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				I am so blessed by my family—they offer constant support for the crazy adventures I envision. They don’t discour-age me from following my dreams and reaching to attain the seemingly ridiculous goals I set before myself. They grin while hiding their fear and hesitancy so I can leave feeling confident with their faith in me. They don’t become angry that I leave them behind to complete every home chore and they support me emotionally as I face difficulty on hard trails. 

				In addition to Mike, Ryan, and Winter, my parents have been supportive of my escapades. In exchange for the privilege of letting me edit their memoirs, they graciously awarded me a financial gift that has kept on giving over the years. In addition to the financial benefit, I am reminded of them as I venture to new destinations each day. Their love of travel accompanies me as I see and experience every new scene. I wish my mom were still on earth to hear all about each trip and celebrate the success that follow each failure. She was always by most supportive cheerleader.

				Thank you, also, to friends like Shawna and Sarah who are always willing to give encouragement, support, advice, and a virtual shoulder for my tears when receiving messages from abroad via the ISS. Knowing there is someone on the other side of my inReach is salve to my soul.
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				Facebook Post Upon Return

				Goal #5 done: Walk 500 miles on el Camino de Santiago from St-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Finisterre

				It was quite an experience and I have a lot of post-walk healing to do. I walked 621.6 miles, exactly 1000 km, climbing 60,650’. My daily average over the 36 days was 17 miles with 1,700’ of climbing carrying a 21 pound pack.

				It was tough, mainly because I took no zero days. Am I glad I did it? Absolutely. Would I do it again? Absolutely not! Would I recom-mend it for others? Completely depends on the person. The Camino is a very unique experience that needs to be approached with a purpose.
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					Stage

				

				
					Distance in Miles

				

				
					Climb in Feet

				

				
					Hours Hiked

				

				
					1

				

				
					St-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Ronsevalles—Let’s Get This Party Started

				

				
					17.5

				

				
					4,072

				

				
					9:46

				

				
					2

				

				
					Ronsevalles to Larrasoana—Beyond the Plan

				

				
					18

				

				
					1,930

				

				
					10:15

				

				
					3

				

				
					Larrasoana to Pamplona—Short and Wonderful

				

				
					12

				

				
					911

				

				
					5:55

				

				
					4

				

				
					Pamplona to Puente la Reina—Short Beautiful Day

				

				
					18

				

				
					2,198

				

				
					9:18

				

				
					5

				

				
					Puente la Reina to Estella—A Short, Accidental Detour and “Where are my paaants?”

				

				
					15

				

				
					1,895

				

				
					8:21

				

				
					6

				

				
					Estella to Los Arcos—Communion

				

				
					14.4

				

				
					1,720

				

				
					8:06

				

				
					7

				

				
					Los Arcos to Logroño—Time to Get Serious

				

				
					18

				

				
					1,694

				

				
					10:12

				

				
					8

				

				
					Logroño to Najera—The Navarette Church

				

				
					20

				

				
					2,539

				

				
					11:29

				

				
					9

				

				
					Najera to Grañon—Getting Emotional

				

				
					18.2

				

				
					1,781

				

				
					19:08

				

				
					10

				

				
					Grañon to Villafranca—A Trail Angel

				

				
					18

				

				
					1,992

				

				
					10:17

				

				
					11

				

				
					Villafranca Montes de Oca to Cardeñuela Riopico—Happy on My Own

				

				
					17.5

				

				
					1,526

				

				
					10:15

				

				
					12

				

				
					Cardeñuela Riopico to Burgos—Plantar Fasciitis 

				

				
					10.2

				

				
					272

				

				
					4:53

				

				
					13

				

				
					Burgos to Hantanas—Starting the Master

				

				
					20.3

				

				
					1,460

				

				
					10:14

				

				
					14

				

				
					Hontanas to Boadilla del Camino—Convent and Downfall

				

				
					18.5

				

				
					1,155

				

				
					11:20

				

				
					15

				

				
					Boadilla del Camino to Fromista—Plantar Fasciitis and COVID Test

				

				
					5.6

				

				
					257

				

				
					3:57

				

				
					16

				

				
					Fromista to Carrión de los Condes—A “Mass” Failure

				

				
					10.4

				

				
					573

				

				
					5:59

				

				
					17

				

				
					Carrión de los Condes to Terradillos de los Templaros—Getting into a Groove

				

				
					17.4

				

				
					1,336

				

				
					9:44

				

				
					18

				

				
					Terradillos de los Templaros to Brecianos—Lost Poles, Perfect Weather

				

				
					16

				

				
					737

				

				
					9:14

				

				
					19

				

				
					Brecianos del Real Camino to Mansillas de las Mulas—Propositioned

				

				
					17

				

				
					534

				

				
					7:58

				

				
					20

				

				
					Mansillas de las Mulas to Leon—Exhaustion/Leon Cathedral

				

				
					15.6

				

				
					896

				

				
					10:58

				

				
					21

				

				
					Leon to San Martin del Camino—Bank Woes

				

				
					17

				

				
					1,049

				

				
					10:29

				

			

		

		
			
				Stages of the Pilgrimmage

			

		

	
		
			
				
					Stage

				

				
					Distance in Miles

				

				
					Climb in Feet

				

				
					Hours Hiked

				

				
					22

				

				
					San Martin del Camino to Murias de Rechivaldo—Hanging by the Trail/Astoria Cathedral

				

				
					17

				

				
					1,051

				

				
					10:30

				

				
					23

				

				
					Murias de Rechivaldo to Foncebaden—Wet Clothes/Shawna’s 500 Miles

				

				
					13.8

				

				
					1,916

				

				
					9:21

				

				
					24

				

				
					Foncebaden to Ponferrada—Cruz de Ferro/LastKnight Templar/Good Friday Processional

				

				
					19.7

				

				
					1,128

				

				
					12:57

				

				
					25

				

				
					Ponferrada to Villafranca del Bierzo—Knights Templar Castle

				

				
					19

				

				
					1,512

				

				
					13:04

				

				
					26

				

				
					Villafranca del Bierzo to O’Cebreiro—A Perfect Easter

				

				
					19

				

				
					3,090

				

				
					11:49

				

				
					27

				

				
					O’Cebreiro to Samos—Mass in the Monastery

				

				
					20.1

				

				
					1,709

				

				
					12:00

				

				
					28

				

				
					Samos to Barbadelo—A Real Grotto and the Good Samaritan

				

				
					13.4

				

				
					1,262

				

				
					8:07

				

				
					29

				

				
					Barbadelo to Gonzar—A Ukrainian and a Stone Fence

				

				
					18

				

				
					2,230

				

				
					11:23

				

				
					30

				

				
					Gonzar to Melide—Castromaior

				

				
					23.7

				

				
					2,303

				

				
					3:12

				

				
					31

				

				
					Melide to O’Pino/O’Pedrouzo—Getting Close

				

				
					22

				

				
					2,372

				

				
					13:20

				

				
					32

				

				
					O’Pino/O’Pedrouzo to Santiago—Got the Compestella

				

				
					17.7

				

				
					1,797

				

				
					12:51

				

				
					33

				

				
					Finisterre 1: Santiago de Compestella to Negreira—The “Lemonade Stand”

				

				
					17.1

				

				
					1,981

				

				
					11:21

				

				
					34

				

				
					Finisterre 2: Negreira to Olveiroa—Planning to Leave

				

				
					21.3

				

				
					2,576

				

				
					12:32

				

				
					35

				

				
					Finisterre 3: Olveiroa to Finisterre—The End of the World; The End of the Trail

				

				
					24.6

				

				
					2,780

				

				
					15:14

				

				
					36

				

				
					Muxia 1: Finisterre to Muxia—Burning

				

				
					20.6

				

				
					2,416

				

				
					15:17

				

				
					My Total Mileage/Climb (SJPP to Finisterre to Muxia)

				

				
					621.6

				

				
					60,650

				

				
					Average Daily Mileage/Climb (SJPP to Finisterre to Muxia)

				

				
					17.3

				

				
					1,685

				

				
					Actual Reported Distance/Climb (SJPP to Finisterre to Muxia)

				

				
					595.2

				

				
					62,470
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				Everything that came with me to Spain
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				Getting There
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				from https://verber.com/camino-de-santiago/

			

		

	
		
			
				Getting There

				From Planning to Reality

				 

				The Plan and the Big Hang-Up

				I spent a lot of time hiking over the years and always loved being in the backcountry. There is a peace that overflows when you’re alone with nature and completely reliant on yourself for every need. But, age makes a difference. Every time I hoisted a 40-pound backpack on my 50+ year-old frame, I struggled. Every time I had to put up and take down a tent was difficult. Getting up each morning in sub-freezing tempera-tures with back pain from sleeping on the ground was just not fun. I loved hiking and worried I might be limited in what I could do as my body stopped cooperating. 

				That’s when I learned about a different type of trekking—one that involved sleeping in hostels each night. I would need to carry much less weight because I wouldn’t need a tent and full bedding and several of the hostel-based treks also allowed me to purchase food on the trail so I wouldn’t have to carry food or a cooking system. For my first experience of this type, I chose el Camino de Santiago, a “walk” (notably not a “hike”) from the border of France all the way across Spain to the grand cathedral in Santiago and continuing to what was once considered the end of Earth—Finisterre. That was my new goal.

				I found a blank space in my calendar in September 2020 so started planning. I looked into logistics and purchased gear and started learning Spanish. All I needed was a plane ticket to start my Camino in September. That’s when March 2020 hit and the world changed. Schools closed their brick-and-mortar doors due to Covid-19 and I was left homebound with two kids home from college. The world closed to travel. Mike continued to work, but only met clients remotely.

				Everyone was in a state of confusion. What was there to do with the time we’d previously planned for work and other activities? No one was traveling and everyone was trying to make sense of and find their new roles in their much smaller spaces. I spent days sewing masks for institu-
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				tions in need because there was a nationwide shortage. In addition, I knew the kids needed my sup-port as they worked from home on their schoolwork. We created a simulated study hall in my home office where I served as their role model by learning Spanish for my delayed pilgrimage. The three of us studied for hours each day; they did their assigned coursework while I relied on Duolingo and Rosetta Stone as my virtual tutors. 

				The fall came with more quarantining due to the pandemic. Spain was hard-hit with the most deaths of any nation in the world; they didn’t need tourists. And by September 2020, the United States was in crisis with Covid cases and deaths in the tens of thousands. Our numbers were rising seemingly exponentially. My Spain plans were on hold.

				I had been training hard for Ironman races that were ultimately cancelled and I was distraught that I couldn’t leave for Spain as planned. I needed an outlet for the frustration so chose instead to make a second attempt to through-hike the John Muir Trail. I started the trip, but after only seven days was forced to leave the trail because the Sierra range was on fire. I was one of the last people to leave the area, even after park rangers had been evacuated. Perhaps I could walk the Camino in March of 2021.

				It didn’t happen in 2021 either. No countries welcomed Americans, especially European nations that had already been hit so hard with Covid fatalities. We led the globe in Covid deaths, then in the hundreds of thousands and just under one million US deaths by the time I returned in April 2022. 

				Some friends and I had planned to hike the Trans-Catalina Trail in March of 2020, but Covid had closed California at that time, too, so we delayed that trip to March of 2021. Eight of us were able to go and had a fantastic time hiking the TCT in spring 2021, the third date I had set for my Cami-no journey.

				Covid vaccinations were available by the end of 2021 and boosters became available at the start of 2022. I did my patriotic duty by getting both and was finally good to leave the country.

			

		

		
			
				Making facemasks

			

		

		
			
				I ran 13.4 miles; Skye ran 16
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				Getting There

				Prepping to Go

				Physical and Other Training

				Preparing for the trip took a lot of time and effort, both of which were able to happen in the two years it took me to finally leave the country. I’d trained my body for six Ironman races during the pandemic and completed one of the three I was able to attempt. All others were cancelled, usually just weeks before the event. By the end of 2021, my body was completely spent from two straight years of training. I decided to just relax after Ironman Florida be-tween December 2021 and March 2022 during which time I gained about 15 pounds. I was confident I would lose the weight on the trail so didn’t worry. [Surprisingly, I did not gain or lose a pound during my 1000 kilometer walk.] 

				Despite “relaxing,” I completed my annual 100 X 100 m swim in January (a week after being Covid-free) and night-hiked the Grand Canyon in February. I even completed the Las Vegas Rock ‘n Roll 1/2 Marathon (my eleventh consecutive finish), but walked just under half of it since most of my training was hiking and walking. I hiked in Valley of Fire and Zion (Angel’s Landing) with girlfriends. Skye and I walked in the desert several times each week with long walks around the 10-13.1 mile mark often with a 20-pound pack. Skye would cover about 16 miles for each of my 13.1. I wasn’t in great shape, but I knew I could walk the Way (another name for the Camino). I also knew those first three-to-five days of climbing in the Pyrenees would be miserably difficult.

				In addition to the physical training, I prepared logistically, academically, and spiritually. 

			

		

		
			
				On the Trans-Catalina Trail

			

		

		
			
				Starting the JMT with Sarah and Shawna
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				Logistically, I needed ultralight gear and I needed to find ways to cut pack weight in every way possible. During the three years it took me to step foot into Spain, I was able to refine my packing list and replace a lot of gear. I was pretty confident I had exactly what I needed and no more than I needed (electronics excepted, but that was a compromise I wasn’t willing to make). 

				Academically, I read voraciously. I read several guidebooks, some of which accompanied me on the actual trail in electronic (Camino de Santiago, Camino Frances: St Jean—Santiago—Finisterre by Dintaman) and paper (A Pilgrim’s Guide to the Camino de Santiago: Camino Frances—St. Jean—Ronsevalles—Santiago by Brierly) formats. I also read popular books about the Camino, even those that I would have been happy to have trashed in the early chapters (those by Paulo Coelho and Shirley Maclaine in particular). Facebook posts and websites became regular companions through the training period with my many, many posts of questions and lots of answers from generous former pilgrims.

				Today, pilgrims receive a Compestela at the end of their pilgrimage just as they have for millennia, but they can specify the walk as having been for either religious or spiritual purposes. I was determined to make mine a true religious pilgrimage and sought ideas on how to make this happen. I didn’t want the journey to be like the through-hikes I’d done in the past. My purpose wasn’t strictly physical or social; my purpose was to become closer to God. Few people had advice, but I read several books written by priests and nuns about their Camino experiences to seek guidance; they ultimately gave me ideas I was able to incorporate into my spiritual path and I drew from other sources and inspiration for additional guiding actions.

				It was time to go. I got my hair cut and wasn’t happy with it so had it cut a second time. It simply hadn’t been short enough to easily wash with bar soap. I also had my finger- and toe-nails manicured. I “got my affairs in order,” well, I really just cleaned the table next to my comfy seat at home, signed off of Facebook, and said goodbye to my family and friends. I was on my way.
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				An early morning departure from Bains (3/22/2022)
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				• I committed to daily prayer. I thought of prayers I wanted for myself and asked others what they would want me to pray for them. Most of my prayers were to increase the Fruits of the Spirit in my life and decrease the practice of deadly sins. Friends asked for prayers for family members, good health, and di-rection. I wrote each of these prayers on a glass rock and placed them all in a bag with plans to pray over each rock each day. I would let go of the rocks when reaching the stone pile in Cruz de Ferro, the tradition-al spot for this ritual. 

				I had been looking forward to moving the rocks through my fingers, maybe in bed before falling asleep each night. I even bought a pretty bag to hold them. Sadly, the words (written in gold Sharpie) smeared so I had to rely on another method instead—a combi-nation of memorization and double-checking those prayers I missed by checking my phone. It took me a long time to say these prayers each day as there was so much to pray for related to each rock. I found that by the end of the pilgrimage, the prayer words would come to the forefront of my mind as I would say or do something later in the day. For example, I might say something negative when talking with another pilgrim and would think: “That doesn’t create joy” or I would be tired and remember “stamina.”

				• Finally, there was a practice I began while on the trail: daily reading and pondering of the Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi. This was the result of being given the gift of a card by fellow pilgrim Father Dave. It ended up being extremely meaningful and left me adding new prayers to my prayer rock collection: empathy, compassion, and understanding. The card eventually made it into a frame that adorns a book-shelf I see everyday in my home.

			

		

		
			
				• I committed to walking the first hour of each day in silence. This idea, in addition to the books, came from one of my mother-in-laws’ friends who had hiked the Camino and found silence to be worth-while for her and her two companions. 

				• To guide my morning silent time, I chose a collection of verses I would ponder during those times. I made each verse into a small card I would randomly draw from my pack each morning. For some unknown reason, I picked the longest verses by choosing the biggest cards at the beginning of the pilgrimage. Memorizing verses after the first two-to-three weeks became much easier! 

				After memorizing and pondering my verse for the day, I would put it in my pocket and refer to it several times throughout the day. At the end of the day, I would often leave the papers somewhere for someone else to find. Near the end of the pilgrim-age and when I was memorizing really easy verses, I would sometimes give them away mid-day when I felt someone else might benefit from them. As other pilgrims learned I studied a different verse each day, they would sometimes ask me to share it. It gave me solace to know that God’s tool was building my spiritual health as well as extending to others in this manner. 

				• I also enclosed these verses as a scroll in a mezuzah attached to the back of my pack. Just as Jews attach mezuzahs on their doorposts as a reminder of God’s presence, I used my mezuzah as a reminder of God’s Word and its role in my life. Sometimes, it would tinkle against my scallop shell (also on the back of my pack) and would remind me of the purpose of my journey.

			

		

		
			
				• In the last book I read before leaving for Spain (Hiking the Camino: 500 Miles with Jesus), author and priest Dave Pivonka made this to be his Camino mantra: “All this for the King.” As he experienced both joys and sorrows, he would remind himself that this was his true purpose for walking the Way. I adopted that mantra as well. It was written at the top of a note on my iPhone that I frequently visited so the motto was brought to the forefront of my mind each time I opened that note.

				• I took advantage of another book to help me focus on the concept that God dwells in churches. All pil-grims carry a credencial (like a passport) during the journey and must have it stamped daily. I committed to having my credencial stamped at least once a day in a church. Unfortunately, this didn’t happen. One of the most disappointing aspects of my experience was that churches were simply not open. There is at least one church in every village, town, and city on the Camino, but almost ALL of them are closed except during services. Services were early in the morning either before I awoke or after I was walking and in the evening when I was exhausted, hungry, and finally reaching my day’s destination. This was a major disappointment for me. I never stopped circumnavigating each churches I visited to see if I could find an open door . I was let-down over 90% of the time.

				• To make my intended church visits authentic, I found a book with 40 days of devotions written specifically for the Camino and created a document from which I could read them on my iPad when in those churches each day. Even though I wasn’t able to read these devotions in actual churches much of the time, I found a quiet place each day to read.

			

		

		
			
				Making it Religious
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				Be gentle, kind, joyful, peaceful, patient, generous, and faithful;

				Practice self-control, moderation, diligence, humility (avoiding pride), and gratitude;

				Request blessings for Mike, Ryan, Winter, the world (especially the Ukraine), Mary Ann, Octavio, Jacqueline, Nadia, Nolan, and Minot; and,

				Find direction, health, adventure, stamina, friends, forgiveness, and hope.

				I later added wisdom as a replacement for diligence and after studying the Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi added empathy, compassion, and 

				understanding.

			

		

		
			
				Prayer Rocks
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				The northern lights from the plane
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				Getting There

				Plane (3/21/22) 

				Las Vegas to Paris

				Ryan’s spring break ended and he was to return for the last few weeks of his college education on the same day I departed for my trip so Mike drove both of us to the airport at the same time. I had to check in even though I didn’t have luggage because my flight was international and Ryan stayed with me. We walked together to The Club where we had breakfast. Next, I walked Ryan to his departure gate and sadly bid him farewell. I returned to The Club where I ate more breakfast and filled my water bladder and bottle so I’d be ready for the hike to Ronsevalles.

				The first flight was blessedly unremarkable and the second included moments of true beauty. I flew from Las Vegas to Salt Lake City where I walked two miles around the airport before boarding my flight to Paris. On the Paris flight, I immediately took off my boots in favor of sandals as we flew over the beautiful Unitas and Rocky Mountains. I pulled out my iPad and started writing in my journal then watched the movie “Double Jeopardy,” ate lunch and breakfast, and napped. The magic happened when the woman in front of me told me to look at the northern lights out my window. We were just south of Greenland when I saw them. Seeing them was not as clear as the pictures made them, but they were still wonderful to see and I was amazed when I saw them from the camera’s perspective.

			

		

		
			
				Ryan and I at The Club

			

		

		
			
				Overlooking the Uintas Mountains
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				No problem beating the 40 pound max; 

				21.5 pounds is all I needed for 40 days
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				Getting There

				Train (3/22/22)

				Paris to Cambo les Bains

				I originally planned to fly from Paris to Bayonne and then take busses to St-Jean-Pied-de-Port (SJPP), but for the same cost, I could go by train and arrive earlier. The flight would require I spent a night in Bayonne. With the train, I would reach my starting point for the hike on the same day my Paris flight arrived and be able to start walking the next morning. This appealed to me because I was really worried about being able to complete the entire trail as well as a bipedal jaunt to Finisterre in less than the 40 days. That was the number of days I’d allowed myself. The train ended up being great. What wasn’t great was getting to the train. 

				I immediately knew I was in France as I kept hearing what Mike refers to as “Scooby Doo” being spoken all around me. I just followed all the signs even though they seemed to lead me for ghoulishly long distances. Eventually, I reached customs and was accepted into the country after a 30-minute wait in the line. This gave me plenty of time to get to the train station (almost four hours), or so I thought. Apparently, the train leaving directly from the airport wasn’t working so, along with a lot of other stuck travelers, we rode a bus for over an hour. I wouldn’t have minded except for one major hang-up—I wasn’t sure if I was on a bus that would take me where I needed to go. Those who spoke English were unsure; we were all unsure together. We’d all been told to take bus number 350 to the end. I figured it was a just a shuttle between one terminal and another or between the main terminal and a local train station. It was not. We were stuck on that bus for about an hour and none of us had any idea where we were going. We all believed we were headed to something called a port, but 

			

		

		
			
				Church in Bayonne

			

		

		
			
				From the train
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				had no idea how long it would be until we finally arrived. By this point, I was getting nervous, the time of my train departure was fast approaching. One woman said she thought I could take the metro from the port directly to the	inter-city train station. I doubted her, but she was correct and I was delighted to learn I would make my reservation.

				I walked to the metro with a Brazilian woman from my bus named Izzy who was in a situation similar to mine, equally confused. She was in Paris to speak at a UNICEF conference on the topic of transgender individuals in Brazil. She said many do not finish high school and the average life span of transgender people in Brazil was 35-years-old. It was shocking!

				After the bus and the metro, I was finally on the train. I wrote in my journal, but kept falling asleep. I knew I had to stay awake until at least 7 PM if I wanted to get myself into the correct timezone, but it was so difficult. The scenery was beautiful, but I couldn’t even bring myself to watch through the window because I was so tired.

				My first train stopped in Bayonne, where I originally planned to spend the night. I took the time during the hour-long layover to buy a new wall plug (the one I brought didn’t work in Europe) and visit my first of many churches. There, I read my last pre-pilgrimage devo-tional and prayed rock prayers.

				Another half-hour on the train between Bayonne and Cambo Les Bains, a 10-minute change between the train and catching my bus, and I was on my way to my final destination… the starting point for my Camino de Santiago.
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				Getting Theere

				Bus (3/22/22)

				Cambo les Bains to St-Jean-Pied-de-Port

				About seven pilgrims (obvious from our packs) exited the train in Cambo Les Bains and im-mediately boarded a bus/coach around the corner. This seemed odd because I thought I was to take another train, but, alas, I was wrong. The bus ride took about 40 minutes and I kept awake enough to watch the beautiful scenery fly by. I kept smiling, knowing that I would be meandering through that landscape in the morning. By the end of this 48-hour period, I had ridden in a car, two planes, two trams, two buses, a subway, and two trains.

				When we arrived in St-Jean-Pied-de-Port, we exited as a unit. I didn’t know it then, but many of these fellow travelers would become friends as we leap-frogged over the next weeks. Some even remembered me from the bus because I was the only one who carried an umbrella. 

				Several pilgrims took off while a couple of us stood around asking which way to go. One kind guy was able to check his phone (I only had wifi, not cell service, and wasn’t connected via a wifi network as would be 

			

		

		
			
				St-Jean-Pied-de-Port

			

		

		
			
				Approaching the old city in SJPP
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				Dinner with me, the Brazilian woman, the 

				German man, and our host
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				I waited while volunteers assisted those who arrived before me and finally had my chance to officially become a pilgrim. The woman greeted me and tried to give me a credencial. She seemed surprised that I already had one that I’d pre-ordered from the American Pilgrims of the Camino organization, but happily gave me my first sello. She also gave me lots of information about albergues and other hostels between SJPP and our final desti-nation, Santiago. I knew I’d find it very helpful, but it was one more thing I’d need to carry. The office also had stringed scallop shells available so I took one and donated €1. 

				She supplied a map with very specific instructions for walking the Valcarlos route, the one we were required to take. I was disappointed the Napoleon route (the one going over the Pyrenees to a higher elevation instead of through a valley to their west) wouldn’t open for another week. Apparently, there had been too many accidents and deaths over the years in the Pyrenees from pilgrims who weren’t prepared for winter conditions so Spanish emergency services closes their side of the trail during winter months. The Valcarlos route is easier because there is less climbing (still requiring almost 4,500’), slightly shorter, a more gradual climb, and a lower maximum ele-vation. Neither are easy. The Valcarlos was the original route. When the Moors came to Spain and started killing Christians, pilgrims turned east to the higher, more dangerous mountains where the Moors wouldn’t follow them. This is also when the Knights Templar were banded with the mission to keep pilgrims safe from the Moors at all costs. Interestingly, only a few days after my cohort started, the Valcarlos route was temporarily closed due to 

			

		

		
			
				common throughout my stay in Europe) and pointed me in the right direction. I just tried to keep up with the line of backpacks in front of me from that point forward. 

				We walked through what was coming to look like a typical small French city when we took a turn and climbed stairs into what appeared to be an old walled city. Now, we were really getting someplace! The cobbled street paved the way for ancient buildings, buildings that were there when some of the first Camino pilgrims shuffled through around 900 AD. 

				I’d received an email earlier in the day saying I had a bunk reserved at the private Albergue Beilari so I checked in and dropped my pack by the door before heading across the street to visit the Pilgrim Office. 
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				The living area

			

		

		
			
				One of the bunks

			

		

		
			
				Glossary

				Albergue: A hostel. There are many different kinds. Private albergues like the one mentioned here are often smaller, nicer, and more expensive.

				Credencial: A pilgrim passport. Pilgrims must have their credencial stamped at least once a day before Sarria and twice a day after Sarria to receive their compestela.

				Sello: A stamp in a credencial. These are provided at albergues, bars, churches, and random other locations.
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				a snowstorm. Word on the trail was that several girls decided to walk anyway and ended up needing to be rescued. We were very lucky to start when we did. The weather was perfect for us.

				After checking in (basically signing my name and providing details like phone and passport numbers) I visited a recreational outfitter store to purchase trekking poles (poles weren’t allowed on the flight from the US). They were expensive, but I’d planned to absorb the cost even before I left the States. No deals, either… you can buy one for full price and a second for double the price. I needed two so shelled out €40.
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				Napoleon Route

				Distance: 15.6 mi

				Elevation: +4,587’/-1,998’

				Max Elevation: 4,698’

				Valcarlos Route

				Distance: 14.2 mi

				Elevation: +4,459m/ -1,870’

				Max Elevation: 3,474’
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				What is a Spanish “tortilla”?

				Unlike Mexican tortillas, Spanish tortillas are made of potatoes and cheese and are not a bread. They most resemble scalloped potatoes that are either fried or baked in a skillet and look a bit like a quiche, but taste like scalloped potatoes with a crusted exterior. Spanish tortillas are almost always available in bars and seem to be the most common lunch food and dinner side dish. They’re pretty delicious and filling, but they are just one more opportunity to eat carbs and starches in Spain.

				Ingredients

					•	1 ¼ pounds potatoes, 3 or 4 medium

					•	1 medium onion

					•	1 cup olive oil

					•	 Salt and freshly ground black pepper

					•	6 extra-large or jumbo eggs

				 

				Directions

					•	Slice potatoes and onions.

					•	Bring oil to a low boil. 

					•	Add potatoes, onions, and salt/pepper.

					•	Mix until the oil bubbles lazily, turning to coat the ingredients. Do not let potatoes brown 

					or get too soft that they break apart.

					•	Beat eggs with more salt/pepper.

					•	Drain potatoes with a colander, leaving 2 T oil in the skillet.

					•	Gently mix eggs with potato mixture and return all to the skillet at high temperature.

					•	Once edges begin to firm, reduce heat to medium-low and cook for 5 minutes.

					•	Slide mixture onto a plate, flip with another plate, add 2 T of oil and the mixture, 

					and cook the second side for 5 minutes.
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				Pilgrimmage 

				Stages
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				Approaching Ronsevalles
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				Stage 1 (3/23/22)

				St-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Ronsevalles

				Let’s Get This Party Started

				I was cold much of the night because of the late shower—my hair was wet. I grabbed three extra blankets and wore my down coat and finally warmed. I took many bathroom breaks and then couldn’t sleep so I got out of bed before my alarm went off and started preparing for the day. It was 6:45 AM. Fortunately, the morning was made perfect because of the melodic birdsong. The host insisted on serving breakfast and he wanted to get a group photo, both generous and meaningful actions, but I really wanted to start walking. I knew it would be a long day.

