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			Over het boek

			A story about grief, love and hospitality

			After the sudden passing of her partner, Anna Visser decided to grab her backpack and walk. Her destination? The Camino de Santiago, a pilgrimage that crosses Spain. 

			Anna’s zest for life revived during this magical trail. So much so, that she decided to start afresh. Leaving her home in Rotterdam, Anna moved to a quiet village in the north of Spain. There she bought an albergue which was situated along the northern route of the camino. Welcoming pilgrims from the world over, Anna listened to their tender stories and began to understand her own.

			In this book, Anna brings you on her journey through grief and how she finally learned to open her heart and love again. 
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			Waiting is death and 

			daring sometimes hurts but 

			the future is ashes so 

			now is the time

			— Mayte M. Diáz

		

	
		
			Coco the cat is officially ready for the move to Spain—vaccinated, European pet passport and all (and no, that’s not a joke!). Over the past few weeks, she has curiously sniffed at every box, bag, and trash sack filling the house. I’m sure she’ll love life in the Spanish countryside, but I have to admit that the logistics of moving a pet abroad has been one of the most complicated parts of the whole operation. How do you handle a cat in a moving van for seven hours? And then another seven the next day? Do I have to walk her on a leash at highway rest stops? How do other people do this?

			During the drive to my mother’s house, a mere twenty minutes from one side of the city to the other, Coco starts panting, her little tongue sticking out. A sign of stress, according to the internet. That bodes well. However, once she’s on the bed in my old bedroom, she stretches out and makes herself comfortable. Okay, maybe it won’t be so bad. Maybe I’m worrying for nothing. I leave her and put my clothes and toiletries in the closet. This is my last week in the Netherlands, and I’m staying with my mother. My own house is empty. This morning, we used a furniture lift to move everything down. The large furniture has been given away or sold. The rest of my belongings are boxed inside a container on an industrial estate, waiting for my brother to drive us to Spain next week. Luckily, he has a van with a trailer, big enough to move my entire life in one go. And Coco, of course. She’ll be riding in a dog crate in the back of the van, with enough room to move but without a scary view of the road to upset her. Halfway through the journey, we’ll stay at a pet-friendly hotel. I didn’t even know they existed. But that’s next week. First, I must survive this week.

			The schedule includes a farewell party, the official key handover of my house to the new owners, and the final financial settlement for the purchase of my albergue. My Spanish lawyer, César, is doing everything he can to make the purchase and my arrival go as smoothly as possible. Still, this is Spain, and the hundreds of episodes of Ik Vertrek (the Dutch version of ‘A Place in the Sun’) I’ve watched with everything that can go wrong at the last minute, have been haunting my thoughts. “It will all be fine,” I mutter to calm myself.

			Then, my eyes fall on a small stack of papers at the bottom of my bag. I found them last week while packing and brought them to show my mother. They are handwritten letters I received when I was seventeen.

			Back then, I found life stupid, boring, annoying, and disappointing. I didn’t want to do anything. So, my parents sent me to Salamanca for a month to learn Spanish. Even then, a stay in Spain acted as a kind of natural antidepressant for me, and my parents knew it. To be clear: not much studying happened in Salamanca. I mostly learned Spanish slang in the discos. The first sentence our teacher taught us was: “No me tocas!” Which means: “Don’t touch me!” Luckily, I never had to use it. It was a fantastic time that, in many ways, made me who I am today. My mother put it beautifully when she talked about that trip: “You left as a girl and came back as a woman.” And it’s true. But a month away from friends and family in a city you don’t know was still intimidating for a seventeen-year-old. Fortunately, every so often, a fax (yes, really, a fax!) from my family would be waiting for me at the school reception. Seven pages long, I cherished them. My little sister was too young to write herself, so she dictated her messages to my father. She complained about the cold water during swimming lessons, counted the nights until I’d be home, and mostly wanted to know if I was in love with a Spanish boy yet, and if that boy looked like Barbie’s Ken.

