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  There is a time for departure,




  even when there is no certain place to go.




  TENNESSEE WILLIAMS




  Midlife is when you reach the top of the ladder




  and find that it was against the wrong wall.




  JOSEPH CAMPBELL
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  ZOE




  [image: Image Missing] Fate took the form of a silver scallop shell in the window of an antique store in the medieval French town of Cluny. It was laying on its back as if waiting for Botticelli’s Venus, luring her with a cluster of coloured stones at one end of a white enamel edge. For some reason, I was drawn to it.




  Maybe the universe was sending me a message; it was hard to know with my head being in another time zone. I had been travelling for twenty-four hours since I walked out of my home in Los Angeles for the last time, feeling nothing. I guess I was still in shock.




  LAX: ‘Just the one bag?’ Yes, and in it everything I owned, besides three boxes of papers and mementos I’d left for my daughters.




  Charles de Gaulle Airport: obnoxious male official, trying to give me priority over a woman in a burqa. He didn’t understand my protests, which was lucky, because he was directing her to the European Union passport line. It moved way faster than the foreigners line he sent me to.




  Immigration officer: young man, perfect English. ‘Holiday?’ Then, when I gave him my passport: ‘Vacation?’




  ‘Oui.’ As good an answer as any.




  ‘Where are you staying?’




  ‘Avec une amie à Cluny.’ Camille, who I hadn’t seen for a quarter of a century. The vacation she had been pushing me to take since we were at college in St Louis, and that Keith had cancelled three times.




  The officer half-smiled at my schoolgirl French. ‘Your visa is for ninety days in Continental Europe. It expires May 13. It is an offence to remain after that.’ I wasn’t planning to. My return flight was in a month. I’d be lucky if my money held out until then.




  Riding the train to downtown Paris: Paris. In spite of everything that had happened, I felt a thrill at the thought of studying a Monet at the Musée d’Orsay, immersing myself in an exhibition at the Pompidou Centre and sitting in a Montmartre café sketching an elegant Frenchwoman.




  Cluny–La Sorbonne subway station, right in the Latin Quarter: ‘This is not the Cluny you are looking for. The address is in Burgundy. Not far. Less than two hours on the TGV—the fast train to Mâcon.’




  Gare de Lyon: ‘One hundred and forty-seven euros.’ You’re kidding me. ‘It is more cheap on the slow train. But not from this station.’




  Paris–Bercy station: ‘Four hours and nineteen minutes, then you will take the autobus. One hundred and thirty-five euros. For the train, only.’




  By the time I reached Cluny—the one southeast of Paris, halfway to Italy—the winter sun was setting and the streetlights were creating halos in the light drizzle. I had only made it thanks to strangers who passed me from railroad platforms to ticket counters to bus stops like a baton in a relay race. They’d earned some good karma.




  I followed the signs to Centre Ville, dragging my suitcase. One of the wheels had developed a death rattle and I hoped that Camille’s complicated instructions would translate into a short journey. I had cancelled my cell phone at the same time as the electricity and water.




  I found myself in the central square, bounded on one side by a majestic abbey and on the other by its ruined ramparts.




  A bunch of young men—and one woman—burst out of a bar. They were wearing long grey coats decorated with hand-painted designs. The woman’s got my attention: the artist had done a fine job of rendering the colours and swirls of Japanese anime.




  I managed excusez-moi before my French deserted me. ‘Art students?’




  ‘Engineering,’ she said, in English.




  I showed them my directions to Camille’s. She had written, in French, ‘go directly out of the square’, but hadn’t said which way.




  ‘We do not know Cluny well,’ said the student. ‘It is better to ask at a shop.’




  So I found myself outside the antique store, which I had at first mistaken for a butcher because of the black metal goose that stretched out from the door. I have always felt a connection with geese. They co-operate, look out for one another and mate for life. The goose is also the symbol of a quest—like finding my flaky college friend.




  The pull of the jewelled scallop shell in the window was strong, even a little unsettling. Recent life events had left me wondering if I was attuned to the universe at all, so when I got a clear signal it seemed wise to pay attention. I bumped my suitcase up the steps into the store.




  A trim man of about fifty with a narrow moustache smiled tightly. ‘Bonjour, madame.’




  ‘Bonjour, monsieur. Ah … this.’ I pointed. ‘S’il vous plaît.’




  ‘Madame is American?’




  ‘Yes.’ Was it that obvious? He handed me the charm, and as I held it I had the feeling again, the one I had relied on to make major decisions throughout my life: this is meant to be.




  ‘Madame is walking the Chemin?’




  ‘I’m sorry …’




  ‘The Camino de Santiago. The Way.’




  I was vaguely aware of the Camino, the pilgrims’ path in Spain, from skimming Shirley MacLaine’s memoir. I could not see the connection with a scallop-shell charm in central France.




  The antique dealer must have taken my nod of understanding as confirmation that I was planning to follow, literally, in Ms MacLaine’s footsteps.




  ‘This St Jacques will take madame to Santiago in safety.’




  ‘I wasn’t planning … Why a scallop shell?’