				My first stop was the Pilgrim Office, again. I wanted to weigh my pack and found it was 10.5 kg (23 pounds). The woman working kindly took a picture of me with the pack on the scale, but I didn’t realize until after sending it to the family that the scale was facing backward in the photo. Whoops! I also used the office wifi to text the team and let them know I was leaving SJPP with plans to reach Ronsevalles that evening. Then, I was off. The first quarter-mile was wonderful. There were placards with topical information about the walled city and its pilgrim past. For instance, the church has seats inset in its façade where the poorest pilgrims would sit to wait for help from the church. While at the church, I popped in and pulled out my first daily verse:

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 17.5 mi

				Elevation Change: +4,072’, -1,327’

				Hours Hiking: 9:46:15

				Hostel: Albergue de Peregrinos de Roncesvalles

			

		

		
			
				Seats at the entrance
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				Weighing the pack
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				As planned, I spent the next hour (the first hour of each day) walking in near silence (I did greet people as they passed me or locals who bid me “Buen Camino”). Mostly, I prayed, pondered, and somewhat memorized the verse. As the day continued, I kept referring back to the printed verse, continuing to consider its meaning and application and working on memorization. It was a good verse for the start of the journey. 

				About 30 pilgrims passed me on the trail. We all walked far (I did over 17 miles) and climbed a lot (over 4,000’). It was definitely a tough day, but having such a light pack (as opposed to the 35-40 pounds of gear needed on a backpacking trip in cold weather) and tak-ing my time (averaging about 30 min/mi) made it manageable. Most pilgrims were in pairs or triads, but there were one or two larger groups (often, I learned later, created from many solo walkers) and several soloists (mostly men at this point, but later in the trip this seemed to shift to favor women). Everyone was friendly and we all supported one another, especially at turns where we were often confused. It seemed the Camino was fairly well marked, but I still had to regularly consult a map. The arrows started appearing more often during the second half of the day and became much more frequent as the trip continued… especially after Sarria where there were often arrows every 100 meters.

				 

				I took lots of pictures of livestock and landscapes as I walked. I saw bulls, pigs, horses, ponies, dogs, chicken, and sheep. There were also lots of home gardens. The homes look ancient, and though they are refurbished, I wondered if life in this village is similar to how it was millennia ago. As the day progressed, I hiked through wilderness with endless waterfalls and learned the history of the area and the role played by the Camino in that history. In the afternoon, I listened to a Jodi Picoult book.

				Upon reaching the albergue, a huge public hospital built directly onto the massive church in Ronsevalles, I was greeted by a warm hospitalero. Upon arrival, each pilgrim was invited to drink a cup of tea and snack on cookies while filling out forms. The hospitaleros checked pilgrim passports and stamped sellos in our credencials. I presumed they were checking the passports because we’d just crossed the Spanish border, but later learned I would need to pro-

			

		

		
			
				I have not achieved it, but I focus on this one thing: forgetting the past and looking forward to what lies ahead. I press on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize. —Philippians 3:13
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				Exiting St. Jean
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				vide my passport details at every albergue. The cost was €12 for a bed and €11 for dinner. I set up my bed and tried (not very successfully) connecting to the Internet. I really wanted to send home a few pictures and let everyone know I made it to Ronsevalles.

				Next was the pilgrim dinner with wine, potato soup, and pasta. There were about 14 of us at the table and we talked the entire time in myriad languages. One Spaniard didn’t speak English very well so I’d say what I wanted to communicate in my brand of Spanish, then he would repeat it back to me in his brand of English. It worked pretty well and I was surprised by how much I could communicate. It was nice to be in a country where I’d been practicing the lan-guage. Almost 40 years since my last French lesson made being in France pretty tough. 

				I left before dessert so I could attend mass. It was in Spanish and, of course, it was Catholic so I didn’t understand any of it ex-cept the blessing he gave all pil-grims in several languages at the very end. But, the church was beautiful and it was nice to fi-nally be in a church. Though I’d been in the one in SJPP in the morning, two churches I passed on the day’s journey were both locked. I didn’t get to my prayer rocks until bedtime and didn’t finish my daily devotional.

				After mass, one of the priests gave a tour of the church to the about 15 of us in attendance at the mass. It was built in the 12th century—900 years ago—in a German gothic style. Pretty incredible. Though the talk was 
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				Glossary

				Parochial Albergue: A hostel run by a religious order. 

				They are usually in a church, convent, or monastery and run by nuns, monks, or confraternities. 

				Confraternity (as I understand it): A religious group from a given area that supports Camino pilgrimages. A group from the country, in Ronsevalles it was a group from the Netherlands, would serve together for a short period, usually a few weeks, running the hostel. These hostels are usually inside an existing church.

				Hospitalero: A person who volunteers as a host at an albergue (as in the confraternity members mentioned above). I often referred to all albergue hosts as hospitale-ros, but the term, I believe, should be limited to those who are volunteering their time.
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				in Spanish, he gave non-Spanish speakers papers in their own languages that outlined much of what he said and he also answered some of my specific ques-tions in broken English. One of the parts of the tour I found most fascinating was the crypt. It wasn’t built to store bodies; it was built to support the church’s extremely heavy foundation. What was so neat about it was that because it was enclosed in the dark underground, the original painting was still on the walls. Wow!

				Though I was so glad I attended the pilgrim dinner, mass, and tour, I was ex-hausted. I didn’t get into bed until almost ten and didn’t finish my journal until nearly 11 PM. With a 7:15 AM wake-up call, I was a bit worried about being able to keep up my journaling and daily planned distances.
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					The Border

					At the highest elevation of the day’s walk, I left France and entered Spain. This church sat prominently at the top and served as the first hospital available to pilgrims in the Pyrenees. The location had significance throughout history and even continued into the 20th century. There are still-accessible underground bunkers that enabled Spanish soldiers to view Nazi invaders and French resistance operators during World War II. The area was also strategically situated during the Spanish Civil War.
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				Unbeknownst to me, many of the people I met at this pilgrim dinner on my first night walking the Camino would become friends. We “hopscotched” all the way across Spain, all ending in Santiago within a few days of each other.
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				Stage 2 (3/24/22)

				Ronsevalles to Larrasoana

				Beyond the Plan

				I’d set my watch to awaken me at 7:15 AM, but the hospitalero turned on the lights in my berth of four pilgrims at 6:45 and made sure we were all awake. I returned the blanket they let me use (apparently, it’s a big deal to allow guests to use an extra blanket), packed my bag, brushed my teeth and hair, and was out the door. 

				My first stop was the church. I needed to finish the devotion I hadn’t been able to finish the day before because all the churches were closed. I also took out my verse for the day:

				“We know that God causes everything to work together for the good of those who love God and are called according to his purpose for them.” Romans 8:28

				and turned my scallop shell to say “Silencio” while I walked. This first hour of the day for silent reflection on the trail may not have been the best time because that’s when all the pil-

			

		

		
			
				The White Cross

			

		

		
			
				Where I had my Spanish lesson

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 18 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,930’, -3,423’

				Hours Hiking: 10:14:47

				Hostel: Albergue de St. Nicholas
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				grims are most clustered so are constantly greeting one another with “Hola” and “Buen Camino.” Also, I had to stop at a bakery to buy a baguette for breakfast. This is when a young girl taught me the Spanish word for bakery is “panaderia” in Spain as opposed to the Mexican “panaria” I’d mastered via Duolingo. Nonetheless, I found plenty of silent time since I was quiet, almost completely silent, until after noon when I finally switched on the audiobook “Wish You Were Here” by Jodi Picoult.

				The day offered better walking conditions with less climbing though it still had constant ups-and-downs. The area must have been the foothills of the Pyrenees. The best part about the day’s trail was that it was mostly on dirt, rock, or flat stones—a great improvement over the asphalt roads of the previous day. Being directly in nature also improved the scenery. Walking on a dirt trail while overlooking miles of pastures and old, stone farmhouses without highways to interrupt the view created a much more serene atmosphere. The scenery was beautiful, but couldn’t hold a candle to my beloved memories of the Sierra.

				One of coolest things I learned during the day was that the forest just west of Ronsevalles was said to have been a secret place of witch-craft. Nine women were burned at the stake in this Spanish version of Salem because they were said to be witches. There is a “White Cross” positioned in front of the forest section through which pilgrims pass because it needs to ward off evil spirits.
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				Many of my hopes for a religious experience thus far had been hampered because all the churches seem to be closed. Though I was able to worship in the little chapel in the morning in Ronsevalles (the church itself was closed), every other church I passed was locked. 

				The camaraderie was great on the trail, but I didn’t spend much time with people. Everyone traveled in twos or small groups of four-to-six except some single men and me. Groups came together and split apart, but the pilgrim train that left SJPP on the same day tended to come into contact with one another regularly. My group (those who started March 23rd) was strung in a caravan over many miles. Everyone passed me, and then passed me one or more times latermbecause they stopped for breakfast, lunch, coffee/snacks, and rest when I did not. I walked so much slower than everyone else, but would pass them while they were stopped for breaks. Still, all tended to stop in the same places each night because we were trying to stay on pre-set stages. I felt I wanted to walk more than the 14 miles to the typical 2nd stage ending point of Zubiri so instead of stopping there, I continued on to Larrasoana. Because of this, I thought it wasn’t likely I’d see many of the pilgrims from my starting group again. I was very wrong.

				I arrived at Zubiri around 2:00 PM and was hungry after having only eaten bread and a small granola bar since I’d left Ronsevalles so I stopped at a bar for a meal. There was another pilgrim there, a Spanish man I’d met the day before and seen many times, so I invited myself to join him and ordered what he was having—a pseudo chicken cordon bleu that was battered and fried like chicken-fried steak. It came with French fries. After using the bar’s wifi to move my pictures from my iPhone to my iPad and finishing my “linner,” I hit the trail for another 5K. The Spanish man was dumbfounded that I would keep going because he was so tired and because that meant I’d have such a short distance to reach Pamplona the next day. Almost all pilgrims stay overnight in Pamplona because it’s a fun town with bars and tapas, but that seemed like it would be too short of a day for me. Plus, I wasn’t much of a “bar and tapas kinda gal.” Reaching Pamplona the following day would only require 9 miles of walking with 262’ of climbing and would slow me from possibly meeting my goal of reaching Finisterre before I was scheduled to return home. I didn’t want to take that chance.

				Ultimately, I made a lot of progress by covering 18 miles and though I was tired from the early morning wake-up call and long miles, I still felt like I could continue to keep up this mileage. I arrived in Larrasoana around 6:00 PM. Of course, the church was closed and there were no pilgrim masses, but there were also no places to eat except a small, expensive supermarket and the alber-gue. I decided not to spend the money for either and just wait for a baguette in the morning. While everyone else ate downstairs, I showered (they all showered long before I arrived). The albergue had a washer and dryer, but they cost €7 and I wanted to live like 
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				a true pilgrim so instead used my Scrubba (a dry bag that acts as a portable washing machine for travelers) to wash my clothes by hand. After I washing clothes, I realized the only place to dry them was outside in the overnight cold. The albergue owners offered to pay for the dryer (using one of their coins), but I refused. I figured dealing with cold, wet clothes in the morning was just another hardship pilgrims had to endure. This said, those pilgrims who arrived together before me pooled their clothes and all washed them collectively. I looked forward to it being warmer over the next few weeks so this wouldn’t be a problem as I continued on the trail. The physical strain from exhaustion (I’d had little sleep since leaving the States) and living like a pauper were already getting to me. I became very emotional and hoped the owners didn’t see my tears.

				Before turning in for the night, I wrote in my journal, tried calling Mike, Ryan, and Winter via wifi Face-Time, read my devotion, and prayed over my prayer rocks. It was another late night, but hopefully I could finally sleep until 7:15 AM.
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				Notice the different path surface types
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				What are “Stages”?

				There are several guides to walking the Camino and each is bro-ken into “stages.” Each day represents one stage and each stage is the distance between two pre-determined towns. The two towns tend to be larger than those surrounding them so offer more services, but sometimes this is untrue because a town may have a longer history of serving pilgrims so has more albergues. 

				The most popular guide was written by John Brierly and many of us used his guide as a basis for our planning. Commonly called simply “Brierly,” pilgrims (including me) would tear out the pages for the stage they were completing that day. I kept these pages in my pocket and referred to them regularly to see what elevation I would soon encounter and how far it would be to the next town/bar where I could buy lunch or coffee. The pages also included historical information about towns and thought-provoking quotations. At the end of each day, I threw the pages of the area I’d just completed away; my book became shorter and lighter each day.

				At the Pilgrim Office in SJPP, pilgrims were given a different one-page stage guide that I also kept in my pocket for reference each day (see “Daily Maps” in the appendices). It was very sim-ilar, covering the SJPP to Santiago distance in the same number of days, just sometimes stopping at different towns and covering longer or shorter distances on some days. It also showed eleva-tion, but not very accurately. Nonetheless, I was very disappoint-ed when I lost the paper near the end of my journey and very happy I had the foresight to take a picture of it before losing it.
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					The Pamplona Cathedral
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				Stage 3 (3/25/22)

				Larrasoana to Pamplona

				Short and Wonderful

			

		

		
			
				In the middle of the night after getting up for the bathroom, I noticed something completely unremarkable and miserable—albergue rooms reek of bodies. Men and women all sleep in the same room and it’s true that men are interested in not being smelly whereas women are interested in being clean. The difference is really amplified when cramped in a single room.

				I awoke before my alarm again; there’s no sleeping once the group starts moving. It’s pretty loud. At night, there’s a point at which everyone falls fast asleep, too, but I’d stay awake later to write in my journal. 6:45 AM was too early, but I awoke, gathered my cold, wet clothes from the outside line, hung them on the back of my pack, and went to buy a baguette. One of the other pilgrims told me there was 1/2 a baguette left in the kitchen so I saved the euros from the market owner (who seemed shady anyway) and spent the morning eating my reclaimed bread instead. After acquiring breakfast, my next task was to choose a verse from my collection. I chose:

				“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law.” Galatians 5: 22-23

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 10 mi to Pamplona; 2.25 around Pamplona

				Elevation Change: +911’, -993’’

				Hours Hiking: 5:54:44

				Hostel: Refugio Jesus y Maria
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				The trail to Pamplona
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				I decided to take the route that didn’t go through the town when a local said we had to take the town route. So, I did, and that made all the difference (tee-hee!). It was a God thing because as soon as I entered the town, there was an open church, one of the first I’d seen in awhile. I pulled out my phone and did my devotion, took pic-tures of the beautiful interior, and left a small donation.

				I was only at about seven miles with two to go, but was exhausted so took my time through the fabulous city. I had orange juice and something that sounds like spa-ghetti, but is actually the same dish I had for lunch the previous day—what tasted like ham, American cheese, and mayonnaise all battered and fried. I also bought a “bocadillo” (a submarine sandwich) only to learn it was either tuna or anchovies 

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				I set my alarm to an hour and spent the time memorizing the verse and pondering its meaning, an exercise that became important later in the day. 

				I’d noticed a hot spot on my foot in the night, but didn’t remember to address it in the morning so had to stop in less than 5K to cover it with a blister bandaid. Arsenio, whose name I learned just then and who would become a good Camino friend, arrived at the same time and sat beside me for awhile while I bandaged my foot. He was the Spanish man I had “linner” with the previous afternoon. Arsenio had started the morning in Zubiri and already caught up with my slow progress. I left him in my dust for a few minutes until he stood up and started walking again, immediately passing me. 

				After my hour of silence and interaction with Arsenio, I walked quietly until about 11 AM when I came across a few stopped pilgrims. They said they were confused because the yellow Camino arrows pointed two different ways. 

			

		

		
			
				The “Fruits of the Spirit” 

				Hospitalero
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				The town where I lost my way, but found lunch and a church
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					The surprise church
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				slathered in mayonnaise (apparently, the most popular condiment in Spain). I threw it away and went to a gro-cery store for an apple and another baguette. As I snacked while walking through town, I noticed the people in the area were so kind, especially to pilgrims. They all smiled at me wishing me a “Buen Camino.” In one case, an older lady wished me Buen Camino and insisted I take some of her candies, candies that would prove to be a Godsend later when I needed the sugar rush. The people were so friendly and answered my broken-Spanish questions with smiles. Truth… people have been very kind about trying to decipher my Spanish and help me ever since I arrived in the country (not quite true when I was in France).

				Eventually, I reached Pamplona just after a group of other pilgrims and at the same time as Arsenio. The group planned on continuing to the next town, but I told them I’d heard that could be a problem because many of the albergues in the nearby towns were still closed. We worked together with my list of Camino housing phone numbers and their working cell phones only to learn that in the next two towns, my informa-tion was correct. We would have to walk an-other 9 to 10 miles (including over a big in-cline) to reach another place to stay. Though it was only 1:00 PM, I didn’t think I’d be able to make the distance before nightfall. My minute-per-mile pace had been over 30 minutes for the last two days. Others had encouraged me to rest in Pamplona, all the 
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				Entering and inside the walled city of Pamplona

			

		

		
			
				Design of Public Albergues

				Public albergues all consists of one or more large rooms filled with bunk beds. Though some are nicer and provide more privacy than others, the images from the Pamplona albergue below are typical. Upon arriving, pilgrims choose a bunk and claim it by placing the provided sheets (usually paper) on the bed and covering it with their sleeping bags. Shoes and hiking poles are usually placed in a separate area and packs are often hung on the wall or bed frame (to discourage bedbug travelers). The facilities usually have an entry, one or more sleeping rooms, usually gender-separated, but sometimes shared, bathrooms with showers, and a kitchen/community area. In the Pamplona albergue, there was also a small area with a library and work tables and a large laundry room.
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				websites I’d read before starting the Camino said it was a good idea to spend a night in Pamplona, and Arsenio agreed it was a good idea. I went from disappointed I couldn’t continue to absolutely elated I would get to see Pamplona. About the same time, a man from a con-fraternity of a parochial albergue further along the Way approached us. He would start working in a few days and was taking time to enjoy Pamplona before starting his hospitalero service. We had a very nice talk and I would have loved to stay in his albergue, but it wouldn’t be open before our group passed it. He spoke about the notable hospitality of his albergue by using Words of the Spirit. In return, I gave him my day’s verse. I think this was God’s way of telling me I was in the right place and to slow down… at least for a day.
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				The Italian woman in the group had her nails done at home. How did they look by the end?

			

		

		
			
				March in support of Ukraine

			

		

		
			
				“Hot chocolate,” tomatoes that looked like pumpkins, and gelato

			

		

		
			
				Me, Liz, Jake, … Matt

			

		

		
			
				Pinchots in Pamplona
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				Arsenio and I entered the walled city together. I was expecting a big city like Paris or Las Vegas and was surprised that we would be in the original Pamplona, a walled-in city dating back to the days of Christ. I loved walking through the old gates and felt like I was living in a Monty Python movie. The streets were narrow and bookended with stores in ancient buildings. It was absolutely delightful. What I thought would be a bad thing (spending all afternoon in one city), was a wonderful thing. I was able to take time to see the city and stop progressing on the trail without having to feel guilty about it. 

				Arsenio directed me to the public refugio where everyone else was staying. It was a block from the church and was perfect for pilgrims. The wifi was so much better than that from the previous two nights and the washing machines were free! I shared one with another woman and then we each threw in €1 to use the dryer. I showered while washing everything except Shawna’s cheap, second-hand sundress (which I wore), my sleeping bag, and down coat. Remember, this was after wearing my wet laundry on my back all day in hopes it would dry. What a special gift to have access to a free laundry machine!

				After the shower and while the clothes washed, I went to the Pamplona Cathedral, paid the €3 pilgrim entry feee, and spent an hour inside. It was grandiose in every possible way. Unfortunately, I struggled to feel God in the cathedral. I wonder if Christ would have seen it was a great gift to God or an abuse of money and people. I suspected much of the money used to place silver and gold on the gilded statues came from slave-like abus-es of those living in poverty. It was just too much; it was gaudy. Was this like what Jesus saw when he entered the temples in Jerusalem? He overturned the tables out front because the money changers were defiling His Father’s church. But, he didn’t reprimand them because the church was so audacious and built with the blood, sweat, and tears of impoverished slaves.
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					Pilgrims switch to sandals ASAP

				

			

		

		
			
				Pamplona at night
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				After my self-tour of the cathedral, I returned to the albergue to care for my newly cleaned clothes. I saw one of the guys from the group with whom I’d slept the previous night sitting outside watching a sort of parade. He didn’t know what the parade was for, but felt very emotional by the sight and was crying. I asked a nearby professional photographer about the parade’s purpose. She told me it was a walk for peace in recognition of the war be-tween Russia and Ukraine. The fellow pilgrim said he’d seen about 1,000 people walk past him already. By the time I arrived, I was able to see flag-bear-ers and huge lines of priests, several carrying what looked like the arc of the tabernacle. Those leading and following the priests came as families, couples, friends, and individuals and each carried a lit candle. They walked to the front doors of the cathedral. I wanted to go see if they would have a service, but I’d already invited myself to join the previous nights’ group for dinner so I joined them instead.

				We met another group in the main square creating a combined total of nine rowdy international pilgrims. The “lead-er”—a young Italian man I later learned was Jake—walked us around to find the perfect spot for tapas (called “pinchos” in Spain). I enjoyed talking with a woman from Ohio until we finally found what he deemed the perfect spot. We each ordered a few dishes and a drink (sangria in my case) and ate while talking and laughing. The 18-year-old American boy from Washington, D.C. with whom I’d also slept with the previous night, Matt, left early for bed (we were all exhausted) so I felt okay about excusing myself early to head home. Unfortunately, I became lost along the route; fortunately, this meant I could stop to buy gelato at the same place where I’d learned about the deliciousness of Spanish hot chocolate (like pudding) earlier in the day. I enjoyed the cool walk while witnessing Pamplona’s night scene. I asked several people how to get to the cathedral because I knew how to get home from there.

				Back at the ranch, I got ready for bed, prepared everything for the morning, and talked to Mike and the kids before hit-ting the bed for some journal time. How did it get to be 10:30 PM when I’d been in Pamplona since 1:00 PM? I guess it doesn’t matter because it was such a positive experience. Thank you, God, for turning a bad thing into a wonderful thing. 

			

		

		
			
				Running of the Bulls

				Pamplona is well-known for its annual encierro (“Running of the Bulls”) festival. Bull-running started in the 14th century when cattle herders would transport their bulls from fields outside the city to Pamplona. There, the bulls would be slaughtered that night. While running the bulls to Pamplona, boys would run amongst them to display their bravado. The encierro is a highlight of the nine-day San Fermin Festival every July and a bull run of 875 meters happens every morning of the festival at 8:00 AM. There are six bulls and nine steers (who are re-sponsible for guiding the bulls) that run the distance at an average rate of 15 mph. The bulls who run in the encierro are used in the evening’s bull fights. Between 50 and 100 people are injured in the event every year and 15 participants have died (almost all from goring) since 1910. Pamplona has a population of 200,000 that jumps to 1.5 million during the event.
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					Encierro lollipops for sale

				

			

			
				
					Countdown clock to the next encierro 

				

			

			
				
					Immediately outside the walls of the city where bull fights occur
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				Stage 4 (3/26/22)

				Pamplona to Puente la Reina

				Short Beautiful Day

				By the time I awoke at 7:15 AM, my bunkmates were gone. I packed and hit the Camino by about 8:00, stopping briefly to pick-up a latte chocolate as I left old town Pamplona. Unfortu-nately, the bakery that had a line down the street at night was closed for another hour. I took out my verse, set my timer to one hour, and began ruminating on its meaning and working to memo-rize it.

				“He has made it clear to you, mortal man, what is good and and what the Lord is requiring of you—to act with justice, to treasure the Lord’s gracious love, and to walk humbly in the company of your God.” —Micah 6: 8

				I thought a lot about the tenets of Canyon Ridge Christian Church (my home church): attend one service, worship God one-on-one, serve God, invite others to know Him, and share in a small community of believers. I was attending mass when I could, spending time in silence alone with God, and modeling (not sharing) Christ. Though I’d served by picking up trash on the trail, I didn’t always do it and I wanted to serve Him more. God put a need right in front of 

				
					
						Miles: 18 mi

						Elevation Change: +2,198’, -2,122’’

						Hours Hiking: 9:18:26
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				me as soon as I left the walled city. Like the day before, I started seeing homeless people, mostly very old women. When I’d given bread to a woman the day before, she immediately started eating it. This was a surprise given that when I’d given food to homeless men in Wash-ington, D.C., they turned it down because it didn’t suit their desires. So, when a man came up to me and said he was hungry, I gave him my leftover bread from the previous day. He, of course, asked for money, too, which I refused. Then, he gave me a kiss. As I gave him my cheek, he did a switch-a-roo and went for the lips. I left him at that point. I kept walking and ran into some pilgrims from Korea. I left them temporarily because I saw another homeless woman. I needed replacement bread and she was standing by a bakery so I invited her to join me as I entered. She refused. I bought a baguette, had the baker cut it in half, exited, and then gave her half. She was extremely grateful; then, asked me for a euro. I apologized and walked on. The Korean women saw me at the next corner and invited me to join them for coffee, but I was late enough in the morning that I decided to pass and keep walking on my own. I hadn’t been making great time (30 minutes+ per mile) for the last two days and was on track for the same speed for the day. Though I knew I could cover the mileage for the day, I wanted to start getting in to my goal towns earlier so I could get to sleep earlier.

				I walked through beautiful countryside cultivated with cereals. I would walk a few miles by fields, see a town, and repeat this over and over. Each of the towns had a church and they were all, sadly, closed so I couldn’t do my daily devotions in a church. I hoped that when April arrived with Easter even closer, the churches would be a bit more active during the day. I figured there would be more pilgrims after April 1st because that’s when many of the albergues open. Hopefully, the churches opened then, too.

				In the early afternoon, I reached the highest elevation of the day—arriving at the pinnacle of a mountain where I met many of the pilgrims 
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				The fields of Spain

			

		

		
			
				I’d been seeing on-and-off for days. This mountaintop was the location of an iconic pilgrim statue so we all took pictures. The area also had a Stonehenge-type structure memorializing the many local towns that were devastated by Franco’s regime. Franco decimated much of the population of the surrounding cities leaving mass graves like the one uncovered at this site.

				I joined the other pilgrims and walked with them for hours. Mostly, I walked with 
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				Dave whom I’d named Father Dave because he comes from a strong religious background and he helped me ponder my main question of the day:

				Instead of finding an answer, we continued to talk in circles around Christianity and enjoyed our time together. Few of the pilgrims seem t

				o be walking the Camino as a Christian pilgrimage so this was refreshing. He also told me about when he and his son biked the northern tier of the Trans-America Trail and how he and his wife have been enjoying their RV since they retired a few years ago. He was 71 years old and walked, like everyone else, so much faster than me. 

				Our group of about eight continued walking together until we reached a monument to Mary. By the statue was a plaque with a neat story of a pilgrim who was suffering when he reached the point. He met a young girl who gave him hope and strength and who said her name was “Mary.” From then forward, he started returning every year to guide the people from the local town up the hill to remember Mary’s gift of strength. 

				When our group reached the next town, they all decided to stop for beer. I checked to see if the church was open. It wasn’t so I just bought juice and a sandwich at the bar and kept walking. I’d decided to take an alternative trail that would add two miles to my day enabling me to visit a town named Eurate. Eurate was recommended as a “must-see” stop on one of the websites I’d visited before I left on my Camino. The “town” was really just a building—an octagonal church-like building, Though the origin of the structure is lost to history, I liked the sto-ry 
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				Mountaintop statue

			

		

		
			
				Memorial from Franco Genocide
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				Reminder of my life in West Germany

			

		

		
			
				
					“How can I appreciate the grandiose expressions of faith to God in the churches when I know that though much of the wealth was given as a sacrifice to God, much was also given at the cost of the lives of those in poverty? How can I walk through hamlets where I know people slaved to pay taxes that were spent to pay for churches to which they were unwelcome?”
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				that it was built and used by Knights Templar. I imagined them coming to the building for worship and rest after months of killing Moors in the surrounding areas. Regard-less of the presence of the Knights Templar, the building was certainly used

				as a cemetery and may have been built as a hospital and cemetery for pilgrims. Archeo-logical digs uncovered human remains around the building.

				I finished listening to the book “Wish You Were Here” on my way back to the tradi-tional Camino path and walked to Puente la Reina. There, I found another neat pilgrim stature and checked-in at the local public refugio. I washed the day’s clothes with the Scrubba (I could dry them in my room, thank goodness), showered, and took myself to dinner at a bar for a pilgrim meal. It was 15 euros for bread, cider, asparagus, steak, French fries, and cheesecake. This pilgrim thing is a pretty good gig—7 euros for a bed and 15 euros for dinner. If I didn’t have to walk so much, I could live this way! (Just a joke—I was really enjoying the walking though it was physically demanding.

				I finished journalling over dinner (a perk of eating alone) and walked back to the alber-gue where I talked with Mike and Ryan before heralding myself to bed. 

			

		

		
			
				Mary Statue

			

		

		
			
				The Olive Gard-Zen
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				Eurate
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				Obanos

			

		

		
			
				Dinner

			

		

		
			
				Puente la Reina
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				Cirauqui, Navarra
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				Stage 5 (3/27/22)

				Puente la Reina to Estella

				A Short, Accidental Detour and “Where are my paaants?

				For the first time on the Camino, I awoke before everyone else. A plus was that I had a clean bathroom to myself; the minus was that I needed my headlamp and to be very quiet for the four others in my room. By the time I needed to check my toes for blisters (I only had one hotspot that deserved a bit of love in the form of a blister bandaid), the lights were on and I was ready to go. I was out the albergue before 8:00 AM. My Italian roommate said I could take her leftover salami and baguette from the previous night so I raided the refrigerator and had breakfast and snacks to go.

				I tried to stop at the church for an early devotional, but even though it was Sunday, the doors were locked. My next stop was the bakery for a pretzel-looking doughnut-like pastry. I was get-ting really tired of carbs, but Spain didn’t seem to offer many alternatives. I set the timer on my Garmin for one hour of silence and pulled out a random verse from my collection:

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 15 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,895’, -1,698’’

				Hours Hiking: 8:20:30

				Hostel: Municipal—Estella

			

		

		
			
				Cirauqui, Navarra
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				“Those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary; they will walk and not be faint.” —Isaiah 40:31

				This was the verse I often wrote on my run transition bags during Ironman races so knew it pretty well al-ready. I had it memorized in no time so decided to pray over the prayer rocks without pulling them from their bag. After that, the alarm still hadn’t rung and I was wondering how I should spend time with God for the remainder of my silent hour. Ignoring the “Silencio” instruction on the scallop shell hanging from my pack, Father Dave came close and ministered to me. It was perfect. Basically, he just quoted lots of verses.

