything else in your life, Lotte, but never doubt my love for you. No matter what happens.

No matter what happens… I lie back down, tuck the pillow under my neck, and stare at the steel frame of the berth above. What did he mean by that? Did he know I would uncover his genuine identity? I pick up my telephone and decide to read his text after all. I need to know what he wrote; I’ll let go of him later. Once I’m home.


Mon amour, I wrote you an email. It’s in your inbox. There you’ll find answers. Forever yours, Nicolas.



My fingers are trembling as I open my Gmail. The inbox quickly fills with dark, unopened emails. I scroll to the one from “Arnaut, Nicolas” and open it. A Word document entitled Lotte is attached. With bated breath, I open the file and start reading.


My dearest Lotte, I am now in Conques and today I am writing the last words in this letter. It’s become a long epistle because I want and hope for you to understand me. My longing to tell you about my dark years before you literally lit up my life began the first day of my Camino in Le Puy-en-Velay, in the cathedral beside the humble statue of Saint James. Every night before I went to sleep, I wrote a little more, trying to pick up the thread of my childhood. Memories flooded back that for decades I thought I’d lost.

It’s true; I have kept silent about my true identity, and I want to calmly explain why I could not tell you the story of my genuine background. I am also using this letter to say goodbye to you, knowing that your joie de vivre and creativity will lead you to follow new roads. I am profoundly sad that my past will keep us from following those roads together…





The Letter


XI THE CONFRONTATION

Nadja and I had decided to run, and we left in the middle of the night. We took nothing with us except the bare necessities and a few photographs from our childhoods. I had mapped out a route through the mountains. This was physically the most demanding and time-consuming, but it seemed safest. Especially because I knew those forests like the back of my hand. I had been stationed there during my time in the army. The Gray Falcons were my only worry. I’d heard rumors that Milan’s Bosnian Serb militia had been spotted somewhere southwest of Bihać.

We left during a full moon and were able to cover the first stretch without using our flashlight. But at dawn the clouds began gathering and it started to drizzle. The trails became slippery, and our clothes were soon soaked. The gunshot wound near my shoulder blade hadn’t healed completely and it hurt, but I trudged stoically on. Nadja also kept up a brisk pace, despite her growing belly.

Toward midday we reached a black, impenetrable oak forest dense with shrubbery and tall ferns. The rain had stopped, and the sun burned through the clouds. The temperature had also started to climb. We must have covered more than nine miles by then, and the border with Croatia was within reach. So we decided to stop and eat something. I was feeling feverish.

I could hear the regular muted thud of mortar fire in the distance, but that didn’t alarm me. We were out of range. Something in the vicinity felt off, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Then the first shots whizzed past our ears, and Nadja and I dove for cover in the ferns. We’d crossed paths with a militia. But which one? We hid in the ferns, trying not to breathe, knowing they’d find us. The shrubs began to sway, branches cracked, and we found ourselves looking down the barrel of a rifle.

“Come with me,” a soldier grunted. I knew right away that a horrible fate awaited us. He was wearing a Chetnik cap bearing a familiar insignia. We’d crossed paths with the Gray Falcons.

Nadja let out a yelp, and the soldier gave her a vicious blow to the back with the butt of his rifle. She fell; the soldier snarled that she had better shut up and keep walking. With legs like Jell-O and our hands in the air, we were marched to a clearing in the woods with a gray stone Catholic cross at its edge. We’d reached the border with Croatia. I was deeply disappointed. We were going to die within sight of freedom. Then I heard a familiar voice.

“Nadja?” A burly soldier with a long black beard and a black cap approached us. A vivid red scar ran across his right cheekbone.

I immediately recognized Milan’s voice but needed to adjust to his new appearance, which differed from the closely shaven, neatly combed Milan I’d spotted a few months earlier on TV.

“Milan?” I asked.

Milan stood there; his eyes moved from me to Nadja’s stomach, and something inside him seemed to snap.

“How could you, you filthy kučka!?” he shouted, turning toward Nadja with barely contained rage. “So you prefer this balija to me. He’s worthless. A coward. A no one. Zilch.”

I remember only fragments of what followed. There were six of them, a small group. Judging from their camouflage, they’d probably been on reconnaissance; their faces and arms were smeared with mud.

They shoved and kicked me, and alcohol fumes from their breath engulfed me. Two soldiers ripped off Nadja’s backpack and pawed her breasts. She stumbled. Milan paced around Nadja and asked if the baby was mine. In tears, she tried to talk sense into him, but his fury grew. He kept circling her like a hyena circling its prey. Two of his militiamen held Nadja at gunpoint; then Milan approached me, with his gun aimed at me. Nadja’s knees were knocking, and her stomach seemed to protrude more than usual. They ordered me to my knees.

“I’ll prove that he’s a coward, my dušo,” Milan said to Nadja; he pulled his hunting knife out of his waistband and tossed it on the ground between my knees.

“Now, Nijaz, you can demonstrate to our lovely Nadja just how brave you are.” He stepped back but kept his pistol trained on me. “I’ll give you two options,” he wheedled, circling and bending toward me.

“Option one: You prove to Nadja right now that you are not a coward. You slit your throat and die here. I will release Nadja, and she can begin a new life in Croatia. With that child of yours. And the knowledge that you died for her.”

He halted, bent forward, looked me in the eye, stood up again, and walked back to Nadja.

“Option two: You don’t slit your throat, thereby proving that you are a coward. Marko will then shoot the beautiful Nadja’s head off. Isn’t that right, Marko?”

The soldier named Marko stepped closer to Nadja and pointed his gun at her face. The barrel almost touched her nose. Nadia yowled and begged Milan for mercy. He roared, “Shut up!” and Marko slapped her. Nadja fell against the tree behind her and was silent.

“Pick up that knife, you coward,” Milan snarled.

I picked the knife up off the sandy ground and held the glimmering blade to my throat. My backpack weighed heavily on my shoulders, and my fever rose. My mind went blank. I pressed the steel against my neck, but there must have been a short circuit somewhere inside my head. I couldn’t move; I couldn’t make a connection between my brain and my hand. I froze, and my surroundings seemed to dissolve. Milan was ranting and raving. Part of me wanted to stab myself and save Nadja, but my hand wouldn’t listen. My hand shook.

“You see, Nadja? That cowardly balija puts his own life ahead of that of his wife and child. This is the man you preferred to me. A coward!”

“Yes, a coward,” Marko slurred, and a shot rang out. Nadja’s face vanished in a burst of blood. The other soldiers hooted, and Milan jerked around to look. He wailed, dashed to Nadja, and clasped her headless body. That triggered something in me, and I dashed into the brush and disappeared into the dense forest. I ran and ran. I heard gunshots striking the nearby oak trunks and the ground at my feet, but I didn’t stop running until I had reached the Croatian border, where I collapsed near a barn. My fever had caught up with me. Two days later, I woke up in the bed of a Croatian family. Operation Storm had begun.

After various wanderings, I arrived in France as a refugee; I tried to rebuild my life there. I quickly mastered French and English. I took a course in journalism and went to night school at the art college to learn photography; I hopped from job to job until finally an international news agency hired me as a war photographer. I climbed the ranks and eventually became a war correspondent. My career thrived, because I didn’t shy away from putting my neck on the line. But my will to live, which had kept me from slitting my throat in that oak forest, had suffered. Nothing mattered to me anymore. I had betrayed my wife and child. I didn’t deserve to live. All my subsequent romantic relationships were failures because something in me was blocked. Maybe a fear of the inevitable failure?

I discovered the desolate Auvergne while visiting a workmate and noticed that the solitude and pristine landscape of the Massif Central had a positive effect on me; I started taking pictures again. No more horrifying accounts of war but serene nature photography.

I became more selective about my assignments as a war correspondent, bought an isolated farm in the Aveyron, and spent a few years fixing it up. I’d spend days hiking through the surrounding nature without seeing another living soul. I kept in touch with no one except the members of the local hunting club and my sixty-year-old neighbor Justine, who owned a vacation rental half a mile down the road. She lives in Aumont-Aubrac and works at the tourist office. Her daughter lives in Conques, and she’s the owner of that gallery you visited. Early last year, she invited me to exhibit some photographs there. I agreed because I felt as though I owed her after all the help her mother had given me. When Justine saw my prints, she asked if she could use a few for her photography project about the Aubrac. I agreed and sent her some pictures, including the gray falcon and the black lamb I had taken decades earlier in Bosnia, the one I had with me when I escaped to France. I spent a few days photoshopping the image for her.

And that’s how Milan came to see my picture hanging in the exposition hall of that castle in Saint-Alban-sur-Limagnole when he was walking the Camino. At one point, Justine told me that a man had stormed into the tourist office, demanding to know who had taken the picture of the falcon and the lamb. That had put her on edge. And my blood ran cold, because judging from her description, I suspected it was Milan. Before that day, I had deluded myself into thinking he had perished during Operation Storm and had been buried somewhere in a mass grave. So I asked Justine if she knew where the man was staying so I could contact him. A little later, she told me he was going by the name Emil Jukić and staying in Hotel Chez Camillou. With that, I was almost sure it was Milan.