			Six months earlier. I’m sitting at my large dining table, looking outside. The sky is gray, no sun in days. It’s February, a month to be abolished in the Netherlands. Along with November, another month where the bleakness makes people hide inside their coat collars. Shoulders hunched, no time for small talk, everyone rushing toward the warmth of their homes. Oh, I know plenty of people who love getting soaked on their bike for the umpteenth time only to dry off by candlelight with hot cocoa. I’m not one of them. Give me spring and summer. Fine, I’ll take the first bit of autumn. And then straight to the festivities of December. A week to recover in January, and then a giant leap straight to the first cautious rays of March sun. Less gray, more sun. Spain has it all figured out.

			Spain. I miss Spain. I miss the calm in my body and mind that I feel when I’m there, the sun on my skin, the friendly people, the murmur of the street. The country is calling to me like never before.

			Since returning from my walking trip last October, I’ve been doing much better. Thank goodness. I survived the holidays—all those “firsts” without Chris that I had been dreading. Sinterklaas, Christmas, New Year’s, my birthday. I was even able to enjoy them, perhaps precisely because I had prepared myself for so many tears and so much grief.

			I’ve also cautiously started working again, taking on a few small editing jobs. I don’t dare step onto a stage as a presenter yet. I’m far too afraid that I’ll have a crying jag or a panic attack halfway through a program in front of a full room. But researching things behind the scenes and dreaming up programs for later this year is going reasonably well. Although, I haven’t quite found my passion for making debate programs. I look at many topics and think: Pff, whatever, just leave me alone. I hope that feeling goes away. Or could it mean it’s time to do something else to rekindle my drive?

			I’ve been working in this industry for over seven years. In the past, this was usually a natural point in my life to make a big change and reinvent myself. Call it the “seven-year itch,” a cycle of seven years in which you experiment, fail, succeed, and stagnate. It’s not that I ever set my watch by it, but all the major changes and choices I’ve made in my life can be divided into seven-year blocks. Having children, saying yes to exciting new jobs (and then goodbye), gathering the courage to write my first book, divorcing the father of my children, and moving into my own place for the first time.

			Seven years. Tick-tock, tick-tock. The clock of change is ticking louder and louder, and I know there’s no use ignoring it. Sooner or later, it makes me impulsive and gives me the wings to change course. But is this the right time? “Do not make any hasty decisions when you are emotionally unstable,” it says in capital letters in every self-help book and psychology magazine. Better to wait a little longer. Tick-tock, tick-tock…

			The weeks go by. The days get longer and the sun appears more often. I feel myself getting stronger, and I decide to apply for a new job as the director of a well-known festival. It’s a job I would have killed for before Chris died. Now, however, I’ve been doubting it from the moment I mailed my cover letter and CV. Is this really what I want? Do I want to return to a life with little room for anything but work? Enjoyable work, but still: work. Do I want to be in the spotlight constantly, holding performance reviews, having awkward conversations with city officials, foundation directors, and complicated artists? And all of this in the city where every street corner reminds me of the my man. The man who disappeared nine months ago because his heart gave out. I can’t figure it out, so I decide to just wait and see. If they invite me for an interview, I’ll go with an open and curious mind and listen to my gut.

			Not even a minute later, I’m overcome by that primal urge to change course and start over. I can’t get Spain out of my head. Tick-tock, tick-tock. I’m exhausted by my own mind. By that voice in my head that pops up, saying: “Just do it, Visser! Take your chance. Go. Live the life you’re so curious about. Don’t be afraid. If it doesn’t work, if it’s disappointing, you can always come back. But make sure you don’t have to lie on your deathbed thinking, I wish I had done it. I wish I had followed my heart and made my dream come true!”

			I grab my phone and type into Google: Hostel for sale on the Camino de Santiago.

			There are more results than I expected.

			One result immediately catches my eye: Se vende Albergue Aves de paso. (Hostel ‘Birds of Passage’ for sale). I see a red-and-white painted hostel in the middle of a small village on the Camino del Norte. That’s the version of the route that runs along the north coast of Spain, one of the few regions in Spain I don’t know yet. I read on. The hostel has been running for ten years and accommodates twelve pilgrims a night, including dinner and breakfast. I look at the photos in the ad. A huge table with large benches around it, a dormitory packed with iron bunk beds, and a private bedroom painted a shade of bright purple so vivid it hurts your eyes. It needs some work, I can see that at first glance. But when I search for more information about this hostel on other websites, I see the love with which the house was made and read stories about the warmth it offers pilgrims. I search a little further and find the owner’s phone number. Without thinking, I dial the numbers. I feel my wings growing and bubbling and tingling in my body. I know this feeling. There’s no point in resisting.