				We walked as a group at times; usually, I walked alone. In one town, we all walked by a homeless man wearing a backpack who smelled terrible and was speaking un Spanish really quickly. I asked Father Dave what the man had said, and he responded, simply, “He’s a very troubled man.” After just having completed an hour with God, I thought: “A troubled child of God.” Apparently, this religion stuff was starting to wear off on me. I’d also noticed that I’d started becoming much more aware when my thoughts were judgmental. We all walked on, basically ignoring the man. The man walked really fast and then would stop for a break so he was staying in front of me or behind me instead of leaving me in his dust like everyone else. I was a bit worried, but he seemed relatively harmless.

				There was an interesting spot created for pilgrims between two towns called the “Olive Gard-zen.” It made me think of the Mount of Olives and Jesus praying for His sacrificial cup to pass him by. It was incredibly religiously powerful for me until I walked farther into the grove and found what I considered hippie memorabilia—flowery decorations and tables set with 1970’s sheer table cloths. See… judgment! I continued walking, but was by myself most of the time.

				At a crossroad, I saw a Camino marker that I thought said to go to the right so I automatically turned that direction. The man from earlier in the day, Antonio who I later came to call “Antonio the Homeless Pilgrim”, passed me and kept climbing the hill. After climbing about one-third of a mile, he turned around and said in Spanish what seemed to be: “I think we’re going the wrong way.” I consulted my Garmin that didn’t provide any answer whatsoever so looked at “Far Out,” the app I used when hiking the John Muir Trail. It showed that we were off-trail, but it looked like we were going in the correct direction and would meet the trail so he and I continued on. At a half-mile, he turned around and was quite sure we were off-trail. About this time, a farmer left his field and drove his tractor up the hill 
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					KAS became my go-to treat when I needed to buy something in return for using a bathroom in a bar. I later learned that “kas” means “shit” in Chi-nese. How fitting.
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					Antonio the Homeless Pilgrim walking ahead of me wearing two backpacks… one of which now surely holds my pants
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				to set us straight. Of course, I couldn’t understand him so the farmer told Antonio the Homeless Pilgrim where we made a wrong turn. Antonio and I laughed and kept pointing at each other, blaming one another for the one mile, 200 meter extra Camino and headed back to the marker. Later, I learned that my mistake was not completely my fault. Turns were often identified with the image of a scallop shell. Lines with the various Camino routes (e.g., Camino Frances, Camino Portuguese) radiate from one point. Where that point comes together represents all pilgrims meeting together in Santiago. And, in fact, that sign’s shell was pointing away from Santiago. I was wrong so “Lo siento’d” (“I’m sorry”) Antonio the Homeless Pilgrim many times. I learned a few miles later that the shell doesn’t always point toward Santiago so no longer relied on that method. We needed to follow yellow arrows instead. The sign with the shell that I misread didn’t have an arrow. I should have just consulted my watch when I came to the intersection. Hopefully, this meant I’d learned my lesson and would be more diligent when at crossroads again.

				We walked through Lorca and then to Villafuerte where visiting the local YMCA-like building seemed like a good idea. The yellow arrows pointed to the establishment, encouraging pilgrims to walk through it and then out the other side. So, we all walked that direction. The building had a bar and restaurant and since it was lunchtime so they suckered us into eating there. I had two fruity sodas, some bread and butter (Spaniards aren’t keen on providing butter with bread), and a tortilla.

				I headed out again starting a new book: “You’ll Never Believe What Happened to Lacey: Crazy Stories about Racism.” It was funny and sad and showed me how little I understand Black American culture. I decided to try a parish hostel in Estella, but some older women with a little girl told me it was closed. Instead, they directed me to the municipal albergue, the cheapest in town so right down my alley. They insisted on walking me there. How sweet!

				I checked in and paid my €11. Every albergue I’d visited required a credencial and passport to get a bed so I finally asked why they needed the passport (the credencial was because only pilgrims were allowed to stay in the public albergues). The proprietor told me it was infor-mation they share with the police via computer in case there’s a problem or emergency. The greeter showed me to my bed, then showed Antonio the Homeless Pilgrim to his, just on the other side of a pony wall. I’d come a long way… sleeping next to homeless men. I un-
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				packed and prepared for my shower. In the process, somehow, I lost my sleeping tights. I looked and looked and wanted to believe they were someplace in my stuff. The problem was that I simply didn’t have that much stuff and I never found the pants. Judgmental, prejudicial me suspected the homeless man even though he’d been nothing other than kind and weird. The big joke became “Where are my paaants” even though no one had seen the Lego movie. At the time I lost them, two Brits and a German woman were preparing for tea. I told them I probably wouldn’t be allowed without my pants and they laughingly concurred. 

				I had a delightful shower and washed some of my clothes in the Scrubba. Because the clothes hadn’t been drying over night, I hung them to dry outside. When that didn‘t seem to be working, I moved them inside and placed them on a heater. Hopefully I wouldn’t need to have my underwear and bra swishing from side-to-side on the back of my pack again. Upon finishing, the shower room was flooded with about an inch of water. I mopped for about five minutes, but barely made a dent so gave up.

				It was time to eat; I was famished and it was already about 7:00 PM. I walked and walked and couldn’t find an open restaurant despite what the man at the front desk had said. I bought an apple and ate it as I walked. This was when I learned that the final church I stumbled upon in the day was closed, too. I needed to do my daily devotional in bed instead of in a church, again.

				Finally, I found a bar that served food. I ordered a few pinchots (Spanish for tapas) and white wine and asked if I could sit with two other pilgrims dining together. They agreed after which I ate their bread and finished off their potatoes. I ordered a small crab salad on a slice of baguette with a shrimp on the top, sweet wine, more tortilla, and an egg sandwich. One of the men, Alan, was Irish, but living in Spain and the other, J, was from Korea. We had a delightful remainder of the dinner. J and I had nearby albergues so walked back over their crazily steep bridge.

				When I returned to the hostel, there’d still been no sighting of pants. I went upstairs, resigned to the fact I’d probably never see them again. I entered my room and the smell nearly sent me to my knees. Though albergues tend to smell, it’s usually like that in the middle of the night or the morning after pilgrims in unwashed clothes and bedding have been stirring the air for awhile. This much more pungent smell, I knew, was Antonio the Homeless Pilgrim. I went downstairs and requested a room change. Thankfully, I was able to move and, therefore, safe from nasal torture. I felt guilty because I didn’t want him to think I didn’t like or appreciate him; I just knew I wouldn’t be able to breath well in the room. I finished writing in my journal very late (10:45 PM) and immediately fell asleep.
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				Stage 6 (3/28/22)

				Estella to Los Arcos

				Communion

				I didn’t sleep well and was dehydrated. The up-side was that I only had to get up once for the bathroom. I awoke parched and with a headache. This was no surprise because I hadn’t been drinking much while walking (only about a liter a day) and I drank wine with dinner without also having water the previous night. I packed, but my clothes were not dry from their hand washing the night before so they had to be draped over the back of the pack on the outside. I didn’t like my bra and underwear hanging out again, but alas… it was what it was. I seemed to be walking slower every day, covering less than a mile every 33 minutes. My feet were tired and the continued walking day-after-day was getting to me, especially since I hadn’t been getting a solid eight hours of sleep each night. I started walking and took a break to pick up a baguette and hot chocolate. I was so sick of baguettes even though I thought I could live off of them before arrival in Spain. I was learning, though, that man could, in fact, live off bread and the Word of God alone. It seemed like that was almost all I was eating.

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 14.4 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,720’, -1,590’’

				Hours Hiking: 8:05:33

				Hostel: Albergue La Fuente Casa de Austria
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				With plenty of time left in the hour, I was able to pray over my prayer rocks, too. This took me exactly to the time of the WINE FOUN-TAIN! Other pilgrims passed, but I stopped. My plan was to use my scallop shell to drink and I did. I’d also promised Rosanne by text that I would drink a swig for her. I did. At the time I was approaching the fountain, I started thinking about communion and Christ being living water. I filled my shell a third time, tore a piece of bread from the baguette in my pocket, and took communion. It was very meaningful.

				The scenery continued to be beautiful and the day was less eventful than previous days. I just walked and walked… alone. Because I was so slow, I didn’t catch up with anyone and hardly anyone passed me until the very end of the day. I didn’t even pass the pilgrims who stopped for lunch.

			

		

		
			
				I became a bit off-course at the start of the day after having the brilliant idea to make a little, off-trail jaunt to a bakery. Eventually, I found my way back to the trail. Ever getting lost seemed crazy since yellow arrows mark every corner. Nonetheless, I’d succeeded at failing.
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				As always, I spent the first hour in silence. I memorized my verse quickly because it was one I already knew:
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					Pictures at the wine fountain

				

			

		

		
			
				“Those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary; they will walk and not be faint.” 

				—Isaiah 40:31
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				The lack of fiber was having an affect on my digestive system when it came to poop. Long distance hiking in the past usually left me without pooping for the first few days of my hike. It wasn’t the same on the Camino; I think this was because my other hikes were above 10,000’. I’d been pooping tough balls (TMI!), probably because of the non-stop carbs. As my system started to right itself, it switched to “I need to go right now!” Fortunately, I was able to find real bathrooms each time. God provides, right!?!!

				My feet were so tired when I entered Los Arcos. I just wanted to put my feet up and relax. I knew I’d need food for the night and next day so stopped at a bakery. They had no bread, only treats. I bought a cookie and a piece of cake and downed the cookie immediately. Then, I went to a restaurant and ordered pasta and chicken nuggets with fries to go. About this time, I realized I’d left my trekking poles at the bakery so had to backtrack. Arghh! I retrieved the poles and picked up the dinner and then walked to one of the only two open albergues in town. The pilgrim group is getting pretty tight so we told each other what was up whenever someone entered town. I met all the regulars at Albergue La Fuente Casa de Austria which apparently had a pseudo-Austrian theme. Fortunately, Antonio the Homeless Pilgrim wasn’t in sight so our nostrils could get a break. I checked in then talked with Father Dave about Antonio the Homeless Pilgrim. Apparently, he was seen rummaging through several peoples’ backpacks. I became convinced that my pants went into Antonio’s backpack because he was right next to me when they took missing. That said, I’d had no problem losing things on the Camino. I’d lost a handkerchief on the second day and picked up trash thereaf-ter trying to make amends for littering, then I lost the pants, and then I lost and blessedly found my poles.

				I took a shower at the hostel and the young Korean girl I’d been seeing a lot was next in line for the laundry. I de-cided that I was so ready to have clean outer shirts and clean pants (now that I was living in them full-time) that I decided to splurge for a four euro wash and three euro dry. Now, here’s where my brilliance paid off. I figured that she might let me share the washer (putting me first in line) if I paid for the ser-vice (which I’d already done). It was a GO and I was on my way to clean laundry.

				I took advantage of the wait time to do three things: eat dinner, write in my jour-nal, and speak with Father Dave about Antonio the Homeless Pilgrim. I told Father Dave that if Antonio came to the same albergue again that I’d give money to Anto-nio to wash his clothes. I just needed someone to communicate that to him because I couldn’t speak Spanish well enough and Dave spoke both Spanish and English really well since he was an American who had grown up in Ecuador. He was the son of physicians doing mission work there. Father Dave certainly understood, but said he didn’t think he could because he didn’t know how to ask him. Dave said that Antonio had become verbally unruly with him and another man the day before and he was frightened of an altercation. I certainly understood and was glad I’d changed beds the night before. We discussed how it’s hard to be loving and helpful and just hoped Antonio wouldn’t show up again.
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				I folded my laundry and, lo and behold, lost a sock! Never fear, I found it hours later hiding in my sheet. While others read on Kindles and played Rummicube, I got a relaxing €12, 15 minute foot massage. My main hope was that the massage would help me as I embarked on three consecutive days of almost-20 milers.

				My goal was to be in bed by eight, but it was closer to nine. I wanted to get to sleep as early as possible so I could get an early morning start, but alas, I put the computer down after 9:30 PM.

			

		

		
			
				
					
						Historical Camino pictures on the wall at the bar. 

						I really wanted to write on my shoes like that, but never had access to a Sharpie and artist.
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				Stage 7 (3/29/22)

				Los Arcos to Logroño

				Time to Get Serious

				I slept terribly because it was so cold. They had a huge blanket, but it smelled terrible. I thought the smell was poop, but my 32-week pregnant bunkmate said it smelled like mothballs. I also had to walk down lots of stairs to hit the bathroom. Without pants, the stroll left me with goose pimples so I eventually took one of the blankets from one of the downstairs rooms. They’d put me upstairs because that was the only place for a bottom bunk. I figured walking down stairs was safer than crawling out of an upper bunk so went with it. I also asked the manager if he could help get the heater working. He didn’t. All this is to say I was awake and miserable at 5:30 AM so decided to hit the trail. I was outside walking by 6:30 AM, a good thing because the day’s distance was so long—28 km (17+ mi).

				It was nice to start in the quiet of the dark. I had until 8:00 AM for sunrise so enjoyed the solace during my more than one hour of daily silence. I prayed over my prayer rocks and learned my verse.

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 18 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,694’, -1,810’’

				Hours Hiking: 10:12:25

				Hostel: Logroño Albergue de Peregrinos

			

		

		
			
				“I tell you the truth. If you had faith even as small as a mustard seed, you could say to this mountain: ‘Move from here to there’ and it would move. Nothing would be impossible” 

				—Matthew 17:20
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				I didn’t walk with Father Dave at any point in the day so didn’t get a sermon, but he gave me a gift the previous night—a card with the prayer of St. Assisi so I read that and sang lots of church camp songs.

				I’d been having lots of headaches so knew I was dehydrated. Drinking more, though, led to a lot more bathroom breaks, two of which were more than number one. Fortunately I was prepared, but I hate not having more access to toilets on the trail. I also hated to have to take off my pack to use my pee rag (appropriately called “Piss Off”) every time. And, of course, carrying out toilet paper isn’t great, either. I later decided to move the “Piss Off” to the front of my pack since most people wouldn’t know what it was anyway. I worried it would make me look like an anti-so-cial person: “PISS OFF!”

				No one reached me until about 10:00 AM. Right when Arsenio the Spaniard came by I had to send him away so I could use a tree. We found time later to talk a lot and I learned that he learned English via Duolingo. That earned a laugh from both of us. I also learned he does something like network managing and never married or had kids. He worked from home and all the time during the pandemic so was walking the Camino now to get away from home and the constant work. In addition to walking in the hills around his home, he also dives in “Spanish Iceland,” islands west of Morocco in the Atlantic.

				I followed a couple of pilgrims once and took Arsenio the Spaniard the wrong way. It was be-coming a habit. Fortunately, he figured it out and we didn’t get very far. We saw the lost pilgrims five minutes later after their little foray.

				In every town we passed, I looked for three things: a bathroom, a bakery, and a coffee shop. I’d stored leftover chicken nuggets from din-ner and some hard candies I took from the albergue in my pocket and ate them for breakfast. I didn’t have any luck finding a coffee shop until late afternoon—that was too late for a caffeine fix.

				Leaving early helped me meet the goal I’d been setting for the last few days—to walk ten miles before noon. The extra hour and slightly less climbing helped me make it eleven miles before noon! That was a good thing because I still had seven miles of walking. I bought an apple and some bread for lunch and stopped at a bar for a glass of orange juice so I could use their bathroom. I was right back on the trail, walking at my typical tortoise pace. A few miles before reaching the day’s destination, Logroño, my heels starting hurting terribly. They felt 
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				like they were harboring interior bruises. I was glad when Arsenio and others reached me so we could walk and talk together to take my mind off my feet and slow speed for awhile. When I wasn’t with others, I listened to Offerman’s “Where the Deer and the Antelope Play,” disliking most of it. It also rained in the afternoon. I pulled out my 5 ounce umbrella and experienced bliss.

				Several of us ended up at the municipal albergue since we regularly chose the cheapest options. We were greeted warmly and I was placed in a WARM room. A few other pilgrims (two were father-son cyclists) joined the room list later, but still had extra room. The hospitalero even said I could store my stuff on the bunk above me. And, even though the women’s restroom requires walking downstairs, he said I could use the men’s bathroom at night. Bonus!

				I cleaned with my single bar of soap and razor (truly a comfort item) in a delightful shower and cleaned my shirt, underwear, socks, pee rag, and hanky in the Scrubba. It was nice to hang them in a room that was possibly warm enough to dry them. Then came time for seri-ous chores since I wasn’t sure when I’d be in a city with a clothes store again. I NEEDED pants so I could be warmer at night and have something to wear after my showers, something in which I hadn’t just spent the day sweating. Several women selling PJs helped me to finally find the right place—a sports store. I spent forty euros on a pair of NASA sweatpants and, despite feeling it was an exorbitant price, was happy for it. I seldom buy clothes and just wear hand-me-downs or I find buy on extreme sales. Mostly, I just stick with race shirts and training pants. Of course, the chore required extra energy so I had to buy Nutella gelato along the way. 

				The next stop was a pharmacy for toothpaste. I was tired of using and finally ran out of toothpaste powder; I was strong enough to add three ounces to my pack. I broke down and bought a travel-sized toothpaste tube, completely unsure of what I was getting. The pharmacist said it was toothpaste so I figured it would work.

				My third chore was dinner. I looked for a quiet, inexpensive place with no pilgrims so I could work on my jour-nal without distraction. I routinely struggled to complete my journal before bedtime if I ate with others. I found a place that said they offered a pilgrim meal so ordered a sangria and awaited whatever concoction I would receive. I wasn’t sure what everything was, but it was a lot! There were sausages, some type of cold cut, pork or something that had been marinated in something yummy, French fries (of course!), and plenty of bread. There was enough that I would be able to put some of the meat and bread in the albergue fridge so I’d have breakfast on the road.
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				Prayer of St. Assisi

				Lord, make me an instrument of your peace:

				where there is hatred, let me sow love;

				where there is injury, pardon;

				where there is doubt, faith;

				where there is despair, hope;

				where there is darkness, light;

				where there is sadness, joy.

				O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek

				to be consoled as to console,

				to be understood as to understand,

				to be loved as to love.

				For it is in giving that we receive,

				it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

				and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.

				Amen.
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				Stage 8 (3/30/22)

				Logroño to Najera

				The Navarette Church

				I finally slept well. It was so much warmer than in past nights. At one point, I became cold so put on my new NASA sweatpants only to take them off when sweating a few minutes later. Either my older pants were amazing (which I’m sure they were) or my hormones were playing tricks on me. It was nice to be able to use the bathroom on my floor, but during an early morn-ing jaunt, one of the men on my floor was grunting from the bathroom. He seemed much more embarrassed to see me in my underwear than I was to have him see me.

				I slept in until my alarm woke me at 7:00 AM. It took me and hour to get out the door. I strug-gle to think of what takes so long since there is so little to manage, but this was about the time it took each day. I spent extra time inspecting my feet and adhering blister bandaids in hopes they wouldn’t hurt and wouldn’t get worse. Father Dave also came beside me while I was get-ting ready and told me some scripture and showed me a picture of Christ painted by Dali that I’d never seen before. On my way out the door, the hospitalero told us he had three backpack covers and that it would rain during the day. I was reluctant to take one because I already had my umbrella, but thought perhaps a pilgrim in the next town had lost one and I would be returning it to that person so indulged.

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 20 mi

				Elevation Change: +2,529’, -1,623’’

				Hours Hiking: 11:29:05

				Hostel: Refugio Municipal Santa Maria in Real
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				The first part of the trail was through town so I waited to set my one hour “Praising God” timer. Large cities seem the most likely places to miss a yellow arrow turn so I figured it would be better to hang with the crowd. I walked with Father Dave who sang Christian songs to me in Aztec, Spanish, and English. I walked with the group for almost two miles, but couldn’t keep up so eventually let them pass me by. That’s when I started my one hour prayer time with the verse:

				“Do not be afraid, for I am with you. Do not be discouraged, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you. I will lift you up with my victorious right hand.” —Luke 41:10

				I also sang a song Father Dave reminded me of in the morning and prayed over my prayer rocks.

				The walk was slow, but didn’t seem to have the stark climbs and descents from previous days. Nonetheless, I climbed 800’ in the first eight miles, reaching the last major stopping point right at noon. I’d started later than in previous days, but it was sad to realize I’d only covered eight miles and had another ten to go.

				I found, for the first time since Ronsevalles, an open church in Navarette so stopped in and read my daily devotional followed by writing in my journal. The front of the church was regal, completely gilded in gold. At one point, a worker (he was wearing all white, but not what I typically saw priests wearing) turned on the light and the front of the church just gleamed with intense power.

				After the church, I stopped into the next-door bar and bought hot chocolate. I’d asked for coffee with hot chocolate, but I got what I got and didn’t give a fit. I didn’t buy food because nothing looked good. Then, as I exited town, I realized I hadn’t ingested anything except hot chocolate and my day-old meat and bread. All the sudden, I was famished and didn’t think there was another town for nine miles. I prayed and guess what? Another town appeared that had a bar. I ate a small sandwich, bought a pastry, and a whole baguette that I broke in half. I ate the half baguette on my way to Najera. I also bought a latte and learned that this was a really important afternoon addition.
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				I finished “Where the Deer and the Antelope Play” and started reading “Walk in My Combat Shoes” as I walked alone. I felt much better than the day before, but my heels still felt bruised. One cool part of the day’s walk happened at the highest point of La Rioja, I walked along the actual Roman road from the 11th century. I thought of the saying: “All roads lead to Rome.” In Spain, they all lead to Santiago. Another cool feature was next to a construction area that turned old wood (like pallets) into sawdust. People had taken bark from the area and built crosses in the fence.

				In addition to the two cyclists (the father-son team) that I shared a room with in Logroño, I saw my first Camino-walking dog, Lolly. I also decided it seems that there are an equal number of single men and women on the trail and there are fewer groups than soloists.

				I found an albergue, a municipal so it was run by hospitaleros (volunteers) and really inexpensive at only six euros per night. They checked me in, stamped my credencial, and recorded my pass-port information after which I went out on the town to pick up dinner. I drank sangria while I waited for my food and then walked back to the albergue for a shower, journalling, and dinner.
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				As I walked along the trail, I would see upcoming towns, in this case there were two. This was nice for gauging how much farther I needed to walk.
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				Vinyards of the famous Rioja region
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				Stage 9 (3/31/22)

				Najera to Grañon

				Getting Emotional

				My body so desperately needed sleep and I suffered from toe and heel pain. The toe pain was the result of a drained blister refilling with fluid. I decided to get up in the middle of the night, don my headlamp, clean a pin, pop the blister, clean the blister, and douse it in topical antibi-otic ointment. If only the heel pain (perhaps the beginnings of plantar fasciitis) were as easy to fix! I went back to sleep and awoke when everyone else started to move at 6:30. My mid-dle-of-the-night nursing must have been a good idea because when I awoke in the moring, the blister was still drained, the antibiotic had soaked in, and the toe was ready for a clean blister bandaid. I re-bandaged before starting on the Camino by 7:45 AM.

				 I left after hot chocolate from a vending machine and was back to the albergue within a few minutes to reclaim my poles—I’d left them behind for the third time in the last day. I set my alarm for one hour, 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 18.2 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,781’, -1,080’’

				Hours Hiking: 19:08:38

				Hostel: Refugio Parochial
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				View upon leaving Najera
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				prayed over the prayer rocks, read the Prayer of St. Francis Assisi from the card Father Dave graciously gave me as a gift (I think it was a card he’d had for years), and learned my verse:

				“Your troubles are small things that will not last forever. Yet, they will produce a glory for you that outweighs them and will last forever.” —II Corinthians 4:17

				I had no problem keeping quiet all morning, but did have some time to talk with a few pilgrims including a man from Australia. We discussed books and trails. He said one of the places I must see while in Spain was Muxia. That’s the town where the ocean actually meets the land and is the last scene of Martin Sheen’s movie: “The Way.” It was a nice time talking, but I was too slow so he eventually moved forward. As I approached the mid-way point, a town that started with a “C,” I was really struggling. The blisters were not a problem, but the heels were killing me and I was in desperate need to find coffee, sit for a minute, and get out of the cold since I was walking just under 45 minute/miles and hurting terribly. I prayed, having faith that God would put in front of me what I needed. Then, I saw a sign for a bar—I was just around the corner from coffee. The bar never came, but the wind stopped a bit and a park with a dry picnic table presented itself. I sat down for about five minutes, just enough time to pull 600 mg of Advil and a 200mg caffeine tablet out of my emergency bag. The rest and drugs were exactly what I needed. I immediately felt better and was back to walking sub-thir-ty-minute miles. It was afternoon and I turned on “What Happened to Lacey” and was able to keep moving.

				Many pilgrims planned to stop in Santo Domingo, a traditional stopping point for the day, but I wanted to continue to Grañon because I’d read they had the best albergue on the Camino. One of the reasons pilgrims stop in Santo Domingo is because of the cathedral. I was very eager to see it and read my daily devotion in it. I was so sad, once again, to find it closed. I arrived at 2:30 PM and the church and attached museum were closed from 2:00-6:00 PM. I had to decide if I’d stay overnight in Santo Domingo so I could see it, or con-tinue forward. I was feeling so much better (though still running on a tired body) and wanted to be sure there was time for me to reach Finisterre so soldiered on. 

				I was lost once for about one-quarter mile. I continued listening to “Lacey” and eventually saw my destination in the distance—Grañon. I saw someone waiting for me at the edge of town. It was Dave who told me he’d had an eventful day. He’d had a blister in the morning that covered a second blood blister. 

			

		

		
			
				Interesting... a park?

			

		

		
			
				Fields of yellow

			

		

		
			
				Rioja vineyards

			

		

		
			
				Rioja vineyards
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				He came to a point when he was in severe pain and the group of seven he’d been traveling with (and I’d been meeting nightly) told him he had to stop and go to the hospital when they saw his foot’s condition. They called him a cab and continued on while he went to the local emergency room. Two doctors attended to him and sewed the injury closed. Had he not gone, they said, his Camino would be over. As it was, they told him not to get the leg wet for two days and that he could continue on with his journey. 

				Father Dave was so emotional about the experience. He felt so close to his “tramily” and couldn’t imagine having to leave them and end his Walk. He felt so blessed to have such a strong group of new friends and for being in a country that supported him so well in his time of need. I was extremely grateful he’d told me. I know I couldn’t keep up with the group because they walked far too fast for me, yet they treated me as if I was one of them. That he came back to tell me meant so much.

				We all ended up in the albergue that was recommended in online posts I’d read before I left the states and by the hospitalero in Najera. It was in the upper section of a church (that we couldn’t enter, go figure!) and the stairs leading to it from the back looked 1,000 years old. After climbing the stairs, we entered a warm room with a 13th century wood floor. I checked in and was offered pineapple bread and tea. That’s where I found my regular crew talking around a fire in comfy chairs. The albergue charges “donativo” and I’d been pretty cautious spending cash since I only brought 400 euros and 400 dollars. I could be generous with a credit card, but not cash. Nonetheless, I splurged by donating forty euros. In addition to a bed (albeit they were just mat-tresses on the floor) and a warm shower, the stay came with dinner and breakfast. I’d wanted to stay there for awhile so it seemed the right thing to do. 

				By this time it was 6:30 PM and dinner was at 8:00 PM. I showered, did some laundry with my Scrubba, and because the albergue didn’t have wifi, went to a bar for a connection. It was a terrible connection, but I was able to download my journal so I could continue to work on it on the iPad. The day before, I’d needed to cre-ate a separate file for writing because the actual file couldn’t open without an internet connection. Given the poor wifi connection at the bar, it took twenty minutes to fully load. I had Spain’s amazing Colacoa hot choc-olate while I waited. I was also unable to get my phone to connect so broke down and linked through Verizon to send a text to my crew: all was okay, but I was hurting.

			

		

		
			
				And, yet, another church.

			

		

		
			
				Another place of worship

			

		

		
			
				Ancient crumbling, but still standing walls

			

		

		
			
				Look! A closed church!
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				I returned to the albergue right at 7:55. My charging cords stopped working the previous night and I’d forgotten to seek replacement USB-C, lightening, and micro-USB cords in Santo Domingo so was out of luck for the night. Dave loaned me an iPhone charger and I was able to charge my Garmin. Thankfully, my Anker charger and iPad had a few days of power left. There were definitely no places in most Spanish towns along the Camino to buy replacement cords; I could barely find supermarkets and bakeries. Finding open bars was difficult, too, because I could never seem to tell if they were open or not since their doors were always closed.

				A bell rang for the ten peregrinos (Dave’s seven, me, and two newbies) and the husband/wife hospitalero team to enjoy dinner. The hus-band had made vegetable soup and the wife made a sausage/potato mix with plenty for seconds and thirds. I ate lots of the bread and they brought me butter (it’s always the Americans that request butter). We all also indulged in the world famous La Rioja vino tinto (red wine) of the region. I was sure to drink only a little wine (which I enjoyed despite never having liked red wine in the past) with lots of water to abate dehydration. For dessert, we had yogurt and more pineapple bread. As soon as dinner finished, we all worked together to clean the dishes. It was done in no time at all with so many willing, hard-working hands. As soon as the chore was finished, we all sat in a horseshoe around the fire. The hospitaleros turned off all the lights and lit a candle. We were, if we wanted, to take the candle and tell about our Camino experience. I told Father Dave I had to excuse myself. I went to a desk and started working on my journal, crying. I was not sure why I was crying, but it reminded me of the times Mike and I built houses in Mexico and I couldn’t handle the big group meetings. Over the years, I’d started isolating myself on purpose; I knew I didn’t do well with people so it was much easier to keep my distance. When I didn’t isolate, I tended to create conflict because I became so judgmental and brash. It was a sad acknowledgement of my reality—I was not emotionally stable. I asked Dave to pray for me later, but was not sure what I needed the prayer to be. I felt like all had been so much better since I’d started shutting people out about ten years ago. I wasn’t ready to take the chance of returning to such a stressful, combative lifestyle.

