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Prologue

When I was a very young man and became very successful in the movies very quickly, I harbored a notion that I had not earned my accomplishments, that I hadn’t done the requisite work, that it was all merely a fluke, that I didn’t deserve it. When a magazine article linking me to a group of other young actors branded us spoiled, fame-seeking punks called the Brat Pack appeared, this internal sensitivity was matched by outward perception. I was someone who skimmed, who bypassed the effort and claimed the rewards. A lightweight. Whether any of this contained truth is debatable, but that it burrowed under my skin and became my adopted perception of myself there is little doubt.

Walking across the Camino de Santiago a quarter century ago challenged all that. It hadn’t been my conscious intent to reclaim the narrative of my own life, yet that’s what happened. Whereas I had become someone who reacted to events, deflecting what felt like attacks, dodging emotional entanglements, grasping at what seemed to be diminishing opportunities, my time in Spain planted seeds for another way to perceive things, and gave me an internal baseline from which to go forth in the world. Simply because I started walking. I walked. And walked. Across a country. For five weeks and five hundred miles. It was something that could not be taken away or be easily dismissed, even by me. I earned my way across Spain.

Each day during the walk I was reminded of this by the town churches—although not for the obvious reasons. When a pilgrim is still out among the wheat and dust and a long way off from any village, the first sign of civilization that will often appear on the horizon is a church spire—the highest point in the town. I always felt a mix of relief and fatigue upon seeing those spires. “My God, that’s still so far away,” I always thought. Invariably the walk into the village was quicker and easier than I had first perceived. And I had done it. On my own. There had been no shortcuts.

Years later, after I no longer viewed myself as a person who skimmed and cut corners, but rather was someone who merited his successes and could swallow his failures, I was able to attribute the first sense of earning what I had achieved and who I had become back to those church spires. There was something in the walking that had burned marrow-deep, into a knowing that couldn’t be shaken.

For so long I had felt ill-equipped, insufficient in some way, and often very alone. It took the Camino to teach me that I was solid in myself. It was the greatest of the many gifts it gave me and something I wish I’d learned much earlier. It’s time to pass that gift on. So after a quarter century I’ve returned to northern Spain—and I’ve brought my son.






Part 1


It requires a direct dispensation from heaven to become a walker.

—Henry David Thoreau
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“I am about to get so sick of you”

484 miles to Santiago

The glass doesn’t just break, it explodes into hundreds, thousands, of pieces. On the terrace, under a glow of artificial light in the summer night, Sam and I are getting up to leave the café off the central square of Place Charles de Gaulle in the Basque village of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port in the southwest of France at the base of the Pyrenees Mountains when his hand brushes against the goblet. Over the course of his nineteen years, my son has tipped sippy cups, dropped juice boxes, spilled glasses of milk, dumped soda, upended energy drinks, overflowed celebratory champagne flutes. “It wouldn’t be Thanksgiving if Sam didn’t knock over a glass,” his younger sister, Willow, once remarked after Sam sent his water flying over the turkey. Often these mishaps are a source of amusement—just as often they’re not.

On this evening, I react with a flash of anger—I recognize this as a manifestation of my anxiety over the trip we are about to embark upon. This emotion is stifled. Embarrassment bubbles up as I feel the heads of neighboring diners begin to turn. I ease into a laugh of recognition. This chain reaction of feelings occurs in less than a second. When I meet Sam’s eye, his mouth is agape, his expression is one of surprise, familiar resignation, a plea to me for leniency, and a whimsical acceptance of who he is, all at once.

I go inside to tell the waiter what happened. The mustachioed man reaches for a small dustpan and hand sweep. I suggest he’s going to need a bigger boat. He looks at me and I nod gravely. He goes for the large push broom.

We had landed in Bilbao, Spain, hours earlier. While in the air, Sam’s mom and my former wife, Carol, had sent me a text. “You wanted to take this trip together before Sam was even walking,” she wrote. “Enjoy! (And take some Band-Aids for the blisters.)”

“Mom texted, wishing us luck,” I said as we hauled our rucksacks off the baggage carousel. “Did you bring Band-Aids, by the way?”