			After the phone rings a few times, Javier answers. His voice sounds sleepy, even though it’s noon. “Sorry, is this a bad time to call?” I stammer in my best Spanish.

			“No problemo. Tell me, how can I help you?”

			“Uh,” I continue, “I saw on the internet that your hostel is for sale. Is that right?”

			“Yes, that’s right. And please, use ‘tú’ instead of ‘usted’. I’m not that old.”

			“Oh, sorry.” Meanwhile, I’m trying to think of what to say next, because I haven’t actually thought about where I want this conversation to go. “I’m interested, and I’d like to come and take a look. Is that possible?” Oh, okay. Apparently, I’m going straight for it.

			“Of course, it’s possible. When do you want to drop by?”

			“This coming weekend? Would that work?” What am I saying? This weekend? That’s in three days. I’ve gone mad! Please let him say no, please let him say no.

			“Yes, this weekend is fine. I can show you the albergue, and the surrounding area if you like.”

			And how! I have no idea how I’m going to get there, which airport to fly to, or where I’ll stay, but I’ll figure that out later.

			“Great. I’ll let you know exactly when I’m coming as soon as I’ve found a flight. See you soon.” I stare at the phone in my hand, stunned by what just happened.

			I’m going to look at an albergue in Asturias. This weekend. Just looking, of course. Nothing hasty. But still. Tick-tock, tick-tock.

									----

			Dammit, the handbrake light is still glowing on the dashboard. I grab my phone to look up the manual. What kind of car is this rental anyway? The friendly guy at the rental company had upgraded me to this brand-new electric car. “Because you speak Spanish so well,” he’d said with a wink as he handed me the keys. Unfortunately, my Spanish isn’t so good that I could explain to him that I had specifically booked a small, simple car because those, at least, I understand. And because I’d be able to navigate tiny Spanish streets. Instead, I smiled and thanked him.

			And so, here I am, sitting in this modern behemoth with heated seats, cruise control, and side mirrors that fold in automatically. And with a handbrake hidden somewhere that I’ve been trying to find for ten minutes.

			I try to call my sister. Surely she’ll be able to provide online assistance from Rotterdam? Ping! My phone flashes a warning: the battery is almost dead. Just my luck! Now I have something else to search for. Where is the USB port? I sigh. Maybe this whole thing is a very bad plan. Setting off on my own toward an albergue that’s been closed for three years, in a sleepy village. Spending the night there with only the owner for company. A man I don’t know. In a car I can’t release from the handbrake if I need to flee. With a dead phone to add to the equation.

			My sister picks up. She googles my worries away. The handbrake is a tiny button under the enormous screen in the center of the dashboard. She locates the charging port too. “Call me when you’re at your guesthouse, sweetie. Or if you need any more help.”

			I leave the airport carpark, driving towards tonight’s lodging, a guesthouse in Bilbao. Where I was doubting this whole enterprise just a moment ago, I now feel steady and bold. Here I am, driving all by myself. I open the window and breathe in the scent of Spain. Woodsmoke, fried food, and that wonderful sweet fragrance. A kind of eau de cologne that they don’t just spray on babies’ hair, but also in vast quantities on the cobblestones. Or so it seems. I laugh when I circle the same roundabout three times because I keep missing the right exit. Ha! That’s one advantage of traveling alone, there’s no one to grumble about my bumbling.

			When I finally find a parking spot and stand on the street searching for my hotel’s location, a young man walks up to me. “Can I help you?” he asks. I’m a bit startled and look around. It’s 11:30 PM and the streets are quiet. “I’m looking for my hotel, but I’ll manage, thank you.” “Where do you need to be?” 

			I show him the address. “Aha, I’ll walk with you. I’m headed that way anyway,” he insists, undeterred. Ten minutes and a pleasant conversation about the good parts of Amsterdam (him) and the beautiful things about Spain (me) later, we stand before the door of the guesthouse. “Have a nice evening!” The man raises his hand in greeting and walks on. I watch him go. No “can I have your number?” or “shall we grab a drink?” or any untoward proposals. He simply brought me to my destination, and that was that.