				The candle presentations didn’t go on very long and everyone headed to bed about 9:45 PM. I continued journalling until 10:15 PM then worked to determine my plans for the next day’s journey while trying to fall asleep in bed.
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					My sleeping pad over the main room

				

			

			
				
					Entrance to Grañon albergue

				

			

			
				
					Laundry in the main room

				

			

			
				
					A true Camino dinner
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				Stage 10 (4/1/22)

				Grañon to Villafranca

				A Trail Angel

				I was up at 4:30 AM and then again at 5:30 AM because of pain in my foot. I was certain it was plantar fasciitis; it hurt worse in the night and felt like a tack coming up through the center of my heel with shooting pain every other now-and-then. When I awoke to go to the bathroom, standing to put on my sandals was extremely painful so I took advantage of the Verizon plan I bought to commu-nicate with the crew at home. I learned that Shawna finally received an interview from the DMV after months of waiting. But, even better, Ryan’s blackjack sample program earned him an interview. He would meet with two different teams via Zoom for his third interview.

				I also texted Ron, my physical therapist. He assured me I could contin-ue on the Camino given the current state of my foot. He assigned 100 stair heel-drops at a time for me. When I did them in the morning, I was only able to do 25 so knew I had a long way to go. He also said I 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 18 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,992’, -1,292’’

				Hours Hiking: 10:16:48

				Hostel: Refugio Parochial Anton Abad
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				needed to maintain a straight posture. I tended to always lean a bit forward so assigned myself a chore: I set my alarm to go off every fifteen minutes. When it did, I reminded myself to stand straight in case I hadn’t been re-membering. I also regularly recited my Camino motto: “All for the King.”

				The greatest part of the morning was snow on the ground and still coming down. It was so clean and refreshing, but required we all dig into our packs to change our clothing choices for the day. The albergue had breakfast—tea/coffee, bread (three types), margarine, and jam. I was glad; I’d been buying bread at the bakery and coffee from the machine at the albergue each morn-ing. I saw a woman selling baguettes from the back of her car in a small city (I assumed she was a local baker and delivered bread to the small town that didn’t have a bakery) and she let me purchase a small baguette from her. She charged 60 cents and insisted I take the change from the euro I gave her. We had a bit of a laugh because I tried to run off and told her I’d run, not collecting my change, if I were able to run. I also took time to pray over my prayer rocks and learn my verse. I’d lost the magnet I used to hold each day’s verse to my pack the previous night so was worried I’d lose them each day. Instead, I decided to put them in a pocket. That didn’t work very well. 

				“Be an example to all believers in what you say, in the way you live, in your love, your faith, and your purity.” 

				—I Timothy 4:12

				The other fun morning activity was petting dogs. One was a puppy St. Ber-nard so I had to take pictures and send them to John in Brian Head to say I found a friend for his St. Bernard, Copper.

				I walked through four towns in the morning, one every two-to-three miles. I noticed that before each town I thought: “I hope they have a public bath-room and bakery!” None of them did. I finally found a town with an open albergue that served food and fresh orange juice (she squeezed it right in front of her pilgrim customers). My pseudo tramily stopped there for lunch, 
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				but I just used the bathroom, left a donation, and left. I would have loved some of the juice, but there was a line and I wanted to keep going.

				I’d learned over the last two-to-three days that my umbrella worked really well in the rain. On this day, I learned it was perfect for snow and wind. I hadn’t wanted to use it in the wind thinking it might break, but the snow was coming directly at me so figured I’d give it a try holding the umbrella in front of me. It beautifully blocked the snow and decreased the temperature by 10°-20°F. My tramily passed me several times. I held my umbrella in front of them while they switched into their rain gear with a brief relief from the tempest.

				My electronics still in need of a power source; I needed to replace my USB-C, micro-USB, and lightening cable (they had all been on a single dangle). I stopped at 12:45 for coffee/hot chocolate and to work on my journal. The proprietor of the hotel/bar directed me to two possible locations in town where I might buy replacements. I knew it wasn’t likely because the small towns often didn’t even have bakeries and supermarkets. But… trail magic! There were two other pilgrims in the bar where I stopped. One of the men (Florian) had been leap-frogging with me for several days. He was from Germany and also likes walking alone so we made great compatriots. I told him of my tech problem when we were at the bar and, lo and behold, he had extras of both USB-C and micro-USB cables and was willing to give them to me. I was so happy that I nearly skipped out of town. I’d been putting my faith in God to provide and He had met my every need. It was easy to find and borrow lightening cables so I could do that until reaching Burgos, the next major city.

				The bar required a tab of five euros to use a credit card. I had to use the card as much as possible because of my limted cash; plus, I was trying to be generous as God kept reminding me through my daily prayer rocks. So, I also bought a chocolate something-like eclair. Once again, Spain proved she just can’t do chocolate. It’s hard to understand because the the country is so close to France. Spain seems unfamiliar with actual cocoa, relying instead on chocolate not much different than Hershey’s syrup. It had just stopped snowing really hard and the sun came out; it was time to leave since I was wanting to make progress in the improved weather.

				It was late afternoon and I had observed mostly silence before noon so it was time to listen to a book. I fin-ished “You’ll Never Believe What Happened to Lacey” and started “Hola, Papi.” I passed through more cit-ies and ran into one of the seven, Sergio, from my posse. The group had decided to stop there for the night. 
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				I planned to cover about five to seven more miles and was sad that I might never see them again. Of course, I assumed they stopped so I wouldn’t stick with them, but that was surely my insecurity talking. When I thought I’d reached Villafranca de Los Oro, I found a municipal albergue. It was fewer miles than I’d planned, but I didn’t want to pass Villafranca because it would be another seven miles before the next albergue. I’d never make it before the albergues closed for the night. There, I sat with Amy from Florida that I’d met a few days prior. The proprietor, the bar tender, refused to check us in for another hour. He was a bit rude and when I learned I could walk another four miles to reach the next destination, I invited Amy to join me as I finished the journey. She decided to stay because she didn’t have the clothes to con-tinue (it was still snowing on-and-off). She had a fleece sweater that was soaked and only a thin rain jacket. She was going to spend the night at the albergue in that town, probably having the entire place to herself.

				I reached Villafranca just after 6:00 PM after a ten hour walk covering 18 miles to find the most amaz-ing albergue. It was right in front of a gorgeous (closed, of course) church and was housed in a high-rent hotel. The place was so incredibly elegant, nothing like the places I’d been staying for the last ten nights. Even the albergue part of the hotel was nice. Each pilgrim had their own bed instead of bunk-beds and I even had my own end table with a connected electrical outlet. It was heaven. The cost of the bed was 15 euros and it was 15 euros for dinner. I took a shower and washed my clothes with the Scrubba then laid them out on a chair by a warm fire where I saw another pilgrim had been drying her clothes. One of the managers came and said “no, no, no” because it was too dangerous to dry clothes by the fire. And, he directed my attention to two signs above the stove saying we weren’t to dry clothes there. He eventually gave in after I moved the clothes to the other side of the room and later let me move them even closer. The clothes included a T-shirt I would need the next day and I knew (even though they were tech fabric) that they hadn’t dried when not by a heat source so re-ally wanted them there. I committed to removing them as soon as they were dry (hopefully after dinner). 

				Clean, I was able to get down to dinner after 7:00 PM, a little nervous because I was told they closed at 8:00 PM. Instead of the traditional pilgrim dinner, the sixteen pilgrims sat at fancy tables. Everyone talked with the people at the tables next to them, but I chose to work on my journal instead, just interjecting when overhearing some random comments. The food was amaz-ing and could have been made by a starred-Michelin chef. I had amazing Italian bread (and, of course, since I was American I requested butter), a full bottle of local red wine (surely because I was alone at the table) that I shared with others at the tables around me, amazing garlic soup with a floating fried egg, French fries (Spain is big on these), out-of-this-world orange chicken, 
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				and frozen tiramisu. I used my terrible Spanish to ask the waitress to thank the chef for a terrific dinner. I tried to use my Duolingo Span-ish as much as possible out of respect for the locals and to make use of that 500+ days I’d spent studying it. I looked forward to speaking in Spanish more often at home since I was starting to feel more confident. 

				The waitresses were terrific as expected at such a high class restaurant. They let me use a lightening cable while I ate (I believe it was one of their personal cords) and were constantly giving me attention when needed. Also, they let me buy bread and a pastry for breakfast that I could enjoy on my way out of town. Unfortunately, I couldn’t pay with a credit card. I wanted to practice generosity and tipped them well even though everyone says I shouldn’t tip (apparently, it’s not expected in Europe). The waitress accepting the tip seemed grateful. I hated giving away cash, but God had been providing so I trusted my cash would either hold out to April 29th or Mike and I would figure a way to get me more.

				I headed back to the albergue where my clothes were still wet and I called Mike, Ryan, and Winter. I couldn’t talk because everyone was sleeping in the bunks so let the family tell me what was going on at home. I was excited to hear Mike was taking the dogs and himself boondocking for the weekend. I also sent the following to my crew:

					Me: “I was able to do 17 minute miles today and got in 31 miles!”

					Them: Someone congratulated me.

					Me: “April Fools!”

				It was already bedtime and I needed to rest. I didn’t even have the ability get in the heel raises Ron assigned because I simply didn’t have access to stairs.
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				Dinner at the albergue
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				Stage 11 (4/2/22)

				Villafranca Montes de Oca to Cardeñuela Riopico

				Happy on My Own

				I awoke twice in the night with radiating heel pain and struggled to get back to sleep each time. I couldn’t sleep after 6:15 AM so figured I’d get up and head out early. I took my time getting everything ready and then found myself procrastinating. I was also sad I couldn’t do my heel raises due to a lack of stairs. The procrastination was surely due to the fact it was literally freezing outside with one weather report saying it would be cloudy and cold all day; the other said it would be snowing and cold all day. At least there was a little consistency. 

				The view of the church with its light dusting of snow was beautiful. I dressed in everything I had that wasn’t wet—two bottom layers and five top layers plus gloves and a buff and the hood of the raincoat before stepping out into a winter wonderland. I walked slowly for eight miles and only saw the Italian tramily I’d been leap-frogging for days. It was so quiet and the landscape varied from low bushes to evergreens as the trail rose 900’. I finished my scripture memorization in one reading:

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 17.5 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,526’, -1,671’

				Hours Hiking: 10:14:49

				Hostel: La Parada Bar Albergue Municipal
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				“Whatever you do, do well.” 

				—Ecclesiastes 9:10

			

		

		
			
				The gingerbread house albergue

			

		

		
			
				Atapuerca 

				Archeological 

				UNESCO Site

				Atapuerca is home to the earli-est and most abundant evidence of human occupation in Eu-rope with traces of hominid life dating back 1.2 million years. The site tells of the physical nature and the way of life of the earliest human communi-ties in Europe. Dating of skulls prove that a human species older than the Neanderthal, previously thought to be the oldest human ancestors in Europe, existed and thrived in the region. The name given this human species is Homo Antecessor.
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				Homo Antecessor

			

		

		
			
				then prayed over the prayer rocks. The hour of silence went by very quickly. When it was done, I suspected no one would be passing me other than the Italians who didn’t speak English or Spanish and realized several of my audiobooks expired the next day. This motivated me to start reading earli-er than I had in previous days. I finished “Hola, Papi” and started “How to Avoid a Climate Disas-ter” by Bill Gates.

				It took until afternoon to reach the first town, San Juan de Ortega, and I found the cutest albergue/bar right next to the church and the first building in town. It looked like a gingerbread house and was so darling inside. I was the only one there other than the proprietor who was very nice and constantly cleaning the already clean establishment. I wished I’d been able to stay there, but, alas, I needed to reach Finisterre before my time ran out. Back into the cold.
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				I continued walking until I reached the entrance to the Atapuerca Archeological UNESCO Site. I would have liked to have stopped, but I wasn’t sure how far it was from the road and what would be open. Plus, it would have added a day to my trip. I knew albergues were open in the town, but wasn’t certain there were open hostels in the next two towns. Plus, I really needed a washer and dryer; my clothes smelled so bad. I hadn’t been able to hand wash my outer clothes (long-sleeve shirts, pants, sweater) because I needed them at night and in the morning and they wouldn’t be dry.

				I stopped in a bar that had wifi and hot chocolate (the good kind, Colacao, and made many attempts to call albergues in the later towns. None of the calls went through and I wasn’t sure if it was because they weren’t open or I wasn’t dialing correctly. I later learned it was both. Finally, I got through to a very nice woman at a public refugio that assured me they had a bed, washer, and dryer. So, I paid my bill, put back on my layers back, hit “Play” for more Bill Gates, and started walking. I walked up a big hill that had a several different trail sur-faces reminding me how different each of the provinces in Spain were. The surface in the current area was the softest of all. I took pictures of each trail type to show the differences.

				At one point, I became warm so took off my down jacket, rain jacket, gloves, and buff thinking it would stay warm in the 45 minutes it would take me to arrive. It didn’t so I pulled out my trusty umbrella and used it to guard myself from the brutal wind. That umbrella was proving to be pretty darn useful. Right at 6:30 PM, I reached the albergue in Cardeñuela Riopico, four miles passed San Juan de Ortega. 

				I checked in paying the eight euros for a room and then the exorbitant amount of nine euros for laundry and ordered a dinner for another six euros.
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				The proprietor took me to my room where I found I would be spending another night in a hostel with the five Italians. All the Italians were in one room and I was the only other pilgrim so that left me with a room by myself that had four bunkbeds for seven additional roommates. They’d told me they were stopping two towns earlier, but must have also thought it was too short of a day at only about 13 miles. They generously let me use a lightening cable and tried to help me with the heater in my room that didn’t seem to be very warm. I wanted to turn it up, but the knob was broken. The hostel owner said he couldn’t do anything about it.

				We all knew that it would be getting really busy in the hostels soon since Easter was just over two weeks away… Span-iards were going on vacation and it was a Holy Year (delayed by two years due to COVID). We just didn’t have any idea when the onslaught would begin and we’d have to start making reservations at albergues in advance. At least I finally knew how to use the phone.

				I gathered all my laundry which included everything except my towel, Shawna’s sundress, one pair of clean underwear, and my still new sweatpants. I didn’t want my sweatpants to turn everything else black—just kidding, me-and-my-duct-taped-rain-gear didn’t care one bit—I just didn’t think they needed it. What I didn’t realize was that I wouldn’t be doing the laundry myself. The young man working at the bar brought out a fabric dirty-clothes bag and waited and watched as I stuffed it to the brim with stinky socks, muddy pants, disgusting shirts, and even my bed sheet and sleeping bag. He’d asked for it.

				During the two hours I had to wait for my clothes, I took a shower, mopped the floor (this is expected in several hostels because water tends to get all over the bathroom from the showers) and ordered a second dinner because it looked good on one of the Italians’ plates. I figured I’d eat one and take the other for breakfast/lunch the next day since it would be a long trek to reach the first town on the map—the famed Burgos. I returned upstairs to the albergue instead of stay-ing in the cold bar and the proprietor delivered my food to me directly. I was able to eat alone quietly while sitting on a couch covered with a blanket and writing in my journal.
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				Stage 12 (4/3/22)

				Cardeñuela Riopico to Burgos

				Plantar Fasciitis

				It was a tough night. I’d asked how late I could stay and the proprietors and they said they didn’t care so I set my alarm to sleep in until 8:00 AM. I figured God gave himself permission to rest on Sundays so I deserved the extra hour of sleep. At around 2:00 AM, my left foot awakened me with excruciating radiating pain emanating from the center of the heel. I took Tylenol PM hoping that the combination of pain and sleeping medications would surely get me to sleep and keep me asleep through any pain. I was wrong. I was able to get back to sleep about 30 minutes later, but by 5:30 AM it happened again. I took 600 mg of Advil and was still awakened again 30 minutes later with shooting pain nearly every minute or two. I let Ron know the situation. I heard it’s uncommon to get cortisone shots in Spain so hoped Ron could help me work through this… and quickly.

				I was finally able to sleep until my alarm went off at eight and immediately did my heel raises. I’d improved from 25 when I started two days previously to 32. It was a start. I packed and wrote in my journal on the couch (I hadn’t had access to many comfortable chairs since entering Europe) 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 10.2 mi

				Elevation Change: +272’, -410’

				Hours Hiking: 5:21:10

				Hostel: Pilgrim Hostel Casa del Cuba y Los Lerma

			

		

		
			
				Burgos Cathedral

			

		

	
		
			
				 • 76 •

			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				while eating the fried chicken and French fries I’d ordered the night before. Fortunately, they wouldn’t give me botulism because I came up with the brilliant idea of leaving them outside the window all night for refrigeration. Good thing the birds didn’t know that.

				The walk was very straight-forward. It was mostly on a road, but I could often walk on the side of the road in dirt/grass to save my feet from beating harder ground. The trail took me around the Burgos airport and eventually to Burgos. Along the way, I finished and loved Gates’ “How to Avoid a Climate Disaster.” I stopped in a gas station once along the way to get some hot chocolate and use the bathroom. It was literally freezing and I needed something to warm me and didn’t want to have to pee outside again in the cold. Plus, there are few places to hide while doing your duty once you’re in a city.
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				Like cow statues around the US, Burgos had these pilgrim statues. 

				Plus, of course, there was plenty of other Camino artwork along my way.
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				Upon arriving, I still had three miles to get into town. I was so glad I’d walked on the day before. My hope was to get passed Burgos and was in a good position to do so since it was only ten miles to Burgos, but I was exhausted. I figured… Sunday. I could use the three extra hours to check out the cathedral, find a new lightening cable, and put my feet up while adding pictures to the journal. I may have tried to continue since it was only 2:30 PM when I reached the old town, but I saw the Italians at a bar and said “hello.” I asked where they were staying and they pointed across the alley just twenty yards away. They said it was only ten euros so I broke down and stopped, unpacked, took a shower, washed a few clothes with the Scrubba, and took to the streets. 

				My mission was to see the cathedral. When it came into view, it was breathtaking. The level of detailed workmanship in the spires reach-ing above the rest of the city was astonishing. I walked around the gigantic church and found detailed artwork on nearly every inch of the building. Then, I bought a pilgrim ticket (pilgrims always get discounts, but still have to pay to “go to church”) to see inside and made my way to truly extraordinary works of art. In each of the alcoves were gold-gilded (I think, but they could have been solid given the human cost of the peasants who paid for it with their labor and lives). I took tons of pictures because it was so grand and because there were so many different types of art: statues, reliefs, stained glass, furniture, paintings, musical instruments, goblets, … It took about an hour to see the areas open to the public. 

				My mission, a replacement lightening cable, began with a constant refrain from retailers—“No” when I asked if they had cords. Or, I read: “Cerrada” (closed) when I walked to where I was told I could buy one. Finally, a pharmacist said to look in the “square.” I walked in circles and found a pastry shop where I picked up breakfast for the next day (a cheese danish), a snack because I was starving (a piece of French toast), a tiny cookie, and a chocolate covered elephant ear for dessert after dinner. I finally found the place the pharmacist recommended and was so glad to finally be self-sufficient again; I’d hated borrowing cables from other pilgrims over the last few days because I knew they needed them. Nonetheless, they’d all been very generous.

				About this time, I realized I was lost. And, not only was I lost, I didn’t know where I was supposed to go. I didn’t remember the name of my albergue or what it looked like and the old town was resplendent with little streets going every possible way. It started snowing and even 
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					Scenes from the morning walk

				

			

		

	
		
			
				 • 78 • 

			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				
					Look! Fried food & carbs!

				

			

			
				
					The amazing mystery 

				

			

			
				
					Bar where I enjoyed dinner

				

			

		

		
			
				though I was in my down coat, it was really cold. I eventually realized I was walking along the Camino when I saw the Italians. If I could get on the Camino, it would be either one direction or the other (though which was uncertain). That’s when I remembered how I got to the cathedral from the albergue. Everyone could help me find the cathedral. With more help from the Italians, I finally made it home.

				On the way back, I stopped in the bar immediately across from the albergue where I think every other pilgrim stops for at least a drink at night and coffee for breakfast, but also where most pilgrims buy dinner. The seven from my pseudo-tramily were there and recommended what I buy to eat. I ended up with chicken, tortilla chips, and guacamole for dinner and some pork thing (fried, of course) that tasted like thick bacon and came with popular peppers cooked in oil. [After returning to the States, I tried and tried to find something siliar without luck; I didn’t know what it was called so could only show butchers my picture.] As always, there was bread—a baguette and crackers. The Spaniards sure like bread and fried foods! To finish it off, I bought two glasses of sangria. I needed to sleep! All the food was delicious and so much healthier than I’d experienced previously on the Camino (despite the frying and heavy carbs). While I ate alone, I worked on my journal. A cool thing was that a man brought in his two dogs who were, first, not kicked out, and second, even had a place to hold their 

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				The albergue

			

		

		
			
				A unique way of storing our boots

			

		

		
			
				Blisters requiring medical intervention

			

		

		
			
				Typical bed set-up

			

		

		
			
				leashes. They watched me eat the entire time and I loved it. Well, they probably watched my food, but I would take any canine compassion I could get.

				I returned to the albergue, checked to see if my clothes were dry (mostly), logged my expenditures for the day, and worked on my journal. I’d been having problems with formatting pictures on my 
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				iPad’s Pages app and figured out how to fix it when walking on the trail. The extra quiet/no walking time enabled me to make the changes. [Note: When working on this journal back home, I realized Pages simply couldn’t handle the level of page formatting I was seeking. As a result, I had to stop my formatting work in Pages, learn to use Adobe’s InDesign (a very complicated, but powerful program), and re-design the entire book. To say the least, this added extensively to the time it took to redo and eventually complete the journal. The good news was that I knew how to use InDesign for my many future adventures.]
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				Stage 13 (4/4/22)

				Burgos to Hontanas

				Starting the Maseta

				I took NyQuil at night in hopes I’d sleep really well and not awaken with foot pain. I did sleep well, but was awakened twice by the foot. Both times, I did heel raises, hit the bathroom, and was able to fall right back to sleep. I woke to my 6:30 AM alarm and made good time getting out of the albergue, even making time for heel raises again. I was out the door at 7:30 AM and went right to the coffee shop across the street. I bought coffee con leche y azucar (coffee with milk and sugar) and was lulled into also buying a chocolate croissant. That only came to €3.50 and I couldn’t use a credit card unless I spent at least ten euros so I bought four extra coffees and told the proprietor to give them to the next four pilgrims.

				Getting out of cities is always tough because there are so many turns, the arrows are often tough to find, and sometimes there aren’t arrows at all. I set my alarm for one hour to study my verse and pray over my prayer rocks. The verse was easy:

				‘The Lord will work out the plans for my life.“ —Psalm 138:8

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 20.3 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,460’, -1,477’

				Hours Hiking: 10:14:14

				Hostel: Albergue Juan de Yepes

			

		

		
			
				Typical town structures
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				At one point, I really needed a bathroom and had been having lots of luck trusting that God would provide. So much so that I regularly sung the homemade ditty “You Will Provide” to the tune of “I Will Survive.” So, I saw this man coming out of an arched area that said something about welcoming peregrinos. I thought, “Perfect, the people who made this park know exactly what pilgrims need and when we need it.” Apparently, not. It seems God wanted me to pray instead so sent me to this small church in the middle of the walled area. I took advantage of the open church to engage in my daily devotions and take off lots of layers. Funny, I didn’t need to use the bathroom when I was there, but as soon as I left, it was time! And, in cities, you can’t just find a tree.I eventually found a university (in fact, a college of educa-tion building) and feigned to look like I belonged. Fortunately, I knew the look of an education professor from my days at UNLV. With my pack, it was pretty obvious I shouldn’t be there, but people in the building were nice to me. Relief! 

				I made it out of the city and started listening to a book that would expire the next day, “Clara and the Sun.” I figured I had a long day on the trail so might be able to finish it before it ex-pired—it was eleven hours and I was able to get through most of it. The stage was about a half-marathon long and that seemed awfully short for a day after I’d had a short (ten-mile) day just the day before. [Note that even though I’d only covered ten miles on the trail to Burgos, I spent hours on my feet in the cathedral and trying to find the lightning cord.] I walked and walked and made ten miles a few min-utes after noon. I was quite proud of that, but knew part of this was due to the fact I’d started earlier than I had the last few days. Nonetheless, I knew I could go farther than a single stage.

			

		

		
			
				A Sad Transition: The Beginning of the End of Faith

				This strangely became a transitional time in my spiritual journey. I needed to poop so any accident wouldn’t be pretty and would cause long-lasting problems. And, I didn’t think I could hold it anymore. In my head, I kept trusting God to help me when I needed it and this was precisely when I needed it. Yes, He came through in the end, but it was a pretty weak showing on His part. That made me think about times I’d really needed His help along my pilgrimage and how his responses often took time. Yes, the word on the street is that “God works in His time, not ours,” but I wondered what was different between giving credit to God for allowing something to happen in a given timeframe and that same thing just happening because it happens. That led me to think of all the pilgrims who died along the Camino. Surely, they were praying for God to spare them their pain and misery and praying he would allow them to continue to live. But… they didn’t. The Camino is littered with bodies of those who sacrificed them-selves while praying for God’s presence and mercy. The seed was sown; I’d begun to question if God really was playing a part in my pilgrimage. My severe foot pain wasn’t improving either despite my commitment to walking with God and I still was struggling to find open churches in which to worship Him.
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				I’d made the ten mile mark around 12:06 PM (my goal had been ten miles by noon, but I seldom met that daily goal). Another three miles and I’d hit the end of the stage: Hornillas. I could stay there, but it wasn’t even 2:00 PM, I felt good, and I could reach the next town in seven miles getting me in be-fore 6:00 PM. I picked up a Colacao and received espresso instead. I prayed and heard God tell me in many different ways that I shouldn’t go on. One of the main reasons for this was that by going forward, I would be ahead of the groups I’d been with since SJPP. I knew God wanted me to work on commu-nity relationships; I was just much more interested in walking alone. I ignored his advice and let the espresso along with 600 mg of ibuprofen catapult me into walking all afternoon.

			

		

		
			
				Groups and Injuries

				Between thirty and fifty of us started on the same day in SJPP and all were following the same stage plans. A few days back, some of the pilgrims decided to do some half-days so the rest of us were ahead of them. It’s unlikely we’d ever see them again. There were three groups that I saw a lot and some that I spent a lot time with. Mostly, I spent time with the group of seven: Father Dave, Dan-iella, Jean, Edirnie, Diego, Fabio, and Sergio. Fabio held back about two days before because of knee problems and no one was sure if he was able to continue or not. Both Father Dave and Sergio had been to the hospital for severe blisters. Jean’s boyfriend fell fifty feet from a ledge, went to the hospital, and though he was okay, decided to go home. Another group contained a young Italian man who spoke all of our languages and talked non-stop; he was really fun. This group also included Mark, the 18-year-old US boy who I always remind-ed to call his mom, an American from Florida named Jill, another nice woman, and a young Israeli man with gorgeous eyes. Then, there was the Italian group. They all seemed to be doing great, but I couldn’t understand anything they said so really had no idea. The Italian from the second group had been to the hospital for his ankle. The original crew of seven had at least two hospital trips, several people who slowed their progress, one who quit, and one that stopped and wasn’t heard from again. It was pretty bleak and I felt privileged to not only be in one piece and hospital-free, but (despite the excruciating foot pain) feeling good on some days and able to usually go longer than each intended stage. 

				—————-
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				Meanwhile, Jill and a woman in her group said they were going to push on to the next town seven miles passed the stage-end; I jumped on their bandwagon. I tried to buy orange juice along the way and received an orange soda instead. Between the espresso, Advil, soda, and some dark chocolate and cookies, I made it all the way to Hontanas. I mostly listened to my book, but also prayed, talked with other pil-grims, and sang songs to God.

				Just before reaching town, I saw an interesting building. I’d committed to not passing anything that interested me because I figured I’d nev-er get back and didn’t want to regret anything so walked over and went in. It was a tiny shrine to Saint Brigid, the patron saint of the town and area. It was darn cute and would’ve been perfect for my daily devotion had I not completed the devotion earlier in the day during the poop delay.

				I continued into town and found the the albergue where I wanted to stay; it was closed. Then, I saw the Israeli who said his albergue had bad wifi. That kept me moving. I walked all the way back up the hill to the albergue I’d originally passed. I checked in and was offered a swig of something that tasted like Bailey’s Irish Cream, but better. I had a shower and Scrubba’d my clothes, did heel raises, and went for dinner in the main dining area of the bar. The proprietors were super nice and the food was great. I especially loved the mixed salad—I hadn’t had that many vegetables since I’d entered Spain two weeks earlier. I sat alone working on my journal and later called and talked with both Mike and Winter (Ryan was unavailable). And, again, even though I’d arrived relatively early, it was almost 10:30 PM before I was ready to head to sleep.
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				The Albergue

			

		

		
			
				The proprietor and my treat

			

		

		
			
				Drying clothes
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				Stage 14 (4/5/22)

				Hontanas to Boadilla del Camino

				Convent and Downfall

				[There is missing text at the beginning of this chapter. Perhaps it disintegrated as I cried over my iPad that night due to pain and exhaustion.]

				Other than the baguette, orange juice, and pastry, I’d eaten nothing all day but felt full. I had my coffee and set out to reach Boadilla.The caffeine was essential. 

				I wanted to stay at a specific albergue in Boadilla because someone had recommended it in an online thread I read before leaving the States. Had I not heard it was a “Must-stay” albergue, I would’ve definitely stopped in Itero. But then, just as it was nearing time to leave the bar in Itero, I went to the bathroom and had loose stool and threw up. It was perfect! Now, fully cleared out, I was ready to get back up and finish the miles for the day. Just like in an Ironman… expunging the yuck renews the body.