I drove to the hotel and got the receptionist to tell me that the man with the scar had booked a massage and wasn’t in his room. Then I went to the wellness salon, but the door was open. Milan had already left. I asked the massage therapist if the man she’d just treated had scars on his back, and she answered yes. I was perplexed and upset. I left, went home, and did some research. I decided to follow him on his Camino. Milan was passing himself off as Emil, whose death he’d been responsible for; he was married to a Dutch woman and had two sons. I was stunned and realized that the picture of the gray falcon and the black lamb had set him on my trail, and I knew he would come after me. Luckily, my professional website said I lived in Paris, and there was an online form for people to contact me. So Milan could not have known I owned a house in the area. He continued following his Camino, and I started shadowing him.

That brings us to the sixth of August. I wanted to speak with Milan. In fact, I needed to speak with him because I had made up my mind to turn him over to the police. It was time he stood trial for his war crimes, and I wanted to be the one to tell him. I wanted to witness his reaction at close range. Then I was planning to lock him in my basement and call the police to take him away. I had my hunting rifle with me because I had a feeling Milan might resort to violence. Of course he wouldn’t accompany me to my farm voluntarily.

That morning, I was waiting for him in the woods near the cross you’re familiar with along the Camino, not far from my house.

When Milan approached the cross, I stepped out of the brush, pointed my rifle at him, and spoke. I said I was taking him to the police. He could no longer avoid punishment. They would convict him because I was willing to testify and tell them what he had done to Nadja. Then I raised my voice and ordered him to put his hands in the air and follow the cart track leading to my house. But Milan didn’t move; instead, he gave me a peculiar smile.

“I’ve been waiting for this moment, Nijaz, ever since I saw your photograph in that little castle.” He came a few steps closer. “This morning in my hotel, I filled out the contact form on your website. I wanted to speak with you and beg you to spare my family.”

I stared at him. Had he sent me an email? Spare his family? Did he think I’d kill his wife and children? I shook my head. “I didn’t see any email. And I’m not like you. I’m not planning to hurt your family.”

“I’m not talking about violence. I mean emotional pain. They know nothing about my past. I beg you, please don’t tell them that I am Milan Illić. I want to spare my wife and sons from the nightmare of my crimes.”

“That’s not an option. You’re going to be tried in a court of law. They will inevitably find out.”

“I will not stand trial.” His gaze was steady. His voice was even and dignified. He didn’t panic. But he was emotional. He cried, but calmly. It felt like he’d turned the tables and taken charge. I saw the strong Milan from my youth, the boy who always got back on his feet despite all the violence and humiliation. But what was he up to? I put my finger on the trigger and pointed my rifle. “Yeah, yeah. Now move!” I said, raising my voice and pointing to the cart track.

But Milan didn’t move.

“Y’know, Nijaz, I’ve always known this day would come, and I would have to pay the piper, especially these past few days. Here on the Camino.” He looked toward the tops of the stately oaks as if trying to get in touch with some higher being. “My greatest fear all these years has been that my wife and sons would find out who I was and what I’ve done, and they would suffer because of it. But you will say nothing. I’m sure of that. You have no choice.”

I stared at him. Paying the piper? Saying nothing? What’s going on here? What did he mean, I had no choice?

Milan pointed to my weapon. “I’m not going with you. I’m not going to the police. I choose my family. I’m now going to do what you didn’t dare to do in 1995. Here, on this spot, I’m going to slit my throat and spare my wife and sons from coming face-to-face with my past. Sure, you can try and stop me, but then you’ll have a problem.” He sounded decisive, and his eyes burned into mine.

“It’s like this, Nijaz. You have two options: One, you can watch me atone for my crimes, and then you can go home, say nothing about my past, and carry on with your life.” He pointed toward my farm. “Or two, you go to the police after I’ve killed myself and tell them who I really am. Then they will investigate my past, discover we knew each other, and suspect you of forcing my hand; there’s a real chance you’ll end up behind bars. Of course, there’s a third option: You could shoot me. But then, of course, you would also go to prison because your gun is probably registered. Do you get the picture? You must choose: say nothing or talk. If you tell Lotte, my wife, who I really am, it will bounce back at you.”

Our eyes locked. I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t talk. And I don’t know what happened, Lotte, but when Milan was standing there in front of me, nodding as if we had a deal, it was as though something in me snapped. A trapdoor in my memory opened, and I was tumbling back in time. I was no longer in the forests of Conques but in the woods near Bihać. I looked at Milan, and I slipped into the same paralysis I’d felt back then.

He slowly removed his backpack, placed it on the soft moss beside the path, and fell to his knees. It had been a dreary morning, but just then the clouds parted and the sun appeared. The rays struck his backpack, highlighting the white Camino shell as if some higher power wanted to make the moment even more dramatic. The birdsong grew louder, and the earthy aroma of ferns was as overpowering as it had been in the summer of 1995.

His shirt was unbuttoned and flapping in the wind. His curly black chest hair was damp with sweat and glistening in the bright sunlight. My thinking slowed, and I registered things I would not usually notice, like the color of his hiking outfit whose gray was almost the same shade as the weathered stone cross two yards away.

He pulled his hunting knife from its sheath and brought the shimmering blade to his throat. He closed his eyes and muttered a few words. I stood next to him but felt unable to move. I could only observe what was happening. Was this real?

He straightened his back, took one more deep breath, howled your name, and slit his throat; then he toppled over, gurgling, and landed on the ground with a dull thud. Blood poured from his neck and trickled toward the sandy path of the Camino.

I still felt paralyzed. My entire body trembled. I saw the gold ring on his left hand and thought of you, the woman who had driven him to this heroic deed. Lotte…

The reality slowly dawned on me, and I took a few steps back. Milan was dead.

In a daze, I staggered back to my farm, knowing full well that someone would find Milan along the Camino very soon. Once I was home, I saw his email in my inbox. It was brief. A few sentences. He wrote that he’d been aware since Saint-Alban-sur-Limagnole that something was about to happen. All those years, he’d thought I died while escaping to Croatia, but when he saw that picture of the black lamb and the gray falcon, he realized I was still alive. He’d considered breaking off his Camino and hurrying back to the Netherlands, but he knew he couldn’t live with the fear of being unmasked. So he continued hiking, preparing himself mentally for the inevitable. Shortly thereafter, he realized that I was on his trail, because he’d spotted me in that monastery that’s so renowned for its chocolates. Next, he visited my photo exposition in Conques and decided it was time. He was ready to atone for his crimes. He wanted to speak with me.


Call me, Nijaz. I’m begging you. Spare my family. Don’t tell them who I am.



That’s what he wrote. Word for word. If you like, I’ll forward his email to you.

A short while later, I decided to find out more about the woman who had transformed Milan into the man he’d apparently become. I started following you on social media. Once a journalist, always a journalist.

After your trip through Bosnia, I read on Facebook that you were planning to walk the Camino; when I saw your departure date, it occurred to me that you would be following Milan’s route from day to day. I decided to follow you. I wanted to meet you in real life. And that’s how I met the widow of my tormentor in a hotel in Le Puy-en-Velay. Right away, I was fascinated by you. After we shook hands, I went downstairs in a quandary about what to do. Say nothing or talk. I wanted to go back upstairs; I would have liked to tell you who I was and explain the situation between me and your husband, but I hesitated. I thought of the consequences; I thought about Milan and his wish to spare you the anguish of knowing about his past. I kept my mouth shut, and my moment of truth passed.

But I stayed near you and followed you with my telephoto lens. That’s why I was on hand to blow the whistle in Monistrol-d’Allier and keep you from being buried under that rockslide. I was standing a little lower when I saw a man pushing a loose rock above you. At that time, I had no idea he was trying to kill you. From my perspective, it looked like a stupid, juvenile prank. I didn’t become suspicious until after that incident with the dog, and when we later found that tracker in your backpack, it was clear that somebody had it in for you.

All that time, I tried to find the right moment to tell you who I was, but the longer I knew you, the more afraid I became of losing you. I saw your sorrow and your struggle. I put off telling you the truth until the truth was staring you in the face in that gallery in Conques.



Yes, Lotte, Milan died to shield you and your sons from coming face-to-face with his crimes. In so doing, he atoned for his sins. For your benefit, as well. He begged me to say nothing to you about his wartime history, and I complied. Until today. But the truth has been rolling toward you these past few days, thanks to the police investigation. You were already aware that your husband had committed identity fraud and had been a member of a militia; it was only a matter of time until you discovered that he was a war criminal whose real name was Milan Illić. But Milan wasn’t born a killer. He was only nineteen when he became infected with the Serbian nationalist bug and was gradually sucked into the war. His war years were a nightmarish intermezzo in a lifetime during which he also gave much love. But I realized that only after he died. He had become a different man, one who flourished in a country where his ethnic background didn’t matter, where he found freedom of expression, a stable democracy, and a wife who worshipped him. Then, it dawned on me that his life would have been very different if Milan had been born in the Netherlands. That insight helped me work through and give a place to my own wartime experiences.