			Living alone in a large city for the past three years has made me more suspicious than I thought. But I don’t want to be like that. Call it naive, but I’ve trusted in the goodness of people my whole life. Most people just want to help. Period. I experienced that during my Camino last autumn, too. And that is how I want to keep seeing the world. Optimistic and with trust. I think that should be possible here in Spain.

			In my room, I’m woken up in the middle of the night by a neighbor loudly rattling all the doors in search of the toilet, only to end up vomiting in the hallway. Uhm... how to turn this into something positive? Tossing and turning in my hotel bed, I can’t quite figure it out. I still need to practice my newfound tolerant, cheerful outlook on life. But first, I need to sleep. I want to feel fresh and fit for Pendueles, the village where the albergue is located.

			The next morning, I sit on a sun-drenched terrace in a square. With my coffee, the incident with the neighbor is quickly forgotten. I breathe in the Spanish life with every lungful. Children in uniforms, fooling around and laughing on their way to school, businessmen tossing back an espresso at the bar while discussing the latest news, two old ladies chatting on a bench. It feels as if no one is in a hurry and everyone is happy. Even the pigeons on the square seem more relaxed than their Dutch counterparts. It’s with some reluctance that I leave my ideal vantage point in this cool city. I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon, partly to visit the infamous Guggenheim Museum. But now, on to Albergue Aves de Paso!

			Once on the highway, I have butterflies in my stomach. What if I don’t like the albergue? Or if I can’t find anything to talk about with the owner, Javier? Like many Spaniards, he speaks hardly any English, and despite my many language courses and years of listening to Spanish radio, I can’t get much further than small talk in an actual conversation.

			“It’s okay, Anna,” I reassure myself. “If the hostel is disappointing, you just look for another one. And if the conversation stalls, you just go for a walk or go to bed early. At least you’re in your favorite country, wonderful Spain, and that’s good enough.”

			The radio plays a song I remember from my time in Salamanca. I hum along, taking quick glances at my surroundings. I don’t know this part of Spain yet. I haven’t ventured further than San Sebastian, near the French border. The landscape is breathtakingly beautiful and incredibly green. I understand why they call this northern coast the Costa Verde. After Bilbao, I’ve driven out of the Basque Country. In the Netherlands, this province is primarily known for the independence struggle waged for years by ETA (Euskadi Ta Askatasuna). Now I’m driving through the region of Cantabria, with Santander as its largest city, eventually ending up in the Principality of Asturias. To my right lies the turquoise sea, the sun shimmering patterns onto the water. The road is quiet. Forests, beaches, estuaries, colorful houses scattered across rolling green hills, it’s a feast for the eyes. And then, as I drive out of a short tunnel, my breath catches and tears spring to my eyes. There they are: the snow-capped peaks of the Picos de Europa, under a clear blue sky. I’ve seen photos of them, but they pale in comparison to what I see now. My heaven, what a beautiful part of Europe this is. I know it for certain in a single heartbeat. Whatever happens, I am coming back here. One way or another.

			Once in Pendueles, I park the rental car along the main street, in front of the ruins of what was once a castle or a palace. Palm trees stand guard beside an immense gate. Behind it lies a rusty iron framework, the remains of what was once a conservatory. Further down the street, pastel-colored flags flutter at the entrance of a Mexican restaurant. To my right, a small grocery store. I can’t find the hostel anywhere.

			In a garden along the same main street, an old man sits in the shade of an orange tree. He watches me from under his hat, then raises his hand in greeting and beckons me closer. “Good morning, lady. Can I help you with something?” “I hope so! I’m looking for Albergue Aves de Paso, but I can’t see it.” The man shakes his head. “You’re out of luck, chica. That albergue has been closed for three years.” “Yes, I know. But I have an appointment.”

