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CHAPTER ONE: GAMSAHAMNIDA

Castrojeriz, summer 2024.

"I prefer homemade kimchi," Mrs. Kim said to the other pilgrims who had for a brief moment found community in a Korean-style hostel in Castrojeriz.

From afar the town had appeared to the pilgrims like something out of fantasy: A solitary mountain on top of which a fortress guarded the valley with the town dressing the slopes. In springtime it would be adorned with hues of green spanning the whole range, luscious and inviting. Now, in the intense heat and drought the wilted tones of brown, red and ochre, mixed with eerie whites, ruled the landscape. Dust was everywhere.

On the stretch of road before they reached the town, the group of pilgrims had taken turns playing with what seemed to be a stray dog. However, it turned out that the unleashed dog belonged to a farmer, and the dog knew its territory very well.

The pilgrims too were more of a coincidental confluence of people than a well-defined group. Appearances may be deceiving and what looked like a playful dog capturing the hearts of the pilgrims was in fact a discerning watchdog sussing out the people.

Oblivious to this, the pilgrims were more concerned with the opportunity for refreshments, showers, and beds. The oblivion was so pervasive that although each pilgrim would be able to narrate the beautiful vision of Castrojeriz as it rose before them, their exhaustion interfered with their perception of reality which blurred the boundaries of imagination and sensation.

Individually, they embodied the solitary watchtower over a valley of wizened vegetation onto which their copious amounts of sweat were merely a teasing drop of torture.

In this company, Mrs. Kim followed along at her resolute yet measured pace. Covered in clothing to protect against the sun, she endured the sidelong glances from other pilgrims with less clothing who wondered how she could manage the heat. They inferred wrongly that fewer clothes might help endure the heat. She knew that without a protective layer, the sun would evaporate her mercilessly.

As they entered the town, the tentative group splintered into many factions, and it became clearer that some knew each other better than others. She was on her own. Unless you counted the middle-aged German guy with whom she had been walking on and off.

As it happened, and not to her great surprise, they both ended up in the same hostel with a bunch of the others. The place boasted of catering for Koreans of whom many took the challenge of the Camino because of a tv program that had gone viral in South Korea. She knew of it but had never seen it.

Her father had spoken of the Camino once while she was a teenager. On occasion, the memory of her father talking about pilgrimages had given her some expectation or purpose as she finished her education, got married, gave birth more than once, washed clothes, and made kimchi.

"I prefer homemade," she tried again, still looking downwards staring her food into submission.

Perhaps it was the way she said it that made it so easy for the others to overhear her. Perhaps it was the proximity that allowed Gerhard to listen to her. He looked at her and she raised her head up to meet his gaze.

"You know, the process of fermentation is key to good kimchi. Factory made is probably very regular and predictable." She paused to check again if he listened. When he nodded she continued.

"The whole point is that you don't predict. You know in your hands, gut and heart the right way to make good kimchi. Sure, for foreigners like yourself kimchi is kimchi. Not so for me. Especially, when I am a foreigner myself in this God-infused country I taste something that makes me expect homeliness… home away from home. It is not so. It is unhomely. If that is a word?"

"In German it is, but not in English, Mrs. Kim."

"How does it sound? Your German word?"

" Unheimlich."

"Gesundheit… I feel like saying." Mrs. Kim was chuckling at her own joke.

Gerhard smiled as a response and turned to finishing his meal. Ever since Pamplona, this little Korean lady in her dark blue clothes and funny hat had overtaken him several times. He knew that walking the Camino de Santiago across the Meseta plain might induce hallucinations mostly because of heat exhaustion. But that was not the case with Mrs. Kim's extraordinary skill in making detours and catching up with him only to surpass him the last kilometers before end of the day. How she knew where he would rest each day baffled him since he made that decision late in the afternoon each day of walking. All they had exchanged so far was 'buon camino', their names and random statements. She had introduced him to the compromise of 'Mrs. Kim' while she tried her very best to pronounce 'Gerhard'. He did not have the heart to correct her.

Negotiating, as they were, a peculiar companionship in the midst of strangers connected only by the same goal of reaching the cathedral in Santiago, their familiarity was simultaneously deep and shallow. The depth of greeting each other when meeting in various towns or on the way spoke of a recognition that only long-time friends have for one another. It was shallow because they knew close to nothing about each other.

"You could be a murderer," Mrs. Kim said outside of Villamajor de Monjardin.

That was one of her first appearances after Pamplona. Gerhard had had all sorts of thoughts about this statement. Did she mean that because he was German, he had a higher probability of being a killer?

Or was the fact that he was German an open invitation for others to assume the worst? Or was he in fact a killer in some butterfly-effect scenario where a seemingly innocent action on his part had had catastrophic consequences unbeknownst to him? Or did he carry the ancestral sin of the holocaust as an archetypal aggressor as opposed to the passive hordes who silently allowed the perpetrators to get the means, the might, and the mandate to commit crimes never seen before on such a scale? Gerhard was struck by the memory of his father who once said to him: "You know my son, just after, they made sure the youngsters watched the films. I don't think children should watch them." Gerhard had disagreed with his father, arguing that humanity must learn from the atrocities that had been inflicted on so many people. His father had looked at him with sorrow and said: "What have they learnt?"

"You can have the rest of my factory-made kimchi," Mrs. Kim said, interrupting his train of thought.

"That's okay, I'm quite full, thank you."

Mrs. Kim tried to peddle her leftovers to some of the others at the table. She had no takers for the kimchi she had berated.

"Perhaps it is only fitting that my offering of something I don't value is rejected."

"Perhaps they are just not comfortable eating something which you have been trying out using your utensils?"

"Very astute, Gerhard, you point to the fact that we are all just really uncomfortable eating with each other, however necessary it is."

"I'm not sure I had that thought, but now you mention it: Most people here are anxious to get to Santiago without catching something or breaking something."