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 18.5 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,155’, -1,365’

				Hours Hiking: 11:20:10

				Hostel: Albergue en el Camino (Boadilla)

			

		

		
			
				Pilgrims walking ahead of me toward the next town

			

		

		
			
				It was the beginning of crop season throughout Northern Spain
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				I’d really counted on the coffee to get me through the five miles, but I threw up two-thirds of it before it had time to do its magic. Those miles were awful—my body was so tired! I realized I hadn’t slept through the night for the last three-to-four days because of the shooting heel pain. Plus, my eating had been terrible since entering Spain. Combined, I was doomed to fail at this rate. Nonetheless, I soldiered forward. My other option was going backward to Itero… an idea I simply wouldn’t entertain. The result was about an hour per mile, lots of rest stops with it difficult to get back up, and switching from boots to Tevas. I was miserable and couldn’t listen to anything because I couldn’t handle additional stimuli. And then I ran out of water. At one point, I lay on the ground exhausted and another pilgrim walked by. I told her I was bad, but that I’d make it. She took a picture of me and then said she would ask the albergue owner to hold a room for me at the alber-gue where I said I wanted to stay. When I finally reached town (30-60 minutes after she passed me), she and a proprietor were there waiting for me. I felt HORRIBLE—it was a different albergue and I desperately wanted to stay at the one where I said I’d stay. Since I was in no condition to be polite, I apologized and said I was going on. I felt awful. Ultimately, my decision to continue forward was a good choice though I’ll never know how it all would have fared in the first albergue.

				I reached Albergue en el Camino (Boadilla) and went in the wrong entrance. One of the hospitaleros was there in the garden cutting fresh flowers and I immediately broke down crying. I had made it! He offered me a tulip and walked me gingerly inside where I sat for awhile while they let me rest. They brought me a glass of cold water, made sure I didn’t need medical care, and offered to cook anything I wanted. I also took a minute to call Winter (Mike and Ryan didn’t answer) and let her know I was okay, albeit bad, and cried on the phone. She was kind and texted the family to let them know. I knew I couldn’t eat so just had one of the hospitaleros take me to my room. He suggested electrolytes which I thought was a fabulous idea so pulled some out some 

			

		

		
			
				Entering Palencia
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				BASE salts from my emergency kit. I’d never before thought to use them. The hospitaleros said they would make me a hot dinner in the morning that I could have for breakfast. I knew I’d be famished.

				I also cried in front of three of my compatriots and told them about the plantar fasciitis and my body breaking down. Inter-estingly, two of the girls also threw up for the first time today, but they were pretty sure it was from bad cheese. It probably was the cheese because they kept throwing up throughout the night.

				I showered, finally was able to talk to Mike, finished my jour-nal, and, at last, was able to head to sleep just after 9:00 PM.

			

		

		
			
				The view from my albergue window

			

		

		
			
				Front door of the albergue

			

		

		
			
				My body was SCREAMING for rest and pain to recede

			

		

		
			
				Cemetery

			

		

		
			
				It looked like a movie set, but was just an ancient building
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				Castrojeriz

				This is the albergue the hospitalero recommended to me when I entered Pamplona. He said we would know it because it was a huge castle on a hill and he told me it wouldn’t be opened by the time we arrived. I was really disappointed I didn’t get to stay there because he was so kind and it seemed the albergue was truly committed to creating positive and healthy experiences for pilgrims—something I needed desperately at this point on my journey. A placard below the castle read:

				“Castrojeriz has its origin at the top of the hill around the year 2,000 BC. The castle sits upon a mountain which gives the area the common name of Castro. Its first construction dates from the 9th century. There are three distinct parts: a 9th century tower above the Roman basement, an 11th century tower, and a 14th century [section to store] advanced defenses [that was later] adapted for artillery in the 16th century.”

			

		

		
			
				Ruins of San Anton Convent (14th Century)

				I passed the ruins of San Anton Covent in early afternoon. The convent was massive and historically beautiful, but now in ruins. I thought of all the pilgrims who passed through the massive archway placed right in the middle of the Camino path... so many whose lives ended due to starvation, exposure, illness, and exhaustion within its encircling walls. Many were suffering from a disease at the time called “Fire of San Anton,” now called ergotism (ergot poisoning), St. Anthony’s Fire, or holy fire disease and is known to be caused by eating a fungus-contaminated rye grain. The fungus contains alkaloids including LSD so many who suffered from the disease demonstrated behavior deemed witchcraft. Ergot poisoning was a possible contributor in Salem, Massachusetts resulting in the Salem Witch Trials. In both Europe and the New World, many suffering from ergot poisoning were thought ot be demon-possessed and killed. 

				It was less common than the black death plague. Numbers of deaths were not recorded, but in the year 994 CE alone, 20,000-40,000 people died in France alone. The disease caused a burning sensation in the body’s extremities and led to misery combined with gangrene (hands, feet, and whole limbs can swell and fall off), convulsions, sores, hallucinations, and eventual death.

				Where was God as the pilgrims and nuns prayed for their health and continued progress?

				“The convent was founded in 1146 under the patronage of King Alfonso VII, the former main preceptory [(a monastery of the Knights Templar)] of the Antonian monks in Spain. This order was dedicated to the care of pilgrims and to cure those who suffered from the “Fire of San Anton,” a disease that spread during the middle ages. They helped pilgrims and were conferred with the Cross of Tau as a sign of protection against evil on the way. Once the order had disappeared in 1787, … [the convent eventually] passed into public hands. Since 2002, a pilgrim shelter has been in operation.” [I didn’t see any people so wasn’t sure what was meant by “pilgrim shelter.” Perhaps it meant we were allowed to rest and sleep there without penalty.]
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				San Anton Convent
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				Stage 15 (4/6/22)

				Boadilla del Camino to Fromista

				Plantar Fasciitis and COVID Test

				The night was horrible. I was awake at 10:30 PM with shooting pain in the heel so went to the bathroom and did heel raises. Then, it happened again about 12:30 AM and I did the same thing. When it happened at 2:30 AM, I just tried to get back to sleep, and when it happened af-ter 3:00 AM, I knew trying to sleep was futile. I packed my gear and headed down to the main room/bar. I wanted to go to a hospital and found one in a town twenty miles away, but had no idea how to get there. Uber and Lyft weren’t options and I doubted I could find a taxi at 3:30 AM so just hoped one of the hospitaleros would come down, find me, and have pity on me. They had some comfy chairs so I sat on one, put my feet up on a chair, took out my blanket, and was able to get more sleep than I had in bed. I took time to talk with Ryan and I wrote out my situation and translated it using Google so I could share it with a doctor.

				The hospitaleros started coffee at about 7:00 AM. I explained the situation and was told we’d wait until the doctor’s office opened. It opened at 9:00 AM, but the hospitalero did not feel comfortable sending me to the doctor. He said he’d seen many pilgrims go to him, spend 80 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 5.6 mi

				Distance to Santiago: 261 mi

				Elevation Change: +256’, -261’

				Hours Hiking: 3:57:22

				Hostel: Albergue La Finca
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					The text I prepared for when I 

					reached a doctor
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				euros, and only be told to rest and send their packs ahead. He didn’t think I would really benefit from the doctor. Instead, he called the pharmacist in the next town when it opened at 10:00 AM who said he’d help me when I arrived. I was feeling pretty decent since I was no longer laying in a bed with my feet up so felt comfortable with the five kilometer walk. 

				Along the way, I passed from the province of Burgos into the province of Palencia. The foot wasn’t bothering me, but my body overall was a problem. It was a shame because I was walking along the most peaceful canal. Boats ferry passengers along the canal to different parts of the province. Good thing one didn’t come by when I was there… I may have taken it to Fromista. 

				The more I slowed, the more I realized that I might actually be sick in addition to struggling with plantar fas-ciitis and lack of sleep. I had that yucky-all-over feeling and thought it likely to be the flu, COVID, or an over abundance of lactic acid in my system (lactic acidosis). I easily found the pharmacy and the pharmacist said there would be someone who was an expert in homeopathically dealing with plantar fasciitis that would there there at 5:00 PM so I agreed to come back. But, I needed a COVID test right away. If I had COVID, I couldn’t ethically stay in an albergue and would need to get a much more expensive hotel room. I couldn’t understand the Spanish direc-tions for the test so the pharmacist’s assistant administered it to me. The result was negative so at 1:30 PM, it was time for me to start walking to find an albergue.

				I walked almost two miles the the albergue called La Finca that was recommended by the proprietor the previ-ous night. It had a beautiful restaurant and nice bar and the albergue section was in a separate building. It was freezing in there, but they gave me two blankets and promised they’d turn on the heat at night. The washing machine was free except for one euro for soap, but there was no dryer. This meant I couldn’t wash some of the items I would like to wash (like my NASA pants and bedding).

				I unpacked, showered, did laundry, and returned to the bar for a glass of sangria and piece of chocolate cake to await my taxi call at 4:45. The taxi arrived after 5:10, but fortunately the “specialist” was still at the phar-macy when I arrived. I think he was a podiatrist and seemed to know immediately what to do. He added a new insert on top of my old one and added compression socks made for PF. I was reticent at first because I’d used these boots and inserts so long with success, but I figured he knew the Camino much better than I did so I should at least give his recommended change a try. Besides, I was in so much pain that I didn’t have any other options. He also 
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				prescribed Celebrex 200 mg once a day in the morn-ing and 400-600 mg of ibuprofen at night (I was out of Advil because I’d lost one of the little baggies I carried in my backpack’s waist pocket). He also gave me some topical cream concoction that he mixed and sold himself. Anything that might help was good in my books!

				I returned in the taxi and took my clothes from the drying line, trees, and other places I hung them and they were, amazingly, dry. We’d definitely entered a warmer, dryer climate. I cared for my feet with my new regimen and went to dinner in the main building, It was set beautifully and there was so much food (mostly carbs, of course): bread and red wine, rice with an egg and ketchup, French fries, IKEA meat-balls, and more. 

				I worked on my journal over dinner then returned to my “cave.” A nice thing about this albergue was that each of the bunks were recessed with privacy curtains so it was quite private. There was only one other per-son there, a man with whom I never spoke.
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				Stage 16 (4/7/22)

				Fromista to Carrión de los Condes

				A “Mass” Failure

				I finally slept through the night… not great, but so much better. I couldn’t remember taking my two 400 mg Advil tablets (I think they’d fallen out of my pocket) so took 400 mg when I first woke with foot pain at 10:30 PM. I was quickly back to sleep. I took another 400 mg tablet at 12:30 AM when I awoke and when my foot hurt at 3:30 AM, I slathered it with my new topical ointment and was able to get back to sleep. I didn’t awaken again (perhaps 1200 mg of ibuprofen was just the right amount) until my alarm went off at 7:00 AM and then slept anoth-er few minutes. During the night, foot pain wasn’t my only issue. I was freezing in the dormi-tory! They’d provided two warm blankets so I ended up sweating/freezing/sweating/freezing. In the morning, my sheet and clothes were stinky from the sweating so I decided to wash them since it would only take thirty minutes and was free. This, however, meant I’d have to drape my sheet, shirt, and underwear on the back of my pack all day. I hoped it’d be warm so they’d dry quickly. I made some tea (with a left-over bag from when I’d had breakfast with Ryan in the Las Vegas airport), packed, and was out by 8:15.

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 10.4 mi

				Elevation Change: +573’, -494’

				Hours Hiking: 5:59:30

				Hostel: Santa Maria Parish Hostel

			

		

		
			
				The Maseta
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				It was a short day—just under eleven miles, but I was worried because I’d had such a rough last two days. My big goal was to find fruit and eat heartily of it.

				During the short morning, I spent my time learning the day’s verse:

				“I urge you, first of all, to pray for all people. Ask God to help them; intercede on their behalf and give thanks for them.” —I Timothy 2:1

				I prayed a lot for Ryan since he had his interview with Light & Wonder in a day and for Winter who was looking at her first apart-ment for possibly moving to Salt Lake. I especially prayed for my relationship with Mike. When we’d talked the night before, I re-alized he wasn’t missing me. I needed to figure out what to do to become a better person that he would want to be around. After praying over my prayer rocks. I also had discussions with God who had quite an attitude and lots of sarcasm. I wasn’t sure why He just wouldn’t go along with my plans.

				I found a place for lunch after about four miles and ran into lots of pilgrims there, reuniting with Father Dave’s group. I learned that several of Dave’s group had the rampant stomach bug and were pretty miserable. I must have had a bout of it, but a minor case. That would help explain my difficulties with fatigue and general mi-laise over the last few days (as if the lack of sleep and pain weren’t enough of a cause). Two pilgrims (one from the Neth-erlands and one from Oregon) invited themselves to lunch with me. We talked about our reasons for being on the Camino. The woman from the Netherlands was seeking direction and they were both seeking self-con-fidence. It was interesting to hear the girls talk. They said they were bored with the Maseta already. I wasn’t 

			

		

		
			
				The Maseta

				“The Meseta is a central Spanish tableland that intersects the Camino Frances between Burgos and Astorga. It’s part of two camino routes, Camino Frances and Vide de la Plata. The Meseta is mostly flat, hot in the summer, and cold in the winter. Some say it’s monoto-nous while others find it dull and boring. The Meseta accounts for 10 of the 33 stages of John Brierley’s 500-mile Camino walk... The Meseta section of Camino Frances is 220 km [~112 miles] long and travels through the northern point of the meseta... Many pilgrims prefer to skip the Meseta or travel it by bike.”
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				even positive we’d entered it because I found it so beautiful with its gorgeous valleys and ubiquitous farms. The green was so peaceful. Many pilgrims simply skip the Maseta by getting a ride around it. They feel the tableland is a tediously long, flat region that drones on and on for miles. In summer, the heat is said to be brutal; fortunately, I was there in early spring.

				I ate sautéed mushrooms and Colacao for lunch and, of course, a baguette. Fortunately, the restauranteurs were generally good about giving butter when I asked for it. I appreciated the fat given the amount of calories I was expending daily. 

				I was listening to “Walk in My Combat Boots” when Father Dave caught up with me and we talked about God and being vulnerable while on the Camino. I was still struggling to communicate openly with other pilgrims and definitely preferred the solitude for hours on end. We walked until we reached Corrion de Los Condes, then he forged ahead to the albergue where he, his group, and I were planning to spend the night while I looked at the monastery we were passing. I went inside and found a nice place to sit and read my daily devotions. I wasn’t really liking my devotions and was considering a change so they’d be more meaningful.
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						Entering Carrión de los Condes

					

				

				
					
						The aubergue/convent

					

				

				
					
						Drying clothes in the yard

					

				

			

		

		
			
				I was so excited to reach the convent/albergue because it was known for its singing nuns. Upon arriving, I learned they’d stopped the nightly practice when COVID started, but there would still be mass in a nearby church. I checked in, got a shower, and rushed out to buy fruits and veggies from the farmer’s market I saw as I entered the albergue. It was closed! I was so disappointed.

				I returned to the albergue to wash my clothes and learned there was a supermar-ket nearby. Finding that grocery store was fantastic! It had a huge produce section and I went crazy buying grapes, apples, oranges, cucumbers, and even strawberries that I ate on my way back to the hostel. When I saw Dave on his way to the store, I let him finish my strawberries. It was a gustatory delight!

				I’d seen that there was a charge to enter the convent’s church. I wasn’t sure why, but figured it must be good if money was involved so I paid the three euro pilgrim 
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					The defunct street market

				

			

			
				
					Praiseworthy grocery store
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				fee. It was a special art exhibition commemorating works featuring Mary. The exhibit spanned three cities: Burgos, Corrión de los Condes, and Santiago. My three euros would also give me access in Santiago if I didn’t lose my ticket. 

				Most of the pieces were painted wooden sculptures, but there were also paintings and a tapestry. Most interesting was a modern artistic rendition of something related to strong women of the Bible. Even after listening to the accompanying audio, I didn’t have any idea what it was.

				I also visited Santa Clara Monastary, an enclosed building with quiet resting/prayer benches in the interior (much like an uncovered cloister or a Spanish mission and fortress), and, of course, locked doors so there was no access to an interior church. It was very calm with lots of statuary. I didn’t see anyone when I was there.

				I then went on a mission to find a pilgrim meal. I liked these because I never knew what I would get and assumed the dishes were uniquely Spanish. They tended to also be comparatively inex-pensive and usually included a salad or at least some vegetable. At the very least, pilgrim meals generally included the omnipresent French fries so I never left hungry. I couldn’t find a place after walking around what seemed to be the entire town so went to a bar for ranciones and ordered a sausage, the cut ham thing I learned I liked the day before (it was like fried bacon with tons of fat), a tortilla (basically, baked scalloped potatoes), two sangrias (pretty much just red wine mixed with Sprite), and a chocolate pastry to share with my fruit for breakfast. Of course, the meal came with bread and I ate everything but the pastry while journalling.

			

		

		
			
				In the Mary exhibit, I learned (if I understood correctly) that the sec-ond pope of the Catholic Church deemed that Mary was the ma-ternal figurehead for the church and he proclaimed she was born without original sin. That is why she plays such an integral part in the church. The lack of a biblical basis for such an important belief and the practices that have devel-oped to support that belief added just one more frustration against the Catholic church. 

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				The Monastary
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				My ranciones
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				The church with the Mary exhibit
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				Mass was at 7:30. I headed over and was going the wrong way until I saw some nuns rushing and just hung on their habit-tails. They turned into the church so I followed straight behind them. BUT! I couldn’t figure out how to get in. I tried all the doors and none pushed or pulled open. There was one with a key, but I didn’t want to make the mistake of walking into the men’s room or onto the stage or into the secret nun’s room or anything. I walked around the exterior of the church and found no other entrances. I tried all the doors again and heard mass going on (I was three minutes late at this point) so tried the key. That was the secret entrance. I found a seat feeling like I had dis-turbed everyone and watched quietly to the Spanish-language mass. The church was beautiful and I looked forward to looking around after the service. I was also looking forward to receiving a pilgrim’s blessing at the end. Nope, it didn’t happen. I started coughing and couldn’t stop so had to leave, another nuisance to the congregation. I returned a few minutes later sitting in the back, started coughing again, left again, then repeated this a third time. It was time to return to the hostel. I overshot the church that was my albergue and had to circumnav-igate that one, too. For an eleven mile day, I sure walked a lot!

				I called Winter who was in the process of apartment hunting and Mike who was at work then I headed to the dormitory. It was 8:30 PM, the lights were off, everyone was in bed, and several bunk mates were already asleep. I was asked to close the door when I was just coming in-and-out and didn’t want to disturb anyone by closing it too often. Good thing I was mostly ready before I left for the church. I finished my journal, added some pictures, and went to sleep with hopes of a restful, uninterrupted night.
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				Landscapes between Carrión de los Condes and Terradillos de los Templaros
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				Stage 17 (4/8/22)

				Carrión de los Condes to 

				Terradillos de los Templaros

				Getting into a Groove

				It was so nice to sleep again. I only woke once with foot pain. I couldn’t quite get back to sleep so responded to a few texts from the fam message thread. Ryan rightfully responded: “Go back to sleep!” I couldn’t so decided to read about the next day’s journey on my Kindle. That eventu-ally put me back to sleep. The only other problems in the night were hot flashes. I’ll take them as long as it means my period will end soon. And, guess what? It started in the morning. Fortunate-ly, I was prepared, but needed to find a pharmacy for more tampons; I also needed chapstick since I’d lost mine the day before.

				I was on the trail at 7:45, but stopped three times to readjust my boots. I felt rubbing and needed to figure out how to get the new inserts and compression socks to work together with the boots. The third time was a charm and I was ready to walk.

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 17.4 mi

				Distance to Santiago: 236 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,364’, -1,213’

				Hours Hiking: 9:44:35

				Hostel: Albergue Jacques de Molay

			

		

		
			
				A beautiful place for a potty stop
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				I spent the first hour learning the day’s verse:

				“We can rejoice, too, when we run into problems and trials for we know that they help us develop endurance.” —Romans 5:3 

				as well as reading the Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi and praying over the prayer rocks. I’d made a decision the previous day to change one of my rocks—instead of “diligence,” I would pray for “wisdom.” I also spent time praying for the two women from Oregon and the Neth-erlands with whom I’d had lunch the day before. I realized that they were seeking the same thing that most women from first world nations seek—something we couldn’t quite put the right words to. Maybe their prayers should be for “self-acceptance” or “inner peace.”

				Everyone passed me as I walked, but we met again when they stopped at a makeshift bar for coffee and rest. Then, they passed me again. I was passed twice by a woman from Lithuania who informed me that they were helping Ukrainians fight against the Russians. This was good to hear. She said that the conflict wasn’t affecting Lithuania except in terms of the refugees they’d welcomed. We also talked about Lithuania’s Soviet/Russia history and my experiences in the Baltic Republics before and after the fall of the USSR. She was born in the early 1990s so only knew the history from family stories and history books. It was fun to share my observations from when I was there under both Soviet- and self-rule in those areas and she seemed to enjoy hearing about the differences as viewed from outside. It seemed my observations were pretty accurate based on feelings older Lithuanians had expressed to her over the years.

				I continued to find the Maseta to be beautiful. There were some brown areas that didn’t appeal to me as much, but the path was soft (they’d laid something like rough sand so it was easy on the feet) and the endless fields of green were wonderful. I felt like I was in the breadbasket of Spain. As I saw the brown fields, I thought about the millennia of experience Iberians had tending fields and how quickly Americans turned our breadbasket into a Dust Bowl by not heeding their practices.

				The day officially marked the half-way point between St. Jean and Santiago and had one of the longest stretches between two towns, just over ten miles. It was flat, but very windy so I moved more slowly than I wanted. The few days prior had been windy, but gusts came from the back pushing us forward. I was so grateful the wind waited be in our faces since we were all mostly recovered from the stomach virus (or whatever) so were strong enough to handle it. 

				I stopped for coffee with milk, Colacao, and a Spanish tortilla before 1:00 PM in a small cafe that was celebrat-ing its opening day. There was another bar on the other side of the street, but several ladies were standing out front seemingly waiting for customers so I decided to give them my business. I was so glad I did. The women 
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				from the Netherlands and Oregon arrived right after me so we chatted a bit about my thought about changing my prayer rocks. We also discussed bed-bugs. The Lithuanian woman had a terrible experi-ence with either bedbugs or fleas and had to replace all her gear in Corrión de los Condes. She said it happened in a public albergue so was afraid to stay in them again. I told her that a huge group of us had stayed almost exclusively in public albergues and no one had said anything about problems with bedbugs. The two women at lunch assured her this was their case as well. I thought I may have seen one when I shook out my sheet one afternoon because I saw something small and black and squished it. It seemed to squish like a bug. I thought I might have a single bite on my neck from several days prior, but there was only one bump. During the night in Carrión, I did itch a lot, but noticed I had really dry skin. I’d yet to see bumps so it was probably not from bedbugs. 

				At 2:00 PM, I started walking again for the final six miles of the day, happy to feel well enough to put in a longer day after the previous two yucky days. The afternoon went really well. I did my typical just under thirty-minute miles for the six miles to the final destination and listened to “Walk in My Combat Boots” and David Sedaris’ “Carnival Snackery” while walking alone. I made a brief stop in a small town to replenish my chocolate supply and decided to treat my-self with an ice cream cone… because I could.

				Upon arriving in Terradillos de los Templaros, I checked into the first albergue I found (there were only two in town), had a shower, and washed my clothes. I was sharing a room with a Spanish man I didn’t know and Arsenio (also Spanish). He and I were buddies and he told me my Spanish was improving. I wasn’t at the same albergue as Dave’s group even though they were also staying in Terradillos de los Templaros. I called Winter (she found some possible apartments), Ryan (he was only hours away from his interview), and Mike.
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				The coffee shop’s grand opening

			

		

		
			
				Bedbugs

				It is said that traveling the Camino early in the year is nice because the weather is so good (in a few months the Maseta will be sweltering and pilgrims will be begging for more wa-ter), there are fewer pilgrims overall, and there are fewer bedbugs—the latter said to be the result of it being too cold for the bugs and that there haven’t been pilgrims dragging them from albergue-to-albergue over a period of months. The albergues are thoroughly cleaned during the win-ter so when pilgrims return in the spring, they are nice and fresh. In the summer, there is never a break to completely disinfect the hostels, there are loads of pilgrims staying in them every night. This contributes to the bedbug problems and is why several require paper bedsheets in all alber-gues. Once bedbugs appear in one albergue, they jump on the backpack of one pilgrim. That pilgrim then transports it (and eventually all its kin) along the rest of the Camino. I bought a silk bed sheet from REI before leaving the States because I learned bedbugs could not permeate them.
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				I’d thought about eating with others since I’d worked on my journal at lunch and again after my telephone calls, but everyone else had already finished so I ate alone and worked on updating Goodreads since I’d finished so many books over the previous two weeks. The albergue had lots of gigantic pumpkins all over so I hoped they’d have pumpkin soup and I was happy to learn they did. I didn’t think it was as good as my recipe, but it was a perfect opportunity to get some-thing orange into my body. The main course came with a side salad and fries and I chose rabbit for the main course—sorry, Thumper! It tasted like chicken. I liked it, but learned there are a lot of bones in little fluffy bunnies. The meal, of course, came with red wine and bread and I had an orange for dessert. Arsenio joined me around 8:00 PM for his dinner. As a Spaniard, he pre-fers eating a lot later. We enjoyed talking and then each headed to the bunks in our shared room.
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				Pumpkin soup and duck for dinner
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				Stage 18 (4/9/22)

				Terradillos de los Templaros to Brecianos del Real Camino

				Lost Poles, Perfect Weather

				I was excited to hear about Ryan’s interview that when I awoke for the third time from foot pain, I got up to do heel raises and call him. I was so happy to hear how he did (whether he gets the job or not). I read for a bit about the next day’s journey and finally fell asleep until 6:15 AM when I decided to get out of bed. I disliked getting ready in the dark while others slept (Mike assures me that I’m not a quiet person), but alas, I was ready to get moving. So much so, in fact, that I left my trekking poles behind. I didn’t realize this until I was literally a mile down the road. I considered returning to get them, but adding two miles to the day simply wasn’t worth it. Instead, I tried my hand at calling the albergue to see if they could send them ahead with one of the westward pilgrims. It took me quite a while to make the call (still not having mastered calling in Spain). Once I figured it out and was able to get someone to answer, I think the man told me that he wasn’t at the albergue so wasn’t able to help me. Not helpful, for sure. I considered other options like seeing if they could get sent ahead with the backpack service, buying new ones, and 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 16 mi

				Distance to Santiago: (356 km)

				Elevation Change: +734’, -728’

				Hours Hiking: 9:14:07

				Hostel: Refugio Parrish Casa Rectoral

			

		

		
			
				Chapel in the albergue

			

		

		
			
				Hospitaleros and guests after dinner
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				seeing if a sad pilgrim had left some at my next albergue. I hadn’t seen many hiker boxes, but it was worth asking. I ended up being happy about having left them behind for the beginning of the day. The poles were restricting because I was always having to put them under my arms so I could use my hands. But, Ron (my PT) had told me I needed the poles and by mid-morning I knew why he’d said it… my feet were hurting. Over the last week, they’d usually only hurt at night. I really didn’t want to shell out another forty euros on poles so decided to think about it when I reached Brecianos.

				Other than the call and problem solving, I spent the first part of the morn-ing praying over the prayer rocks, praying the St. Francis of Assisi prayer, and learning the day’s verse:

				“Faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually happen. It gives us assurance about things 

				we cannot see.” —Hebrews 11:1

				I prayed for my hour and by 10:00 AM was tired of silence so switched on “Walk in My Combat Boots.” I stopped to pee on the side of the trail no less than four times and was always surprised to find I was alone. This was strange; many pilgrims should have passed me by this point. I checked my map several times; it assured me I was on the correct path. Eventually, my path merged with another that was right next to the main road and I immediately started seeing others. I asked one man how far he’d walked in the morning and it wasn’t much different than my mileage so I felt much better for taking the road less traveled. I had been in beautiful fields the entire time and even witnessed an absolutely gorgeous sunrise.

				The Camino took me through two small towns on the way to one of the first bigger towns since Burgos—Sahagun. I just couldn’t remember the name of the city because it sounded so much like “Shogun” (a book my mom read when I was young) to me. My first stop there was at a pharmacy for tampons and my next chore was finding food. I saw a few places right when entering the city and 
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				assumed (and in one case, saw) pilgrims frequented these first establishments. After supporting the new bar the day before, I was hoping to start frequenting businesses that didn’t get as many pilgrim patrons. I figured it wasn’t fair that some businesses received all the business just because they were situated on the easternmost part of towns. “Location! Location! Location!” Also, I thought I might get more au-thentic experiences if I ended up where more locals frequented. Along the way, I detoured when I saw a church. It was having another in the series of special exhibits (this one on angels instead of Mary), but the ticket I’d purchased in Corrion wouldn’t work at this one. While figuring this out, it sounded like the docent said there was a pilgrim museum in town. I looked for it without luck, but did read that there was a Mary statue in town where she was dressed as a pilgrim. It would’ve been neat to see since I’d seen few (if any) images of female pil-grims dating from before the twentieth century. Perhaps there weren’t many female pilgrims before that time—that would have made sense given womens’ historical roles. I couldn’t find the statue and didn’t want to push my feet walking all over town so resigned myself to getting lunch. 

				I found a bar that catered to locals. Little old men chatted out front, girls met for lunch, and cyclists came in for snacks. I had two ran-ciones: pork sausage and potatoes slathered in something that tasted like white Velveeta (if that’s a thing) as well as bread with butter, peach juice, and two coffees. I was really starting to enjoy afternoon coffee con leche y azucar. I was enjoying the taste (something I hadn’t liked in the past) and found the caffeine so helpful for my afternoon mileage. During lunch, I wrote in my journal, downloaded audiobooks to my phone, did my daily meditations, and figured out which albergue I wanted for the night.

				As I walked in the afternoon, I finished listening to “Walk in My Combat Boots.” The nearly brought me to tears on quite a few occasions. Afterward, I just sang songs to God.

				As others had said about the Maseta, the scenery didn’t change much, but I still loved it. It was so nice to still be on flat ground both in terms of not many big rocks in the dirt and no elevation change. Had it not been for the painful foot, it would have been quite pleasant—especially because of the weather. I was able to remove my down coat within about an hour of starting the day and my gloves and buff a few hours later. By afternoon, I was down to short-sleeves and had I not been so lazy, I would have converted my pants to shorts. [I hated reattaching them once they were off.] The weather was perfect and bird song and clear skies filled the air. 