  ‘The scallop, the St Jacques, is the symbol of the pilgrimage. St James. Santiago.’




  ‘Okay …’




  ‘Scallops floated the boat that was bringing St Jacques to Spain.’




  Not in any Bible I’d read. I turned the shell over in my hand, eyes closed as I let myself disappear for a moment into thoughts and feelings I had been too busy to deal with, until the antique dealer coughed.




  ‘How much?’ I asked.




  ‘Two hundred and fifteen euros.’




  Dollars and euros: about the same. I’d never spent more than a hundred dollars on a piece of jewellery.




  ‘It is from the late nineteenth century,’ he said. ‘Gilded silver and enamel. Possibly it belonged to royalty of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.’




  ‘I’m sure it’s worth it.’ Well, not that sure. ‘But I can’t afford it.’ It would be like Jack spending all his money on the beans.




  ‘The walk is not expensive. Much is given free to the pilgrim.’




  ‘No … merci,’ I said, putting down the shell.




  Madame was not planning to walk any further than Camille’s. The antique dealer looked disappointed but gave me directions in a mixture of English and French.




  I pulled my case up the hill, hoping I hadn’t mixed up à droite and tout droit—right and straight ahead. I couldn’t get the scallop-shell charm out of my thoughts. Destiny speaks to those who choose to hear.




  As I left the old part of town, I looked up. At the top of the hill there was a cemetery and, silhouetted against the darkening sky, a huge elm tree. Beneath it, a tall man was pulling what looked like a small horse buggy. It was a strange sight but his single wheel was doing better than mine, which chose that moment to break in two.




  2




  MARTIN




  [image: Image Missing] My final trial of the cart, up to the cemetery and back, marked the end of a project that had begun six months earlier, when Cluny was sunny and crowded with tourists and I was enjoying my morning coffee at the Café du Centre.




  Some might have said I was fortunate to have been sitting at an outside table at the exact moment that the Dutchman staggered down the street. There’s a certain kind of person who focuses on the random, rather than your preparation and what you do with it.




  ‘Staggered’ was an exaggeration. He was doing remarkably well, considering he was probably in his late fifties, a little overweight and carrying a golf trolley on his back. Two large wheels protruded and, as he passed, the reason for his not making use of them became obvious: one was buckled. I sprung up and caught him.




  ‘Excusez-moi,’ I said. ‘Vous avez un problème de la roue?’—You have a problem with the wheel?




  He shook his head, unaccountably denying the obvious. My first impression of how he was doing had been the right one. He was out of breath and sweating, though the August day had yet to heat up.




  ‘You are English?’ he said—not the most tactful response, as I had been working on my accent.




  I extended my hand. ‘Martin.’




  ‘Martin,’ he repeated. It looked as though switching languages was not going to improve communication.




  ‘You?’ I asked.




  ‘I am from Holland. There is no problem with the street. It is my cart that is the problem.’




  He must have heard roue, wheel, as rue, street. We continued in English and established that his name was Maarten. He was not a golfer but a hiker, and the cart held his clothes and equipment. He had spent the night in his tent on the outskirts of town, and was now hoping to find somewhere to have the wheel repaired.




  I didn’t fancy his chances. He would have no problems finding chocolates, overpriced Burgundy or souvenirs of the abbey, but I was unaware of anything resembling a repair shop. There might be something in the Zone Industrielle, but he could expect a frustrating time finding it, and some regulation or strike or employee absence that would leave him cooling his heels until the repairer was disposed to assist.




  ‘I should be able to fix it for you,’ I said.




  It took all day, minus time out for a lecture. I had only been working at the ENSAM—the School of Arts and Engineering—for a few weeks, but knew my way about.




  The wheel was damaged beyond repair and had been flimsy in the first place. Our problem attracted a few students, and soon we had an impromptu design workshop underway. In the interests of education and community engagement, we cannibalised a hand truck with inflatable tyres and welded the assembly to Maarten’s trolley. The rubber handle grip had perished, and we fashioned a grooved metal replacement. The result was a definite improvement. He and the construction team, in their painted coats, were duly photographed for the school website.




  In the course of our work, I asked Maarten the obvious question. ‘Where are you headed?’




  ‘Santiago de Compostela. I’m walking the Camino.’




  ‘From here?’




  One of my English colleagues had ‘done’ the Camino and was more than a little proud of it. But my recollection was that the walk started at the French–Spanish border.




  Maarten set me straight. ‘Obviously, all the pilgrims did not come from this one town. In the tenth century, they could not get on a plane or train and meet at some tourist hotel in St Jean Pied de Port. They walked out of the doors of their homes as I did.’ Cop that, Emma. Try walking from Sheffield next time.




  There were feeder routes all over Europe, including the Chemin de Cluny, which Maarten had now joined. Most converged at St Jean Pied de Port on the Spanish border for the final eight-hundred-kilometre leg—the Camino Francés, or French Way, that Emma had walked. Maarten had already covered 790 kilometres, from Maastricht.




  ‘Why the cart?’ I asked.




  He tapped his knees. ‘Most walkers are carrying a backpack, but it is hard for the knees and back. Many walkers are not young.’