"They do not hear me saying that the kimchi is not homemade, but once it is on my plate they all notice me having tasted it. How delightfully trivial human beings are: We notice but do not recognize each other."

"Or just human nature: We look out for number one."

"Number one. I thought that might be difficult seeing we are more than just one here… and everywhere and any time."

"A saying…"

"Yes, I know the saying." Mrs. Kim was clearly getting agitated. "It is very telling, Gerhard, that all these people on the way to Santiago purposefully devoting themselves to a strenuous physical exercise seeking God think they are 'number one'."

"In their own lives they are just that…" Gerhard wasn't allowed to finish.

"No. Not even in our own lives are we 'number one'. In so many instances others take precedence. I make kimchi for my daughter and her family. I make them my priority when they need help. My neighbor. She needs help all the time. When my parents lived, I was so engaged in prioritizing their needs, their values, their habits and I have taken some of them upon me. Now I carry stuff that isn't even mine!"

"But you are here on the Camino. Isn't that doing something for yourself?"

"No. Gerhard. I make you and forgetting myself on the road to Santiago my priority. Walking towards the bones of an apostle I don't even believe in — so not for myself."

"Wow. Thank you for making me a priority. But I didn't ask you to, and sorry to say I don't know what your 'priority making' looks like."

"You have much to learn, Gerhard, and especially about why you are here." Mrs. Kim got up and left the dining area.

Fulda, autumn 2023.

Heavy rains made navigating the streets and sidewalks difficult. Gerhard had sought refuge in a restaurant on Rabanusstrasse. He wasn't really hungry but felt the need to legitimize his occupancy of a table overlooking the University Square. The food stared at him when it finally arrived. Accusing him of overeating, the food scolded him for not braving the weather to reach his destination. But he didn't really want to return. He took a fried potato, dipped it in a sauce he didn't recall having ordered, and as he ate it his body took over and automatically one fried piece of potato after another found its way to his mouth.

He devoured the plate of food quickly which presented a new worry: How long could he nurse his drink before he had to leave? Furtively, he kept glancing around to spot the staff, trying to stay on top of his feeling of having stolen something or being a fraud.

"Ridiculous!" Gerhard remonstrated with himself under his breath but loud enough for the elderly couple at a nearby table to notice him. This is what we do, he thought, we notice outlier behavior even if we have no chance of knowing what's behind it. His outlier behavior was talking to himself. Ancient, deep, culturally conditioned human response systems are attuned to the fact that speaking to oneself is a sign of malfunction. Human beings are supposed to be social animals and antisocial behavior like speaking to oneself is a clear sign. So the general myth has it. This was not the case with AI.

Gerhard had worked with the new technology for quite some time and as mesmerizing as it was it was also frightening. The leaps and bounds by which the technology gained skills and became more and more able to mimic human thought processes and produce outcomes quicker than any human could do. Lack of self-awareness would allow AI to speak to itself without earning the label crazy. But that was probably the most frightening aspect.

Whereas human beings expect one another to be self-aware and will as a default seek out the outliers in any group, they don't expect machines to be self-aware, and they don't notice machine behavior as an outlier. The more digital systems can be the repository for our intolerable outlier behavior the better, Gerhard reflected, because we entertain the pretense that we can turn off the machine.

To some extent it was true. We can just turn off the machines, but the work Gerhard had been doing was engineering human behavior to shy away from doing just that. The more we need the help of the machines, the more we rely on their capacity to do things for us, the better we are trained to look at the screen to be told that we are indeed the most beautiful in all of the land the more our reluctance to turn off the machine increases. If this mirror tells us not that we are no longer the most beautiful, then just like Snow White's stepmother we are allowed to denigrate others making it even more urgent to look into the mirror. He did it himself. He stared into that mirror too.

Perhaps he needed a philosopher to write about why it would be morally wrong to turn off AI, he mused, and then dismissed it as quickly as the thought had entered his mind; since when did anyone ever mind philosophy?

"Ridiculous," he said again. This time louder. Defiant of the elderly couple who quickly averted their eyes as soon as he stared directly at them.

This is the other thing humans do, he thought. They are brave only as long as they don't expect a fight. Once the real fighting begins only a few will relish the confrontation. Most will flee or freeze, and if they don't they fight reluctantly to escape from the conflict. They want their comforts and their quietude of meaningless chatter. They want to chase out the outliers and remain meaninglessly engaged in being comfortable or wanting a comfort that is beyond them at present which allows them to bicker and enjoy being disgruntled.

If a machine froze it was a glitch in its code. AI would lie readily, because all that matters to a machine is to fulfill the orders that were given. As soldiers went over the top of trenches into certain death, so AI braced the consequences of lying without any awareness.

Ungenerous, he thought, the soldiers of the trenches had awareness of their comrades standing in the next line behind them with orders to shoot them if they deserted. His father had told him about a grandfather who had fought at Verdun. In waves they had stormed over the top of the trenches, and they all knew how futile it all was. However, when we don't know better, we continue the same pattern over and over again for better or worse.

Ingrained as second nature we keep making the same mistakes. Just like now he had taken to food to calm himself down. Not wanting to go back to the office, he had repeated the pattern of allowing the food to simultaneously soothe and accuse him. So what if he was somewhat overweight. He was overly aware of disliking overweight people. Irrational bias, he thought, yet it had a marvelous sinister function: It allowed him to hate himself.

"Where do we put all this shit?" he shouted and the staff responded by assuring him that they would clear the table as soon as he had gone.

What he had said served also as a challenge to his own twisted thought processes which kept looping around his hesitation to go back to his work, but without getting at it head on. He sighed, paid the bill, and went out into the rain.

Fulda was now a smaller city compared to many others. Most people would probably drive past it on their passage through Germany on the A7 Autobahn. But once it was a center for power, learning, and wealth. You could still detect in some of the buildings that wealth had resided in Fulda.