			As soon as I say that, the man’s eyes light up. He springs from his chair. “Really? Are you going to buy the albergue?” he asks hopefully. “Who knows,” I laugh. “But I have to find it first.” “Yes, yes, of course,” the man agrees. “Look, see that red square house down there?” He points with his cane to a group of houses situated lower down, and yes, among them, I recognize the hostel from the photos. My heart leaps. This is so exciting. I want to thank the man and hurry down, but he stops me. “Wait,” he commands, walking back to the orange tree and plucking a perfectly round, orange. Then he slowly walks back toward me, his cane in one hand and the orange held out in the other, as if it were a precious jewel. He extends his hand further and makes it clear with a nod of his head that I should do the same. With a solemn gesture, he places the orange in my outstretched hand. “Welcome to Pendueles,” he says. I get goosebumps and a lump in my throat. “Thank you, sir,” I say in a squeaky voice. I make a quick exit, before I end up crying.

			At the albergue, I ring the large iron bell hanging next to the front door. The door is open, but to just walk right in? I tentatively peer around the corner into the space. In the half-light, I recognize an enormous rectangular table in the middle, surrounded by two sturdy wooden benches. Otherwise, the room is empty. Except for the ceiling. It’s completely covered in football scarves.

			Javier appears in the doorway. He is a typical Spaniard, not too tall, black curls, and a friendly smile on his face. He’s about fifty-years-old. He suggests giving me a tour. As soon as I step over the threshold, it feels good. Like the house is embracing me. We inspect the rooms one by one: the open kitchen with the living-and-dining room downstairs, the dormitory full of bunk beds, the three bathrooms, the private bedroom on the top floor, and finally a small guest room next to it, also full of bunk beds and a lot of junk.

			There is some fixing up to be done, as the photos had suggested. Some walls are moldy, others are painted in harsh colors. One of the shower walls hangs crookedly in its frame, there are no kitchen cabinets, and it smells musty and damp in several places. But I also see the sunlight streaming in through the upstairs windows, the magnificent old chestnut wood staircase, how wonderfully large the kitchen is, and the bar that is ideal for serving food. When we end the tour on the balcony adjacent to the bedroom, I soak in the view of this peaceful little village. Six cows, a horse, and some sheep are grazing in the shade of the apple trees. I smile, imagining myself collapsing into a chair after a long day’s work. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Anna,” I warn myself. Though I’m truly happy with what I’ve found here. In the past, I traveled to Spain many times looking for a place to live, along with my children and their father, who was my husband then. And every time, there was something that stood in our way. There was no school nearby, the crazy neighbor didn’t want his new neighbors using the only access road to their house that ran across his land, the renovation would be much more expensive than we could afford, the village where our potential new home stood was next to a highway or a motocross track, or it stank unbearably of pig manure. The disappointment was great every time, and once home, the dreaming would start all over again.

			Pendueles feels like a nice village to live in, and I like the house. Even though it isn’t detached but sits in the middle of the village with neighbors on all sides and has no garden—something I envisioned my dream home would have. Maybe it’s nice to live among people? It’s a good remedy against the danger of isolating myself, unwashed and talking to Coco like a crazy cat lady.

			“Shall we go for a walk now?” Javier asks, pulling me out of my thoughts. 

			The rest of the day flies by. We walk a section of the coastal path of the Camino del Norte, the 800-plus-kilometer version of the pilgrim path that passes through Pendueles. We walk alongside pilgrims heading for the next stop, the seaside resort of Llanes, where we will go out for dinner that evening. It’s wonderful to be back on the route, even if only for a few kilometers and without a heavy pack. Besides the good company, the view is phenomenal. I’m amazed by the abundance of flowers and plants along the path. Nasturtiums, which I struggled to grow at home in Rotterdam, grow here in profusion, along with mint, wild daisies, marigolds, purple clover, and gorse. The cliffs towering high above the sea are impressive and also covered in all sorts of greenery. It looks like Switzerland by the sea. Cows, horses, and goats chewing the cud with a blasé attitude. Following me with their heads as they lie stretched out on the grass, completely relaxed. I can understand why, with a view like that and such a varied meal.

			Then Javier suddenly stops at a large hole in the ground. “Do you feel like some adventure?” he asks, laughing. I nod. Well, why not. He crawls into the hole and beckons me to follow. After crawling forward on all fours for a few meters, we emerge into a high cave. It’s pitch black. I shuffle behind Javi by touch, until we see light ahead of us again. We walk toward the light and then, there is the sea. We are in the open air again. To the left is a small beach with fine, beige sand. I climb toward it over a rock and, with a deep sigh, flop down. If I was already impressed by this region, this village, and the albergue, sitting here on the sand with the hypnotic sound of the sea and the early spring sun on my face, I can only take a very deep breath and listen to my mind—my whole body—saying: “This is it. You’ve found your place.”