“That’s your job, bro.”

A taxi carried us over an invisible border into France, and in the lingering light deposited us in front of a small hotel. The door was locked. I called the number taped to the glass, and in time a sour young man with the bearing of someone twice his age admitted us and assigned us our room. Upstairs, I took a quick look and hurried back down the flight of stairs to the desk before the clerk vanished again.

“We need two beds,” I told him in my bad Spanish (we were in France). “I made a reservation for a room with two beds.”

He stared at me. “There are two beds,” he said in English.

Back upstairs, Sam had thrown his backpack down and was lying beside it on the queen bed. Next to the door, somehow unnoticed by me in my haste to ensure everything was in order, was a small twin bed.

“Where’d you go?” Sam asked.

“Um…” I was tempted to lie to my son.

The Camino de Santiago is well known to illuminate fears, doubts, and insecurities of pilgrims who decide to make the walk. My own experience on The Way long ago confirms this. But we haven’t even started yet! Already a vague and long-held dread about some innate parenting skill I fear I lack is raising its head. And there’s the lingering sense of insufficient manhood I’ve harbored for even longer. Maybe on this trip all my deficiencies will be exposed—my son will recognize me for a fraud, a failure, a weakling. Maybe this was all my own father’s fault. Maybe this walk was a terrible idea. Maybe I was just hungry.

“I didn’t see the other bed,” I confessed.

“What?”

“I didn’t notice this bed.”

Sam looked up from his phone. “You gotta chill, bro.”

I crossed the room and flung open the wooden shutters. Down below was the cobbled, medieval Rue de la Citadelle. The Camino. For twenty-six years I promised myself I’d see it again. I had begun to doubt that I would keep that promise. It seemed that time might take away something I knew to be important, and age would have to justify its loss. But life, it now appeared, had been waiting for the right circumstance.

Our walk of five hundred miles would begin here and lead us over the Pyrenees, out of France into the Basque region of Spain to Pamplona, through the wine country of La Rioja, the city of Burgos, then out onto the treacherous high Meseta, onward to the bustle of León, and into the verdant hills of Galicia, ending in the far west of Iberia at the Cathedral in Santiago de Compostela, a little over a month later—if all went well.

“Let’s get some dinner,” I said to Sam. “Before the restaurants close.”

“We just got here, bro,” my son replied from the bed, staring at his phone.

“You’re not in New York now, Sammy. Things close.”

“Okay.”

He didn’t move.

“Come on, let’s go. I’m hungry.”

“Oh my God, I am about to get so sick of you.”
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I first seriously broached the idea of this walk to Sam several months earlier, at home in Manhattan. I was cleaning up after dinner. My eldest son entered the kitchen.

“Want to go for a walk, Sam?”

“A walk? Why?”

“Thought it might be a nice idea.”

“Not really.”

“Okay.”

Sam left the kitchen. A few minutes later, he called out from the living room, “Where?”

“Spain,” I shouted back.

Sam reentered the kitchen. “Spain?”

“Yeah.”

“I thought you meant like to the deli to get paper towels or something.”

“No.”

“For how long?” he asked.

“About a month, five weeks.”

“You mean on the Camino?”

“I do.”

There was a long pause. Then, “Yeah, I’ll do that.”

I stifled my delight.

Then he added quickly, “But not right now. I got stuff going on.”

And there the idea sat. Until I got a call one recent afternoon.

“Everything OK, Sammy?” I answered. For the past year and a half, the “stuff” Sam had “going on” was his first serious romantic relationship—until it all came crashing down. The breakup, I knew, was sudden and severe and devastating.

“Dad, if you still want to go do that walk,” my boy mumbled into the phone, “I’ll go.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, sure.” He sounded exhausted. “Whatever.”

I knew from my own experience that a call for help can come in the most disinterested of tones. I walked to the living room, opened my computer, and bought two plane tickets.

Days later, here we are.