Gerhard passed the fountain of the saints — Boniface, Sturmius, and Benedict. The first two were present in Fulda since their bones were kept as relics in the cathedral. The bones of saints had made Fulda what it was. Brittle bones of industrious men who had been keen on converting the barbarians to Christianity. The fact of the fountain and the massive bronze statues relayed their success. Barbarians became Christians and the ones who didn't were hunted down, outliers were burnt at the stakes.

As he made his way through the streets mixed with old and new buildings, he began seeing the rain as a feeble attempt at cleansing the town of all the bloodshed that had gone on throughout history. Whether it was the witch-hunt of the sixteen-hundreds, the Thirty Years' War, Napoleon, the Holocaust or the Second World War, Fulda's position in the landscape made it important.

Between volcanic mountain ranges the river Fulda accentuated a fold in the ground. The Fulda Gap was a passageway for troops out of and into central Germany. As ancient as the gap itself, Gerhard thought, is the name Fulda. Consisting of two words fuld- and -a, the word meant the fold with water. The river Fulda joins at some point the Werra and the two create the Weser which flows out into the North Sea at Bremerhaven. So, this fold in the ground was a kind of drain into which human beings could pour all their deeds and misdemeanors.

"We have done it for thousands of years. Why not some more?"

Barely audible, Gerhard looked to see if any noticed that he was talking to himself. But the few umbrella-carrying people outside were not minding him. They were minding their step or the gaps between street and sidewalk as they crossed streets or warily discerned whether a passing car might spray them with dirty surface water. Lest they become tainted with the filth of our ancestors, Gerhard thought.

On the slope towards the cathedral which is situated like a meringue dessert in a cobblestone bowl he observed the rainwater going rapidly downwards like a drizzling of spirits just before the chef would ignite the alcohol to flambé the creation.

The scenery was a stark reminder of the endeavor over the ages of creating a building to honor God and also the cost of human lives in the process. To the right the old St. Michael's church from the early medieval period stood well preserved like a plum on the rim of the bowl.

Food. He was thinking about food again. He wasn't hungry but food kept creeping into his thoughts and the way he interacted with his surroundings. He forced himself to stop and gaze at the cathedral area as if he was a tourist seeing it all for the first time. The bowl was an amphitheater and the cathedral the backdrop of what might unfold at center stage which was the plaza immediately in front of the audience. St. Michael's would be a box at this theater. This was also the history of Fulda — it was a place of performance.

Fulda was where the greatest school of the Carolingian dynasty towered. The abbey founded before Charlemagne amassed wealth in land, knowledge, and influence. The Emperors praised its role in holding tight the passageway into central Germany. Within the confines of the Holy Roman Empire, the abbey would become endowed with special rights and the abbots themselves would be called princes. With power comes performance and it always needs a stage.

Instead of the door to his office, Gerhard found himself in front of the door to his home. His avoidance complete, he entered his abode without having made a conscious choice. Nevertheless, realizing what he had done to himself did not motivate him to go back to the office. Instead, he called in sick. He felt out of sorts.

Ursula, his girlfriend, had left a month ago. He didn't know why. They hadn't quarreled or been uninterested in one another. Ursula did not offer any explanation other than that she needed time away.

Away from what was left unspecified and that was a constant driver for his tendency to overthink. Every interaction they had had over the course of their relationship was thoroughly dissected multiple times. He was not satisfied with just looking at events from one angle. No angle was left untouched. Tasted, he felt compelled to add. He had tasted sour, sweet, bitter, astringent sensations, and the only thing he still needed to try out was going through the whole repertoire seeing if he could catch what it would be like for memories to taste umami.

Sitting deep as if almost swallowed by his couch, he stared blankly into the inanimate screen of his television set. There was nothing to watch. A poor mirror in its off mode, it was an even worse one when it broadcast all the reflections of other people's minds that somehow forced themselves to fit into his mind, his life, his legacy.

The darkness of his mood was contrasted by the off-white walls and the light-colored wood furniture that dominated the apartment. The windows faced the yard of the building, so the outside world was securely at a distance.

He surprised himself with a sob. What was there to cry about? But cry he did. It felt so heavy that he could not stop. He curled into something resembling a ball of meat and soul being completely engulfed by the hungry couch.

"Why?"

There was no one to answer.

Castrojeriz, summer 2024.

Gerhard felt provoked by Mrs. Kim's stern comments about what he needed to learn, insinuating that he did not know why he was walking the Camino.

When he had finally emerged from the couch back in the autumn, he had a strong sense of urgency to walk the Camino. He felt a need to make amends for all the negativity he was part of spreading around him.

He felt sure that he needed to walk away the break with Ursula, to walk away the shame of what he had been doing at his job, and, he thought, to walk towards a new chapter, whatever that might be.

The beginning of his journey started long before getting to Spain. He began training at a gym back in Fulda. He read all the guides to the Camino and planned meticulously each stage of the journey only to discard it all when the day of departure finally arrived.

He felt happy about not sticking to a plan arriving at the first stop in Roncesvalles on the French Camino. This was why he needed this trip. He needed to stop thinking about planning everything in detail, to stop overthinking, to stop feeling so heavy at times. Not just heavy thinking but also loving himself more. He needed to do just that. This was what this trip was all about.

Now reflecting on Mrs. Kim's remarks, he thought of the trip so far. He was exhausted. He had kept his promise to himself about planning the stages but found he was thirstily planning where to have a meal break. He was obsessing about his feet. He was talking to strangers about the best ways of preventing blisters. He had to buy a belt in one of the towns, because he was losing weight. Was this self-love?

As he dissected every beautiful intention, he had beforehand, he now came to understand that the walk forced him to think about his body and its needs more than some psychological narrative about reasons to go.

"Why am I doing this?"

"Excuse me, what did you say?" A girl across from him asked indicating that she thought he spoke to her.

"Oh. Sorry. I'm wondering why you are doing the Camino?" Gerhard played along.