  I could relate to that. The aftermath of my middle-aged attempt at the London Marathon had been a knee reconstruction, and advice to avoid further wear, tear and trauma.




  ‘Where did you get it?’ I asked.




  ‘It was invented by an American.’




  ‘And you’re happy with it? Besides the wheels?’




  ‘It’s a piece of crap,’ he said.




  It was 8 p.m. by the time we finished, and I offered Maarten a spot on the floor of my flat.




  ‘I’ll buy you dinner,’ I said, ‘but I want to know all about your cart.’




  ‘You have seen it. It is very simple.’




  ‘No, the practicalities. What it’s like to use, what the problems are, what changes you’d ask for.’




  An idea had been growing. I was sure I could come up with a better design. There were a lot of questions to answer before I could put pencil to paper, but the important thing was to understand the requirements. And, as I tell my students, you don’t get requirements by sitting on your bum writing a wish list. You get out in the environment, ideally with a prototype, and find out what’s really needed. Maarten had done this for five hundred miles with the product I would be competing with.




  We established that the cart was hard work on rough ground, and awkward to manoeuvre along narrow tracks, where the handle twisted constantly in the palm. Maarten had been forced to follow the bicycle routes, which included some unpleasant stretches on main roads.




  Over cheese, I asked him about the pilgrimage. I am not a religious person, but I was curious about the logistics. Maarten was not religious either. He had been retrenched from a civil-service position and did not expect to work again. His reasons for undertaking such a long journey were vague, but his choice of route made sense.




  ‘Good signposting, water, hostels for a shower and a meal. If you break a leg or have a heart attack, you will be found by another pilgrim.’




  My flat was a short walk from the town centre. I had organised it through Jim Hanna, an expat from New York who had come to Cluny to marry a Frenchwoman he’d met in the States. The marriage had failed, but not before producing a daughter, who tied him to France for the foreseeable future.




  Jim had found me a pair of old armchairs, and Maarten and I sat in them, drinking eau de vie de prune. The liquor had been my first purchase in Cluny but I’d gone easy on it after one night of drowning sorrows.




  ‘No family?’ I asked.




  He shook his head. ‘My partner died. You?’




  ‘A daughter in Sheffield. She’s seventeen.’




  Sarah and I texted each other sporadically. She would rather I had stayed, but she would inevitably have been drawn into Julia’s and my recriminations, until she was spending half her life worrying about what she shared, who she stayed with and whose side she appeared to be taking. I knew all about the damage that estranged parents could inflict on a teenager.




  ‘What are you going to do when you’re finished?’ I asked.




  ‘That is why I am walking. To consider this matter.’




  ‘And so far, no ideas?’




  ‘There is plenty of time. If I do not have a solution by Santiago, I can consider it further on the walk home.’




  In the morning, I watched as Maarten dragged his trolley from the ENSAM to rejoin the Chemin. It barely handled the cobblestones, and I was already envisaging the suspension for a version that would be pulled along the Pennine Way, the Appalachian Trail and by a thousand pilgrims on their way to Santiago.




  Designing a better cart was easy. Just strengthening the wheels would make a difference, and upgrading the suspension would improve the off-road capabilities. But I was looking for a more dramatic step forward.




  The breakthrough came from applying the techniques that I was paid to teach.




  ‘So,’ I said to the four students who had stayed back after class, ‘we’re stuck. How can we encourage innovative thinking?’




  ‘Beer.’




  ‘Sometimes. Don’t tell your parents you heard it from me. What else?’




  Pascale, in her anime-decorated coat, raised her hand. ‘Dr Eden, we can push the limits; extend parameters to their boundary values.’




  ‘Go on. What parameters do we have to play with?’




  ‘The wheelbase?’




  ‘And the extreme values are?’




  ‘Infinity and zero. Both wheels pushed together. To make a single wheel. But—’




  ‘What did she say?’




  ‘A single wheel.’




  ‘No, after that.’




  ‘But.’ Laughter.




  ‘Our job now is not to find reasons to reject Pascale’s idea, but ways to make it work.’




  ‘If stability is the problem, we add another handle. Simple.’




  The final design owed more to rickshaws and sulkies than golf trolleys, but was far more manoeuvrable than Maarten’s version. The single wheel allowed for a sophisticated suspension system, which was impressive to see in action as the wheel rose, fell and twisted to accommodate the terrain.




  A hip belt with clips reinforced the impression of man-as-horse, but freed both hands, allowing the use of sticks—bâtons—which were favoured by many walkers. Maarten had noted the difficulty of negotiating rivers and fences, and I added straps to allow the cart to be lifted onto the back for short distances.




  From the beginning, I had been looking for an investor. After many emails, I attracted some interest from a Chinese manufacturer and two outdoor-equipment distributors, one German and one French. They would all be at a trade fair in Paris in May, but they would not be satisfied with an inspection of my prototype. They wanted evidence that it could survive a long-distance walk. The French required proof that it could cope with their country’s conditions, which were, of course, unique. I was in no position to pay for such an extended trial.