The morning air is cool, fog hangs in the valley. Eager to get started, I’m looking down from our window again. I see a half dozen or more men and women, a few alone, others in pairs, all laden with packs, moving along the narrow lane toward the Porte d’Espagne, the stone archway at the bottom of the Rue de la Citadelle, which leads out of town, across the River Nive, and up into the mountains. Walkers on the road to Santiago tend to get an early start—most are on the hoof by 7:00 a.m., many before dawn. It’s after eight. I still can’t get Sam out of the bathroom.

He shouts through the door, “Should I wear the same underwear I have on?”

The eldest of my three children is on the threshold of manhood and an independent life.

“Do you need me to make these decisions, Sam?” I call back. Sam has typically not needed or even allowed such hands-on parenting as he is currently seeking. Long gone are the days when I had the power to make him happy simply with my attention and affection. (I still have this pleasure with my youngest, Rowan.)

Our relationship has been much closer than mine was with my father, when, at seventeen, I left home and never looked back. Yet, perhaps because of my own history, I’ve always harbored a dread that a similar parting between Sam and me was preordained.

It didn’t help that when Sam was deeply involved in his relationship with The Ex, it seemed that overnight he had left us. Suddenly gone were the evenings when he would march into our bedroom unannounced, pace at the foot of Dolores’s and my bed, rehash his day or make proclamations on why school was a waste of his time, or share unsolicited insights into how I might better have handled an earlier interaction with his sister, Willow. Lately, Dolores and I just turned out the light.

I understood this evolution to be typical, normal, even appropriate behavior as the young discover love and sex and begin to carve out their own lives. But on yet another day when Sam entered and passed through the house and then out again without even grunting a greeting while his girlfriend waited mute by the door, Dolores turned to me: “So is Sam just gone from our lives now?” It hit me hard that my active relationship with my son might already be over.

As a young man—like many young men—I never thought of myself becoming a parent. But that I love my kids beyond my comprehension makes me no different from nearly all those who have children. And if you were to ask me by what yardstick I would measure my life a success, the reply would be that if all my children desire a close relationship with me into their adulthood and throughout their lives, I will be greatly satisfied. I have no interest in being their buddy or pal—I am content to be their father. But as the active, day-to-day rearing of Sam fades, if our relationship is to evolve—survive, even—that void must be filled with something else, with two adults forming a singular, unique relationship.

Having no template with my own father that I might follow, and since my first Camino proved so instrumental in my own maturation, I view this trip as an opportunity to actively begin Sam and my emotional transition.
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At the breakfast table beside the modest buffet spread, Sam is staring down, apparently deep in thought. I wonder if he’s considering his own version of these same weighty issues. Is he hoping this walk deepens our bond as well? Perhaps he’s gathering himself for the long haul ahead. Maybe he’s visualizing the walk, like a pro athlete might visualize a game he’s about to enter.

Then he hisses, “Look.”

“What?”

“Look where I’m pointing.” There is very real strain in his voice. “There’s a black hair on my prosciutto.”

The look on Sam’s face is so pained, so stricken, that for an instant it feels as if this errant lock has the power to derail our entire journey. I back away from joining him in taking this horror personally. A parent can orchestrate only so much of his child’s experience. Eventually everyone must navigate the stray hairs of life on their own—and this seems like as good a moment as any to start establishing that adult-to-adult relationship.

“Grab something else, you’re going to get hungry.”

“I just want to get going.” He pushes his chair back.

Out on the street, we head to the nearby Accueil des Pèlerins (Pilgrims’ Office). Because we are getting such a late start, the office is empty, save for the lone, smiling volunteer who speaks a Spanish that sounds distinctly like French. I understand little he says, but we acquire our Pilgrim passports—papers that fold like an accordion and must be stamped at each stop along the way as proof of our journey when we reach Santiago. The volunteer also suggests we each take one of the scallop shells off the table behind us—the traditional pilgrim symbol that nearly all walkers carry, often affixing them to the outside of their backpack. A badge of pride.

I have a surprise for Sam, one I’ve brought from home, something it took me days of obsessive searching to find. And I’ve imagined a touching scene as we are about to set out.

“I have something I want to give you,” I’d say to my son.

“What is it, Dad?” he’d reply.

I would then unwrap my carefully folded handkerchief containing an old scallop shell.