"Funny story. My mother did it in increments when we, my brothers and I, were very young. She'd take stages each year while we grew up. She'd be off for a week or so and would start the following year in the town where she stopped the previous one. My dad would take care of us while she went on her trip, and as I grew up, I was both fascinated and angry with her for making time for herself. You know, I think children are so possessive about their mothers. I mean, in English it is mother, my other. You see? M'other. It is both the origin of me and the very concrete example of some being which is not me. I just find it fascinating. You know what I mean?"

"Not really. I mean it is really interesting, but my background is in computer engineering and not psychology…"

"Oh, I'm not a psychologist. I study literature."

"Okay. Where?"

"Right so I was planning on going to Columbia for a semester, but with how things are, I'm just going to finish my master's in Amsterdam."

"What do you mean by how things are?"

"Well, my mother is sick with cancer. So… I'm doing this for her."

"So, she didn't finish?"

"Oh, right, no, so yes, she did. But…"

"Sorry, I guess I don't understand, did she want you to make this trip?"

"So. No. Don't be sorry. But it is really hard now… I can't bear to watch her die in front of me." The girl began to cry.

"Now I am really sorry. I didn't mean to make you tell me all of this." Gerhard handed her some napkins.

"It's what happens here, right. I mean I couldn't even say that to myself before talking to you. The Way just creeps under our skin — makes us realize what is what." She attempted a smile.

"I hope you get what you need from the Camino." Gerhard was at a loss as to what to say.

"The Camino provides. Isn't that what the nuns in Rabé de las Calzadas say?"

"They said something else to me."

"Sorry, I didn't catch that."

"Yes, I think you are right." Gerhard felt it was not a reciprocal relation, so he refrained from engaging further in relaying his own journey to this young woman. As he held back the bond was mutually understood to be broken. She turned to someone else with a question, and Gerhard excused himself from the table.

The evening air was still warm and minding his hydration he mixed some salts into a plastic bottle which he had kept for several days for that purpose specifically. Perhaps it is the Way that allows people to burst out with their stories in the same manner as they sweated profusely walking.

Still it was also just an excuse to shed their emotional baggage onto others. Like a no cure no pay therapy, where people disposed of their shit only to amass the same kind of shit all over again. But the moment of shedding was a relief. So instead of having been emotionally potty-trained they would expect others to wipe their emotional bottoms and provide them with a fresh diaper into which they'd do it all over again.

He was no better himself. This is what we are taught, he reflected, there has to be some outlet. Other people serve a hygienic function for our social selves. What he had just been was that hygienic catalyst for the young woman. Perhaps Mrs. Kim was serving the same function for him? However, he was so thoroughly constipated, apparently, that she had little success in serving that function.

"Food, shit… what's wrong with me?" Gerhard whispered to himself as he watched the moon over Castrojeriz waxing closer and closer to fullness. He decided to hit the bunks in the hostel so he could get ready for the next leg of the journey. It required stealth to navigate between equipment in the dark reaching his bed for the night.

He had showered before going to dinner, but there was someone in the bunk bed next to him who apparently had just crashed. The smell of old sweat, dust and a hint of garlic was overpowering. For a brief moment, Gerhard wondered if he could transfer to some other bunk, but the hassle and the likelihood of empty beds away from Mr Smelly was not worth considering. Gerhard found his spot on the pillow, the way he liked to rest his head. Ursula had joked about it in a kind manner. A sudden ache in his heart and he braced himself for the overflow of emotions. A tear trickled down his cheeks.

To him the nun in Rabé de las Calzadas had said: "El Camino es in tu corazon."

The Way is in your heart.

Fulda, Christmas 2023.

"I think I will go with these boots," Gerhard told the shop assistant. Part of his preparations for the Camino was getting new boots which he then would have to break in before going on the actual trip. For that the area around Fulda was ideal.

The Rhön mountains were ancient volcanoes which had eroded over millennia. People from the Pyrenees might call them hills, and as such they were manageable for ordinary pedestrians. Nevertheless, getting some miles into the boots would allow Gerhard a feel for how they supported his gait and he could test out how they treated his feet with various types of socks, lengths of walks, and weather.

The boots were a gift from his parents. An early Christmas present, they had said. He was grateful to them for supporting his decision to overcome his depression by taking this trip. He had realized that his sadness was a trauma response to losing Ursula. Amongst other things, he knew, but didn't want to go there.

The process of getting back on track was hard work, the levels of energy available to him low, and he kept discussing with his physician when to get off the meds. That fear of gaining weight just ruled so much. He fought hard to stay active, eat healthily, and do all the things to prevent the medically induced weight gain that he was expecting. It was during this process that he got angry with himself. "Why," he asked himself, "do I care so much about my size?"

He had taken up consulting a therapist who listened patiently but didn't really seem to do anything. He had gotten angry with the therapist too.

"Why don't you say anything? Why don't you help me?"

The therapist had closed his notebook, looked at him with no judgement in his demeanor, and finally said: "Are you ready to ask for my help?"

Somehow that had hit a nerve, and Gerhard had to admit that perhaps that was part of the problem. He wanted help but couldn't ask for it. It was not a realization that came quickly after having been confronted by the therapist. He had spent the rest of the session in anger, then stormed out and bought himself a burger with fries. Later that same week he had gone to a family dinner and suddenly he noticed that he couldn't ask for water. He was waiting for others to offer him the very thing that he wanted.

"I don't know if I am ready to ask for help."

"That's a very good start, Gerhard," his therapist nodded in mild recognition of the tremendous feat it was to admit something which seems so contrary to everyday life.

"You know, I can say 'will you help me move a chair' or some such…"

"I know. That's not the issue. You can say the words, you can mean them too, but it's asking for what you really need… that's the nub of it. What do you really need?"

"I don't know…"

"I think you do, but you are not ready to ask for it."