So, that’s what happened. Milan led me to you, but he also pulled me back. In the summer of 1995, in that forest in Bosnia, he robbed me of the courage to love for many years. Yet he also drew me to the love of my life, a woman I lost by remaining silent when I should have spoken up. I respect and understand your decision never to see me again, but I hope that time will push aside the grim veil of my silence so we can be together again one day. Until then, I will wait for you.

Your Nicolas

PS I wasn’t sure if I should write the following, but I’ve decided to do it.

There will come a time when you wonder what you should tell your kids about their father’s past. My advice is to say nothing about Milan’s war crimes. This history, which happened before they were born, will weigh on their lives and those of their offspring. The father who raised them wasn’t the same man as the soldier in the Bosnian wars who had blood on his hands. I’ve seen this so often, Lotte, and I gained true insight only during the winter after Milan’s death.

I was in Nord-Pas-de-Calais in Northern France, writing an article about the consequences of Brexit. It was a clear, cold evening, and the vast horizon glowed orange with a hint of violet. I was walking around a large lake when I heard a strange sound. I looked up and saw a dark cloud of swallows approaching. The whirring sound was new to me; there’s nothing quite like it. I associate it with a swarm of bees. The cloud of swallows was huge and circled above my head in ever-changing formations for some time. I gazed up in wonder at the gossamer heavens. I’d never seen anything like it; it took my breath away. Thousands of swallows were moving as if they were one creature. More than that, they were one creature because you couldn’t distinguish the individual birds; you saw and heard nothing but one whirring flock… When that cloud of birds landed in front of me in the swaying reeds, I suddenly thought of Milan. It felt as though he was very near, and I had to accept a reality I previously hadn’t wanted to see. During the war, Milan had been sucked up by the flock; he had flown from within a black cloud; he had assumed a new shape inside that new creature; and he had lost his own unique voice and his ability to think. He had become the flock, and he killed from inside of it. But half a lifetime later, the man I met last year had become an individual again.



PPS Please be aware, Lotte, that human beings can live in only one dimension: the past, the future, or the present. After all, you can be only where your thoughts are.

You might be tempted to dig into Milan’s past to discover everything he did. Don’t do it, Lotte. Live in the here and now, my darling. Don’t live in your husband’s gruesome past. Release him and follow your path.






DAY 12 TUESDAY, AUGUST 6

LOOKING TOWARD A PAST

PARIS TO VIJLEN



THERE IS NO MAN MORE COMPLETE THAN THE ONE WHO TRAVELED A LOT, WHO CHANGED THE SHAPE OF HIS THOUGHTS AND LIFE TWENTY TIMES.

—ALPHONSE DE LAMARTINE, FRENCH STATESMAN AND HISTORIAN (1790–1869)







DAY 12 TUESDAY, AUGUST 6, MORNING


PARIS–VIJLEN: MILAN

CHANGEABLE. 66° F



I turn off my phone and rub my eyes; they sting after so many hours reading on such a small screen. The train is slowing, and the bright morning sun highlights the ugliness of the suburban Paris banlieue. The corridor running past my cabin echoes with the dull drum roll of wheeled overnight bags as travelers head for the nearest exit. I sort my thoughts, but it’s not easy. My insides are like a puddle that’s just been trampled by a herd of cattle. Everything is stirred up, and I need to let the contents of Nicolas’s letter settle. Luckily, my tendency to throw up after ingesting so much horror has ebbed.

My husband’s name was Milan Illić. I keep repeating the name to get used to it. Milan. Milan. Milan. My husband. My better half. The father of Stefan and Joran. Milan. A war criminal, but also a human being with a troubled childhood who had been sucked into the flock. Nicolas’s picture of this Milan isn’t black-and-white, and I’m grateful for that. He’s given me space to recognize the shades of gray in the violent past of my sons’ father. This information will help me process the horrific details I will no doubt encounter in Omer’s report. The chasm between this Milan and the man I knew as the father of my children could hardly be greater. I can’t join them together. In my mind, I keep calling him Emil to distance myself from the man he had been before he fled to Germany.

Nicolas also did something else. In his letter, he confessed to being present at the suicide, revealing his weakness in the face of the strength of his childhood friend Milan. When forced to choose between us or himself, my husband didn’t hesitate. But in 1995, Nicolas, running a fever, had briefly hesitated, costing his wife and unborn child their lives and saddling him with unspeakable trauma.

I am moved by Nicolas’s honesty. Despite his earlier silence, I now believe every word he has written, and I want to understand why he chose to say nothing. He should have told me who he was when we first met on that narrow landing in the hotel in Le Puy-en-Velay, but he kept his mouth shut and missed his chance, giving birth to his lie. I would like to understand him, but you need time and an opportunity to reflect between grasping something with your head and feeling it in your heart. And I must focus on the boys. What should I tell my sons? Will I say anything at all to Stefan and Joran? What would be wise? What would be compassionate?

The noise from travelers in the corridor reminds me there’s a second text from Nicolas. It arrived shortly after he texted me about his letter. He’d realized that I was no longer in the Conques hotel but was on my way to the Netherlands. He wasn’t happy about the French police’s decision to discontinue my security. After all, they still hadn’t uncovered the identity of this Boris character. That’s why he urged me to keep watching my back. A stranger somewhere had set his sights on me. Nicolas’s words bring me back to that wedding in Nasbinals when my almost-murderer Mikhail got his jollies from rubbing his sweaty body against mine. So disgusting. I text Nicolas a reply, promising to keep my eyes peeled. I thank him for his letter and swear I’ll be careful. I keep my text brief, even though I am dying to phone him to ask all kinds of questions and tell him everything. But just then the intercom blares that we are approaching the Paris-Austerlitz station, the train’s final stop; I had made up my mind not to point my future in any specific direction during this journey, but to first take time to rest, to let the sludge in my head settle so I could again survey the contours of my emotions.

I pull on my fleece, click my fanny pack around my hips, and hoist my backpack onto my shoulders. The train decelerates, and we pull into the historic station. I pause as I rest my hand on the lock of my compartment’s door. Nicolas is right. Who is Boris? He let me live, but for how long? I remember how Emil panicked when he realized he’d let Boris’s name slip. That must tell me something. Based on his checklist, Inspector Huret might feel the threat is gone, but I don’t feel safe right now. In fact, I hardly dare to open the door of this couchette.



Back in the Netherlands, my taxi winds through the hills toward Vijlen. I chat with Paul, who just landed at Düsseldorf International, but I’m thinking about Nicolas the whole time. I reread his letter during the train journey from Paris to Aachen; then I emailed him and thanked him again for his words, and I told him that I first needed some space. Throughout my life, I’ve made decisions based on my gut. Now I realize I must weigh this thoughtfully because any step I take from this moment on will affect not only me but also my boys. Nicolas replied that he understood, and it would be up to me to make the next move whenever I felt ready to get in touch again. He was prepared to wait. I texted, “Merci,” and tears stung my eyes again. An older woman sitting next to me in the TGV asked if there was anything she could do. I shook my head and tried to put on a brave face.

“Go ahead and cry,” she said, “you’ll feel better.” Then she turned to the window to give me and my sorrow some privacy.

Paul’s text messages flood in. As he and Caroline wait for their luggage, they send me pictures of their vacation. Caroline looks good. Her cheeks have a healthy glow, and her blond hair is a few shades lighter. The boys have also woken up, and they’re sending me humorous selfies; I get the feeling they’re still feeling the effects of last night’s overindulgence. When I asked them what they were planning to do today, they texted me a picture of a beautiful buxom woman on a beach, accompanied by an emoji with its tongue sticking out. I quickly replied with an emoji of a monkey covering his eyes with his hands. Too much information about my sons’ sex lives.

The taxi approaches Bonnet Farms, pulling into the drive and stopping in front of the large gate. I text Paul to say I’m home and pay the driver. Paul sends a thumbs-up. As I leave the cab, I’m struck by the colorful hills. The familiar summertime scent of ripe wheat fields washes over me, and I breathe deeply. I’m home, yet the hills have changed during the weeks I was walking the Camino. It’s as if the farmyard transformed into a stronghold, as if there’s a door beyond the arched gateway that will lock me into the drudgery of daily life. I study my hiking boots. Why don’t I just keep going?

The considerate older taxi driver takes my backpack out of the trunk and leans it against the barn wall. After exchanging a few friendly words, he returns to his car and leaves. On the drive from Aachen, he displayed the dignity of an undertaker, discreetly lowering his eyes, infallibly sensing the suffering surrounding me. Now and then I quietly allowed my tears to flow freely, invisible to the man behind the wheel.