				I reached Brecianos just before the sixteen mile mark and walked to the albergue I’d wanted to try. There were only three of us scheduled for the night and no one I knew was there, but I still wanted to go there. It was a donation-based albergue and I gave forty euros. Again, this was more than I normally left because I 
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				liked supporting albergues that worked only on donations. The donation included dinner, post-dinner prayers, breakfast, and a delightful couple that even laundered my clothes for free. THEY laundered my clothes! It always made me feel bad when others laundered my clothes because they were so stinky. Plus, the woman carried my backpack up the stairs. I heard her grunt and kept asking if I could carry it myself, but she insisted. The couple volunteered their time to run the albergue and they were so gracious.

				The original room assigned to me was really cold and I would be all by myself in a room with about twenty beds. The hospitaleros kindly moved me to a nicer, warmer room with only four beds. The two other pilgrims (males) stayed in one of the dormitory rooms with lots of bunks. 

				After my shower and while they washed my clothes, I started planning the next few days of my Camino. There were certain places I want-ed to stay so had to rearrange some of the stages so it would all be possible. I had to be careful to not plan days that were too long since that was what (I thought) contributed to my foot problem. I didn’t want to be separated from the group, but knew I wanted to stay in the Knights Templar Castle in Ponferrada and didn’t want to have to sacrifice a day to make it work. I also wrote in my journal.

				Before dinner, I rushed to the bar around the corner for wifi. I bought a sangria to justify my use of their tech and spent 45 minutes working on my journal’s pictures, calling Mike, Ryan, and Winter, downloading and naming Garmin files, getting Sweatcoins and more. I returned to the albergue just in time for the communal dinner with the two hospitaleros, the Spanish man that wasn’t Arsenio that I’d slept with the night before, a diplomat from New Zealand, and me. We had red wine and bread along with garlic-bread soup, an amazing salad, chicken legs, whole fruit, cookies, and tea. Dinner started at 8:00 PM and after pictures at 9:00 PM, the hospitaleros sent around a candle while we each told about why we were on the Camino. I was the only person that didn’t speak passable Spanish so did my best to tell of my interest in finding more one-on-one time with God. I didn’t understand anything anyone else said even though my Spanish was improving. Dinner and festivities weren’t over until after 10:00 PM and the New Zealander and I were exhausted since we weren’t used to late dinners. I think the three Spaniards would have talked for hours longer. After we all said good night, I pulled my mostly dry laundry from the lines and was able to finally finish my journal and shut down my mind and body at almost 11:00 PM.
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				Death on the Camino

				The Camino is known for the lives it took as pilgrims walked toward Santiago. Stories of yesteryears pilgrims are grim. While today we see the doctor with blisters, past pilgrims dealt with severe health issues including disease, exposure, exhaustion, infection, and much more

				Today, the most common causes of death include exhaustion, stroke, hypothermia, drowning, heart attacks, and natural causes. Tributes to victims of the Camino like the one on the left are fairly common. About 10 to 20 people die each year on The Way.
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				Stage 19 (4/10/22)

				Brecianos del Real Camino to Mansillas de las Mulas

				Propositioned

				I was cold again at night even with the huge woolen blanket the hospitaleros gave me; but, for-tunately, I only awoke once or twice with foot pain. My heel raises were improving—I was finally able to do over sixty. I awoke before my alarm at around 6:50 AM.

				Having my own room was a real boon because I could turn on the light whenever I wanted. I was able to quickly pack with light and no need to keep quiet. I was downstairs at 7:30 AM when the albergue served breakfast. Instead of a communal meal, we ate and left at our own paces. Breakfast was coffee with milk, orange or apple juice, cereal, bread, butter, and jam. Typical. I drank two cups of coffee and regretted it a bit later.

				The female hospitalero wouldn’t let me help clean up after breakfast despite my eager desire. I felt so badly, but she called me out for not being tranquil on the Camino. It taught me that the prayer of St. Francis of Assisi goes both ways. I need to pray to help others, but others are praying to 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 17 mi

				Elevation Change: +531’, -623’

				Hours Hiking: 7:58:03

				Hostel: Albergue Gaia
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				help me. I need to give them opportunities to serve Christ by serving me. For me, that’s a lot harder than helping others. I ate, hugged everyone goodbye, put on my boots, and started following the yellow arrows. I made a quick stop by the outside of a local bar to quickly connect via wifi. 

				Arsenio, Leo (the woman from Lithuania), and I chat-ted for a bit before they outpaced me. Next, a woman from Madrid who was visiting the local area and not hiking the Camino stopped to talk with me. She was a high school English and Spanish teacher who said she loved opportunities to practice with native English speakers. We had a nice time. The rest of the morning was pretty standard compared to every other day. I prayed over my rocks, read the prayer of St. Francis of Assisi, and learned my verse:

				“I can do everything through Christ who strengthens me.”

				—Ephesians 4:13

				For the first time in days, I continued to practice silence until noon after which I started a new book: “Malibu Rising.” I went through one town and had to poop so bad I wasn’t sure I’d make it. I kept singing to myself: “You Will Provide” to the tune of “I Will Survive” until I finally found a bar. Needing to patronize it so I could have baño-access, I quickly drank a Colacao and bought a fritter to go. The purchase was wise because I didn’t see another town for hours.
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					Bar with fritters and bathroom

				

			

			
				
					Bar with wifi
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				I worried there wouldn’t be anything exciting to caption the day’s title, and then it happened. Around 2:00 PM about a kilometer before arriving in Reliagos, an about twenty-year-old man drove up be-side me in his little compact car with his window down. He asked how I was doing and I responded “Great” because I’d been feeling so much better since my sleep was improving. Not knowing what to do next, I asked him how he was doing and he said he was doing well, too. Then, he said: “Would you like to [mumble, mumble]?” I thought he was being so kind to ask a fat, old, slow lady if she wanted a ride to the next town. I hope I said “What?” instead of “Que?” (pronounced “K”… it means “What?” in Spanish, but is short for “OK” in English). He repeated himself: “Would you like to have sex… with me?” Simultaneously, he held up a condom so there wouldn’t be any confusion. I assured him that “No,” I wasn’t interested. He smiled, waved, and drove off. I was so surprised I couldn’t help but laugh for the next five-to-ten minutes. It later struck me that I should be worried, especially for the younger, pretty, solo ladies on the trail. If he was propositioning me, what would he do to the gorgeous young women? I kept my eye out for a Civil Guard for the rest of the day so I could report him just in case. Much later, I wondered if he’d intended a financial exchange for services. Perhaps he expected me to pay him?

				I’d hoped to find a bar in the next small town to work on my journal, but it didn’t happen. Instead, I stopped when I found an open grocery store and bought a tomato and apple. Those and the apple fritter from the first stop became my only food for the 17-mile day’s walk.

				The afternoon was quiet while I enjoyed listening to the book and eventually arrived in Mansilla de las Mulas. I checked out two albergues. The first one was warm (I was so tired of awakening because I was cold at night), but I disliked the smell of incense. The next place I went said the albergue was ten euros for a bed. When I tried to inquire if the rooms were warm, she said I could have a warm room for thirty euros. That wasn’t going to happen. I continued to walk around town not finding alternative viable options so returned to the warm incense albergue. The man I’d met from Borgos that had spent the last two nights in the same albergue as me was there and seemed glad to see me. I felt at home. I showered and washed my clothes with the Scrubba and babied my feet. My left foot was now harbor-ing two new blisters between the big and second toe. New socks/new blisters.

				I’m not sure if it was because it was Sunday or because it was the beginning of Holy Week, but the next door church was open. There were three older (older than me) women in the pews. I joined them 
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				and read my daily devotion. From there, I went to the thirty-euro albergue’s restaurant for a pilgrim meal: bread and butter, wine, spaghetti with marinara sauce and tuna fish (not a dish I’d ever choose in the future), pork slices, French fries, and lemon cream (basically, runny lemon pudding that tasted delicious). While there, I saw Father Dave who told me he’d walked alone for the first day since SJPP. The three girls (Dianne, Edirne, and Margarita) chose to slow down, stopping each day just after noon. Sergio, we thought, had surged forward. While Father Dave slowed with the girls for a few days, Fabio walked on continuing to make the daily stages, but was mov-ing very slowly because of his knee. He needed to keep on schedule if he wanted to reach Santiago before having to return home. Diego ended up in the hospital four days before this one with the stomach ailment suffered by everyone else. He said he’d planned to catch up with the group (at this point only consisting of Dave), but hadn’t been heard from since the hospital visit. I think it was really hard on Dave because he’d become so close to the group. Not surprisingly though, this good, encouraging man was already meeting new compatriots. He seemed very happy to see me—something that had been consistent all along. I assured him Arsenio was still in town, too.

				We discussed upcoming plans and both decided we might pass Leon the next day because it was such a short stage. I supposed stage mileages were often small by larger cities so pilgrims could spend more time there, but neither of us felt compelled to spend time in large cities. I was eager to see the cathedrals, but Dave just wanted to power through. About this time, I made the decision to put in another fifteen-to-eighteen mile day the next day.

				I returned to the albergue, captured my clothes from the line, cut the fringes from my Turkish towel since they were always falling into standing water in the showers, fixed the stage list that had been in my pocket for 19 days straight, did my heel raises, and finally laid down at 10:00 PM. So much for hopes of falling asleep early… again.
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					Incense albergue

				

			

			
				
					Dinner at expensive albergue
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				Stage 20 (4/11/22)

				Mansillas de las Mulas to Leon

				Exhaustion/Leon Cathedral

				I slept so well in a warm room that I even needed to take off my sleeping bag a few times. I did awaken sev-eral times with foot pain, but slept mostly uninterrupted until 6:20 AM. The albergue offered breakfast for a donation so I placed three euros in the box and drank some juice and hot cocoa, ate some little muffins, and downed a cookie. I preferred to just buy breakfast on my own because it was usually cheaper and I would eat a lot less, but they’d gone to the trouble and were very nice. There actually were four of us in the pri-vate albergue so we ate together. The person I didn’t realize was there the night before was Jose, Lolly’s (the sweet white collie) mom I’d met about a week ago. They would be taking a taxi around Leon because the area leading in to and out of the city (nearly ten miles collectively) requires a lot of road walking, something Lolly dislikes and demonstrates by putting her tail down. The American woman who slept in my room decided to join Jose, Lolly, and another woman to split the taxi cost. I couldn’t understand why the other two women were skipping the walk. It appeared a lot of people stopped and started along the route. That seemed like cheating to me, but I’d been praying about “judgement” so figured I’d let it go.

				I spent much of the first hour learning my verse, praying over prayer rocks, and reading the St. Francis of Assisi prayer. I’d been praying a lot for Mary Ann and her family because she’d just been released from the hospital. Dave caught up to me a bit before my hour was over and we talked a bit. I’d seen a type of tree that 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 15.6 mi

				Elevation Change: +896’, -605’

				Hours Hiking: 10:58:13

				Hostel: Pilgrims Benedictinas Santa Maria de Carnajal
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				had thorns growing from it. On one of these trees, the thorns had grown around the tree, encircling the trunk like a crown of thorns. It was quite meaningful since Easter was only days away.

				“We are hunted down, but never abandoned by God. We get knocked down, but we are not destroyed.” 

				—2 Corinthians 4:9

				I stopped twice in the morning—once to buy a baguette and once at a gas station to use the bathroom. I always felt compelled to buy something when I used an establishment’s bathroom so bought two rolls of cookies (that was how they came) for one euro. I gave one of the rolls to the station attendant. 

				While walking, I talked with a few others, but mostly just walked until Arsenio caught up with me. I told him all about Ryan’s interview and that Ryan was asked to define pro-gramming jargon like “polymorphism.” Arsenio (I believe he was a network manager) explained polymorphism to me really well until he realized what he’d described wasn’t actually polymorphism. I also told him that Ryan and I discussed the possibility of Light & Wonder adding eSports betting as part of their eGaming business model. He jokingly said he’d take the idea and run with it before Ryan could convince a gaming compa-ny in the US to start the trend. This is all incredibly impressive because Arsenio and I only speak each others’ languages a bit, all resulting from out individual time spent on Duolingo.

				Everyone passed me so I walked into Leon alone. I had two chores for the day—ex-change two US$100 bills for euros and see the cathedral. Leon was as expected; it was big nondescript town except for the amazing cathedral towering in the distance. I was able to see the cathedral about four miles before reaching it, but kept thinking I was almost there the entire time. It was exhausting. Upon arriving in the city, I had to stop to buy clementines because I needed the energy. I also finished the whole roll of cookies I’d purchased earlier in the day.

				At every chance I had and in every town I passed during the day, I went into the banks and asked if they would exchange dollars for euros. Every bank attendant said “no.” The 
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				last one said something that I thought meant that they’d exchange the cash, but it would require a two-day waiting period. This made sense because it’d be difficult for individual bank branches to all have the ability to ensure the bills weren’t counterfeit. I didn’t have two days to wait and none of the bank attendants at any of the banks had any idea where I might be able to make the exchange. It looked like I had two options—find an exchange kiosk in Leon (I wasn’t sure if they even existed in the town) or break down and use a credit card. Neither option sounded good because I knew each would charge a lot for the conversion. I never found an exchange kiosk. Bottom line… my first goal for the day was a failure.

				When I reached the cathedral, the front gate was locked though the front door was open. I wasn’t surprised because I thought there’d be a charge to enter so I walked all the way around the building. There was no other entrance. It was then that I read the sign. It said nothing about visiting the cathedral, but did mention there were three masses each day during Holy Week. One would be at 6:00 PM. By this time, 
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				I’d decided I couldn’t go any farther on the Camino for the day and knew I’d still be in Leon that late. I also knew how tired I was and thought I probably wouldn’t be able to come back at what sounded like “that late?!!??.” 

				I was dragging! I’d planned to reach the cathedral with fresh euros in hand, tour the cathedral, buy lunch and coffee, and keep walking the Camino. It was after 2:00 PM and my feet were killing me from overuse and under-recovery. I just wanted to find the nearest albergue, drop my pack, change into sandals, grab “linner,” and head to bed by 5:00 PM. That, too, was a massive failure. I reached the cheapest, closest albergue (a university dormitory) only to learn it was closed all year except the summer months when students weren’t in session. I could barely stand. One of the men who worked in the dorm helped me find the next closest option which, fortunately, happened to be 
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				the cheapest in town. Then, I started walking… moving backwards on the Camino. At first, the map said it was a full 0.6 miles back. I felt sick and thought I’d throw-up. I was so weak that my body was failing me. I worried I’d be reported to the Civil Guard for public intoxication because I literally staggered and even slightly fell over a few times. It was not a safe situation.

				I knew I needed help so returned to my original post-cathedral idea—coffee. I found the nearest coffee shop, ordered coffee and hot chocolate, and switched into sandals (embarrassed by the smell that was surely emanating from my side of the cafe). I sat for an hour juicing my drinks so I could rest a bit before re-entering the albergue-hunting chore. I wrote in my journal until what had been a lovely day in terms of weather had turned into a very cold day threaten-ing rain. I was so reluctant to stand up and continue the hostel search, but I did when Arsenio emailed me and told me where he was staying.

				I set out and finally found the place, an albergue run by a Benedictine Convent. The hospitale-ros (not nuns) were very nice and worked hard to try to help me figure out where to exchange my money. I set up my space, showered, and Scrubba’d my clothes (always just my snot and pee rags, undershirt, bra, underwear, and compression socks unless I had access to a washing machine). 

				I was excited that mass would be held at the cathedral at 6:00 PM and there would be singing nuns at the albergue. Also, Mike found a place in Leon that might be able to magically turn my US dollars into euros. But, alas, it was 5:45 PM by the time I was able to leave the albergue in the pouring rain. I had to choose between signing nuns and mass at the cathedral and chose the later. I walked to the cathedral (not a short distance), but was too late for mass by thirty minutes so could just do the regular church tour. There was no pilgrim discount so visit-ing God cost me seven euros. That didn’t go over well with me and rather jaded my experience. Plus, I only had one-half hour before they closed and every nave was locked with huge iron grills. I wasn’t sure why this was. Was the church leadership trying to secure their treasures from bandits? Is the church worried about vandalism today so still keeps them closed. The result is that there are few places where you can actually sit and pray. I found one and, disappointed, read my daily devotions.

				My next chore was food. I needed something substantial considering the lack of real food during most of the day. I’d eaten half a baguette and kettle chips in addition to the package of cookies, coffee, hot chocolate, junky breakfast, and redeeming two clementines. I decided to break down and go to what seemed to be a fast food chain restaurant, Pans & Company. It was a Spanish version of Subway with bocadil-los. The pulled pork I bought was delicious.
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				I had access to two equally bad wifi options and tried to call Ryan while he was in his dorm room (Mike and Winter were at work). It was not much of a connection and we weren’t able to talk long. I walked back to the albergue taking my total mileage from a planned eleven miles to fifteen. I didn’t have stairs for my heel raises so ended up doing them on a shower stall ledge.

				The two German girls in the bunks next to me were such fun Chatty Kathy’s. I was so surprised so asked them how they had so much energy. Unsurprisingly, it was beause they hadn’t yet started to walk. It was fun to see people so excited about the beginning of their Way, remembering it wasn’t so long (well…. three whole weeks!) since I’d experienced that feeling myself. There were quite a few new pilgrims in the albergue. Whether it was because it was Holy Week or Leon was simply a common starting point was something I didn’t know. Judge-ment… they’re not really serious. Really serious pilgrims walk 500 miles. Right?

				In the next bunk bed bay, there was a different group of Italians that I’d not seen before. They were loud (like my typical experiences with Italians) even when people were trying to sleep, didn’t communicate with anyone else, and didn’t even try to speak any Spanish. This was the third group of Italians that seemed to rub me wrong. They seemed so friendly with each other, but not terribly respectful of or kind to others.
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				Stage 21 (4/12/22)

				Leon to San Martin del Camino

				Bank Woes

				I slept well again since it was warm, only waking twice with foot pain (and down to only 800 mg of ibuprofen per night) and for two bathroom breaks. I hated using the bathroom at night because the toilet flushing is loud and I never wanted to awaken anyone. But the alternative, not flushing, wasn’t appealing either even though others did it sometimes.

				The morning didn’t go well and tailing off the last few days of tired feet and a very tired body made it especially difficult. I found my negativity rearing and was also a bit cranky. I hoped this was only due to my almost-over period, but knew the honeymoon of the trail had worn off and my body was resisting the never-ending challenge. Everyone else seemed to be doing so well as they walked past me several times every day, but I learned another pilgrim (the Lithuanian) had been to the hospital the day before. For her, it was the bed bugs (she was still the only one that had bites). Five doctors saw her bottom (where the bites resided) and the conclusion was 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 17 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,049’, -872’

				Hours Hiking: 10:28:57

				Hostel: Albergue Municipal
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				that they were bed bugs and none of the bites were new. I knew she must be very uncomfortable and struggling to sleep. She was the sixth pilgrim I knew that had been to the doctor or hospital. I was glad I couldn’t find a ride to a hospital a few days ago so I wasn’t part of that statistic, but I had spent considerable time with the podiatrist/pharmacist regarding the foot pain.

				My crankiness didn’t happen until after I left the convent. As I was walking, I saw an open church and entered to hear the last ten minutes of morning mass. I knew Catholics stood a lot, but my old lady pilgrim body really struggled to stand for ten minutes at a time knowing that I would be on my feet all day. That wasn’t the problem that led to my bad attitude. After the service, I’d planned to take advantage of the time in an actual church to read my meditations. The second the service ended, however, everyone stood up (well, they were already standing, of course) and immediately exited. The church lights went out. It was obvious we were to leave. No, there was not an opportunity 
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				to spend time with God in the church. I read my devotions while walking out, judging the Catholic Church for making God so inaccessi-ble. I was also angry with the congregation for what I felt was judgement when I checked for email on my phone. I felt it hypocritical for the Church to laud pilgrims with their words, but neglect pilgrims’ needs and otherwise judge pilgrims with their behaviors. That was it—judgement. This led to an hour of silent prayer as I exited the city and prayed over each of my prayer rocks. I also learned my verse:

				“The amount you give will determine the amount you get back.” —Luke 6:38

				I had thought the verse was about becoming stronger physically and emotionally, but, retrospectively, I guessed God’s intention may have been to make me realize that if I handed out judgement, it would come right back at me.

				As with Pamplona and Burgos, finding my way out of Leon was difficult. So much so that I was lost several times and surely added a mile to the day’s itinerary. Could it get any worse? Yes. I stopped in a bakery and bought a small baguette and a pastry. The pastry was delicious, but clearly not intended to eat while walking. Something resembling pudding splurged all over me while eating. I wore it for the rest of the day. 

				Eventually, my Lithuanian friend caught up with me and we walked for a few miles. Hearing of her doctor’s visit, four consultations, and being sent to the hospital for another doctor to look at her butt put my first-world troubles in perspective. She and I walked for quite awhile and I jabbered incessantly about problems in the US. Nice diplomat for my country! She took a different route when we came to a split in the trail. I believed her when she said she’d planned to take the other trail, but self-judgement returned and I was certain it was because she was sick of hearing me spread negativity.

				I walked silently alone for the rest of the morning until almost noon when I returned to “A Car-nival of Snackery,” resulting in me laughing aloud. When two pilgrims passed me, one of them asked twice if I was okay. I thought perhaps he saw me weaving because of my physical weak-ness, but then thought he may have thought I was crying when I was actually laughing.

				I kept checking the FarOut and Camino Ninja apps to see how far I had left to go. I was drag-ging, barely maintaining thirty-minute miles on the flat trail. I needed to sit, but the rain and wind made it rather uncomfortable and I desperately needed caffeine. At the first place I could stop, I did, and ate a full pilgrim meal: two coffees with milk, wine, a salad with tuna, French fries, 

				chicken breast, bread and butter, and a dessert. I’d committed to eating everything on my plate 
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				Modern town along the Way
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				(or taking it on the Way) at each meal because I knew the calories were essential. When I didn’t eat healthy food by Spanish standards, I ended up buying junk food and filling up on that instead. 

				As I ate, two other pilgrim groups entered. One was the family of four from Belgium that I’d seen the day before (Mom, Dad, and two daughters about ages ten and fourteen) and a group of (judgement, probably) Italians. They were all carrying day packs; this meant they’d sent their full packs ahead. More judgement. Real pilgrims carried their own weight, right?

				I decided that since it was only 3:00 PM, I’d eaten and had two coffees, and the next day would be short, that I’d power on to the next town—San Martin del Camino. I made it listening to “Malibu Rising” and met the sweetest dog along the way. He looked healthy, but had a filthy tummy. He stayed with me for just under a mile and was sad when I left him to enter my albergue (they didn’t welcome him). I show-ered, Scrubba’d, and went for my second pilgrim meal of the day at the local bar. There, I saw a few pilgrims from Father Dave’s group. Three of their group were ahead, two were behind, and one was unknown. At least three of them had taken busses or taxis at some point and most of them used the backpack-transfer service at least once. Judgement!
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				While eating, I planned my next few days and shared the plan with Arsenio via email. I also wrote in my journal and called the fam. The plan for the next few days was quite ambitious requiring about 17 miles per day. I wasn’t confident I’d have the ability to do it, but hoped I’d start having fewer sluggish afternoons if I started eating more substantial lunches. But, I also needed to open an account at a bank and knew that would take time from the limited time I would have to walk. At least I’d be able to sit while opening the account (hopefully).

				As I sat writing in my journal, I happened to look up and see it was raining outside. Crapola! After washing my clothes back at the albergue, I hung them to dry on my bed. Then, I saw the sun shining so moved them from my bed to an outdoor clothesline where they were still hanging. I rushed back to the albergue through the rain expecting my clothes to be soaking with rain water, but fortunately a strange large cement structure above them had kept them mostly from the rain. I brought them in and re-hung them on my bed.

				My original plan had been to get to sleep early. Why didn’t that ever happen?

			

		

		
			
				Healing well
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				The first 21 days in my credencial
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				Stage 22 (4/13/22)

				San Martin del Camino to Murias de Rechivaldo

				Hanging by the Trail/Astoria Cathedral

				I was cold, again, and had to go to the bathroom, again, so when I woke before 6:00 AM, I just decided to get up and leave. I was out the door by 6:45 (probably a record) with a long day ahead. It was still dark so I needed my headlamp. That first hour was time for my verse, prayer rocks, and St. Francis of Assisi prayer. I’d learned the night before when reading about the Camino in an attempt to fall asleep that St. Francis walked the Camino. I wondered if he wrote the prayer I was reading while he was on the section of the trail I was walking.

				“Anything is possible for those who believe.” —Mark 9:23

				With such an early departure, I was alone and it was silent except for bird song which I’d come to love every morning. I spent time contemplating life and looking behind me at the glorious sunrise. I also scratched a bit thinking I’d received some bedbug bites two nights 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 19.3 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,148’, -1,230’

				Hours Hiking: 11:19:05

				Hostel: Albergue Las Aguedas

			

		

		
			
				Many towns had pilgrim water fountains
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				previously. I sang to God and listened to “Malibu Rising” and bought a fresh squeezed orange juice and Colacao. I made eleven miles before noon because I’d started so early and the incline was flat. 

				There was a stop along the way where what would likely be referred to as hippies had a snack shack. There was a table with lots of fruit and another table with coffee and lots of specialty milks. You could take what you want-ed and leave a donation so I made myself coffee with coconut milk and left a euro. Liz from Florida arrived just after me and we talked for about twenty minutes. It was a really nice conversation that ended with: “If you were a pizza topping, what would you be?” I chose cheese because it’s so important, earns lots of money for the business, everyone wants it, and quality makes a difference.

				I walked on to reach Astorga. Most people stop in Astorga because it is a big town, but I had two jobs and then to keep moving. First, I was to find a bank so I could open an account and then exchange my US dollars for euros. I only found one bank and didn’t think it was a big enough brand to allow me to access it anywhere in Spain, Portugal, and France. I decided to just be frugal with my cash until reaching Ponferrada where I’d been assured I could get more cash. My second chore was to see the cathedral. I also wanted to see the palace next door, but it wouldn’t open for several hours so I just took pictures from outside. The palace reminded me of Ludwig’s castles just as the hospitaleros a few days before had told me it would.

				I was required to pay €4.50 to see the cathedral. The first part was a little museum of statues, pictures, crosses, jewelry, and other stuff. Next, I saw the cloisters. 
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				Next, I entered the cathedral. As with all the other cathedrals I’d seen, the first bay took my breath away. The amount of detail and gold and general wealth of each element of these churches was always astonishing. I spent about an hour looking around and then started my way out of town. Along the way, I stopped once to buy a chocolate bar since I’d been told Astorga’s chocolate was famous. It was good, but not the best I’d ever had.

				I walked another 2.5 miles listening to “A Carnival of Snackery” while the weather oscillated between chilly and rainy and sunny and hot. The umbrella worked well for either condition. Eventually, I reached my endpoint for the day—Murias de Rechivaldo and found a great alber-gue where I could (blessedly) use a credit card. I paid for my bed and dinner and then another ten euros to wash my clothes. Once again, the proprietor did the washing which may be why it wasn’t done (including my night clothes and bedding) before bedtime. I wore my rain gear after my shower and all through dinner so was very eager to get into dry, warm, night clothes… espe-cially since our room was freezing.

				Dinner was a communal affair with ten pilgrims. We all enjoyed each other and then talked for about an hour after eating. Our hospitalero sat with us and gave us recommendations for what we should see and where we might want to stay for the remainder of our journey. That went until 10:00 PM and my clothes still weren’t dry so I surrounded myself in blankets and worked on my journal. I really regretted spend-ing ten euros to wash and dry my clothes and committed to not let anyone wash my clothes in the future. After all, my sleeping bag still smelled like baby vomit from the last time it’d been washed. If I couldn’t do it myself, it didn’t need to happen. I was exhausted after my nineteen mile day and just wanted to get warm and get to sleep. Fortunately, the next day was short and the hospitalero said we could sleep in. I set my alarm for 8:30 AM.

			

		

		
			
				Cloisters

				I’d figured out what a cloister was (a big, grassy area in the center of a church), but still had no idea what they were for. Maybe for socializ-ing? Praying? Nope, I later learned: “It was where the monks would have meditated, studied and exer-cised. In many monasteries, man-uscripts were written in or around the cloister—one of their advan-tages was that they were roofed but provided ample light.” 

			

		

		
			
				Archological remnants of a Roman domus (private home) found under Asturica that dates to 14 BC
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				Stage 23 (4/14/22)

				Murias de Rechivaldo to Foncebaden

				Wet Clothes/Shawna’s 500 Miles

				I slept so well once I fell asleep, but the falling asleep part was really hard. I was so cold because the heat in the room wasn’t working and the clothes the hospitalero said were dry were not ac-tually dry. They were warm coming out of the dryer, but chilled with their dampness when I put them on. I decided to wear a T-shirt, underwear, and down coat to bed. When I awoke at night to hit the baño, I threw on my rain pants so I didn’t freeze running to the bathroom. Fortunately, my sleeping bag and sleeping sheet were dry and I was able to cover those with their blankets. I was beginning to see the benefits of weighted blankets simply because three blankets weigh a lot.

				When the clothes were dry by the hospitalero’s final evaluation, he brought them in and put them on the table next to me. I didn’t know this so went looking for them in the middle of the night without luck. Also in the night, I awoke with excruciating heel pain and swallowed 400 mg of ibuprofen. This wasn’t a surprise even though they hadn’t hurt as badly for the last few days. My socks had been wet the day before so I’d used my regular socks and removed the new special sole so the two socks would fit. Plus, it had been a long day with lots of rocks and I hadn’t found 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 13.8 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,916’, -223’

				Hours Hiking: 9:20:48

				Hostel: Monte Iruna

			

		

	
		
			
				 • 128 •

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				stairs for my heel raises in over 24 hours. It was a trifecta. I wasn’t able to do heel raises this morning either and my sweatpants were still wet. The day wasn’t looking so good when I attached the NASA pants to the back of my pack and headed out around 8:45 AM. Sleeping in was blessed.

				I removed my coat within the first mile and was down to short-sleeves and shorts within two miles. Two meals the day before hadn’t been enough because my stomach was growling. I bought fresh-squeezed orange juice and three tapas at the three-mile mark and a tangerine soda and tomato at the six-mile mark. I also bought half a baguette and ate the entire thing before reaching Rabanal (the 9.4-mile mark).