Gerhard struggled with that check to his avoidance, but his behavior was much improved. He was no longer angry and the feeling of having moved to some other sensation was to him a small victory. Being baffled over himself and the mirror that his therapist was setting up caused him to be impatient more than anything else.

"What is it I am not seeing?"

"What is it you want to see?"

"I want to know myself…"

"That is admirable. Do you think there is an easy access to that knowledge through others?"

"I don't… I almost said 'know'. I am just realizing that there is so much possibility to learn in this setting that you are creating."

"I am not the creator, if that is what you are after. I suggest you go to church for that sort of thing. What you learn is still up for grabs. This is a therapeutic setting. My job is to hold the boundaries of what can go on within those boundaries. You are filling this room with all that you are. You came here because events made it necessary to confront patterns of reacting, thinking, and feeling that are no longer serving your mental health. As to your question, Gerhard, there is no shortcut. No one can give you a cheat sheet so you can ace the exam of being who you are. There is no such sheet."

"Destiny…"

"Well, if you go in for that sort of thing read literature. Everything is so neatly constructed in works of art. A sublimation, perhaps, of a hunger to control."

"Thank you… anyway."

"Thank you, Gerhard. Our time is up."

After that session Gerhard had walked to the cathedral. It was funny, he thought, that someone can live in a city and never really know the main attractions. He went into the cathedral museum. Besides the reliquary which crept him out, there was an exhibition of religious art. The curation of the exhibit was somewhat lacking to his liking. Why would you exhibit the ceremonial robes, the silverware, and various paintings with religious motives together? What was the narrative?

He stood for a long time looking at the robes wondering about their significance. Suddenly an elderly man grabbed hold of him and began giving him a guided tour. There was no sign that the man was an employee. Gerhard let himself go with the flow. The last piece of the exhibit was a painting of the last supper. The man went on and on about it, pointing to various details, but Gerhard only had eyes for Judas the traitor. His impromptu guide stopped speaking observing him.

"Yes. He was there too."

"What?"

"Judas Iscariot."

"Yes. Right. Hmm."

"Money can make men do the worst things."

"But if it weren't for Judas, would there have been a crucifixion?"

"What a heavy burden to bear… if everything is just a stratagem who amongst us can breathe?"

"But it must be God's plan…"

"There is only love. That's it. No plan, no stratagem. Love." The old man suddenly took Gerhard's hand and said forcefully: "Remember, love remains forever." And with that he let go of Gerhard, nodded goodbye, and left.

Gerhard was recalling that experience as he was trying out the various boots debating with himself which ones to get. To some extent, going by that maxim, Gerhard needed only to buy a pair of boots and then see what happened, and regardless of what would happen that would be love. Love manifested itself in blisters.

Gerhard shook his head more to dismiss that thought than to dismiss the boots he was trying. The shop assistant, none the wiser, took it as such and hurriedly found a different type of boots. Gerhard ended up buying those.

Carrion de los Condes, summer 2024.

The last kilometers before reaching Carrion de los Condes, Gerhard joined a Finnish pilgrim who was video recording his walk with a selfie stick and his mobile phone. As Gerhard caught up to him, the Finnish guy asked in heavily accented English whether it was okay to tape their conversation, otherwise it might be better if Gerhard would just overtake him. Gerhard let go of his fears of what might be the use of any voice recording and went along with it. Not that there was much conversation initially. Both men were feeling the pull of the approaching bed for the night.

"I'm sending videos back home to my wife."

"So, she could not join you?"

"No. She takes care of the kids."

"What makes you walk the Camino?'

"Always wanted to."

Gerhard found it hard to figure out how to have a natural flow of conversation with someone so eloquently silent. It felt like a long time, but at last he needed to fill the void between them with words.

"How can you endure the heat?"

"How do you mean?"

"Well, I imagine Finland is much colder than this."

"Yes. Much."

"But you seem to carry the heat fine…"

"Sauna."

"Excuse me, what?"

"Sauna. Very hot in sauna."

"So, you go to the sauna regularly?"

"Yes."

"And you think that is what has toughened you?"

"Toughened… or softened."

"Softened?"

"You learn to relax in sauna. Not tighten up."

"So, you're not bothered at all by the physical exertion?"

"Here or in sauna?"

"Yes, here on the Camino."

"You asked about heat. Heat is okay. Knee is not. Toes have blisters. Shoulder here… sore… too much baggage." The Finnish guy was pointing to all his aches in turn as he mentioned them.

"I read somewhere that you should only pack your weight divided by ten, but no more than eight kilos."

"The Way's like sauna. Doesn't matter about the rules. It's the other baggage that hurts me. You can go in one day ninety degrees no problem. Next day you are yelping like a dog as soon as it hits eighty."

"What other baggage are you carrying, then?"

"Two children."

"Are they sick or…?

"No. But two children mean fewer choices. Less room for me. More room… always more room for them. So, ego tells me that I must hurt for that; makes me want to go on trip to Santiago, and on trip to Santiago, the Way makes me hurt for choosing that."

"That's heavy, man. Are you sending this to your wife?"

"Yes. Why not? She knows. Everyone always knows already."

"What does she say to all of this?"

"She says: Go on trip, hurt on trip, come back, hurt back home again."

"All this hurt… don't you want to escape it?"

"No, no. As long as something hurts, we are alive. That's something, right?"

"I never thought of it that way."

"Something that hurts in your body, say hurrah, I am alive to feel it. Something hurts your feelings, say hurrah, I care about this."

They arrived at the main plaza in Carrion de los Condes in time for dinner. They sat in one of the restaurants having ordered the menu of the day, which was what most pilgrims chose. Three courses with a bottle of wine for fifteen euros. It was as cheap as it got. Most places the food was delicious but some places the pilgrims ate what they got because there was nothing else to find for miles without end.

They managed to go through the whole of their short acquaintance without learning each other's names. They parted with a big hug, though, the customary 'buon Camino', and they went in opposite directions to their hostels never to meet again.