After driving for half an hour, we had arrived at the post office, and I picked up the envelope Omer had sent me. I thought of my father’s words when he spoke of the beauty of the seasons and the transitions that continually recur throughout time. He told me that in times of trouble, I could draw hope from everything in nature, whose rhythm is derived from the sun’s rising and setting. Life is like that, too. He believed that misery also had a rhythm; it comes and goes. That’s true: My delightful spring days with Nicolas were followed by another blizzard. Now I’m in the thick of it, and I’m shivering. Oh, Nicolas.

I clamp Omer’s report under my arm, lift my backpack, and reach the entry gate. I type in the code and switch off the security system Emil installed years ago, turning our farmstead into an impenetrable fortress. Emil had wanted to ensure that me and the kids were safe whenever he was away with Paul. At the time, I thought he wanted to protect us from break-ins, but now I’m unsure. Perhaps he was trying to protect us from shady characters from his Bosnian past. Yes, that must be it. My perspective on my marriage has shifted considerably in recent weeks.

I head for the front door and uneasily reacquaint myself with the place that is in fact my home. The inner courtyard looks the same, but something has changed. I’m here alone, and for the first time in my life, it doesn’t feel good.





DAY 12 TUESDAY, AUGUST 6, AFTERNOON


VIJLEN: BORIS

CHANGEABLE. 71.6° F



I close the door and secure the dead bolt. I enter the hallway, where I’m met by the familiar scent of beeswax, rubbed by previous generations into the floor tiles. I put my backpack on the floor, grab a bottle of water, and head straight to my workroom. I open my laptop and turn on my printer/scanner. While waiting for the devices to boot up, I rip open Omer’s envelope and place the report on the desk. I flip feverishly through the original document; this copy is legible, and it contains sharp images, including those of my Emil. My breathing picks up. The pictures are shocking. Emil, dressed like Rambo, is pointing his gun at a handful of emaciated men with their hands in the air. In the next picture, his foot is resting on a woman lying on her stomach in what looks like a cellar. Her face is unrecognizable, and her dress has been pulled up around her waist. I feel like gagging and reach for my water bottle. It’s true, Emil was a killer and a rapist. With trembling fingers, I turn to the next page, but it’s written in Cyrillic and is unreadable; I turn another page and then another.

When I get to page 9, my breathing stops, and I can’t control my shaking. The man standing proudly beside a burned-out house is Paul. That can’t be. I flip the pages faster now and find another photograph on page 20. In this one, he’s smiling at a desk, making the Serbian three-finger salute. And Emil is standing beside him. I swear. It’s really Paul. That’s his smile, with that fang-like tooth on the right. He and Emil together. I push back my chair and leap to my feet. Jesus! What now? Paul was also in a Serbian militia! He’s not German or from Polish Silesia at all.

I grab the back of my chair for balance and sit down again. Could Paul be Boris? I need to know what’s in this report. How does that go again? Oh yeah, now I remember: First, scan the pages, then make a PDF and save it. Scan it fast. Is my computer booted up, are all the updates installed? Yes! Quick. Quick. Before he gets here. He’ll be standing in front of me in an hour and a half. I don’t want that. Read it. Read it fast. But scan it first. Now. Fast. That’s Paul! Really! Paul. But how? I make a groggy effort to decipher the Cyrillic caption beneath the picture. I recognize the name “Boris” and start to sweat. No, this can’t be true. No, no, no. Don’t panic! First, read what Omer wrote, because this is beyond belief. They couldn’t have done that. The photos must be giving the wrong impression. No, no, no. It can’t be true. Appearances must be deceiving. Panting like a workhorse, I slide the pages one by one through the scanner; I save the pages and try to replicate Jelena’s actions. I cut and paste small text segments into Word, then run them through Google Translate. Then my eyes race over the words. The truth wallops me in the gut.

Omer summarized his findings on the first two pages of his report; he was able to use Joran’s DNA to uncover Emil’s identity. He was Milan Illić, a Bosnian Serb from a village in Central Bosnia. Next, there’s a brief description of the shocking atrocities he and several members of his Gray Falcons militia are suspected of committing. These wrongdoings are in line with those outlined by Nicolas. However, in August 1995, following Operation Storm, Milan Illić disappeared with the wave of Serbian refugees who left Croatia for what’s now known as the Republic of Srpska. Since then, there’s also been no trace of his militia commandant Boris Atanasković and his comrade Mikhail Mijaković. For many years, the authorities assumed the men had perished in the chaos following the final battle in northwest Bosnia. But apparently, all three had fled to West Germany with help from an associate of Mikhail’s. There, they bribed Sabine Ehring, a senior official at the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees, into giving them new identities. Milan Illić became Emil Jukić, Boris Atanasković became Paul Müller, and Mikhail Mijaković became Ranko Kovac.

Omer notes in his report that Mikhail Mijaković now lives in the German city of Saarbrücken. He was unable to track down Boris Atanasković, a.k.a. Paul Müller, because Paul Müller is a common name, and Omer needed more time to locate the right one.

I lean forward and clutch my laptop screen to keep the words from becoming a jumble. Maybe Omer didn’t find Paul Müller, but I sure did. He’s been part of my life since that lovely spring day in 1997. He’s Marjo’s Paul, the father of my Caroline, the laid-back Paul, the friendly Paul, the proper Paul. He was a war criminal, and he suspected I was about to uncover Emil’s past, which would also have revealed his past. And yet he saved my life when I phoned him from that smelly woman’s toilet in the bistro in Estaing, as soon as he realized that Mikhail Mijaković was trying to murder me. A short while later, he called the French police and told them where they could find Mikhail.

I sink into my chair, roll back, look up, and frantically weigh my next move. Paul and Caroline will be here in a little while. What then? I must remain calm and talk with Paul, but Caroline mustn’t be around. And I can’t just email Omer’s report to the Dutch police and hand Paul over. Because after he’s arrested, I’m sure that the media will publish all the gruesome details regarding his years as a Bosnian warlord. What would that do to the kids? Caroline wouldn’t be able to handle it. She’s still too young and vulnerable. But what about Stefan and Joran? I don’t know. My head is spinning, and my hands are drenched in sweat. I’m trembling as I rise to my feet; the floor of my workroom seems to be wobbling. My stomach rumbles. I’m weak. I need to eat something. Will I be able to hold anything down? I’m puffing. No choice.

I go to the kitchen, open the fridge, grab a Gruyère-and-walnut brownie, unwrap its sealed package, and nibble on a corner. I force myself to chew and swallow the chocolate. Then I take another bite. My jaw moves. I must chew. Another bite, and another. I head back to my workroom, still chewing the last morsel of spicy sweetness. My energy starts flowing again.

I pause indecisively in front of my desk, staring at the picture of Caroline as a one-year-old; it’s been next to my computer for the past eleven years, a constant reminder of Marjo’s tragic death. My love for that pure little girl glows again, and my maternal instinct kicks in. I must do what’s best for her. I go to the window, open it, and allow the summer breeze to enter. I close my eyes and savor the scent of woodsmoke from the pruned branches being burned in the valley below. My thoughts return to the image of that burned-out house. Other images of Bosnia inundate me, things I saw on my journey through that tormented country, in museums and near memorial sites. The war was everywhere. Does all that misery now live inside of me? From now on, will I associate everything that happens with the war in Bosnia? Like with the smell of burning branches just now? It seems likely. That fascinating country has taken hold of me. I will never be free of it again. But do I want that for the kids? Do I want to saddle them with memories that are not their own? Do I want to burden them with the wartime legacy of previous generations? I don’t know. I must give this some careful thought.

Soon I will have to face Paul. This evening, I’ll be alone with him because Caroline is going to a long-anticipated slumber party at the home of one of the girls from her class. A month ago, I thought the party’s timing, so soon after her overnight flight, wasn’t great, but now I’m relieved that Caroline won’t be around tonight. Can I handle spending time in the same room as a war criminal? And what should I do with this report? I must store it somewhere safe, but where? At a lawyer’s office? Yes.

I sit down and save the pages I’ve scanned. I call Noël Laven, my legal advisor.

“Hey there, Lotte. Are you back from the Camino already?” asks a friendly voice on the other end of the line. Noël has been a friend of the Bonnet family for as long as I can remember.

“Yes, yes. But this is an urgent matter, Noël. Life and death. Can I personally give you a sealed envelope in about twenty minutes? The envelope is to be handed over to my sons in the event of my death.”

“Excuse me?”

“Do you have time or not?”

“Yes. In half an hour. But…”

“Good, I’ll see you in thirty minutes.”

I hang up, check the supply of paper in the printer, and push the start button. Then I go into my bedroom to strip off my smelly Camino clothes. Within minutes, Lotte from Bonnet Farms is back. I grab my car keys in the hall, and as I pass the mirror, I’m surprised by the woman who looks back at me. She’s the same Lotte she was two weeks ago, and yet she’s someone else entirely.



Paul’s gray BMW pulls into the courtyard, and Caroline steps out. I open the front door. Caroline runs toward me.

“Lotte!” she shouts, taking a flying leap.

“My angel.” I catch her in my arms.