  I turned the problem over in my mind for a week or so, but kept coming back to the same answer. My teaching contract ended in mid-February. It was time to move on, to do something more substantial towards rebuilding my finances. The cart represented my best chance of doing that. And the person best equipped to test it, make running repairs and improvements, and communicate the results to prospective investors was me.




  I would walk the Camino from Cluny, pulling the cart nineteen hundred kilometres over French and Spanish terrain, taking photos and video, and blogging to build interest. I needed to reach Santiago by 11 May, allowing two days to get back to France for the trade fair. If I started as soon as my teaching duties were over and covered twenty-five kilometres per day, I would make it with a week to spare.




  Winter was not the ideal time to start. The hostels on the two-week section between Cluny and Le Puy would likely be closed and the trail across the top of the Central Massif snowbound, forcing me to take the road.




  My savings allowed for around a hundred euros a day, enough for basic accommodation and food. I did not dwell on the fact that by the time I got to Paris I would be penniless again.




  I was sorry to be leaving. The students and faculty had made me welcome, despite not having met me at the best time of my life.




  I reached the cemetery at the top of the hill. I had read that, under French law, cemeteries were required to provide drinking water. Sure enough, just inside the gate was a tap labelled eau potable which splashed ice-cold water over my bare legs when I tried it.




  The cemetery had the best view in town, and I spent a few minutes surveying the fields, trying to make out the walking track through the drizzle and fading light.




  3




  ZOE




  [image: Image Missing] The rain had set in by the time I arrived at Camille’s address on the town fringe, dragging my broken case. A compact minivan turned into the driveway and a woman jumped out, slamming the door behind her. She was wearing bright-blue eyeshadow and matching nail polish. With her tight jeans, midriff showing despite the cold, and high-heeled boots, it was obviously Camille—but a Camille even younger than when I had met her. It had to be her daughter, Océane. The impression of maturity disappeared when she opened her mouth, shouting back at the man standing half-in-half-out of the vehicle.




  I didn’t understand a word, but didn’t need to. Océane spun around, then stormed up the path to the door.




  The man looked at me and shrugged. Her father? I couldn’t remember his name. Before he could get back in the van, an older version of Océane flew down the path toward him, screaming more abuse. This one was my age, thin in the pinched way French women sometimes are in movies, urchin-style black hair, cigarette in hand, feet in moccasins. Camille. She banged on the hood as he reversed out, then turned with the same precision as her daughter and stormed past me. A second later, she stopped dead, turned, mouth open and hand on hip.




  ‘Camille. It’s Zoe,’ I said.




  She looked at me like I was an alien. I guess I was. And I was soaked. Maybe I should have called.




  ‘Oh my God! You are not arriving tomorrow? You must come in the house.’




  Camille kissed and hugged me, then linked her arm in mine and led me and my case inside.




  The television was up loud. A golden retriever loped into the hallway and started barking as Camille pulled me into the kitchen. ‘I can’t believe you are here finally! We have so much to talk about! So much time and so much happened.’




  She was right about that. I had told myself I needed to see her face to face, that what had happened was too big for written words. But maybe I was afraid that if I saw my new life on paper, it would become real to me.




  Camille started unloading food from the refrigerator. The kitchen was a mess, catalogues and magazines on every surface. Her son—Bastien, eight—was on the floor in the corner, engrossed in a video game which was emitting sounds of gunfire.




  ‘You are alone?’ said Camille over her shoulder.




  ‘Yes, I guess I—’




  ‘I mean, in life. This is why you are here, non?’ She had grabbed the telephone. When she hung up she was looking smug. ‘Jim. He was coming tomorrow but he will come tonight. He is American. Divorced. A real-estate man from New York.’ Camille rubbed her finger and thumb together. ‘What is your plan?’ She didn’t wait for a reply.




  ‘Tomorrow you will come to lunch with us, yes? You will see the famous abbey, then Monday we will shop in Lyon.’




  Océane joined us and started an argument with Camille, maybe the same one she’d been having with her father. I could identify with this. I’d had every imaginable argument with teenage girls.




  Camille threw open the door of the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of white wine.




  ‘Océane wanted her boyfriend to stay the night at her father’s. Of course this is not possible; she is only fourteen years. But she told him she was taking the contraceptive pill and now he is complaining to me.’




  Maybe I hadn’t had this conversation. My girls had gone to college before it had been an issue.




  Camille poured two big glasses of wine and gave one to me. ‘Her father is a poule mouillée.’




  A wet chicken? There had been another before him. After the crétin in St Louis.




  ‘You still have a very … busy life.’




  Camille waved her arm. ‘No, no, all that it is over. I am a wife and mother. Cluny is not Paris. But you are soaking in water. Océane, show Zoe her room. Your room.’




  By dinnertime I had showered and changed, and was more spaced out than tired.




  ‘You are here on vacation?’ asked Gilbert, whom Camille had introduced as her ‘current husband’.




  ‘Not exactly …’




  We were interrupted by the doorbell. Jim was maybe five years older than me, wearing black chinos and an expensive-looking blazer. He looked a bit like George Clooney. He kissed Camille’s cheeks, greeted Gilbert in what sounded like perfect French and looked at me. I hoped he wasn’t a Republican. The last thing I needed was an argument about politics.