In Gerhard's chosen hostel he met of all people Mrs. Kim. She sat on a chair in an inner courtyard sipping wine. As he was led into the hostel by an old hospitalero they both spotted each other diagonally across the yard. She lifted her glass as a salute, and he doffed his cap in response.

The men's section was stacked with old iron bunks with broken or worn-out lattices, plastic clad mattresses, and pillows that had seen many a sweaty night. The fusty stench of the place was exacerbated by lack of opportunities to open windows. Amongst the bunk beds piles of equipment blocked a clear pathway between the closest and farthest bunk from the door. In one corner on top of a bunk, a person of undeterminable nationality sat in his unmade bed, clasping his backpack with both arms into his chest while rocking to and fro.

"Some can't handle it," the hospitalero said dismissively.

Gerhard took possession of the bunk he had been assigned. Made the bed, sorted his gear, and went for a shower. Soon he joined Mrs. Kim in the courtyard.

"You are slow."

"I'm finding my pace."

"Slow. Like a tortoise."

"They live longer."

"That's turtles."

"What's the difference?"

"One is on land, the other in the sea."

"Ah, well, both travel at a steady pace."

"Like Mother Earth through the cosmos."

"Yes. That's right. I've read about this myth of understanding the world as being on the shield of a giant turtle swimming through the void."

"Deceptively slow then. This planet is whirling around the sun with hundreds of thousand kilometers an hour."

"Trying to explain macro-systems with what is found in micro-systems."

"Human beings are limited in that way and also gifted. The right image can convey much more than any description can."

"Like your kimchi?"

"Hm. Like my kimchi."

"You know what Mrs. Kim; I like how what we are doing together is unfolding."

"You and your unfolding… what is that?"

"Well, how something layered is revealed…"

"I know what the word means. That is not my issue. My issue is that you think something can be unfolded… let me show you… wait here!"

Mrs. Kim got up and went towards the women's dormitories. When she returned, she had a small piece of paper with her. She gave it to Gerhard.

"What do you see?"

Gerhard turned the blank paper around with a puzzled look on his face.

"You don't see a thing. That's alright. You are a spiritual child. Let me have it again." Mrs. Kim snapped the paper out of his hands and began folding it. Within a minute she handed him an origami windmill.

"What do you see now? And don't say 'windmill' or 'wow, beautiful'!"

"Origami…"

"You are stating the obvious."

"Something folded?

"Yes. Give it to me." Again, she quickly prized his hands open and collected the origami figure. Even faster she undid all of her folding and thrust the paper back into his hand.

"What do you see now?"

"You unfolded it…"

"Stupid! You know better. Look at it!"

Gerhard studied the paper. All over the wrinkled paper there were lines crossing each other, the paper itself felt softer like paper bags from the grocery store after much use, and as he moved it around the paper had a tendency to fold back a certain way.

"It's wrinkly."

"Yes!"

"It's fragile."

"Ah! There's hope for you yet."

"It is still folded."

"You got it." Mrs. Kim looked at him approvingly.

Gerhard kept touching the paper's surface with his fingertips.

"Like skin."

"Which comes right into the world wrinkly. Gerhard, everything is already folded. We just keep adding folds and the ones we try to iron out just create other folds while still remembering themselves as folds. Perhaps you are careless or unskilled when making most of your folds — sometimes you also just have to make a mistake because there's only mistakes to be made — but you are never unfolding. You are always in the midst of making several folds in the creation of that which is mutually dependent."

The courtyard was dark now and the moon was waxing even further towards fullness. People had been going in and out of the courtyard while they had been talking, leaving them be. Now it was getting quiet. They needed to go to bed too. But Gerhard had a pressing feeling in his throat. It was as if something either needed to be swallowed or vomited out. Mrs. Kim just sat patiently observing him. Finally, he took courage.

"Mrs. Kim will you walk with me to Santiago?"

Mrs. Kim smiled, grabbed his hands in hers and said: "Gerhard, I will walk with you to the end of the world."

Seoul, December 2023.

She had just finished another batch of kimchi. Her daughter was going to pick it up later the same day. Mrs. Kim sat in her kitchen, looking at the many plastic containers, and felt satisfied with her production. This would last her daughter's family for the next month or so.

She had been happy to make kimchi because her daughter was so busy with work, but she could not help thinking that she herself had raised children, taken care of her elderly parents, worked full time as a clerk, and made her own kimchi.

She wondered if her daughter even knew the recipe or had the know-how. She had never taught her daughter how. She decided that she would invite her daughter to learn how to make kimchi. But then she worried that such an offer might foster worries in her daughter. She didn't want to make them all worry about whether her health was poor or something like that.

She'd need a reason for making the offer, that would take away any opportunity for worrying. And certainly, she did not need her offspring to think she was a little old lady now. Therefore, it could not be because she wanted to hand over the family know-how to preserve it in the family, although that was also part of the why she wanted to teach her daughter. It had to be spectacular. The reason had to be so extraordinary that it would take all the attention.

"Hana, I have decided to walk the Camino de Santiago. This coming summer," Mrs. Kim said to her daughter later that day. The idea came to her as her eyes fell on a photo of her parents and she remembered her dad speaking about pilgrimages.

Dad had once spoken about the Spanish routes to Santiago as one of the many other pilgrim routes in the world. But taking this one would be much more spectacular, since she would have to travel to the other side of the world. Long way away from home, and without knowing anybody else from Korea going.

She recalled that there were many Koreans who had taken up the challenge after a tv show had made the Camino common knowledge. So, to be fair she could not rule it out that some acquaintance would happen to be there also. But she knew of no one else from her group of friends going and she didn't want to go with any of them. She wanted to go alone.

"But mama, are you sure you are able to go alone?"

"Of course I am sure, and I am very able to make the trip."

"But it's many kilometers."

"Seven hundred and seventy-seven or so."