“I missed you so much, Lotte.” She sighs as she squeezes me.

“I missed you too, honeybun.” I kiss the top of her blond head. How I love this girl.

Now Paul gets out of the car. He comes toward me, grabs me, and hugs me. I turn to stone, and the three of us stand like that for a while, locked in one hug.

“I am so happy to see you!” he whispers in my ear, overcome with emotion.

“Hi, Paul,” I say through gritted teeth, squirming away from his embrace.

While Caroline tells me about their trip, her best friend Ellen’s mother arrives in her Peugeot. She’s here to pick up Caroline for tonight’s slumber party. Three other friends are already in the car. Caroline waves, then dashes inside to grab a backpack with fresh clothes.

“Perfect timing,” I say, indicating Ellen.

“I texted her when we were almost home. I thought we could use some privacy,” Paul says with a wink as he takes Caroline’s suitcase out of the BMW.

Ellen steps out of her car, and we exchange pleasantries and chat briefly about my Camino. It’s an effort to follow the conversation because all my attention is focused on Paul. He’s standing next to me, triggering an innate urge to flee. When the other girls in the car become antsy, Caroline emerges with a backpack and opens the Peugeot’s door.

“Won’t you give Papa a kiss?” I ask as Caroline is about to get in.

“Yeah!” she shouts, running back to Paul. He bends forward, and Caroline wraps her arms around his neck, pressing her lips to his unshaven cheek.

“Bye, Papa; thank you for a wonderful vacation!”

“Yeah, mein Liebling. Now go!”

Paul always slips back into German when he’s feeling emotional. His eyes are gentle and full of love. That’s exactly how he used to look at Marjo. He plants one more kiss on Caroline’s forehead, and then she gets into the car, waving as they drive away.



“You want a cup of coffee?” I ask nonchalantly as we turn toward the house. The kitchen is the best place to talk. There we each sit in our own chair at a safe distance. Besides, my chocolate is within easy reach.

“Yes, I’d like that,” Paul replies, smiling. “I didn’t get much sleep.”

“For me, too, in that rumbling train compartment,” I say, hoping the sound of my voice will keep my anxiety at bay.

We’re both silent as we walk through the hall to the spacious open kitchen. How is it for him, seeing that I’m still alive, knowing he alerted the French police to Mikhail’s whereabouts, thus preventing his old comrade in arms from killing me? Paul’s good at hiding his emotions behind his characteristic placid facade.

“What made you decide to come home earlier?” he asks, pushing back his usual chair at the sturdy kitchen table. “Weren’t you planning to take the train today?”

“Oh, I just wanted to get home.” It strikes me that I’m not lying.

I muster all my self-control to make coffee and fetch a few cherry bonbons from the fridge to put on the table. Paul sits and helps himself to a praline. With a sideways glance, I observe the man opposite me, searching for remnants of the warlord who, together with his Gray Falcons, was responsible for death and destruction throughout Bosnia a few decades ago. But I can’t see it. His face may show fatigue, but his eyes are kind. But as my father often said, “You can look at people’s faces, but you can’t see inside their heads.” He was right. I sit down, too.

“How was your Camino?” Paul asks.

“Special.” I want to say more, but I’m tongue-tied. I take a deep breath and pull Omer’s report out from under the pile of newspapers. My palms are sweaty again, and they stick to the paper.

“I got this from Omer Zečinić.” The words totter out. “I know about you and Milan, alias Emil.” I inch the document toward him and take my hand away. My sweat has left a dimpled imprint on the paper. I take a deep breath, gathering my courage as I did as a young girl standing on the highest diving board just before I leaped into the depths. “Paul, I know that you’re wanted for war crimes, and your real name is Boris Atanasković. And I’m aware that Mikhail Mijaković tried to murder me. I know you prevented that from happening. He’s dead. He had a fatal car accident the day before yesterday when he was trying to escape from the authorities.”

Paul holds my gaze, almost motionless, but his head nods up and down slowly, and his lips quake.

After a moment of silence, he quietly says, “I always knew the truth would come out.” Then he abruptly stands and grabs his Beluga vodka from the cabinet. “Emil knew it, too.”



Hours pass. My grandmother’s antique clock strikes six. Paul and I turn in unison to look at the wooden pendulum, which breaks this awkward silence. We might appear calm, and the smell of freshly baked baguettes might suggest a laid-back vibe. However, the reality is quite different. I use my index finger to push the crumbs from right to left across my plate, tracing greasy streaks through what’s left of the Brie. Paul takes another sip of his vodka. If he keeps this up, he’ll be drunk soon. I inch the bottle out of reach. Paul ignores my efforts. He’s lost in his own world. He is drinking the way he’d done after Marjo died. That’s never a good idea for a cardiac patient.

I need time to mull over his story. He talked nonstop and was very open; it was as if he was relieved to finally get it off his chest. Since Emil’s suicide, he’d had to keep everything bottled up. When Emil was still alive, they were each other’s mini veterans’ association; occasionally they would talk about the war whenever one of them was struggling. They couldn’t turn to anyone else, after all. They both showed signs of PTSD, even though neither had ever been diagnosed. For years, Paul had suffered from bouts of depression, nightmares, and insomnia; there were times when he drank too much. Moreover, since Marjo’s death, he’d had increasing difficulty maintaining social contacts. In business, he still functioned all right, but not in his private life. That’s why he hadn’t had a serious relationship in years. He no longer had it in him. Caroline and I were the only people with whom he felt comfortable. Paul said Emil had done relatively well for many years. He worked himself to the bone and ensured his mind was always occupied; this kept the war at bay. Things didn’t go wrong until he got cancer; that’s when the panic attacks and other vague complaints began.

I look at Paul and am taken back to that sad period when Emil was regularly plagued by delusions, headaches, dizzy spells, and palpitations. At the time, I blamed the changes in his psychological well-being on the cancer and chemo. But that wasn’t the whole story. And when he was walking the Camino, the noise in his head went quiet, and he came face-to-face with the war in that tiny chapel where he was reminded of the women and children he’d burned alive. A short time later, he broke down and sat on that low wall and wept.

While Paul was talking, my thoughts were all over the place. I heard Nicolas’s warm voice, and images flashed before me of three boys swimming in a river and growing into their teens, laughing and running across the high plateau, chasing a falcon. Other images followed, of soldiers emptying their machine guns into men who fell over, one by one, into a pit behind them, like dominoes tipping over on a stiffly carpeted floor. Two opposing worlds. War and peace. Friends and enemies. Love and hate. Extremes. How could this have happened? How could Paul and my Emil have crossed to the other side? Where did it go wrong?

In reply, Paul said he’d been grappling with that question ever since he had finally broken free from that vortex of violence and had landed in a stable life. He said that the seed of hate had been planted in early childhood; he grew up in poverty not far from Banja Luka, part of a family of Serbian nationalists. He also told me of his decision to sign up for a career in the JNA, the Yugoslav People’s Army, when his compulsory military service ended. To both Paul and Emil, the army and the communist party represented a ticket out of their poverty-stricken environment. Paul went into detail about the start of the civil war in 1990 when the JNA dissolved, and he fell under the sway of the rhetoric of Slobodan Milošević and Radovan Karadžić, prompting him to join the Gray Falcons.

Paul (at that point Boris) had met Emil (at that point Milan) in 1986 in Kosovo. Paul had quickly risen to the rank of officer, and Emil was one of the conscripted soldiers under his command. The garish scar on Emil’s cheek was a souvenir from a skirmish with ethnic Albanians in Kosovo when Emil had saved Paul’s life. The two men became friends despite their different ranks. After Kosovo, their shared Serbian nationalism grew to what Paul labeled “an obsession.”

Following the fall of Srebrenica and the genocide carried out against thousands of Muslim men, world opinion turned against the Bosnian Serbs. Paul saw the end of the war approaching, and he was afraid some new version of the Nuremberg Trials would soon investigate the war in Yugoslavia. He was already being plagued by nightmares in which he saw his body dangling from a noose. Around the same time, Emil also woke up from his bloodthirsty bender. This was early August 1995, following a night patrol through the woods above Bihać, shortly before Operation Storm began. According to Paul, a member of the militia shot and killed Emil’s former childhood sweetheart during that mission; something inside Emil snapped. He could no longer shoot, could no longer kill; he simply had to get away. Paul’s story is in line with Nicolas’s description of what happened to Nadja.