  We did introductions, then sat for dinner.




  ‘Lapin,’ Camille announced, putting a platter on the table. ‘I remember you do not eat red meat, and I have two bunny rabbits in the freezer.’ Camille knew the story about my father and brothers killing a deer when I was eight. I would have become a vegetarian anyway, just not so soon. Camille had never understood.




  ‘So, what brings you to Cluny?’ Jim asked.




  The table had gone silent for the first time. Under the gaze of five sets of eyes, everything that had been impossible to write was now impossible to say.




  ‘Camille has been inviting me for twenty-five years.’




  Jim smiled. ‘You’ll be here for a while? We should get together.’




  When he turned to Gilbert for more wine I frantically signalled Camille: no way.




  ‘There is an insect bothering you?’ asked Gilbert.




  ‘I could give you the unofficial guided tour,’ said Jim.




  ‘Lapin?’ Camille, passing the plate back to me again.




  When she disappeared to the kitchen and Gilbert went to fetch another bottle, Jim asked, ‘First time in France?’




  ‘Yes. I’ve travelled a lot. But not outside of America.’




  He smiled; had I wanted someone to show me around, I could have done a lot worse.




  ‘Fromage of the region,’ Camille announced. For the last week, I had been following a vegan diet, thinking about making a permanent change, but after a meal of bread and endives I was ravenous. And the cheese was amazing. Three kinds, all soft, one from goat milk, one blue.




  Jim got up to leave and kissed me on both cheeks.




  ‘So, Wednesday? Lunch?’




  ‘Um …’ But he had taken the answer as given. Looking like George Clooney would do that.




  ‘I can’t,’ I said to Camille as soon as the door closed.




  ‘But he is so … perfect.’




  ‘I’m not ready.’




  ‘One must always be ready,’ said Camille.




  Finally, I said what I had been trying to say all night. But it came out muted, like a half-story, without the heart and soul, the fact without the substance.




  ‘Keith died.’




  ‘Mon Dieu! You didn’t tell me,’ said Camille, wrapping her thin arms around me. ‘Men. Their hearts, yes? Unpredictable.’




  Gilbert frowned. ‘This is very sad. When?’




  At last, someone was listening.




  ‘Three weeks ago.’




  I fell onto Océane’s bed. I thought I would sleep for ten hours but after two I was wide awake.




  Camille was … exactly as I should have expected. I had helped her at a time of need back in college and knew she would do the same for me, but matching me up with the local bachelors was not the kind of help I needed. What I needed was headspace: time out to lick my wounds, make sense of my unsettled feelings and balance my chakras. None of my new life felt real; it was like all my emotions had been thrown into a box and someone had put a padlock on the lid.




  Thoughts of the scallop shell kept me awake for a long time. What was it trying to tell me? By morning it had given me an answer. The goose had been right: a quest of sorts, a new beginning. Over breakfast I told Camille that I was going to take a walk to clear my head. A long walk.




  4




  MARTIN




  [image: Image Missing] I had planned to depart the following day, Sunday, but discovered too late that my credencial—a document I needed to produce at hostels to secure accommodation—was not available from the tourist office. The woman rebuked me for walking at the wrong time of year, when they could not possibly be expected to have information available, then grudgingly phoned the local representative of the Association des Amis de St Jacques and made an appointment for the Sunday afternoon. ‘I am sorry but that is when he is available. Monsieur.’




  I had to collect a map for my British Army GPS. It needed to be signed for, so I’d had it sent to the local outdoors shop. The logistics team in London confirmed that it had been delivered, but by the time I finished up and settled my rent with Jim the shop had closed.




  Jim also contributed to Sunday not turning out as planned. He fetched up at my door and offered to buy me a late breakfast. He may have felt that he was losing his only friend. He spoke passable French, but there is a social barrier that outsiders struggle to break through.




  We had coffee and croissants, and talked for a long time about nothing much, beyond the fact that the married Frenchwoman who had been pursuing him earlier in the year had introduced him to a Californian named Zoe. Jim had charmed her into a date.




  I arrived at the outdoors shop fifteen minutes before the lunch break. The proprietor was not there, and I was served by a hawk-nosed older woman who pointed me to a stand of paper maps.




  ‘Un USB,’ I explained. ‘Une livraison.’ A delivery.




  She feigned incomprehension and, when I repeated my request in slow, precise French, shook her head. How could she be expected to know about personal arrangements with the proprietor?




  Our impasse was broken by the arrival of a woman of about forty. She was dressed conventionally, in jeans, long woollen top and trainers, but there was something about her that made me think, at first, that she might be from the Christian commune in nearby Taizé. She was surveying the hunting gear with undisguised distaste.




  ‘Bonjour, excusez-moi,’ she said, addressing madame in an accent that not only made mine sound like that of the president of the Académie, but pinpointed her origins—America, and, I’d have been willing to bet, California. At a time of year when tourists were thin on the ground, she had to be Jim’s new flame. She was his type: attractive—blue eyes, shoulder-length auburn hair, easy smile—Anglophone, and bound to leave him high and dry when her holiday was over.