Mrs. Kim had quickly looked up information about the Camino, so she could appear to have reached her decision after much deliberation and research. She didn't want to have them speculate that she was acting out of character, though she was. She was the epitome of consistency, consideration, deliberation, thoughtfulness, and measured action. This was scaring even her. What was she doing?

All because she really wanted to teach Hana how to make kimchi, because… because… because she wanted Hana doing what she had always done herself. Ah. There it was. Her mother had taught her how to make kimchi according to the old family recipe when she was very young. She had pampered Hana, failed her even, by not teaching her sooner. Creating a gap between the generations, a kind of loss of tradition, Baby boomers alike have made an effective break with a bygone era through not teaching the old skills to the next generations. Yes, there was that little devil too that wanted to see Hana work as much as she had done. It was not a nice feeling, but she had to admit to herself that it was there.

"How long will you be gone?" Hana asked, visibly anxious.

"As long as it takes," her mother said sternly.

"What about us?"

"You will be fine."

"I guess…" Hana hesitated.

"You guess what?"

"We can buy kimchi…"

"I will teach you how to."

"But mama, there's just so much with work, and the twins, and it is a lot of work."

"A lot of work, eh? A lot of work. Well, I have always done it to find calmness in a busy life."

"But mama, you…"

"I was just as busy. And you have your husband. I was alone with my children… and you two were a handful. A handful!"

"But you're not a Christian. So why?"

"Walks for the soul are non-denominational. You take them because you are called to make them."

"What now then?"

"We find a weekend in January. I will teach you then how to make kimchi. Bring your husband too. He needs to know as well."

After Hana had left with the batch of December kimchi with thankful expressions as the door closed behind her, Mrs. Kim sat staring out of her apartment windows onto the other buildings in the area. One. One amongst so many others, sitting in their apartments, eating, fighting, making love, cooking… making kimchi. But she, she had made a most peculiar decision: Why was she called to walk the way of Santiago? And then she remembered him.

"I said 'you two' without the stabbing pain," she said aloud and the sound of her voice was swallowed greedily by the walls, as if they conspired in the silence about her son. He was dead. Long time ago. She had grieved. For a long time. So, why this sudden stealth attack on her? This moment of grievance over herself for not feeling a pang of pain having referred to him, was a new unfamiliar sensation. Recrimination churned through her body as aches and pains revealed themselves taking turns alerting her frozen upright form sitting like a statue in her living room.

She kept searching for the moment in time she unawares had let go of that familiar ache of grief, almost like losing her key to the apartment while out shopping, and then feverishly trying to search all her pockets for the missing key.

She knew then that the pain had been her key to her dead son, and that he didn't deserve that. There was so much more that his life had meant to her than that single moment when she had to identify him in the hospital after the emergency services had brought his lifeless body there. Dead on arrival did not mean that he had been alive until the ambulance arrived. You don't normally drown in an ambulance. Mrs. Kim shivered as the realizations overtook her like tsunami waves out of her control.

"Just like kimchi, it starts with placing it in brine," she said out aloud again.

Somehow, she felt that the walls echoed her words back now. The years of grief were the fermentation process, and she could finally eat the memory of her son. Tasting the full nuance of what he had meant in her life was the call to take the journey to Santiago.

"How fearful that some people become our spiritual food." And the sounds of her words resonated in every fiber of her clothing, the materials of her furniture, and parts of greater Seoul with strings of echoes revealing that in between the seeming solids of walls, cloth, and wood immense voids allow stuff to connect.

On the road to Sahagún, summer 2024.

They were walking together. Mrs. Kim and Gerhard. Speaking occasionally but also relishing long stretches of silence. The newfound accord between them made certain things much easier. They could sense when they needed a break, when to pick up pace and slow down. They had synchronized with each other. Gerhard felt lighter than he had been for years whereas the last eight months had felt like the worst and heaviest for years. For each step along the Way something was removed from the burden he felt he was carrying. Last night was a breakthrough. He knew that. Mrs. Kim knew that.

Mrs. Kim was conscious of conflicting desires in walking with Gerhard. One was her own need to see her son in some member of the male population who could somehow be a shadow of him. A stand-in was the word, who could be the recipient of what she needed to unload after so many years. The other desire was to fulfill the role that she felt Gerhard needed her to take. She had to teach him origami literally and figuratively.

"How do you say 'thank you' in Korean," Gerhard asked.

"Gamsahamnida," Mrs. Kim said trying to say it slowly. She had to repeat it several times so that he could get a grasp of the expression without him really getting close to an acceptable accent.

"And what is it in German?"

"Danke schön," Gerhard said and their spiel from before repeated itself, now with different roles taken.

"So 'pretty thanks'?" Mrs. Kim tried to translate into English.

"Or as a positive enforcer of the gratitude expressed: good or well."

"Ah. Gratitude. I see."

"And 'gamsahamnida'?"

"The same… gratitude… but active. You are not just receiving passively. You do gratitude."

"So not just 'thanks'?"

"No. More formal, and an act of being grateful."

"Gamsahamnida for last night."

"Cheonmaneyo. You are very welcome."

"That is funny: We are being welcomed in English when we show gratitude. In German it is 'bitte sehr' and there it is almost like we pray or ask for the thankfulness."

"In Korean it is a very polite way of saying the same as the Spanish do: 'de nada'. We are just saying that you can have the same ten million times. But now you are saying what you do, I wonder why I translated my native Korean to 'you're welcome' and what I must be trying to convey."

"Which is?"

"That you are welcome in my life."

"That is very powerful, Mrs. Kim. I want to echo that. You are very welcome in my life too."

"Gamsahamnida."

"Gamsahamnida."

They walked a while in silence. For Gerhard the differences between a mere thank you and the more formal expressions of gratitude grew into a multidimensional experience where each step he took sent shivers up his spine, there was tingling in his fingers, and in the haze of the heat in front of him figures danced gracefully like sparks of light.