“I don’t understand,” he might say, a crease in his brow.

“I carried this across Spain on my first Camino, before you were born. I’ve kept it all these years. Would you like to carry it?”

“Oh, Dad,” my son would exclaim and throw his arms around me.

But before any of this can happen, Sam turns to the table. “This one’s fine,” he says, and grabs a shell.

My sentimental fantasy fizzles. I say nothing. It is, after all, his Camino, I tell myself. I select a new shell as well and decide to leave my old one buried deep in my pack, unmentioned. In truth, I had mixed feelings about burdening my son with lugging around a relic of my past—the sins-of-the-father are enough without such obvious metaphors.

Our next stop is one of the many shops that have sprung up since my last trip, when pilgrim services were scant. Over the ensuing decades, an entire industry has evolved to aid those walking to Santiago—and in turn, the locals. We each choose a long walking stick and are finally ready to go.

“I gotta go poop,” Sam says.

I actually slap my forehead.

Back in the room we make final preparations. I rearrange the weight in my backpack one last time. I urge Sam to get off his phone and get ready.

“Chill, bro. It’s my last five minutes on TikTok.”

Then he’s trying on his new hat in front of the mirror. My son looks so young, his features so soft, his blue eyes sparkling. His wide and crooked grin matches my own. We’re both giddy and nervous with excitement. I grab a few rushed photos of Sam as he hoists his pack. The shots are blurry because neither of us can stop moving. Despite my poor photographic efforts, the images reveal a young man so innocent, so excited and open and vulnerable—none of Sam’s usual cool demeanor is present in this moment. And we’re out the door.







“I’m tired”

484 miles to Santiago

Having walked for less than a hundred yards, Sam stops to tie his shoe on the cobblestone bridge over the River Nive.

“I’m tired,” he says.

This comment elicits in me both panic and frustration in equal measure.

“Well, what would you like to do, Sam?”

“Nothing, I’m just saying.”

Tension, born over the anxiety of beginning, flares between us. I redirect and take out my phone to snap a selfie of us. I take several.

“You’re not going to keep doing that, are you?”

Since we’re off to such a shaky start, I decide to compound the problem by giving my son some Camino history.

In the year 813 AD, in the far western reach of Spain, a hermit named Pelayo followed a ray of light that led him to a cave. There, he discovered the long-forgotten remains of the Apostle James.

“Oh my God. Seriously?” Sam groans and pushes off the wall and starts over the bridge.

The Bible offers little detail of James other than upon receiving the call, he immediately left his father’s side while casting fishing nets to follow Jesus. James had the good fortune to be in the right place at the right time and witness some of early Christianity’s greatest hits, such as the Transfiguration and Christ weeping in the Garden of Gethsemane. He also had the hubris to request to be seated at the right side of Jesus in heaven. The Lord was having none of that.

“Please stop,” Sam says.

Legend goes on to tell us that after Christ’s crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension, James headed off to the Iberian Peninsula in order to preach the Word. But he seemed to lack persuasiveness, or at least the oratory skills required to hold a crowd. He attracted just seven disciples for his troubles. Fortunately, the Virgin Mary appeared to James on the banks of the Ebro River. This apparition convinced him to return to Judea, where he was soon martyred by King Herod Agrippa’s sword in the year 44, thus ensuring his legacy.

“And the story gets better,” I promise Sam.

“I hope so,” he says. We lean into the increasing grade.

“Angels then carried his body—and decapitated head—and placed it in a stone boat. They guided it safely across the sea and back to Spain. And it’s a good thing they did, since the boat had no rudder, oar, or sail. On arrival, a few of James’s remaining disciples took the body and buried it in a nearby cave, where it remained undisturbed and forgotten for eight hundred years—until Pelayo came along. Remember Pelayo, the hermit?”

“Sure,” Sam lies. I don’t think he’s listening at all anymore.

The hermit/shepherd notified the local priest of his discovery. The bishop authenticated the relics. King Alfonso II built a chapel, and the devout came running, or rather, walking. By the eleventh century, a thousand pilgrims a day were reaching Santiago, inspired by the plenary indulgences promising the complete remission of temporal punishment for successful completion of the pilgrimage. In short, a lot of time in purgatory could be spared by a good long walk.