  She continued, ‘Je ne parle français très bien.’ I don’t speak French very well. No argument there.




  She mimed hoisting a rucksack onto her shoulders. ‘Une backpack.’




  Before I could step in and interpret, madame replied, in perfectly adequate English, ‘Of course. What size do you require?’




  Zoe—it was surely her—made a sizeable box with her hands and madame headed out the back, giving me a chance to duck behind the counter to look for my package. I was rifling through envelopes and small boxes when I looked up to see Zoe watching me with crossed arms. When madame returned, Zoe pulled her aside and had a word in her ear. Madame directed a dirty look towards me, though I was now innocently browsing the maps.




  The backpack she had brought out was at least seventy litres, which was about the size Zoe had indicated. Perfect, if she was planning to fill it with designer clothes and carry it no further than the distance between the taxi and the baggage check-in at Charles de Gaulle. As madame turned towards me again, Zoe sneaked a glance at the tag. I could have told her it was unlikely to have a price on it.




  ‘How much?’ she asked.




  ‘One hundred and eighty-five euros.’




  ‘Oh. Do you have something cheaper? Like last year’s model?’ She laughed and, to my surprise, madame joined in. After a short sotto voce conversation, madame disappeared out the back again. Zoe remained in place, patently to keep an eye on me.




  I was about to introduce myself—‘I believe we may have a friend in common’—when I caught the oh-so-serious look of disapproval on her face.




  Instead, I picked a compass off its display stand and went through the motions of slipping it into my pocket. I watched Zoe vacillating between calling me out or calling madame, then, just as she was about to do the latter, I put the compass, now in my other hand, back in its place.




  It took her a moment to realise that I was taking the piss with the sort of trick you’d perform for a seven-year-old. The trick I had performed—more than once—for seven-year-old Sarah, ten years ago.




  She shook her head slowly, pointed to where madame had gone, and mimed lining me up with a pistol, two-handed, in American-cop fashion. The message was clear: what sort of idiot tries to steal from a gun shop? Except the idea of madame returning with a .45 in her hand was so unlikely as to be ludicrous. I grinned and Zoe grinned back, then covered her mouth with her hand to stop herself laughing.




  I thought, I hope Jim introduces us at some point, then remembered: tomorrow I’d be on the road to Santiago with only myself for company. I felt a sudden twinge. It had been a long time since I’d had a playful moment like this—a hint of a connection, even—with a woman. I’d probably only allowed it because of her link to Jim.




  Madame emerged, shaking the dust off a smaller pack. ‘You can have this as a gift,’ she said. The reason for the pack being stored out of sight was immediately apparent, though probably not to an American. It was an édition spéciale for the 2010 World Cup, featuring images of the French captain and coach. The froggies had disgraced themselves and imploded in a storm of public bickering that had led to a parliamentary inquiry, and much mirth where I came from.




  Zoe left with her bargain, but not before sending a final smile in my direction. Madame waved a bunch of keys at me. ‘Fermé.’




  ‘Attendez’—wait—I said, but there was no point arguing. With luck, the proprietor would be back after lunch. As I left, I checked the hours. Closed Sunday afternoon. And all day Monday.




  5
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  [image: Image Missing] At the tourist office, a slim young woman was turning the sign to Fermé.




  ‘Can you wait a minute?’ I said. ‘I need information about the Camino—the Chemin. S’il vous plaît.’




  She beckoned me in. ‘It is okay. There are five minutes.’




  It took a bit longer. She had brochures, but more on the history and sights than the practicalities. The French seemed to speak English and were happy to talk. The guy at the antique store had spent fifteen minutes giving me a history lesson and reassuring me that most walkers were on a spiritual journey rather than a religious one before selling me the scallop shell.




  ‘Do you have a guidebook?’ I asked.




  ‘The guide comes out in February.’




  Right. I had left LA on February 13.




  ‘Where is your destination?’ she said. ‘You are going to Santiago, or you will stop at the Spanish border?’




  ‘How far is it? To the border?’




  ‘A thousand and one hundred kilometres. Approximately. Seven hundred miles.’




  For a moment, I was overwhelmed. It was a familiar feeling, and I knew how to deal with it—but on this occasion the mantra was so right that I nearly laughed. One day at a time.




  My flight home was March 16 … thirty days. Two days to get back to Paris. So, twenty-eight days. Seven hundred miles …




  ‘Do you have a calculator?’ I asked, miming punching the keys.




  She passed me one from under the counter.




  Twenty-five miles a day, exactly. How fast did I walk? Four miles an hour? Just over six hours a day. If I started early, I could be done by lunchtime with the afternoon free to find a place to stay and see the sights. I could budget around twenty euros a day, with some left over to get me back to Paris. If the antique-store guy was right, and things along the way were cheap or free, it would be enough.




  I gave the calculator back. ‘The Spanish border, I guess.’




  ‘Excellent. The French section is more difficult, but smaller numbers, better scenery, superior food and wine.’ She didn’t have to say ‘superior people’. ‘Spain is an autoroute of pilgrims; every day you are running to find a hostel, and also you have the …’ She mimed sleep, then scratching herself frantically. Bedbugs.