				I learned my verse as I walked: 

				“The Lord is faithful; he will strengthen you.” —2 Thessalonians 3:3

				I prayed over my prayer stones knowing this was the last day I’d have them; Cruz de Ferro was on the next day’s agenda. As I read the St. Francis prayer, I started thinking about how the Camino takes time to break its walkers down. I started my Way so excited and happy, spreading joy and kind-ness to others. Then, my body broke down and I was in no position to be very positive. By this time, though, my pre-Camino behaviors were re-surfacing—lots of judgement, inward dialogs of entitle-ment, self-criticism, and lack of peace. I was still trying to be nice to everyone, especially encourag-ing those who were struggling (there was a new woman on the trail that was about as slow as me), but my inner thoughts were negative. I’d been told that the Camino would reveal my flaws (I was quite aware of them already) and that it would help deal with those flaws resulting in a better person upon reaching the Cathedral. I sure hoped it would because I felt pretty inadequate. I wanted to be a kind, generous person. I wanted to live a life worthy of what was printed on my prayer rocks.

				I listened to more of “A Carnival of Snackery” and “Malibu Rising” before reaching Rabanal del Camino. Most pilgrims were stopping there, but I wanted to get in another four miles of climbing to make the next day (a long one) to Ponferrada a bit easier. I stopped for a late lunch (2:00 PM) in Rabanal as I’d promised myself a few days before that I would since Rosanne remotely reminded me I needed to eat more real food. No coffee, but the food was intended to get me four more miles to Foncebaden and it did. 

			

		

		
			
				One meal! Spaghetti is an appetizer!
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				Much of the day was climbing to ascend to Cruz de Ferro the next day. Plains turned to scrub brush and then to small trees. The sun still beat down requiring me to keep my umbrella facing against its rays. I arrived hap-pily in Foncebaden around 5:30 PM and tried to find a bed at the parochial albergue. They were full—a first for me. Now that Holy Week in a Holy Year was upon the Camino, the trickle of peregrinos had turned into a constant stream. It was a bit annoying being around so many new people and so many people in general. Before Leon, I recognized nearly everyone that passed me; that was no longer the case.

				At the bottom of the town’s hill was a place the hospitalero from the night before had recommended, Monte Iruna. I shared an attic room with Julian, a guy who lived there. 

				I did heel raises, but could barely get above forty and was suffering in pain. Before bed, I took a 400mg ibuprofen tablet preventatively. I show-ered and Scrubba’d my clothes and took pictures from the backyard of the albergue. It overlooked the valley from which the Camino ascended and was beautiful. I also met Julian, the attic dweller. I took him for a hippie guitarist and we got along fine. He was very nice and respectful and played the electric guitar quite well.

				Shawna sent me a video of her playing “I Would Walk (500 Miles)” on her bass guitar. It was so sweet and really touched me that she had been thinking about me. The song was perfect since the Camino is about 500 miles long. After listening, it was time for the community dinner. There were about seven of us and it was so strange for me to not already know someone at the table. This new, large river of pilgrims was quite the change. We ate bread, butter, cheese, bacon, red wine, salad, and pumpkin soup. I kept eating the bread and bacon until I couldn’t eat another bite. After taking my dishes to the kitchen (they always seem so surprised when I at least try to help with clean-up), I did more heel raises, talked to Mike, Ryan, and Winter via FaceTime, wrote in my journal, and finally was ready for bed. It was after 10:00 PM. I just couldn’t understand how it always became so late so decided to blame it on the Spaniards who eat far too late for my tastes.

			

		

		
			
				Communal pilgrim dinner with actual vegetables

			

		

		
			
				My roomie playing guitar
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				Stage 24 (4/15/22)

				Foncebaden to Ponferrada

				Cruz de Ferro/Last Knight Templar/Good Friday Processional

				It was quite a day! I slept in a warm room and was only up once for a 400 mg ibuprofen tab-let for my foot. This was great because I was ready when my watch awakened me at 6:30 AM for an early exit. I did my heel raises and packed, then left my didgeridoo room (no kidding... there was a didgeridoo in my room) and went downstairs for the included breakfast. I had some coffee and learned how much better I felt when I drank it even in the morning. I also had muesli with milk and some, of course, cake-like bread stuff with lots of butter (for the fat) and a bit of jam. I was gone at 7:20 AM which sounded good, but wasn’t. My plan was to leave the albergue early enough that I could watch the sunrise over Cruz de Ferro. Good thing, though… the sunrise over Cruz de Ferro wouldn’t be great because it was in a wooded area. Watching the cows graze in the morning was also a beautiful thing. The true morning treasure was seeing the sun rise over the plains behind me as I forged up the hill to the Iron Cross. It was stunning and I kept taking picture after picture. 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 19.7 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,128’, -3,986’

				Hours Hiking: 12:57:05

				Hostel: Albergue de Peregrinos San Nicolas de Flue

			

		

		
			
				Approaching the Iron Cross

			

		

		
			
				A bit like money changers in the temple (in my opinion), some were taking donations for rocks before reaching the Cross. In the store, you could pay to have your rock engraved before tossing it on the pile. 
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				I made it to Cruz de Ferro at the perfect time. It was a pleasant morning and there weren’t too many people there, yet. I viewed the chapel (closed, obviously) and stood on the sun dial. Then, I took the seat pad from my backpack (the first time I’d ever used it) and sat on the dew-covered ground where I pulled out my bag of prayer rocks. I dumped them all on the grass and began to pray. I would pick up a rock, remembered a prayer from my list (since the words faded almost as soon as I’d written them on each rock at home) and prayed. Since I’d been praying the same prayers for the last 24 days, I knew them by heart and only had to check my list once or twice. It took about an hour to say the prayers and as I finished with each stone, I threw it into the pile. There were pilgrims taking pic-tures and some were talking, but most approached the cross with defer-ence. Seeing some of the men and women praying and seeing them kneel at the base of the cross was really meaningful. Being Good Friday made it especially memorable. Joan-na, a Brit, asked if I needed a tissue. I did not, but she did. We hugged and I walked on until she caught me.

				We walked quite awhile. It was a strongly spiritual time. I never knew what her rock represented, but I knew it had been weighing heavily on her heart. At one point, I told her one of my rocks was “judgement” and, yet, I was still being judgmental. She assured me there was a 24-hour hold on the prayers and I would be perfect by the next day. I was grateful. Had it not been for so many great 
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				Sundial and church at Cruz de Farro
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				things in one day, she would have made the day complete with her comment: “You were my Camino blessing for the day.” We parted and saw each other a few times later in the day as we passed each other. She, though, stopped in Molinaseca so it was unlikely I’d see her again.

				The next big stop was to see the house of the proclaimed last Knight Templar. The German girls and I had been told that we’d know it be-cause it was a “really shitty” house in Monjarin. We saw a “really shit-ty” house so figured it must be the one. We were also told the man of the house had his good days and bad days. Some days, he welcomed pilgrims in and showed them some of his Knight memorabilia; other days he was cranky and mean. 

				One of the German girls approached the house and said she saw someone in the backyard. She didn’t say anything to him so I, the ballsy one, walked back there and said: “Perdoné, Señor” and then in broken Spanish said something about the Knights Templar. He was rather young and nicely told me that the house I was seeking was down the road. I thanked him and told the German girls that, apparently, there were two “shitty” houses in the two-house town of Monjarin and we walked on for a couple hundred meters. When we reached the next shitty house, we knew it was the one we sought. The Knights Templar motif was in no way subtle. There were four men that had been passing me on the trail for a few days and they ap-proached his front door so I just tagged along as if I belonged with them. The men spoke very little English, but were skilled in Spanish. I didn’t know where they were from; they just struck me as an older group of men on a bachelor party-type excursion (not the loud party type; the type where a bunch of guys just spend time together—may-be like the movie “Wild Hogs”). The German girls walked on and missed out.
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				Still a Knight Templar, Tomas, greeted and cared for pilgrims. He poured us disgusting coffee (not that I was much of a connoisseur since I’d only been drinking straight coffee with milk and sugar for a few weeks) and added some sugar. There were two benches so I thought he might deliver a presenta-tion in Spanish, or, better yet, that he might invite us into his really shitty house where I’d heard there was lots of memorabilia. He did neither, but did let us take pictures with him. He said the coffee was “donativo” and I realized I had absolutely no money except a fifty euro note and two Benjamins. I told the bachelor party man who said they paid for me. I then went over and said hello to his dog that was chained to a dog house. It was huge! I asked if I could pet him and the Knight said no because it was a wolf. The poor wolf really looked like he wanted me to pet him, or at least to be released into the wild. I thanked the Knight and walked on.

				The afternoon was beautiful and I stopped in one town for orange juice and a pastry or piece of cake. It’s hard to tell the difference in Spain because everything seems to be sweet. Let’s call it pound cake. I also listened to “A Carnival of Snackery” and finished “Malibu Rising.” The German girls passed me several times and I passed them while they stopped for breaks. I was definitely the Energizer Tortoise or ET for short since I’m a little odd, too (my self-appointed trail name). I told them some of the funny things I’d heard David Sedaris read in “A Carnival of Snackery.” 

				They postulated what Camino personality they would have if they were pilgrim angels (those who help us along the way) on the side of the road. One said she’d offer healing herbs, a garden, Tarot card readings, and fresh fruit. The other would have a tea house. We decided pilgrims could bring tea from all over the world and she would add it to her offerings. I struggled to determine my Camino side-of-the-trail offering, but having succumbed to my new addiction knew it had to involve lots of caffeine.

				I was really worried about making it to Ponferrada. The stage officially ended in Moliseca, but I really wanted to reach Ponferrada to procure more cash since I was finally below fifty euros. Plus, I’d heard there was an 8:00 PM Good Friday processional in San Andreas Square that I wanted to witness, espe-cially since I’d missed the procession in Astorga. I needed coffee so stopped in Molinaseca for coffee and a salad while I typed in my journal, but the salad took too long so I cancelled it. I wasn’t able to leave Molinaseca until 4:30 PM with more than four miles left to go. I had to boogie! I switched from boots to Tevas since my boots were wet and muddy. I’d slipped and landed both feet in muddy water earlier in the day, then tried unsuccessfully to clean them later. My feet needed some love given their wet, muddy state. Additionally, with the 3,500’ downhill day, freeing my toes for the last four miles seemed like a brilliant idea.

			

		

		
			
				The “shitty” house

			

		

		
			
				The Last Knight Templar (self-proclaimed)

			

		

		
			
				His wolf (literally—I couldn’t pet it)
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				I made it to Ponferrada in better time than expected. That coffee and listening to Christian rock did the trick. Plus, the umbrella helped to shelter me from the beating sun. I immediately found my albergue without trouble and checked in for thirteen donativo euros. I was shown my bed, threw away the bedbug that was sitting there, showered, Scrubba’d my underclothes and went crazy cleaning by even laundering the shorts part of my convertible pants. With the heat, there was a lot of sweating around that waistband and... well...!

				When I arrived, I learned the procession started at 6:30 PM. I knew I wouldn’t have time to get there in time, but the hospitalero assured me it would last awhile so I could still see it. I made my way toward the cathedral and arrived around 7:00 PM. The processional had barely started. I walked almost all the way to the front, sat on the ground in front of all the people standing and got a great view. I’d learned there was a reason for the KKK hats, but wasn’t sure what it was. Maybe some-thing about hiding your face from God? The processional really was something to witness. It seemed the entire town participated in the procession and everyone from the surrounding towns came to witness it. They sure make a big deal of Good Friday in Spain!

				My first chore was done and I was back to searching for cash. Mike set me up to collect money from MoneyGram. The Ponferrada branch was supposed to be open until really late according to Google. I walked there, adding two round trip miles to my daily mileage. I arrived and was so happy when I saw the MoneyGram sign at a 7-11-type store. I went in and was told they didn’t do MoneyGram. The man indi-cated they did it next door, but the door was locked, no one answered the doorbell, and, frankly, the place looked abandoned. It was about this time that I started to stress. No banks would be open until Monday. I called Mike who went out to the mail and informed me we still hadn’t received the secret number for the CitiBank card. Arghhh! Mike suggested I check at the train station to see if they’d exchange US dollars for euros. It closed in 15 minutes and I accidentally walked the wrong direction so couldn’t make it. Taking a cab was impossible because they tended to only accept cash.
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				KKK Hats

				“A capirote is a Catholic pointed hat of conical form that is used in Spain and Hispanic countries by members of a confraternity of penitents... so that atten-tion is not drawn towards themselves as they repent, but instead to God.” They are worn by members of the confraternities of penitents who “practice mortification of the flesh” by fasting, self-flagellation, and more. 

				The KKK approriated their use with no connection to the Catholic tradition.
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				I was starving by this time and my mind was about to break given the stress and lack of sustenance. After all, I’d eaten some bread and… well… mostly just a little bread and oranges all day. Remember that Ponferrada had just had the big processional so it was hopping with tourists (mostly Spanish, I presumed). It was loud and crazy and there was no way I would find a place offering a pilgrim menu. I needed something substantial and couldn’t find anything so ended up at a pizza place that ultimately became my most expensive meal in Spain. I could normally get wine, bread, butter, a salad, fries, some meat, and a dessert for €13. There, I received a piece of bread, a salad, vegetable lasagne, and one san-gria for €20.8. That was almost more than my total daily financial allowance. Well, I’d been living poor for awhile and needed the food so I grinned and bore it. Besides, the hospitalero at the albergue the night before said to me: “I like poor people” so I figured I was living as a pauper most of the time, just as a pilgrim should. I always asked how much things cost before buying them and I think that was what made them assume I was poor. Or, maybe it was the smell, the NASA pants, the bad haircut,… who knew.

				I tried to visit the cathedral so I could focus on the fortress in the morning, but whatever the procession had been doing in the cathedral since they went in was just then finishing and they were exiting the cathedral. Instead, I bought gelato and headed back to the albergue. Along the way, I saw an open church and despite the ice cream cone in my hand, I went in and read my devotions. I think a lady gave me a look, but I figured Jesus was glad I had the opportunity to spend time with Him. So, there!

				I made it back to the albergue before closing time back and collected my mostly dry clothes. The increased daily temperatures were great during the day, very helpful for me to sleep at night, and awesome for drying clothes. I couldn’t imagine how miserable it must be for pilgrims in the summer. It was perfect weather for me (too hot for most people) already. I poked my final blister by my big toe on my left foot. It’d been fester-ing for days and I’d been ignoring it. It was getting so thick that I worried it might be infected. I poked several holes in it with a sanitized safety pin and only clear liquid (though not much) escaped. I cleaned the wound with alcohol and slathered on triple antibiotic ointment. By that time it started to throb. I assumed I’d just poked holes that were too deep so decided to ignore it again. I was taking 400 mg for my heel anyway; I doubted it would hurt through the night and it’d be perfectly healed by morning. Right? The callous by my big toe on my right foot had become thick and cracked so I had to pull off some dead skin. I worried I might pull off too much and create a big sore. Feet—the bane of a pilgrim’s existence! I tried calling the fam without success because of poor wifi and still made it to bed by 10:30 PM after a long and extremely worth-while day. After journalling, it was 10:45 PM and I was too hyped to sleep. Sleep would come eventually.
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				Stage 25 (4/16/22)

				Ponferrada to Villafranca del Bierzo

				Knights Templar Castle

				I slept great, only waking ones for ibuprofen. I heard my only roommate leave around 6:00 AM. She was so quiet that I hadn’t even heard her packing. I decided to get up and renew my cash re-serves. I planned to visit the tourist office for advice and see the Knights Templar Castle. Things didn’t work out perfectly, but I was okay with it. I was lost on the way, adding two miles before I even reached the castle. Nothing opened until 10:00 AM so my early exit was for nought. I ended up, even with getting lost, having about two hours to waste. I chose to get coffee and a pastry, research where to get money, and add pictures to my journal. The hour plus was still too little time; I left minutes before the tourist office opened. Nonetheless, I received some advice.

				They sent me to a place I’d not yet tried. I walked there and, wouldn’t you know it? They were closed. There was a silver lining because I learned of a place other than MoneyGram that might be able to change my dollars, Digi. I’d seen the name before and hadn’t known what it meant. I returned to the office and told the guy that helped me what I’d learned and thanked him for his help once again.

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 19 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,512’, -1,487’

				Hours Hiking: 13:04:42

				Hostel: Albergue-Hospederia San Nicolas el Real
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				It was almost 11:00 AM and I was ready for the castle. It was huge inside and took forever to see. It was pretty cool; I’d just wished I had a tour. There was a docent with whom I received some information in Spanglish, but there were quite a few things we either couldn’t communicate or he said he didn’t know. In addition to seeing the rooms and walls, there was a neat exhibit of 13th to 15th century books. They are always such incredible works of art. I kept reminding myself I need-ed to get going, but then reminded myself that seeing Spain was, in addition to spending time with God and making a pilgrimage to Santiago, one of my goals. So, I stayed and looked, climbing and descending lots of stairs and adding another over a mile to my day. Fortunately, I’d been able to stash my pack so didn’t have to see the castle with an extra 20+ pounds. I didn’t leave until about 12:30 PM.

				I found the Camino and looked for places to buy food. The ones that sounded best (a bakery and a grocery store) wouldn’t take credit cards. I was down to 35 euros and knew I couldn’t get euros for at least two days. Knowing a lot of albergues didn’t take credit cards, I had to conserve that cash,. It wasn’t until after I left Ponferrada about two miles later that I found a bar with “real” food. I drank two bottles of peach juice and had some tapas. Three small sides came with each drink and they wouldn’t let me just buy the sides. I made due and instead of walking with my food as I’d hoped, I worked on my journal at the bar.

				Spain is hot midday, even in spring. It makes perfect sense that they siesta and eat at 2:00 PM and have dinner at 8:00 PM. I was in short-sleeves and shorts early in the day and was using my umbrella for sun protection right after leaving the castle. I knew it was very hot for pilgrims who weren’t from the desert and couldn’t imag-ine what it would be like for those walking in summer. I can’t believe any are able to finish in June, July, and August when even I was hot in April! I burned my skin, especially on my left side since the Camino heads west and the sun was to the south. I needed to buy sunscreen.
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				I walked on to Camponaraya, not sure if I’d have to stop there because of the time or not. The stage officially ended in Cacabelos and I didn’t want to be behind a stage after I’d made so much progress into Ponferrada. When arriving in Camponaraya, I knew I could continue, but I really needed food. I’d read that pilgrims “had” to stop at one of the albergues, La Medina, for a meal. I was really excited to try it. I found it, walked to the back because no one was in the front, and asked if they took credit cards. They did. I waited and waited; they were so busy. When I asked for a menu, they told me to wait. It wasn’t until I’d been sitting there about ten minutes that they told me all the other people had a reservation. Why hadn’t they just told me that when I went in? I left and went to another restaurant. They took credit cards and gave me a menu right away. After about five minutes, I asked if I could order and was told they weren’t offering food until night time. Seriously? Why didn’t they say that when they gave me the menu? I bought an ice cream cone elsewhere because I couldn’t find any real food to buy with a credit card. On my way out of town, I figured I’d better buy something to eat so ended up with a drink and small baguette. I ate the entire thing; I was so hungry! I walked on and reached Cacabelos and found an albergue that served food. I wrongly assumed this meant they would take credit cards. They wouldn’t so I decided to walk on. They patiently waited while I made calls to ensure I’d have a place in Villafranca del Bierzos, a place that would still be open at 9:30 PM and would take credit cards. The second place I called could take me for just ten euros so I walked four miles more. The albergue owner in Cacabelos told me to walk along the road instead of following the Camino trail because it would save me some mileage. I did and it worked well. 

				I arrived in Villafranca right around 9:00 PM and there was a processional happening in the street. I stopped for a few minutes and took pictures, then proceeded to my hotel which happened to be in a gigantic church. It wasn’t a church anymore; it was a bar/restaurant/hotel/albergue/probably other stuff, too.I climbed four flights of stairs to my room and learned that I was the only pilgrim in the entire place. I showered and Scrubba’d my clothes, set up my bed, and went out for dinner. I only had an hour before the albergue closed so only had time to eat the wonderful, veggie-rich salad and needed to take the rest to-go. I had some wifi, but the place was loud so I only called Ryan because he was dying to tell me about D&D from the night before. 

				It was four minutes to 11:00 PM when the albergue was supposed to lock its doors and I needed to leave, but I needed to let thr proprietor know I was leaving. He came out the door with my food the moment I was about to leave. I grabbed it, thanked him, and wobbled as quickly as possible back to the albergue. I had to take a back entrance so climbed a huge hill and when the door opened at 11:01 PM, I was exceptionally relieved. I returned to my floor, did my heel raises, took some ibuprofen (the feet were already hurting), ate the steak keeping the fries for the morning in case nothing would be open on Easter, and wrote in my journal.
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				Stage 26 (4/17/22)

				Villafranca del Bierzo to O’Cebreiro

				A Perfect Easter

				I permitted myself to sleep in until 8:30 AM since it was Easter and the albergue allowed late departures. But, I heard noises at 7:30 AM and was out the door before 8:30 AM. I’d awoken several times in the night and had to add an extra 400 mg ibuprofen tablet given the intense pain in the middle of the night. Despite this, the night was great. The room was so quiet and I had control of the lights. I could hang my pack and dry my clothes wherever I wanted. Bliss!

				As I walked out the door, I connected my phone via Verizon (there was no wifi in the church where I stayed) and was absolutely delighted to see a text from Mike—he’d received the secret number for the CitiBank card. There was an ATM right across the street and I was so happy for my Easter miracle. I put my card in, typed in the number and everything worked! Hallelujah! It asked from which account I should draw the money so I said “Account.” The ATM rejected it 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 19 mi

				Elevation Change: +3,090’, -544’

				Hours Hiking: 11:48:32

				Hostel: Albergue de Peregrinos de O’Cebreiro
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				and spit my card out. Okay, maybe I should have said “Credit” so I tried again. This time, the ma-chine rudely told me I had insufficient funds. I was afraid to put the card in again; what if the ma-chine kept a card for three fail attempts? I stopped, took off my pack, sat on the ground (inside, fortunately), and connected to Verizon, again. I called the Citibank international number about five times and was never received the right connection. Then, I did something I shouldn’t have… it was 11:00 PM at home and I called Mike to tell him what was up. I knew he was sleeping and don’t know what motivated me to call then instead of wait eight hours. But, I did and then regret-ted it the rest of the day. I tried my card in two other ATMs in two different towns later in the day with the same result. The first time, I thought maybe it was because I said to debit the amount in euros. Nope, it was rejected when I changed the debit plan to US dollars. I was resigned to being even more of a cash penny-pincher than I normally was and prayed that God would provide to-morrow when the Catholic nation returned to normalcy. I planned to be in O’Cebreiro that night or the next morning and knew the town was large enough to have banks. 

				There was a church across from my albergue church where I hoped there might be an Easter mass or at least an open door for my devotions, but, alas, this was Spain. I walked on. The only food I had on me was cold, left-over French fries from the night before. I figured I’d better save them in case nothing was open Easter morning. Fortunately, I found a shop that sold chocolate croissants and the kind owner taught me to say “Happy Easter” in Spanish: “Feliz Pasqua.” I practiced saying it for the rest of the day.

				I stopped about two minutes later to put on my rain gear. It wasn’t raining, but overcast and very chilly. I’d planned for the heat of the last two days so was in shorts and no jacket. I always looked ridiculous in my rain suit, patched all over with duct tape except in the sections that were torn that I hadn’t yet patched. I knew people looked at me pathetically thinking what a dedicated Christian I must be to be walking the Camino without any money. Of course, without cash, this was about right. I was definitely practicing humility.

				When I was leaving the hotel/albergue/church, there was a huge group leaving and each person had a giant rolling suitcase—like what I’d take for a week-long vacation, not like the twenty pound pack on my back. They were struggling with getting their bags down the stairs and they were the people I’d heard earlier. I learned there were 38 (!) of them from LA and San Francisco. There 

			

		

	
		
			
				 • 143 •

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				was a group of 4-6 who’d walked portions of the Camino before and when people heard they were doing it again, they all wanted to join. This included a LOT of people who were completely unprepared. Their first day was nine miles with less than 1,000’ of climbing, but I knew it would a lot for some. Unbeknownst to me, I’d selected the easier of the two routes for the day (which I would have chosen regardless because it was the traditional route) so was on the trail with those in the group that chose the easier route. I was in the back with two women and actually walked faster than them. This was the first time on the Camino that I’d walked faster than anyone. I later learned that the older woman (maybe 70 years old) had recently had a stroke. The gals were nice, but I was moving far too fast for them. They gave me food. I thanked them, because I was glad to have the food, but I was also glad I could lighten their packs.

				Once I was a bit ahead, I ran into one of the organizers of the trip. She was keeping an eye on the two at the end and seemed very uptight about their prognosis, lack of training, and the literal life of the older woman. I prayed silently for her to relax, like the hospitalero had surely prayed for me a few cities back. I passed people in their group throughout the day. It was strange seeing newbies that really weren’t trained like all the others I’d seen over the last 25 days.

				I was hungry and needed to get food so kept looking for a pilgrim meal in each of the many towns I passed. One was too expensive, one was not going to be filling enough, one didn’t look open, one didn’t look like they were serving food at the time. Basically, I was procrastinating, just trying to get as far as I could without coffee so I would have less to walk after the break. In the last town before the major ascent began, Las Herrerias, I stopped knowing I needed sustenance. Then, I found some and guess what? The food was delicious. And, it cost a fortune. Not my best decision of the day. I’d chalk it up to an enjoyable Easter feast or simply desperation before hitting the hill from hell. It was time to ascend the toughest hill on the Spanish section of Camino—the ascent to O’Cebreiro. Oh, and I wasn’t sure when it happened, but I’d crossed into Galicia. The culture seemed so different.

				I climbed to the final town before O’Cebreiro and stopped for a last drink and snack. I was lucky to find three of my friends there: Lolly and Jose (the dog lady) and Hordo, the German with the long beard. I was especially excited to see him because I had a gift for him—pictures of him and 

			

		

		
			
				Me with Hordo

			

		

		
			
				Lolly and Jose
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				his friend praying at Cruz de Ferro. When he received them, he started crying and excused himself. He returned and said he needed to write a book and thanked me for the pictures with immense sincerity. I was so glad I’d been a Camino blessing to him.

				I learned, too, of another bad thing. His friend stayed behind in Villafranca so he could see a doctor. He struggled when walking and had a strange rope-like blue area on his foot. Jose is in the medical field and (in German) told Hordo it is likely to be a torn ligament that runs along the side of the foot. She said the rope-like visual is a telltale sign of that condition. The prognosis didn’t sound good. I also learned that Lolly had thrown-up twice in the last two days, a sign of a possible recurring stomach problem. She and Jose were going to take a slower day the following day (about six miles) in hope the condition improved. I shared half my piece of cake and ate an ice cream cone and carbonated drink before bidding the three of them farewell. It was so nice to have made such great connections with so many people during my journey. That’s a common benefit for all pilgrims, but I think those who start in SJPP become a lot closer because they spend so much more time together and there are fewer at the beginning. You’re bound to run into each other quite a bit at the beginning when everyone is on the same stage and you need to rely on one another for information. For instance, I relied a lot on friends like Arsenio for help with Spanish and my Italian friend for general knowledge about the ways of Europe. I also regularly relied on oth-er pilgrims to find the right albergue.

				Along the final three miles, I created a Christian playlist and rocked out, singing and gesturing grandiosely since I was there on my own. No one walks as late as I was walking. Most pilgrims claim their homes before 5:00 PM and I didn’t finish my 19 miles and 3,000’ of climbing until almost 9:00 PM. That was two days in a row that I’d been burning midnight oil. I was strong enough to continue and had set goals I wanted to achieve in terms of towns to reach so I just kept walking. The last time I’d done that, I ended up with severe plantar fasciitis, a six mile day, and continued pain a week later.

				O’Cebreiro was amazing! The town is 1,100 years old (established around 863 AD). It looks old in terms of the architecture, but residents take very good care of the town so it’s retained much of its millennia-long charm. It was founded when a hostelry was 

			

		

		
			
				Pilgrim Prayer

				Although I may have traveled all the roads,

				crossed mountains and valleys from East to West

				if I have not discovered the freedom to be myself,

				I have arrived nowhere.

				Although I may have shared all of my possessions

				with people of other languages and cultures; 

				made friends with Pilgrims of a thousand paths

				or shared albergue with saints and princes,

				if I am not capable of forgiving my neighbor tomorrow,

				I have arrived nowhere.

				Although I may have carried my pack from beginning to end

				and waited for every Pilgrim in need of encouragement

				or given my bed to one who arrived later than I,

				given my bottle of water in exchange for nothing;

				if upon returning to my home and work,

				I am not able to create brotherhood

				or to make happiness, peace, and unity,

				I have arrived nowhere.

				Although I may have had food and water each day

				and enjoyed a roof and shower every night;

				or may have had my injuries well attended,

				if I have not discovered in all that the love of God,

				I have arrived nowhere.

				Although I may have seen all the monuments

				and contemplated the best sunsets; 

				although I may have learned a greeting in every language

				or tasted the clean water from every fountain;

				if I have not discovered who is the author 

				of so much free beauty and so much peace,

				I have arrived nowhere.

				If from today I do not continue walking on your path,

				searching and living according to what I have learned;

				if from today I do not see in every person, friend or foe

				a companion on the Camino;

				if from today I cannot recognize God,

				the God of Jesus of Nazareth

				as the one God of my life,

				I have arrived nowhere.

				—Franciscanos de Santiago
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				built to welcome pilgrims on their Way and still practices that as its primary mission. I learned this when I visited the church. There was an entire bay dedicated to pilgrims. I read the Pilgrim Prayer for the first time and there were about fifty candles lit in the bay. There was also a section where peo-ple had left pictures of those who’d died on the trail. I cried. 

				Throughout the church, there were plaques in about five different languages that assisted pilgrims in their religious experiences. In another bay, there was a prayer written on the pew in four different languages so pilgrims could kneel and pray in their own languages. On the side wall was a collection of maybe fifty Bibles, all in different languages. There was even one in Cherokee! It was just such a nice thing to see a church dedicated to the pilgrims that proceeded me and those still on their pil-grimages to see the remains of one of Christ’s apostles.