Gratitude was an enactment of letting go. Falling into the welcome of the other, he felt gratitude as a series of synaptic firings sent shivers back down his spine into his arms and legs and all the way into his toes and fingertips. Reaching out, he saw the hair on his arms standing on end.

"I think I don't know," he said sobbing.

Mrs. Kim sensed that Gerhard was going through a tough experience. For herself she did not get an extra-sensory incident, but in close proximity to Gerhard she felt the residual of his getting in full touch with a reality that we mostly manage by shutting out. Instead of falling sway to any similar experience, she took on the role as holder of the space in which he was having this experience.

Keeping him safe on the way to Santiago was perhaps her job, the other why of her being here. Keeping someone safe. Just someone, now that she had shown the world that she couldn't keep her son safe.

Perhaps this was her chance. And she knew she had overcompensated with Hana. It wasn't because Hana didn't want to learn. Being the source of other people's limitation out of what some might call 'best intentions' but which are just reactions to complicated contexts out of one's purview and control. Perhaps she could give her daughter a chance, by living out the drama of protecting a 'son' even if it was a spiritual one and not her own. Perhaps, this was what she could hope for in this life.

"I don't know either," she replied.

They were getting close to Sahagún. The Meseta plain is just endless paths through an endless landscape with no rest for the eye. Each step you take on that stretch of earth turns your gaze inwards. There is no guarantee that what you experience is helpful, a true vision or a hallucination due to exhaustion. Nevertheless, the experiences that Gerhard and Mrs. Kim had on the road to Sahagún were to their processes both individually and shared a necessary step. Pilgrims hit the realization of not knowing at various points in their travels. For these two, that realization came in the middle of the plain just after passing Rio Sequillo.

"Tell me about Fulda," Mrs. Kim said breaking the moment.

"Where to start," Gerhard cleared his throat as he replied.

"What kind of place is it?"

"Ancient. Part of the foundation of the Frankish Emperor's power base."

"So, a fortress?"

"No. The emperors got monks to hold the land. They built a monastery, owned a lot of land. Actually, one of the abbots did fortify against the robber barons."

"That sounds ominous."

"Different times, no universal system of obedience to law. Power changed hands quickly. Fulda was strategically important. Better to have the monks control it than the nobility."

"But… the monks, don't they owe their allegiance to the Pope? So, wouldn't that be a conflict of interests?"

"Yes. And it was. They fought over it for a long time. The popes and the emperors. They made a kind of pact of convenience. The Pope got his way in terms of the church electing its officials, and the Emperor got his way in terms of who was holding the land for him. It was a huge affair. And because Fulda was such a powerful monastery, the Abbot was often part of the Emperor's council. He was even part of the great agreement between the pope and the Emperor."

"A spiritual man wielding worldly power, then."

"Yes. Very much so."

"Important position."

"Consequential."

***

Worms, autumn 1122.

"I won't make it back, boy."

The words rung through the boy's head as he saw Abbot Erlolf's dead body lying strangely peaceful in the dormitory. The boy stared into the Abbot's now cold eyes. The darkened mirror they provided scared the boy. He ran quickly to fetch help. Soon a congregation of monks flocked around the Abbot.

The damp dormitory, the smell of the tallow candles, and the hushed but urgent voices of the monks crept under the boy's skin and into his already lightheaded state of being. He vomited. One of the monks attended to him. As the boy was led away, he heard another monk shoot a remark his way: "Novices these days. What has the world come to?"

Outside in the cloister among the fragrant herbs and the dew, the boy gained composure. The older monk stood observantly close by, breaking the silence with little tut-tuts. The boy had accompanied Abbot Erlolf to the negotiations between the Emperor and the legates of the Pope. They made their way from the abbey in Fulda to Worms on horseback. It had taken them more than a week. The boy was convinced they could have done it quicker were it not for the frequent pauses Abbot Erlolf had to make.

They had been joining various travelers along the way 'for safety in numbers' as the Abbot had explained. However, Abbot Erlolf grew easily tired of the company he was in and sought to change it often.

"Their noises are hardly language," he complained to the boy and required of him to recite passages of Benedict's rule.

The boy was trained well, so he recited flawlessly from memory and was rewarded with encouragement from the Abbot. The boy was part of the scriptorium of the monastery where they copied books. The proliferation of books to other monasteries or houses of learning was an important task. The boy took great pride in being part of this mission.

As he had entered the school in the monastery — Rabanus's famous school — he quickly showed such progress that he earned his place and his meals. Not only was he good at copying, but he also understood what he was reading, and he could write freehand. That was why he had been chosen to go on this trip with the Abbot. Records might need to be made and helping the Abbot take care of the interests of the monastery was just as important. Important people often need assistants to keep purview.

The Abbot of Fulda was a very important figure, because the abbey and its dependencies were so large. A wealthy, learned, productive and imperially important place with a function over the centuries as the Carolingian anchor point for the spread of knowledge and the Word.

In the beginning, as a principle of what went before and after, the initial knot was tied in a room full of important people. The smell of the unwashed bodies and the soot from the fireplaces mixed as they agreed each in their own manner to stop quarreling.

The Emperor was allowed to give a scepter, but the staff and ring belonged to the Pope. Neither Emperor nor Pope signed the documents. It was one of those knots which would unravel if pulled a specific way. Erlolf, Abbot of Fulda, knew this. Sniffling in the descending cold air of late September, Erlolf took to his bed only to die a fortnight later.

This was in the beginning, as the masters at the school in Fulda droned on decades later. When great men structured a world of prohibition and allowances. When the city of God, apostles and saints formed an impermeable boundary of eternal power, longsighted strategy, and knowledge. When the city of the Emperor and his armies afforded other boundaries. Crossable, permeable and negotiable boundaries of wealth, influence, and safety.

This knot of illusion binding agreements between worldly power and the lords of the spiritual domain spawned centuries of ambition. It was an agreement
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