Paul and Emil decided to jump ship together. Both had gotten hold of some cash during the militia’s raids, enough to finance their escape. Mikhail got wind of their plans and asked to join them. He had connections in Germany, he argued, and besides, he spoke fluent German. Paul knew about Mikhail’s former mob connections and decided he might be useful. With the help of Mikhail’s criminal connections and Paul’s and Emil’s cash, they were able to obtain new identities and German residence permits; then Mikhail moved to Saarbrücken, Germany, and Paul and Emil drifted to the German city of Aachen. They each began a new life, getting married, becoming model citizens. Everything was fine until Emil took his own life, and, during my trip to Bosnia, I found out that my Emil wasn’t really Emil, and I hired Omer to uncover Emil’s true identity. That’s when Paul phoned Mikhail in Saarbrücken, warning him to make sure he hadn’t done anything stupid recently that would help Omer track him down. When I walked the Camino, both men decided that Mikhail should follow me to ensure I didn’t stumble across any incriminating information. Mikhail single-handedly made up his mind to kill me in a staged accident. When Paul found out about Mikhail’s plans, he was terrified for me, so he shared Mikhail’s whereabouts with the police, knowing full well that Mikhail would betray him once he had been apprehended. But Mikhail had died in a car crash, and now Paul was sitting here.



Shafts of sunlight flood the kitchen, making the bread crumbs on the table gleam. I sweep the crumbs with my palm and mold them into a mini cairn. Paul rests his head in his hands; his whole body is trembling. I’m trying to link the atrocities Omer described with the broken man facing me. I can’t connect the dots. I think back to that beautiful spring day in 1997 when Paul and Emil strolled into my and Marjo’s lives. Had Marjo ever noticed any signs of the monster living within her greatest love? She couldn’t see inside his head, either.

While telling his story, Paul repeatedly paused to refill his vodka and stare at a point on the oak tabletop with his head bowed. He also told me about gaps in his memory, including the murder of Bosniaks in Višegrad. Paul could hardly remember that atrocity. Later, in Germany, when he saw pictures of that genocide in the media, fragments of voices and sounds had come back to him, but no images. He could no longer say for sure where he had been or what he had done. Emil experienced the same phenomenon but related to different moments. They talked about those gaps in their memories a lot.

Paul also went into detail about when the war broke out, when he and Emil had decided to join the Gray Falcons, a paramilitary militia established by Serbian mobsters. It made them feel special; no other group was as strong or rugged as the Gray Falcons. They were real men, constantly showing off through acts of violence. The more horrific the murders, the higher their status within the group. I interrupted to describe to Paul something shocking I’d read in Omer’s report; Emil had dragged a Muslim woman in Višegrad out of her house and into the garden. Her fourteen-year-old son then ran into the woods. Emil tore off the woman’s clothes and raped her. The woman howled in pain, drawing her son out of the woods; he ran to his mother to protect her, but Emil grabbed the boy and slit his throat before his mother’s eyes.

As I told the story, Paul’s head drooped, and he scraped his fork across his plate.

“Is that true, Paul?” I asked, hoping he would deny it. “Did Emil do that?”

Paul lifted his chin; his head moved almost imperceptibly up and down.

It was true. I clapped my hands to my mouth and wanted to scream, but no sound came out.

Everything in me freezes. I take a few deep breaths.

“What are you going to do, Lotte?”

His question. What am I going to do? I chew my thumbnail.

“Paul, I have no idea. I’m stunned, and I have many questions. What effect will this have on the children? Stefan and Joran are adults, so they might be able to cope. But Caroline? No. She’s just started entering puberty and is very vulnerable. If this goes to trial, she’ll see those images of the murders. Your violent past will cast a shadow over her life. Can I do that to Caroline? Is that the right thing to do? Where do my responsibilities lie? With my children or with the people of Bosnia, who deserve justice? I don’t know, Paul. I need time. More than anything, I need peace and quiet. I can’t make up my mind about anything right now.”

Paul nods and takes another hefty swig of vodka.

I dig my finger into my painful shoulder to relieve the pressure. But I know the muscle cramp will get only worse. I need to talk about this with someone, but who? I go through my friends, one by one, and shake my head. No, I can’t discuss this with anyone. This secret is too big—it can’t be shared with others. In fact, there are only two people on earth with whom I would dare to discuss this. Paul and Nicolas. A perpetrator and a victim.

Paul hunches over, pulls the bottle of vodka closer, and fills his glass to the brim.

“You’re overdoing it, Paul. Think of your heart. Besides, this isn’t helping.”

“Leave me alone,” he slurs.

I shove my chair back and take a good look at him. Practical thoughts start arriving. I can no longer live under the same roof with this man. I’m terrified by his past. He scares me. And I don’t want him anywhere near Caroline. Especially if he keeps drinking so heavily, and he will most likely do so, for a while anyway, as he did after Marjo died. It took him months to get back on track. Above all, he must move back to Marjo’s apartment. No, that’s not far enough away. He must never come near us again. He must go away, far away. Gone. Gone. Gone. But when should I say that? And what will Caroline say? She’ll be traumatized. She won’t understand. Shit, shit, shit, how did I end up in this mess?

My chest heaves. Outside, the sun shines across the gently rolling hills. The hedges form dark stripes across the landscape, and people are strolling through a meadow in the valley below. My thoughts return to the Aubrac and the Camino, winding its way over the barren slopes. The path gave me a horizon in the distance where the sun went down, and the path continued and freed me from the constant fretting that had set the tone for an entire year of my life. And honestly, I’d love to sling that backpack over my shoulders again and walk. As long and as far as I can. Run away.

“I’m going back to Marjo’s apartment tonight. You’re afraid of me, I can tell. I beg you, Lotte, don’t mention this to Caroline.”

I blink and turn to Paul.

“Caroline can’t handle this truth,” he says, licking a tear that’s rolled down his lip. “I don’t want to burden her with my wartime past. It would ruin her life.”

I shift position again.

“Yes. I’m afraid of that, too.” Nicolas’s words parade before my eyes. Milan died to shield you and your sons.

“That’s the reason Emil took his own life,” I say, chewing a hardened piece of callus on my index finger. “A former victim recognized him along the Camino. He didn’t want to burden me and the boys with his past in the war, so he chose to die.”

“What?! You didn’t say anything about that.”

“You’re right, I only found out this morning.”

Paul leans forward and shakes his head. As if he can’t believe what he’s heard. “Who else knows the truth?” Paul wants to know, looking at me inquisitively. His eyes are red from crying.

“As far as I know, no one. Omer Zečinić and Sabine Ehring are both dead. The French police might be able to trace you through your messages to Mikhail Mijaković.”

Paul indicates Omer’s report. “And this? What are you going to do with this?”

“I already told you. I haven’t the foggiest clue. I’m still too confused. I did take a copy to my lawyer. If I die unexpectedly sometime soon, he’s been instructed to hand a copy to the boys. But I can always take that envelope back from the lawyer. Depending on what I decide.”

It’s quiet, and Paul stands. He seems dizzy and grabs the table for support. “I am going to Marjo’s apartment. I need to sleep.” He lurches toward the kitchen door. That forty-proof vodka really did the trick.

“Sounds good,” I say to his back. “I’m going for a walk.”

The front door creaks and I hear the muted rumble of his wheeled suitcase as he crosses the cobblestones in the courtyard. A sense of relief washes over me. He’s gone. Thank God he won’t be sleeping in my house any longer.





DAY 12 TUESDAY, AUGUST 6, EVENING


VIJLEN: THE DEAD MAN’S WIFE

CHANGEABLE. 71.6° F



I’m gasping for air by the time I reach the top of the Vijlenerberg. I pause to catch my breath and look across to the nearby German city of Aachen. The beige towers of the German university hospital reflect the evening sun. As I gaze across the suburbs of Aachen, my thoughts turn to the moment in March 1997 when Marjo and I met our future husbands. We married war criminals. Oh, Marjo! I feel a touch of gratitude she’s been spared all this. Pictures of Paul as a killer would have driven her to the emotional precipice; once there, she might have leaped into the abyss of death as her mother, Aunt Annie, had done.

I follow the wooded trail down to the White Madonna, passing the sober Stations of the Cross that depict Jesus’s suffering. This is a place of sanctuary built by the residents of my village in gratitude because Vijlen was spared from war violence during the Second World War. The serenity is palpable; this quiet corner is sheltered beneath a slope, protecting it from storms and prying eyes. To the right, across the gently rounded hills, I see the forest’s edge and breathtaking vistas.

I approach the White Madonna and sit on the bench. In the middle, behind the rocky altar, stands a high, rounded pillar topped by a pearly white statue of Maria with her Jesus. The mother of God gazes dreamily over the hills behind me. She resembles the Marias in the many photos Emil sent me. By now I have a pretty good idea why he became so fascinated with those statues on the Camino. While walking, the noise in his head grew quiet enough for him to hear echoes of that mother screaming for mercy as he pulled his knife from its sheath and sliced her son’s throat. He showed no mercy; he raped that woman and killed her son. According to Omer’s report, he left her there when he was finished, beside the corpse of her child, next to her burned-out house; then he and his militia moved on to the next dwelling… He’d condemned that poor woman to a living hell. Would she still be alive? If so, she might have spent the past two decades believing that the devil who’d done that to her had died during Operation Storm. How would she have reacted if she’d heard that he’d built a new and happy life for himself in the Netherlands? I have no idea. I can’t think clearly anymore, anyway. That monster couldn’t possibly have been my husband.