			In the evening, after a long day, I crawl into my sleeping bag in one of the dormitory bunk beds. The moon shines brightly through the window. An owl hoots and, somewhere in the distance, the braying of a donkey. I grab my phone to send some photos to my family. Then, almost automatically, I open my email. There is a new message from the festival I sent an application to earlier this month. I open the message, scan the text quickly, and read: We would like to invite you for an interview.

			Oh right, there’s that too—that other life. That other future, in Rotterdam. Where I speak the language and where I already have a nice house, all mine and exactly how I want it. And above all: where I am close to everyone I love, safe and familiar. I close my eyes and pray, “Dear Chris, wherever you are, will you please help me make the right decision?”


			Shit, there are sharks in the water! Two Germans want to buy the albergue and turn it into a surf camp. Javier calls me with this news and asks if I’m still seriously interested. He’d rather sell to me, as I intend to host only pilgrims. Exactly as he has done since he opened it ten years ago.

			It’s been three weeks since my visit, and since then, I’ve been torn between going and staying. I successfully survived the job interview. I’ve made it through to the final round. It’s an absolute honor, of course, were it not for the voice in my head that whispers, “You don’t really want this, Anna, not anymore. The big adventure is waiting for you. You know that perfectly well.” Until now, I’ve managed to silence that voice. I tell myself I need to act like a grown-up and think things through, taking the time for such a major decision. I shouldn’t, as I usually do, just impulsively take a leap into the deep end and see what happens. I just don’t know how to bring such a thought process to a conclusion, so for the past few weeks, I’ve been beating around the bush. “Yes, but…,” “no, because…” But with this call from Javier, I suddenly know for sure. My whole body revolts at the thought of other people buying “my” albergue in Pendueles. It’s the final push I need to reach a decision. My wise father always used to say, “If you really want something, you do it. If you don’t do it, it means you don’t really want it.” I want this. I feel it and know it for certain now. My answer to Javier’s question is a resounding: “Yes, I would very much like to buy your albergue!”

			Things move fast. I tell my children, family, and best friends that I’ve finally made the decision. Every single one of them is happy for me and enthusiastic—the dears. I call the festival and thank them for the honor and the confidence, explaining that I have a different mission. I contact a real estate agent friend with the instruction to put my house on the market as quickly as possible. And through word of mouth, I find a good lawyer in Asturias named César, who will help me with the purchase and all the other legal and administrative things that come with emigration—and who speaks English, which is also quite important. I meet the lawyer two weeks later at a notary’s office in Gijón, where I grant him power of attorney to perform financial and administrative transactions on my behalf. This way, I won’t have to keep flying in from the Netherlands for appointments at the bank, the municipality, and such. “Just as long as you don’t secretly marry me off to your toothless grandfather,” I warn him as we part. He promises, if he marries me off, it will be to his handsome brother. I like this César.

			Back home, I stow a large portion of my things in the basement, scrub my house until everything gleams, and bake cookies on the open house day. I read somewhere that a nice baking smell helps with a quick sale.

			On the day itself, I leave the agent alone to receive people. I wander aimlessly through the city, waiting for the viewers to leave so I can go home. That’ll take a while. I stroll into yet another shop and walk around without really seeing anything. Then my phone rings. It’s the agent. Oh dear, have some hidden defects come to light that I didn’t know existed? I hold my breath as I answer. 

			“Hey Anna, it’s me. Do you have a minute?” 

			“Yes, of course. Tell me, what’s wrong?” 

			“No, nothing’s wrong. Something’s very right, I think. The first viewers from this morning just came back and made an offer right away. And a pretty good offer too, if I may say so. It’s a bit unusual, of course, because there are still plenty of viewing appointments scheduled. But I would advise you to take this offer seriously. Oh, one more thing. They want to move in as soon as possible. But that’s not a problem for you, is it?” 

			I ask for the offered amount and am silenced by the answer. If this sale goes through, the equity from my house will allow me to buy the albergue outright. And I’ll still have enough money left to tide me over for the first few months in Spain
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