  ‘Is there a map?’ I asked.




  ‘The map is in the guidebook.’




  Right.




  ‘It is not necessary. You follow the scallop shells. Signs. On the trees and lampposts you will find St Jacques pointing the way.’




  A peaceful walk in the French countryside following an ancient route. Simple living with time for mindfulness and renewal. Maybe it was already happening. I had surprised myself in the hunting store, laughing for maybe the first time since Keith had died. But joking about guns?




  ‘You are leaving when?’ she said.




  ‘Today.’ The answer came without thinking, but I knew instantly it was the right one. If not now, when? If not you, who? I needed to look after myself, deal with Keith’s death in my own space, before I could think about shopping with Camille, who didn’t deserve to have someone from the distant past laying their pain on her. Océane could have her room back.




  ‘But it is winter.’




  ‘I grew up in Minnesota.’ That was cold. Here it was about forty degrees outside. Walking would warm me up. ‘And Spain is south, right?’




  She wrote down the name of a café. ‘Monsieur Chevalier is meeting another pèlerin—pilgrim. At fourteen o’clock.’ She rolled her eyes, maybe because someone else was stupid enough to walk in winter. ‘For a small price, you get your passport for the hostels from him. Also, advice.’




  I had lunch at Camille’s. It was more relaxed than dinner had been. Gilbert was out with friends, Bastien ate in front of his video game and if Océane was there I didn’t see her.




  ‘You must stay!’ Camille said. ‘How will there be enough clothes? Cream for the face?’




  ‘I’ll have to leave stuff here, if that’s okay?’




  ‘There will be too much time to think.’




  She stuffed my pack with food, gave me a long hug and her phone number for when I realised this was all a crazy mistake and, finally, wished me luck and courage.




  The café was at the far end of town. The bartender pointed me to a corner table, where a man of maybe sixty, with a kind face, glasses and a cross of medical tape on his balding head, was sitting. Skin cancer, I figured. All that walking in the sun.




  ‘Bonjour,’ I said. ‘Monsieur Chevalier?’




  The Frenchman looked over his glasses at me with brown eyes framed by long lashes and dimpled cheeks.




  ‘Oui. And your name is?’ He spoke English with an accent that reminded me of his namesake—I half expected him to start singing.




  ‘Zoe Witt.’ I explained the tourist office had sent me and put out my hand. Monsieur Chevalier took it but leaned in and planted a kiss on each side of my face.




  ‘You will have coffee?’




  My look must have given me away. ‘It is paid for,’ he said, and held up three fingers, not to the bartender but to a tallish man in a familiar checked jacket waiting at the bar. The shoplifter from the hunting store.




  Monsieur Chevalier pulled out a passport-sized folder, which concertinaed to reveal squares for stamping, like a girl-scout badge book. He stamped the first square Cluny with a graphic of a scallop shell and what looked like a lamb. I’d earned my lamb stamp just for starting.




  ‘How much?’ I asked.




  ‘There is no charge.’




  ‘But the tourist office …’




  ‘This is your first lesson of the Chemin. Take what is offered. You will have chances to help others and you will take those chances also.’




  The shoplifter came to the table with three coffees: two little black ones and a larger one for me with a jug of cream and two sachets of sugar. ‘Merci.’ Another thing to pay forward. The shoplifter said something to Monsieur Chevalier in rapid French. From his body language, I figured he was making a light-hearted complaint about picking up the tab.




  He extended his hand to me and, as I shook it, his eyes dropped to my chest. French men were no better than Americans. But I sensed something between us changing, and not in a good way. He sat down without introducing himself.




  I got it. Before he’d started playing games, I had actually caught him trying to steal something. Awkward.




  He looked a bit older than me but was in good shape. Six foot, or a little over; brown hair, neat; and now, cautious, unrevealing eyes. A hunter, for sure. Charming when he wanted to be.




  Monsieur Chevalier continued with me. He had made the journey from Cluny to Santiago five times, including one return trip.




  ‘Why are you walking?’ he asked.




  ‘It’s hard to explain. I feel I’ve lost touch with the universe …’




  He didn’t push it. Instead, he shared some of his own wisdom. My sneakers were not perfect but they would do to begin with. I should change my socks every day and not wear them wet in the evenings; blisters—ampoules—were inevitable but could be treated by running a needle and thread through them, and leaving the thread in place. I needed safety pins to hang clothes, which could dry on my pack during the day.




  ‘Only two things are certain on the Chemin,’ Monsieur Chevalier concluded. ‘The first is ampoules. The second is that when you arrive at the Santiago cathedral, you will cry.’




  As I wasn’t intending to go beyond the Spanish border, the crying was not going to happen then, though I knew I needed to do it sometime.




  Monsieur Chevalier noticed my scallop shell and became quiet for a few moments, channelling something.




  ‘Zoe,’ he said, his accent making my own name sound exotic to my ears, ‘this shell will go to Santiago. And when you finish your journey, you will find … what it is you have lost.’




  He looked a little longer at it, maybe sensing its emanations as I had. ‘I have the intention to walk the Spanish section in April. Perhaps I will see you.’ And finally: ‘The Chemin will change you.’