I rub my hands along my thighs and am hit by the same uncomfortable emotion that had overpowered me when I heard about his suicide. I realized I’d lived intimately with a stranger, a man who’d kept his inner core hidden from me. He didn’t trust me enough to share his wartime experiences with me. That is in fact what happened. Was that his fault or mine? I believe I was partly to blame. We may have chatted about this and that, but we never went deeper. There were parts of me he couldn’t reach, and I had no access to parts of him. Sure, he was my husband and my sons’ father, but he was not connected to my deeper self. I realized only while walking the Camino that I had never been genuinely interested in Emil.

I lift my eyes to the blue sky; dark clouds gather, taking me back to the storm during my perilous descent into Aubrac and those deep ruts carved into the landscape by centuries of grazing cattle. I had been carefully following such a trail, one foot in front of the other, along my narrow path, when my freewheeling thoughts brought me that image of the unbending road with a frontage road running parallel and Emil and I bicycling happily side by side, believing we were headed in the same direction, but that wasn’t true because when we reached a new roundabout in our lives, our paths swerved in different directions. Emil turned toward death, and that night, I reached my new horizon in Nicolas’s arms.

On my phone, I scroll to a picture of Nicolas and caress the contours of his face with my fingertips. In his words lies the wisdom of a person who has voyaged to every corner of suffering and has finally found inner peace in the here and now. Lotte, humans can live in only one dimension: the past, the future, or the present. After all, you can be only where your thoughts are. Nicolas is right. I’m not here if I keep digging into Paul’s and Emil’s pasts. And if I keep worrying about the children’s future, I’m not here, either. I’m not really living. In the end, Nicolas decided to forgive Emil, because he didn’t want to get stuck in his past. He turned his back on the war and devoted himself to his true passion, nature photography.

But what will I do? Suppose I do tell Caroline and the boys about their fathers’ criminal activities; then, they will inevitably start digging into their horrifying pasts. They will form bonds with a country that’s not their own; they will become part of an ethnic group that is not theirs. The moment I give Omer’s report to my sons, I will unavoidably be pointing their lives in the direction of war and violence. Humans can live in only one dimension: the past, the future, or the present. Do I want to sentence my sons to a life in the past? I’m uncertain; part of me cries that the children have a right to know the truth about their father, just as the victims of his horrific crimes have the right to know the truth, too.

With some effort, I stand. Once again, the ache in my heart and the muddle in my head have sucked all the life out of me. Just like last year. But I don’t want to fall into another dark hole. I must prevent that from happening. I’m stronger now, and I know that joy can follow sadness, just as order can follow chaos, because I’ve experienced it firsthand. Anything you’ve done once can be done again. I start walking again, as I had on the Camino, step by step. I walk at a steady pace back to my village.



It’s growing dark, and the streetlights illuminate the houses that I pass. I’ve been walking for two hours, and in another fifteen minutes, I’ll be home. The blisters on my toes sting with every step; that’s good for me. The discomfort distracts me from the turmoil in my head and calms me down. I pass the house where Caroline is staying for the sleepover. I wonder how she’s doing and hope she’s not too tired. Will she manage? I phone Ellen.

“Hello, Ellen de Jong speaking.”

“Hi, Ellen, it’s Lotte. I am out for a walk, and I wanted to hear how Caroline is doing. She’s just come off such a long flight.”

“She’s fine. She’s holding up well.”

“That’s good; you’ve put my mind at ease. See you tomorrow!”

“Sure. See you tomorrow. By the way, Lotte, Paul just phoned.” She wavers.

“Oh yeah?” I ask, suddenly alarmed. “What time?”

“Around seven.”

“Oh, and what did he want?”

“Nothing really. Or maybe something.” Ellen hesitates.

“What is it?” I press.

“Well, he asked to speak with Caroline. He couldn’t reach her on her cell phone. So I called her to the phone and left to help the girls set up the tent. A little later, when I returned to the kitchen to get the snacks, I noticed that Caroline was still on the phone with her dad. When she finally returned to the backyard, I asked if everything was okay, and she nodded. But after that, she was awfully quiet. She’s fine now. The girls are in the tent and having a blast. I just heard Caroline laughing. So don’t worry. It was odd, that’s all, spending so much time on the phone during a party. And his voice sounded weird, Lotte. I mean, when I answered. He seemed confused and talked very slowly, and he was a little incoherent. That’s not the Paul I know. He’s usually a perfect gentleman.”

My hand is gripping my cell phone. I look to the hills beyond which Bonnet Farms lies.

“Oh, Ellen, it’s just the jet lag,” I say off the top of my head as I pick up my pace. “He was exhausted when he got home and was planning to have a drink and go straight to bed. Have fun. We’ll see each other tomorrow. Please phone me if anything happens with Caroline so I can come and pick her up.”

“I’ll do that.”

We hang up, and I rush home, phoning Paul while I’m walking. I keep trying, but he doesn’t pick up. Damn! Ellen was right. Who does that? Who talks on the phone for so long with his daughter when she’s at a sleepover? What did he want to talk about with Caroline? Did he say something about his past? No. No, I don’t think so. But Caroline went quiet, according to Ellen. I must find out what he told her. That poor kid. I’m boiling with rage. Yes, and he was really drunk when he left the kitchen. I should have taken that bottle away. Not smart! I’ve known for years that he gets morose when he drinks. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.



When I finally reach the farm, I walk into the yard. Paul’s BMW is still here. I was wrong; he hadn’t left. My last few hundred yards along the poorly lit road leading up to my farm were accompanied by images of the present-day Paul merging with pictures from Omer’s report; he became the soldier he had once been, a calculating military man who pictured himself dangling from a noose and decided to run, a soldier perfectly capable of murdering me for knowing too much. That’s why he’d phoned Caroline, I told myself: to say goodbye before he left. But no. He’d stayed. Breathing rapidly and feeling disoriented, I look up at the window on the second floor. The light in the apartment bedroom is on. He’s still awake, probably reading. He always does that when he can’t sleep. What should I do? Wait until tomorrow or talk to him now? I rock uneasily on my sore feet. I decide to talk to him now because I must find out what he wanted from Caroline. Otherwise I’ll never be able to sleep. I’ll go inside. I grip the doorknob, but then I recoil and instinctively let go. No, no, I’ve got to watch my back. Omer’s stories haunt me. Paul was once a ruthless killer. He could again become what he had been then. Right? Yes, absolutely. My heart pounds. After all, he’s the same man! So first I need a weapon. I turn, dash into my house, race into the kitchen, and grab a paring knife from the drawer. Then I hurry back to the courtyard and stop at the entrance to the apartment. Standing there, I’m suddenly unsure: Should I go in or ring the bell first and wait for Paul to open the door? But I’ve never rung the bell here; Marjo’s apartment feels as much mine as does the big house. I choose the middle ground and knock firmly. There’s no answer. I step back and look up again. The bedroom window is open, and mosquitoes are zooming outside the screen.

“Hey, Paul. Are you asleep?”

There’s no response. Is he sleeping with the light on? No. I use my key and open the door; I step inside and hold my paring knife, ready for attack. All the lights are on, but he’s not downstairs. I climb the stairs and reach the hallway. The bathroom door is open. No Paul. The door to Caroline’s bedroom is closed. I open it and switch on the light. Everything is exactly as she left it when she moved into the big house.

“Paul?” I say louder now. “Is everything okay?” As the words leave my mouth, I realize how bizarre they must sound because nothing is okay.

I stop in front of his bedroom. The door is slightly ajar, but the light is still on.

“Paul? You there?” No answer. I inch the door open and peer inside. Paul is lying on his back on one side of the bed, his arms lying neatly beside his body. It looks as if he’s resting at the end of a yoga class. He’s still wearing the same sky-blue polo shirt he just had on; he clearly hasn’t showered or changed. The white sheet is crumpled beside him. His legs are bare, and his jeans are hanging over the chair next to Marjo’s antique dresser. An empty glass and his bottle of Beluga vodka are perched on the nightstand. There’s nothing else. So that’s why he isn’t reacting; he’s drunk himself into a stupor. Or not? I tiptoe closer and see his familiar box of sleeping pills next to the alarm clock. I bend closer, my paring knife poised for attack. His chest isn’t moving. I hold my breath and touch his arm. His skin feels cold.

“Paul?”





EPILOGUE


FIVE MONTHS LATER: DECEMBER 31

NEW YEAR’S EVE AT BONNET FARMS



My Cognac sparkles like a finely cut citrine, refracting the flames of the open fire. I swirl my glass and savor the heady aroma of my pricey Louis Royer Cognac, a gift from a business associate. I’d been saving it for years, thinking it was too valuable to drink; the box the exquisite bottle was in was left unopened in the cupboard of my workspace. Until tonight. It was absurd to deny myself such pleasure. What a heavenly beverage!

I wipe the sweat off my forehead and unbutton the top buttons of my flannel pajamas. It’s like a furnace this close to the fire, but I’m in no mood to drag my easy chair and footstool to the middle of the living room. I kick the throw off my feet and smile again at my funny socks. Stefan gave them to me for Christmas. Bright yellow smileys winking at me from my big toes.