A cynic might argue that the discovery of James’s remains, and the Church’s consecration of this remote spot, had political motivations. Islamic Moors had taken over the majority of the Iberian Peninsula by this time in the ninth century, and the Church wanted it back. It proclaimed, in essence, “While you’re walking across Spain to purify your almighty soul, slaughter those damn Moors.” And when it was announced that Saint James had appeared atop a mighty steed and helped to slay the advancing Muslim hoards, the deal was sealed. The faithful couldn’t be stopped.

By the Renaissance, with Spain now firmly in the hands of the Catholic Church, the Camino no longer held such sway and fell out of favor. The trail languished for several centuries, with few making the walk. It wasn’t until the second half of the twentieth century, thanks to the efforts of a few local priests and later the Spanish tourism office, that interest in the pilgrimage was revived and began to grow again.

“So, he’s buried in the cathedral?” Sam surprises me by demonstrating that he was, at least partially, listening.

“Well, maybe.”

The Catholic Church has backed away from their stance that the remains of Saint James are in fact in Santiago, or that James was ever in Spain at all, for that matter. The word “tomb” is no longer mentioned in reference to the Cathedral as the place of James’s final resting. Nor is the word “relic” to be spoken in reference to what may or may not be buried below the High Altar. Pope Benedict XVI walked things back even further when he said that the Cathedral is merely “linked to the memory of Saint James.”

But the ever-increasing number of pilgrims marching across the north of Spain seem undeterred by all this political posturing, and such trivialities are certainly of no interest to Sam.

“Dad.” He stops my discourse.

“I know, Sam, I know. I just thought it’s interesting.”

My son is gracious enough, or bored enough, to remain silent.

Leaving town behind on the Rue d’Espagne, we begin the climb up into the mountains. Saint-Jean has only 1,500 residents, but it takes some time to leave the red-tiled roofs of society behind. Low clouds cool the air. Cornfields supplant houses. A pair of pilgrims ahead of us, struggling with their packs, offer sheepish grins as we pass.

“It’s weird, isn’t it, Sammy?”

“What is?”

“This. We’re just walking. That’s the whole thing. The whole trip. There’s nothing more complicated than this, across the whole country.”

“Yeah, and?”

“The rest of it, it’s all in your head.”

“Everything is, Dad.”

“I can’t articulate what I mean.”

“Well,” my son advises me, “you have a whole country to figure it out.”

Farther on, an older woman with a smooth gait moves at a steady pace.

“She’s got a good, strong stride, doesn’t she?” I say, and realize I sound like my father. My dad would often comment on those we passed on the street, or in the car. Most unsettling for me as a young boy were the times he remarked on the attractiveness of women. “She’s a cutie,” was a favorite line I always found unsettling.

“I think she’s just having a walk,” Sam says, and the woman, without a pack, turns up the path to her home.

“Ah,” I mumble. Then recovering, I spot something ahead. “Look,” I say, nodding to an oak tree by the side of the road. A large yellow arrow, pointing in the direction we are walking, has been painted on the bark. “We follow those all the way to Santiago.”

“Seriously?” Sam asks. “I thought you were joking when you said that.”

“Nope. Just keep your eye out.”

It takes scant navigational skill to walk these five hundred miles; all that’s required is to follow the arrows across the entire country.

A little farther on, Sam calls out like he’s spotted Moby Dick’s spout. “There’s one!” He’s pointing to an arrow painted on a rock. Then there’s another, down on the pavement. And another.

For several miles, we climb a steep, winding grade over narrow tarmac. Fog hangs low, snaking through the valley below. Sheep graze in a field. Three donkeys bray as we pass. Dense spider webs, shimmering with moisture, engulf clusters of heather. Everything appears lush and swollen, the height of summer. We come upon several groups of pilgrims, some laboring. With a rhythm of walking and habit-life on the road not yet established, the excitement and adrenaline of the first day is in many ways negated by the anxiety over the unknown. At more than fifteen miles, with an elevation gain of greater than four thousand feet, the first day on the road to Santiago is among the most arduous of the journey.