  I finished my coffee, picked up my pack and walked toward Spain.




  6
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  [image: Image Missing] By the time Zoe departed, with only a curt nod to me, I was feeling less than favourably disposed towards both her and Monsieur Chevalier. The balding version of Gerard Depardieu, with his contrived gravitas and a hint of the fanatic, was predictably attentive to the younger woman. I was more surprised that Zoe was about to stand Jim up to walk the Camino for hazy spiritual reasons. And that her finances, supposedly insufficient for a rucksack or a cup of coffee, had run to 275 euros for a souvenir.




  The scallop-shell charm that I’d spotted hanging around her neck as we shook hands had been in the window of the bric-a-brac shop for some time. A month ago, I had enquired about it, with an idea that Sarah might like it as a memento of my walk. Late nineteenth century, possibly Viennese, possibly Russian, said the shopkeeper, watching my reaction to see which I would prefer. I would have preferred affordable.




  I had listened in silence as Monsieur Chevalier waxed lyrical about the Camino: he did seem to know what he was talking about, and was likely being more generous with his advice than if he had been giving it to me alone.




  With Zoe gone, he reverted to French. ‘I need to see your boots.’




  ‘I don’t have them with me. I’ve used them before. I’m an experienced walker.’




  That was stretching it a little, but I’d done a few days in the Lake District with my friend Jonathan, a British Army brigadier, only a year earlier.




  ‘The Chemin is not a conventional walk.’




  ‘They’re good strong boots. I’m very happy with them.’




  ‘For ninety days, you require light boots. Heavy boots are a grave error. Blisters will be guaranteed. Also, problems of the knees.’




  If anything was going to scare me into taking his advice, it was the risk of knee injuries. But I would be pulling a heavy cart, and would need all the ankle support and grip that I could get.




  ‘You will carry your own backpack?’




  Putting aside the technicality that I would be hauling rather than carrying, I did not think there was much option. Sherpas were likely to be a bit thin on the ground in rural France.




  ‘Is there an alternative?’ I asked.




  ‘It is possible to have the pack portaged, by taxi.’ This was news to me. I knew there were services on the Camino Francés in Spain, but my research had not turned up anything in France. ‘If you are incapacitated, this is understandable. But otherwise … You will be staying in the hostels?’




  ‘I’m planning on hotels and chambres d’hôte. I thought I should get the credencial just in case.’




  ‘You should stay in the hostels. At this time of year, they make little money. It is generous of them to open at all.’




  Monsieur Chevalier produced my credencial. Like every official in France, he found it necessary to demonstrate that his job involved a high degree of personal discretion.




  ‘I will give you this, but you must stay in the hostels.’ The words petty and bureaucrat both come from the French.




  He stamped the first square with some ceremony and added the date. ‘Forty euros.’




  Half a day’s budget. I handed over a fifty-euro note, which monsieur inspected before passing me the change. He must have caught my reaction.




  ‘Less than fifty euro cents a day. Along the way, you will see how much volunteers have done to make your journey safe and comfortable. It is right to return even a little.’




  Fair enough. But he could have spared me the lecture.




  Then he looked intently at me and delivered the benediction he had given Zoe. ‘The Chemin will change you. It changes everyone.’




  He doubtless thought that would be a good thing.




  7
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  [image: Image Missing] The sky was cloudless, and there was some warmth in the winter sun. The blue and yellow scallop-shell markers—stickers about two inches square—were easy to find on lamp and fence posts, trees, gates and buildings. The road rose steeply out of town, then flattened out, taking me into my first forest.




  It was a paler version of home, with soft, muted colours. One of my happier childhood memories was of kicking up the darkened leaves of fall that were strewn thick on the ground, as they were here. The trees were barren, and occasional conifers reminded me of Christmases in upstate California and Colorado.




  In the dappled sunlight, I saw a deer in the distance and watched her for a while, conscious of the silence. Eventually, she turned and in one bound leapt over a log and disappeared into the dark.




  The trail took me in and out of the woods and through farmland. The small paddocks were marked with tracks in the mud and divided by rock fences. A large white cow roused itself from its bed in the mud to watch my progress and I was conscious of how peaceful this journey was going to be. Alone in the natural world, I would have time to think and feel and remember. My hand went to my pendant. The scallop shell provided a nest for the small heart charm that Keith had given me. We had been different, Keith and I, but we had come to understand each other and work within those differences.




  Right now, there were more urgent things to think about. The ancient pilgrims had hospitals and monasteries that provided food and a place to sleep. Many were still standing and some offered beds, according to the brochure in the tourist office. But where were they?




  After two hours, with the sun beginning to set, the track led me into a small village. Sainte Cécile, said the sign. The auto-repair shop and café looked long abandoned, and through the window of the bakery I saw paint tins and drop sheets. The public bathrooms were closed. There was just a church and a restaurant—and a teenage boy sitting on the sidewalk. The music coming from his cell phone was loud and strange in the silence, and he didn’t acknowledge me. One of the cows in the shed behind him lifted its head briefly.
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