“To make you happy, Mom, when you’re putting on your shoes,” he said last week when we opened our Christmas presents. And indeed, the socks brought a smile to my face. Then and now.

I glance at the clock on the mantel. Fifteen minutes until midnight. I just turned off the TV because I’d grown tired of all that forced merriment. And I was in no mood to go into the village and throw myself into the festivities there. That’s why I volunteered to organize a sleepover for Caroline and her friends here at Bonnet Farms. I have the space and plenty of beds; they’ll be safe here. The farm’s remote location means the young ladies can’t go anywhere and get into mischief. But to be sure, I locked the large entry gate. You never know with thirteen-year-old girls. When I was that age, I was uncontrollable.

The eight girls are having the party in Marjo’s apartment. If I listen closely, I can hear the thumping of their music, but they’re not misbehaving; I made sure of that when I checked on them just now. They were doing their nails. One of the girls had gotten a nail art kit for Christmas, and the entire group was experimenting. The tabletop looked like a painter’s palette. I held my tongue; I’m happy Caroline’s enjoying herself after the recent difficult months we went through together.

I sip my Cognac and think back to the chaos after I found Paul dead in his bed that night. I initially thought he’d died by suicide, but there were doubts. He’d downed the entire bottle of vodka and then swallowed some sleeping pills, but there hadn’t been many found in his stomach. In the end, a cardiac arrest is what killed him. “Mixing alcohol and pills is risky for people with cardiomyopathy,” my GP explained. Paul had refused to adapt his lifestyle to suit his heart condition, and that had proved fatal. While I believed her medical explanation, I also believed his mournful state of mind had caused his weakened heart to stop beating.

Caroline had been inconsolable those first weeks, but once she started secondary school in September, her new experiences soon pushed her sorrow to the sidelines. Luckily, there wasn’t much change in her stable home environment, because for years Paul had been a father whose comings and goings depended on his work schedule. Sometimes Paul had dinner with us, and sometimes not. Some nights he’d tuck her in, and others not. Then they’d play tennis together, or not. Caroline and I have found a new equilibrium, with our routines dictated by school, friends, and sports. When we mention her father, she always focuses on the fun they had together. Yes, Paul certainly shaded her memories with moments of warmth. That’s one reason I kept quiet about his war crimes to Stefan and Joran. The violence in Paul’s and Emil’s pasts would have only complicated their grieving process. I eased my conscience by telling myself I needed to find the right moment before I broached such a delicate subject.

I phoned Inspector Roland Huret in early December to ask about my case. After a brief hesitation, he told me the French police had no new leads. Judging by what he said, they hadn’t managed to track down Boris. I thanked him and felt relieved. I hung up and drove to the law offices in Gulpen to pick up Omer’s report. That night, I burned it, along with the original, in the fireplace. The only copy left is a scan I have hidden between some chocolate recipes on my computer, and I’ve been debating these past few weeks whether I should drag that report to the trash and delete it.

But how would my sons judge my silence? Let’s not forget that last July, when I was with them in Bosnia, up to my knees in the rushing river, I unscrewed the urn and released Emil’s ashes into the water, saying, “Farewell, darling.” I could have confessed everything to my sons before that ceremony, but I kept my mouth shut, and my silence morphed into a lie. I now recognize that there is only one good moment for telling the truth, and if that moment slips away and you say nothing, your silence inexorably becomes a lie, and then it’s no longer possible to go back and correct it. Tears sting my eyes again.

Jesus! What a dilemma! I take a few deep breaths and wiggle my toes. The bright yellow emojis smile back at me. Yes, the last time I smiled so openly was with Nicolas in that oak forest above Golinhac, when we were lying in the high marram grass, and it tickled our bare skin; that was just before we uncovered that tracker in my backpack, turning everything upside down. I sit up, feeling suddenly alert. Wait a minute! I had let my moment of truth slip away, but isn’t that exactly what happened to Nicolas? He lost his moment of truth as well. That was when we were on the landing in that hotel in Le Puy-en-Velay, and he failed to tell me who he really was. Nicolas said nothing initially to protect himself but also to protect someone else, namely me. He didn’t want to hurt anyone by revealing Emil’s horrific wartime legacy. After all, my husband had done his penance and had chosen to kill himself to shield his family from his dreadful past. But once Nicolas let that moment pass, his silence turned into a lie. Is his silence about Emil on July 27 worse than my silence about Emil on July 13? The only difference is that he was unmasked, and I wasn’t. I’m clearly better at hiding things. Here’s to you, Bonnet. I raise my glass toward the flames and take a delicious swig.

My gaze rests on the numerous Christmas cards on the mantel, and I’m drawn to the one from Nicolas. He sent me a breathtaking photograph of a snow-covered cross on the plateau above Golinhac. I recognized that cross right away. It’s less than twenty yards from the place where we had made love. When we’d reached that cross somewhat earlier, breathless from our steep climb, Nicolas found a flat white pebble; he used a pen to draw a small heart around our initials; then we both kissed the stone and broke into giggles because of our adolescent behavior. Might that pebble still be there beneath all the snow?

After five months of silence, his Christmas card was the first thing I’d heard from him. He’d politely respected my wishes and kept his distance. Until that Christmas card arrived. But I had broken the silence a few days earlier by liking that very picture on his Instagram account. I wasn’t thinking. It was in my dentist’s waiting room, and I was mindlessly scrolling through pictures of the Camino and the Aveyron. When I stumbled across that wintry image, my heart filled with joy and I clicked “love.” Only then did I recognize Nicolas’s style, and when I saw his name, I knew he had taken the picture at our special place. But I didn’t delete my “love,” and I kept the color of that little heart red. A few days later, a Christmas card with the same picture arrived in my letter box. Stefan brought the mail into the kitchen; he opened the envelope, took out the card, and whistled teasingly. Then he theatrically recited the calligraphed words written on the back.


Ever has it been that love knows not its own depth until the hour of separation.

—Kahlil Gibran

Nicolas



“Hey, hey, Mom, who’s this Nicolas guy?”

I snatched the card from his hands, looked at the picture, and glowed. I stared at that snow-covered cross and didn’t dare make eye contact with Stefan.

“Oh, just a pilgrim I met on the Camino,” I sputter, tucking the card into my sweater and facing the kitchen counter.

“No way! My mother has an admirer!” Stefan said, laughing as he hugged me from behind. “That’s great, Mom! Nothing to be ashamed of. It’s okay.”

“I’m going to the bathroom.” I broke free of his embrace and raced out of the kitchen. With trembling hands, I took another look at the lovely picture and the artfully written words; then I burst into tears.



I pick up his Christmas card from the mantel, then turn to grab my phone from the coffee table and sit on the sofa. His card in my lap, I open Facebook and, after a slight hesitation, type “Nijaz Arnautović” into the search bar. His posts appear. I scroll through the timeline with bated breath, and that extraordinary excitement fills me again. It’s almost as if his artwork is banned or forbidden. That’s ridiculous, of course, because I was the one who broke off contact during an angry outburst in Conques, but I don’t seem able to stay away. Nicolas keeps tugging at me because he’s tied to me. In the aftermath of Emil’s deception, my rational mind grew wary, and it was my rational side that pushed Nicolas away, not my heart. But my heart hasn’t stopped feeling, and it doesn’t listen to the reprimands from my head. My brain is on the verge of surrender because I now realize that Nicolas and I experienced the same thing: The truth slipped away when we should have spoken out, and then the silence became a lie.

I close Facebook and visit the Nijaz Arnautović account on Instagram.

Nicolas posted his most recent picture four days ago, a gorgeous image of an isolated stone farm surrounded by a frozen landscape. Is that where he lives? Where might he be now? And with whom? I vacillate, then find Nicolas’s number on WhatsApp. Looks like he’s still online. On a whim, I start typing.


Hey, Nicolas, thanks for the Christmas card. It brought me joy. All the best for a happy New Year, Lotte [image: Emoji: Black heart.]



In a daze, I stare at the message I just sent. Sure enough, I sent a heart emoji. Fuck. Am I being too pushy? He’s typing a message. My heart accelerates, and I hold my breath.


Mon amour, how are you? Shall we make this a video call? To welcome the New Year together? We still have five minutes!



A video call? I spring to my feet, run to the mirror in the hall, and inspect my face in the harsh 60-watt light. Pfff. He’ll run a mile if he sees this tired-looking mug. I have bags under my eyes, my lips are pale, my gray roots need a touch-up, and instead of makeup, my skin has a greasy sheen from my night cream. To top it off, I’m in my old winter pajamas! I start wheezing. So what? You idiot. I didn’t wear any makeup on the Camino, either. What’s gotten into me? Nicolas isn’t put off by my outer shell! He sees the real me! That’s what he wrote, right? Mon amour. A video call? To welcome the new year together? I look at my watch. Three minutes left. Yes or no? I trot back to the living room, grab my phone, and click call.
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