By late morning, Sam strips his sweatshirt off without stopping, moving his pack to one shoulder, twisting, shrugging, tugging, then shifting his load and repeating the process on the other side.

“God, I smell worse than I ever have in my life,” he says.

“Thanks for sharing, Sam.”

We come upon a stone building with picnic tables out front, positioned to look out over the deep ravine. As we’ve gained significant elevation, the view must be expansive, but we’ve no way of knowing, since dense fog has settled into the valley below. A dozen walkers mill about, resting, eating, drinking. Inside, I ask for my first café con leche since the last time I walked across Spain. Not a coffee drinker back home, the café con leche has some kind of hold over me—a caffeinated milkshake for adults. When I place the frothy brew down on the table, Sam looks up from his Coke.

“You don’t drink coffee, Dad.”

“Try it.”

Sam shakes his head. “I don’t like coffee.”

“Just take a sip.”

He does. “Yo, bro, will you order me one of those?”

“Café con leche,” I say. “It couldn’t be easier,” encouraging him to practice some Spanish.

“Oh, come on.”

“Teach a man to fish, Sammy….”

“Spare me.”

I shrug.

“Never mind,” he says.

I get up and go to the bar—this adult-to-adult thing is going to take some practice.







“I don’t know if I’m gonna get anything out of doing this”

475 miles to Santiago

Hours later, we’re walking over tundra, high in rolling mountains. A stout man in a black beret stands among a heard of black-faced sheep, prized for their milk, used in Basque cheeses. Clouds stitch themselves into the valleys below. The fog has burned off, only to roll in again, obliterating our view, chilling the air, then dissipating just as quickly, leaving the sun burning down, the vistas long once more. Purple, yellow, magenta wildflowers bloom from the gorse. We pause in a field to eat a sandwich, then hear a metallic clanging growing louder. Three horses with bells around their necks trot over the hill and come to stand beside us, just a few feet away. Then two more join. We’re all silent, looking out together. No one moves. Then the fog returns. The lead horse turns his head toward us; does he nod? He begins to trot slowly off. The others follow and disappear into the mist, the clang of their receding bells the only record of our encounter. Sam turns to me.

“Cool,” he whispers.

My legs have begun to stiffen. I need to move. We pass an old, abandoned, and windowless, cinder block structure—slightly bigger than a shed. I poke my head inside. There are benches, a simple fireplace, some graffiti. It’s a primitive and seldom used pilgrim’s shelter—a port for a storm, and one that hints at a harsher journey than I hope to have. Yet I’m aware of a part of me that would like to stay here, or rather, would like to need to stay here. The satisfaction of needs asserting themselves and being met simply, superseding daily luxuries due to the severity of circumstances, is something in which I have found deep value on the few instances that it’s been demanded in my life. And it’s something I’d like my son to experience. But seeking out hardship is the dubious indulgence of a pampered fool. We march on without comment.

At one point Sam sees me taking notes on a small pad.

“Did you take notes last time?”

A friend had given me a small diary before I left on that first trip, suggesting I might write down thoughts or feelings that emerged along the way. I found the writing made me uncomfortable, forcing me to knock on a door I didn’t care to open. A few hundred miles down the trail the Camino would kick that door open, but so early on that added introspection on top of what the walking already provoked was more than I could bear.

“I gave up after a few days,” I confess to Sam.

“Exactly. I mean, fucking why?”

The border with Spain is marked by an obelisk with a scallop shell carved into it. Sam and I rap it with our walking sticks as we cross over a cattle grate and into another country. There are no guards, no fences. The dirt footpath, the topography, the sunshine, it’s all the same. Our spirits rise.

“I don’t know if I’m gonna get anything out of doing this walk,” Sam says. “I’d like to have a profound experience, but I don’t know if I will.”

I must have been looking for a similarly transformative experience when I decided to come here on my first trek, but at this point in the journey, I lacked the courage to admit it to myself. I was focused solely on keeping my anxiety at bay and not getting lost and dying in the Pyrenees.

A shadow passes over my son—literally, from above. I look up into the now cloudless sky. A mature griffon vulture—whose wingspan can grow to eight feet—rides an air current overhead, scanning for carrion.

I want to assure Sam that the walk will be worth his time, that yes, great insights will come to him; life-changing thoughts that will benefit him are footsteps away. Over the years, I have made such pronouncements to my children when I perceived self-doubt or heard fear in their voices (“Of course Santa is real!”). But such assurances would be infantilizing to Sam now. My son is man enough to realize that I can’t know. My baseless assertions, no matter how well intentioned, would only succeed in making him value my opinions less. And who am I really looking to assuage with them?
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Just past an elevation of 4,688 feet (we started at 557), the end to our first day’s trek comes into view. In the valley below, only a few miles off, are the rooftops of the abbey at Roncesvalles.

Starting down, I feel the instant strain on my knees. I also feel the weight of the journey ahead—somehow plunging into the valley commits us in a way that the long climb up did not. Paradoxically, I experience a very real sense of relief upon knowing we will make our day’s goal. Such relief is something I would feel walking with anyone I had brought here. But this is my son who’s joined me on this lark. And although I no longer bear the burden in a legal sense, responsibility for his physical safety is something I feel more acutely here than in day-to-day life, when routine and familiarity pacify those fears into a more padded corner of the mind.

My knee twinges, and it occurs to me that there are only a handful of people with whom I am close and wouldn’t feel such a sense of responsibility. Over the years, these have tended to be slightly older men, often physically larger than me, and in whose presence I experience the relief of burden and sensation of safety that I am usually unaware I lack. A psychologist might easily explain this away—my older brother Peter was my protector as a child. In his care, I felt watched over, seen, and liked in a way that I never did with my father. No one dared mess with me at school on Peter’s watch.

The rolling Navarre landscape spreads out below, and Sam begins to wonder aloud about the root of jealousy, its corroding potency.

“It’s a real problem. It’s like I can’t stop thinking about it.”

It is Sam’s first mention of his life with The Ex.

“They don’t call it the green-eyed monster for nothing,” I say.

“Do you get jealous?”

“I never told you about Dolores and my honeymoon?”

On safari with Sam’s stepmom in Mozambique, I grew suspicious of our guide’s attention to my new wife (“Dolores, come sit up here beside me; you can see better”). I became more closed in, more remote, silently creating scenarios in my mind until my wife confronted me on my suddenly distant mood. When I confessed my jealousy, she laughed, then picked up the book I was reading, Hemingway’s The Snows of Kilimanjaro, in which the wife of the dying narrator is having an affair with their safari guide.

“Don’t you think you could have been a bit more creative?” she asked.

My jealousy burst, and we laughed.

“But I still resent that fucker,” I assure Sam. “The point is that jealousy can make you insane. It clouds your ability to see a situation clearly.”

“I guess.”

My pack jostles against my back with each descending step. I cinch it tighter.

“Did you ever regret getting divorced from Mom?” Sam asks, seemingly from nowhere.

Carol and I divorced when Sam was two. And it’s clear that everything will be on the table during this walk.

“Oh, Sammy,” I say. “It’s complicated. Regret’s not the right word. It was sad, for sure. It took me a long time to realize I had to mourn the loss of the relationship, even though I was the one who ended things.”

While he was still a very young child, I mentioned to a friend that Sam and I had a frank conversation about why his parents split up. My friend listened and said, “It’s a conversation you will have again and again.” Her observation was both astute and prescient. During each phase of Sam’s maturity, the topic has circled back, each time going a little deeper, closer to the core. Each time, I’ve had to take a deep breath and commit to honoring his need to know. And now that Sam has joined the adult ranks of someone having a former romantic partner, his view on the subject has gained an added, perhaps more nuanced, perspective.

“I do believe that everyone’s better off now than we would have been had Mom and I stayed married,” I say.

“I know,” Sam says.

We walk in silence for a few knee-jarring steps. “I guess at the end of the day, Sam, I felt like I had to leave fifteen percent of myself at the
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