				It was bitterly cold with the wind and darkening of the sky. Sundown wasn’t until after 9:00 PM, but by 8:00 PM I already needed to add more clothes. It, though, wasn’t terribly surprising because I was in shorts and a T-shirt from the warmer temperatures 3,000’ below and the heat my body created while climbing. 

				I found the municipal albergue. It was HUGE. My room probably had about 80 beds and I knew there was at least one more room. There was no one on the top bunks, but I saw people sleeping in bunks with numbers over 70 so knew there were at least 35 pilgrims in the room. The pilgrim river was certainly growing. What would it be like after Sarria? I figured I might not know until the day after I left Sarria since I was planning to take the alternative route that day that would lead me through Samos, a highly recommended stop by those on the American Pilgrims pre-trip Zoom meeting. But, since O’Cebriero was the starting point for pilgrims who just wanted to do the distance required to be awarded a credencial, there may be fewer additions after that town.

				Though it was freezing (possibly by actual temperature) and the wind was blowing wildly, the dormitories were perfectly heated. Another night of warmth meant true nirvana. I showered, laundered my base clothes with the Scrubba, and stealthily hung them by my bed that was right next to the heater. The view from the bathroom was spectacular. I 

			

		

		
			
				Church Prayer

				Most high, glorious God,

				enlighten the darkness of my heart

				and give me, Lord,

				a correct faith,

				a certain hope,

				a perfect charity,

				sense and knowledge

				so that I may carry out

				Your holy and true command.
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				The sign read: “Let us pray for our own intentions.” My prayer read: “I pray for direction for all pilgrims who pass this way. God, bring them peace on the trail that will extend through the rest of their lives.”
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				looked forward to seeing it in the morning and walking down through the mountains the next day. For this day, I only saw uphill unless I turned around; the next day I would see the valley below for the entire descent. 

				I went to the kitchen where I ate my entire hamburger and cookie purchased at lunch. I wrote in my journal and, because I didn’t have wifi, texted with Mike and Ryan. Bedtime finally came at 11:00 PM with a 7:00 AM wake-up call. That way, I could make the 8:00 AM required exit time. There was never enough time in the day, but the day was surely worthwhile!

			

		

		
			
				Glossary: Compestella

				As previousy mentioned, a creden-cial is a passport pilgrims must have stamped with a sello at least once a day before Sarria and twice a day after Sarria. Sarria is the key location because to receive a compestella, pil-grims must traverse 100 km (62 mi). Upon reaching Santiago, pilgrims present their credencial at a main office where they are awarded their compestella. 

				The compestella is a certificate officially recognizing the completion of the Camino. Upon meeting the requirements and receiving the cer-tificate, Catholics can present this to their priest in return for forgiveness of sins. In the case criminals who were given the opportunity to face criminal charges in their home town OR walk the Camino for redemp-tion, they present their compestella to their home town priest after returning from the Camino for their charges to be dropped. In rare cases, judges around the world still offer this option.
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				Stage 27 (4/18/22)

				O’Cebreiro to Samos

				Mass in the Monastery

				I slept soundly and only awoke once, but desperately needed that 400 mg of ibuprofen when I did awaken. I hadn’t taken any before bed and had been doing my heel raises, but the amount of time I’d spent on my feet over the last few days was definitely taking its toll. It seemed most pilgrims were gone before my alarm went off at 7:15 AM. My washed clothes, strangely, weren’t dry in the morning even though the room was really warm and I was right by the heat-er. So, I wore my NASA sweatpants until early afternoon when my trekking pants were dry and it was warm enough to wear shorts. The required albergue exit time was 8:00 AM and I was the last person to leave at 8:01. 

				O’Cebreiro’s mornings are legendary for giving a view of “Islands in the Sky,” mountaintops risen above the cloud line so they look like they’re floating out of water. I was really lucky to witness it; it was definitely amazing! I walked through trees and brush overlooking the valley below (well, actually, the clouds below). The clouds burned off around 11:00 AM, about the time I reached the final high point on the Camino. 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 20.1 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,709’, -4,302’

				Hours Hiking: 12:00:09

				Hostel: Val de Samos Albergue

			

		

		
			
				The albergue as I walked away

			

		

		
			
				Hallelujah!!! Cash in hand!
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				While I walked, I read the prayer of St. Francis of Assisi, continued praying over the rocks I left behind in Cruz de Ferro, and learned my verse: 

				“We shouldn’t think we are qualified to do anything on our own. Our qualification comes from God.” 

				—2 Corinthians 3:5

				I talked with other pilgrims as they passed me and stopped twice for drinks and once for a croissant and to change clothes. At one stop, I heard a man talking about the Samos Monastery where I hoped to stay that night so I asked how far it was since my resources were giving me varied responses. For some strange reason, I thought he was a monk or priest from the monastery who was there encouraging pilgrims to spend the night there to enjoy Mass. I was dead wrong! He was a tour leader of about ten British women who were walking 100 miles in five days (O’Cebreiro to Santiago) to raise money for breast cancer. We all got a good laugh out of my mistake. Apparently, no one had ever mistaken Alfonso for a priest before this day. I told one of the women I’d be happy to donate, but I was down to eight euros. I kept singing “God Will Provide” to the music of “I Will Survive,” having faith that I would get some cash in a few miles.

				I walked with Irishman Tom awhile and enjoyed our conversation. He started in Leon and was about one week into his Camino. He was seriously hurting over the previous few days because of blisters… just like we had all been after a week on the Camino. I couldn’t believe I was on my 27th day of the Way. I’d experienced so much, but it just didn’t seem to have been almost an entire month, especially since I’d spent so much of the time in silence.
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				The scenery descending from O’Cebriero went from mountain trees to unbelievably idyllic pasture land. I took lots of pictures of healthy, happy cows and even had to share the path with some BIG mamas and a couple of babies for about 30 meters. They didn’t know what to think of me and one came within a foot of me. I was so glad she just gave me a look and walked on!

				In the afternoon, I listened to the books “Come as You Are” (aptly named) and “Zero Fail” and I stopped just as I entered Triacastela for a 3:30 PM lunch. I ate my salad and fries and downed two cups of coffee and took my pig (not sure what it was other than that) to go. I finished the pig-thing before I went very far and was still hungry, hoping to find something else to eat soon. I had my two errands in Tria-castela and figured if I completed them both, I’d give myself permission to move forward for the evening. First, I hit the pharmacy where I was able to buy sunscreen, more ibuprofen (I already needed more), and soap the pharmacist said I could use for my hair and body and that wouldn’t give me an allergic reaction. Unfortunately, their only toothpaste was too big so I decided it’d be okay to hold out for another day with what I had. The next chore was the biggest concern—money. I found the ATM and held my breath when I put in the card. Mike told me the problem was that I was authorized to take out $200 per day. When I requested 200 euros, the exchange rate and added fees ex-ceeded $200 so gave me an “insufficient funds” notice. The card number went through this time and asked me how much I wanted. I asked for 180 euros knowing that 200 euros would be rejected. It came back saying that would cost me something like $210 so I knew it would work. I tried again asking for 170 euros and it went through. The relief I experienced when the cash spit from the machine was palpable. 
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				I took a picture and worried MI-6 would hunt me down for taking pictures of an ATM. I im-mediately connected through Verizon to thank Mike and let everyone on my team know I was rich. With that, I was ready to take my two shots of coffee on the road for another 10K.

				I threw on a Christian rock mix and got into a groove. I’d called to see what time Mass was at the Samos monastery and learned I’d have to arrive by 7:30 PM. I hoofed it, but didn’t arrive to the church until 7:45 PM. I entered, walked to the front pew, removed my pack, and sat down. I was the only one in the congregation of this gigantic church. There were about three priests leading the service even though there was no one there and there were about four monks. At one point, one of the priests put on a disposable mask to bring me communion. When I gestured that I didn’t take communion, he turned and gave it to others on the altar-ar-ea. I didn't know when to stand and sit down because there was no one for me to follow and I couldn’t understand a word the priest said between the acoustics and Spanish. At some point, the service looked over. I knew this because everyone left the stage and they turned off the light. There was no pilgrim blessing. There was no “thank you for coming.” There was no “so glad you could join us.” It just seemed weird. This Catholic thing definitely wasn’t for me. The two monks who played the role of altar boys through the service hung out and started putting out the candles. I was basically alone in the dark. I figured that I’d take advantage of being in a church even though I definitely didn’t feel welcome. I sat there for five minutes and read my daily devotions. As I left the sanctuary, I heard the door lock behind me. 

				I’d hoped to stay in the monastery’s albergue (a donativo) and planned to be very generous, but I was left with a very bad feeling after the cold reception. I walked around the building and found the albergue entrance. There was no one manning the entry and it looked like all the bot-tom bunks were taken. Climbing to the top and then down several times each night just wasn’t an option. I felt unwelcome and it was terribly cold inside.

				As I’d approached the church right when entering town and before the service, Irishman Tom stepped outside with his ridiculously pathetic gait due to his blisters to let me know where he was staying and said it was only €12. So when I left the monastery, I walked there and arrived at 8:30 PM after the hospitalero had left for the night. Tom suggested I call the hospitalero to ask if I could stay. I did and our communication wasn’t terribly successful. I thought he said he’d be 
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				coming back to the hostel to check me in, but he never showed so I pushed twelve euros under the door and claimed a space in the women’s dorm.

				I unpacked and didn’t want to wash clothes and take a shower, but I broke down and took the shower. I desperately needed food. Tom and an ultra runner I’d seen earlier invited me to dinner, but I needed some quiet time to journal and decompress so apologetically rejected the offer. Instead, I went out by myself and found a place where I could work alone. They brought me red wine and bread and butter while I waited for them to make me a hamburger. They returned with what was such a big burger that I couldn’t fit it in my mouth enough to take a bite. It was deli-cious and I looked forward to finishing it for breakfast. 

				Back at the albergue, I called Winter who was just contacted about a possible job in IT at Soli-tude Ski Resort. It would be perfect for her. I also was able to speak with Rhys, her friend who was also living at the cabin for the season, for a bit. Ryan was in class so, sadly, we didn’t get to talk. It’d been a few days since my wifi had been so strong. Mike and I were able to FaceTime for a few minutes before his Zoom meeting. I couldn’t thank him enough for his help with the cash situation. It was time, finally, for bed.
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				Stage 28 (4/19/22)

				Samos to Barbadelo

				A Real Grotto and the Good Samaritan

				I awoke once in the night needing to add socks, pants, and my down coat to the sheet, sleeping bag, and comforter I already had and a second time for 400 mg of ibuprofen. Then, I was able to go back to sleep until my alarm awakened me at 8:00 AM. I hit my internal snooze button and was up for the day twenty minutes later. Everyone in my dormitory was gone when I woke so I was able to turn on the light and shuffle around without having to be quiet. In fact, when I went downstairs, I learned I was the only one in the albergue. The hospitalero wasn’t even there. My twelve euros still sat under the door. I’d have to leave without a sello in Samos. I wished I’d at least procured one in the monastery (assuming they’d had one). 

				I left the albergue and started to head out of town when I started feeling guilty. Just because I hadn’t had a positive experience at the monastery didn’t mean I shouldn’t see the inside. I knew I would regret it if I didn’t try and I was feeling guilty for my judgment and lack of un-derstanding. Surely, there was a reason I received the welcome (or, lack thereof) the night be-fore. I read in the Camino guide that they offered tours so I walked back. First, the church was 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 13.4 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,262’, -1,338’

				Hours Hiking: 8:06:36

				Hostel: Pension Albergue Casa Barbadelo
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				closed so I couldn’t go in there. Apparently, the tours were in the back “by the petrol station” (which happened to be part of the monastery). When I arrived in the back, I entered the albergue and no one was there for me to ask about the tour. So, I walked to the next door and it was locked. What next? I’d read some-thing about something being closed through April 19th (this day) because of Easter Week. I guessed, sarcastically, there was a lot of party debris to clean. So, I asked the gas attendant. Yes, the monastery was closed because of Easter week. My extra mile of walking was for naught and I was back to being angry with the monks. This attitude prepared me perfectly for my one hour of silence. My verse was:

				“He will order his angels to protect you wherever you go.” —Psalm 91:11

				I spent time with the Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi and my prayer rock prayers. I also came up with an idea: I wanted to buy a pilgrim rosary in Santiago. I would create a list of behaviors I’d like to exhibit everyday from those on the prayer rocks and then use the rosary to pray for them every day. I decided to add at least three new characteristics: empathy, compassion, and understanding (from the Assisi prayer) to my virtual prayer rock list. 

				The mountain scenery was idyllic again. After climbing a steep, long hill, pilgrims were greeted with the sweetest of gestures. There was a church with a house in front that had chairs and a table with food and hot drinks. I made myself a coffee with milk (in a real cup) and took a packaged macaroon. There was a donation box so I left a bit, but the gesture was what struck me most. I decided to read my devotions for the day right there at what I deemed the “Good Samaritan House.” I left in tears of acceptance and gratitude for the gener-osity of the homeowner and found myself singing “Amazing Grace.” I also visited the church (locked) in the back and found two plaques noting the deaths of an 18-year-old man and a 25-year-old father and husband from the early 1900s.
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				Leaving the albergue

			

		

		
			
				The monastery
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				As I continued, the scenery remained impressive. I even saw a real grotto! Joanna from England caught up with me and we walked and talked for about an hour. She was a gardener and gave me some good cooking tips for pumpkin. She also taught me how to make and store garlic/basil butter that I was eager to try at home with Mike. It sounded like something he would love. Joanna left me two miles before Sarria when she received a text that her “Daddy” had arrived in Sarria and was waiting for her while drinking coffee. She resumed her normal pace and I resumed mine. It had been a nice talk and it was unlikely I’d ever see her again since she and her father would move a lot more slowly over the next few days, stopping a lot to experience the towns along the Way.

				The only bad thing from the morning was that I lost my maps for the next two days and, most disap-pointing, the paper I received in SJPP that showed me the recommended stages. I hoped I’d be able to pick up another at the pilgrim office in Sarria. I looked forward to that pilgrim office because it was the location where most pilgrims begin. It sits 100 km (62 miles) from Santiago de Compestela and pilgrims were required to walk at least that distance to receive their official compestella (see glossary description from 4/17/22; Stage 26).

				Just before reaching Sarria, I stopped for fresh-squeezed orange juice and a piece of bread and cheese. I didn’t need any food because I still had most of my hamburger from the night before. The problem in the morning, though, was that it froze in the refrigerator over night so I couldn’t eat. It was finally thawed by 2:00 PM so I chomped away as I made my triumphant entry to Sarria.

				My first chore was replacing my stage map and procuring a Sarria sello at the pilgrim’s office. It was closed since it was siesta time—2:30 PM. I ended up visiting an albergue for the stamp so at least I’d have something to prove I’d been to Sarria. I passed a second pilgrim information office and they were also closed. Later, my albergue proprietor said I should be able to get one in the next day’s pilgrim of-fice. The other chore was to buy toothpaste. Success! As I was heading out of town, I ran into Hordo and his friend (the friend that had the severe foot injury two days prior). Hordo said he was probably faking the injury because it was healed—unlikely, of course. He probably just wanted to continue walking with Hordo so was grinning and bearing the pain while downing large doses of pain meds... just like me. I also ran into Joanna and her “Daddy.” I loved that she called him “Daddy,” such a beau-tiful term of affection.
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				I only had two miles so resumed “Come As You Are” and the time passed quickly. It was so nice to arrive before 6:00 PM. I was so excited that I would be able to get to bed early! I unpacked, showered, and laundered my base clothes (shirt, socks, underwear, and bra) then did two more sets of laundry including my hiking pants, long-sleeved shirt, towel, and more socks and under-wear) It took a long time so I didn’t make it to dinner until about 6:30 PM. 

				I decided to order from the special Galatian menu then took out my iPad ready to journal. That was when my buddy (whose name I kept forgetting) from Sweden walked in. I was the only one starting dinner and I was sure he didn’t want to eat alone so, disgruntled, but in a kindly manner, I put away my iPad and asked him to join me. We had a lovely dinner, but I felt like a total dolt since I didn’t know my geography. I felt really stupid.

				We both ordered from the slightly more expensive Galatian menu (three extra euros). With wine, bread, and water, I had ground beef-stuffed red peppers, some pig-something with bacon and spinach, French fries (of course), and a take on chocolate cake. Everything was really good. I put butter on a couple pieces of bread that I could take in the morning. After the Swede left, I tried calling Mike and Ryan without luck and did talk with Winter who was at home in Vegas with Rhys. She’d asked me to call, getting me really excited, but she really just needed my help interacting with her endocrinologist.

				I returned to the dorm and readjusted all the drying clothes. The room was so nice and warm and I had the heater right next to my bed and all to myself. I was certain the clothes would be dry in the morning. I wrote in my journal until I was absolutely exhausted. It was after 10:00 PM… how did it end up being another late night?
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				The Good Samaritan house
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				Stage 29 (4/20/22)

				Barbadelo to Gonzar

				A Ukrainian and a Stone Fence

				Another night with 400 mg of Advil, but at least my clothes dried and I was warm. I had bread with butter left over from the previous night’s dinner so had that for breakfast as I walked. It was beautiful outside and rained off and on. It was cold so left me in my buff, gloves, and down coat all morning with my umbrella keeping me dry from the rain, but also serving as a barrier from the wind.

				The school kids I’d passed the day before passed me as I was leaving the albergue. They were from a Spanish Catholic school and ranged in age between thirteen and fifteen. There were 45 students and 12 adults. They were so loud, just as teens should be. This was their second or third day thoroughly enjoying the experience.

				The river of pilgrims was flowing strong and I was constantly being passed by people I didn’t know. As they passed, pilgrims didn’t seem to be as friendly as they were before Leon when there were so few of us. There were also a lot of Americans. I doubt these were related. 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 18 mi

				Elevation Change: +2,230’, -2,073’

				Hours Hiking: 11:22:31

				Hostel: Albergue de Peregrinos de Gonzar (Municipal)
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				I stopped once for Colacao and met two Berkeley lecturers who were on their first day. They were there when I passed the 100 km mark I’d been waiting for since leaving Sarria so I was able to get a picture. There was a special trail marker for the exact 100 km mark denoting the closest you could be to Santiago if you wanted to earn your compestella.

				Other than the undeniable beauty, my morning was punctuated by two other positive events, one right after the other. Every morning I assumed there be nothing to write about in my journal. Then, some-thing would happen and I couldn’t wait to share it. First was another Good Samaritan who had food for pilgrims. I left a donation and took some items. Within a mile, I saw a man walking away from Santia-go with two dogs. I didn’t like one of the small pieces of meat I’d taken so asked if I could give it to the dogs. He said that was good because they hadn’t eaten that day. His name was Peter and he was Ukrainian. His home and farm were seven kilometers from Kyiv. Peter, his two dogs, and his sister were to leave on 
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				the Camino in February, but she decided to stay because there were rumblings of something about to happen. As I understood it, she drove him to the border of Ukraine where he and the dogs started walking. Then, Russia in-vaded. He talked to his sister and told her to take the car and go to the mountains. She was skilled at living off the land—knowing how to make fires and procure food. He heard his farm had been destroyed and, because mobile services deceased, didn’t know the plight of his sister. He did not have parents.

				Peter decided to continue on the Camino; after all, he didn’t have many alternatives. He reached Santiago and was on his way back to Eastern Europe by foot, unlike hs original plan. He told me he was asking each of the farmers along the way if they needed a work hand because he needed money and didn’t have anywhere to go. Being after planting and before harvest seasons, no one needed help. Also, the area had an incred-ble number of farms, but each farm only spanned a small area. 

				I felt terrible for him and had no idea what to do other than give him a hug. He said I was only the second person he’d told and he seemed quite emotional. I thought his story could be a schtick to get money, but it sure didn’t seem that way based on all the details he provided. I offered him the tangerine I’d just taken from the Good Samaritan. He took it after I prodded him to do so. I then gave him one euro. Again, he refused the money, but I insisted. I assured him the entire world was supporting Ukraine and that I’d even seen a sign in Sarria that read: “Sar-ria con Ukraine” (“Sarria with Ukraine”). I told him the US was taking refugees and said he could visit a US Embassy and probably get help. I knew, though, that wasn’t a real option. He had two dogs that had walked across Europe with him… the only things he had from home. His plan was just to walk. Clearly, he was in emotional shock and grieving. We 

			

		

		
			
				Dovecotes: Structures where wealthy citizens kept pigeons
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				parted ways and a few minutes later, I called back and walked to him. I told him about the food just ahead and gave him another euro. I asked him to use that euro as a donation and to take the food he needed from the Good Samaritan. We parted ways again and I cried as I walked.

				“The one who says he resides in God ought himself to walk just as Jesus walked.” —John 2:6

				I learned my verse, prayed the St. Francis of Assisi prayer, and prayed over the prayer rocks in the morning during my one hour silent time, but spent a lot of the afternoon praying for the world, peace, Ukrainians and Russians, and refugees. It was a very emotional time for me. Eventually, I turned off the emotion and switched on the book “Come As You Are.”

				I walked about another three miles to the typical end of the stage—Portomarín—taking the historical route over the secondary option. It was really neat because there was a section with what seemed like stairs made of natural rocks that were worn down over the millennia by Camino walkers, Romans, Moors, and Spaniards. Entering Portomarín was also impressive. There was a gigantic bridge built fairly recently because the country dammed rio Miño. They knew the dam would flood a significant historical area so in preparation for the flooding, the nation moved the castle-fortress stone-by-stone to its new location much higher on the hill. Remnants of the millen-nia-old town sat on the shoreline of the reservoir.

				I stopped for lunch at about 2:30 PM in Portomarín, but wasn’t served until almost 3:30 PM. This taught me I can always get food (usually pilgrim menus) at 2:00 PM, but by 2:30 PM I was usually too late to eat in a reasonable amount of time because servers became so busy. Many restaurants were short-staffed during that Spaish rush hour so servers had to run like crazy trying to feed everyone. I had a Russian salad (usually meant a mixed green salad, but was more like tuna salad at this restaurant) and spaghetti Bolognese with two cups of coffee and bread and butter to go. It was 4:00 PM and I still had four miles to go. Between the coffee and listening to the “Christy’s Running Tunes” playlist, I was ready to head for my final daily destination. I wanted to get farther, get out of the big city, and stay in a place thats name reminded me of the Muppet Gonzo. 

				When just about to leave Portomarín, I witnessed a man fixing a stone fence. Joanna told me she’d seen someone doing this and we discussed what a craft it was and how amazing it was that 

			

		

		
			
				The craftsman
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				the technique was still practiced after a millennia of use. I stopped to watch and asked if I could take his picture. He was excited to share his work and was rather embarrassed at what he was currently doing, filling holes in older stonework by adding thin, flat pieces. After I watched him finish the one repair, he wanted to show me the stonework he’d done on another section of fence. He’d built the older fence higher than the original and done a masterful job. I told him Mike would love seeing and hearing all about what his craft. His work demon-strated how artisans affix the stones so they do not need mortar in between. It was clear what sections were centuries old and what he’d just completed. Then, he wanted to show me his shed. In it, he’d built what I thought looked a bit like a one-person sauna, but was actually a sitting area enveloped in a crafted, huge barrel structure. He said that’s where he can go to rest or eat—it was his mancave. Next to it, he had large containers he said he used to make wine. I’d noticed the small vineyard out front and he assured me those were the grapes he used to make both red and white wines. I spent about ten minutes with him, delighting him with my interest and me with what I learned. I could just picture an hour spent there had Mike been with me.

				I walked on and eventually switched from tunes to “Zero Fail,” a book about the U.S. Secret Service. I arrived around 6:30 PM, well over two hours later and was finally in shirt-sleeves after such a cold morning. That didn’t last long, though, because the wind picked-up and I was back to relying on my umbrella because I was too driven to reach my destination to stop and add another layer. I really wasn’t sure where I wanted to stay, but knew I’d have no problem finding an albergue. With Easter over and the Spaniards re-turned to work and school, the Camino wasn’t as busy as it had been. Plus, all the newbies (those who started in Sarria) would stick with the traditional stages. By staying in the smaller towns, I could be fairly sure there would be plenty of room.

				I’d decided I’d probably stay in a private albergue because they had a pilgrim menu, but when I walked up to it, another man was walking the other direction and told me the municipal albergue was very nice, warm, and he was the only one there despite there being 30 beds in the facility. I’d stayed in the municipal albergue in O’Cebreiro and really liked it. Galicia converted old schools into albergues and when they weren’t available, they built new facilities. They were super nice and very clean. Plus, I would save four euros by switching to the city-run hostel. He said I should hur-ry because the hospitalero said she was planning to leave early since she didn’t expect anyone else. I arrived as she was doing her final cleaning.

				She stamped my credential, recorded my passport information, assured me I’d be fine with one sello per day even though most pilgrims needed two since they were only walking the shorter route. She took my eight euros and told me to lock the doors at bedtime. Then, she was gone. I 
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				showered and washed my clothes with the Scrubba, made up my sleeping area and drained and treated my final blister. At this point, Jose (my sole roommate) arrived and said the pilgrim dinner down the street was delicious and inexpensive, but he thought they were closing the kitchen soon. I threw on socks, sandals, and a coat, picked up my iPad, and walked the quarter mile back to the original albergue for dinner. It was where Jill and the Swedish guy were staying and eating, but I decided to sit alone to call the fam and then work on my journal.

				I had a salad, chicken, fries, and Galician cake (not all that different from a pound cake) plus red wine and water. I put butter on the bread and put it in a Ziplock bag I could take with me for the next morning. Instead of writing in my journal, I added pictures (pilgrim statues, crosses, and Camino signs) and FaceTimed with Mike, Ryan, and Winter. I left the bar around 9:45 PM, wrote in my journal back in my albuergue until 10:30 PM (late, again!), read my devotions, and finally fell asleep. I chose not to take any Advil; I was hoping to go without drugs even though I’d awoken to terrible pain the night before.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				 • 163 •

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Stage 30 (4/21/22)

				Gonzar to Melide

				Castromaior 

				The one roommate in my dorm for thirty pilgrims wanted to keep a light on last night and I was fine with that. It would help with my night bathroom breaks and getting ready if I awoke before he did. I hadn’t taken Advil before bed and awoke with terrible pain. I thought of taking a pill, but figured I was tired enough to go back to sleep and did.

				I set my alarm for 7:00 AM when he said he’d planned to get up (eight hours after I fell asleep), but was up at 6:30 AM. With the light on, I figured I could quietly get ready without waking him. I was out the door by 7:15 AM and happy because I wanted to make it to Melide over twenty miles down the Camino, home of the famous octopus place.

				I had a bad thing happen in the morning—I took a wrong turn and ended up circling around a gigantic hill adding a mile and lots of climbing to the day. The good news is that I was able to witness the most beautiful sunrise that I could not have seen from the correct route. And, when I re-walked up the hill the second time so I’d make the right turn, I was able to pet the sweetest dog again. 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 23.7 mi

				Elevation Change: +2,303’, -2,591’

				Hours Hiking: 13:11:57

				Hostel: Albergue de Peregrinos de Melide

			

		

		
			
				The pulperia
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				There had been a bell in Portomarín that if you rang it you were committing to also ring a bell in another, out-of-the-way city. I hadn’t rung it because I wasn’t sure if I’d get to go there and would feel guilty if I didn’t. On the corrected path, I saw a placard saying the area was right there. I’d read the special stop was barely off the path and had committed at the beginning of the Camino that I would take time to visit everything that seemed remotely interesting even if it required going out of my way. So, I read the placard and walked over; it ended up being only about a tenth of a mile out of the way. What a wonderful choice I made!

				Castromaior was a town inhabited from the 6th century BCE through the 1st century AD. The commu-nity was active during Roman occupation. Though extremely small by modern standards, it was pretty incredible. A picture from above the settlement showed it was built inside concentric circles in which residents grew agricultural products. These circles were raised so I supposed they covered some wall or other structure. Though all the buildings were only half their original height, the masonry was so well done that the remaining parts of the town were still there. I was in awe. It struck me that this village had been here long before, during, and also long after the life of Christ. St. James, whom pilgrims were walk-ing to see today, preached in Galicia right in this area and perhaps even told people in this village about Jesus and converted them. They would have been the people of Acts who lived in community, loving one another as Jesus had loved, and evangelizing to other communities near and far. These would have been the people Paul wrote in his letter to the Galatians. It was to these people that Paul wrote the Fruits of the Spirit passage, the passage I’d memorized just weeks ago containing directives I prayed about daily for my prayer rocks. It was so touching to consider the history and connect it physically to this place. Or, so I thought. At lunch, I learned that the Galatia of the Bible was in modern-day Turkey. Oh, well. At least it was a good history connection and had me thinking about God, Jesus, his apostles, and the Great Com-mission.
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				Castromaior

			

		

	
		
			
				 • 165 • 

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				I was so surprised that this gem was hidden from the trail yet so close. I waved to lots of pilgrims encouraging them to come see it; none did. I judged everyone for being in such a hurry to reach Santiago that they’d missed such an important historical opportunity. Then I re-membered I’d been praying about judgement. 

				My morning silent time with God included the verse I always used when racing Ironman events: 

				“Run the race with endurance that God has set before you.”  —Hebrews 12:1

				I promptly lost the paper so couldn’t remember the actual words or verse reference. In its place, I found my paper from the previous day’s verse in my pocket so meditated on that for awhile. It was fitting since I was walking in Jesus’ apostles’ footsteps. I prayed my prayer stone prayers, was silent for a long time, and then listened to “Come As You Are.” Liz from Ohio walked with me for about a mile so I walked a lot faster than usual and we talked about books, finding we had extremely similar interests and had read many of the same tomes. She gave me a few recommendations and I gave her one—“The Nightingale”—because I think it included a section about the Napoleon route at the beginning of our Camino.

				I stopped for lunch at the typical stage stop, Palas de Rei, with no intention to stay for the night. A salad, some bread and French fries, a steak, two cups of coffee, and time writing in the journal and it was time to return to what was weird weather, varying from cold to hot depending on the cloud cover. 
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				I walked to Casanova thinking that I could stay there if I couldn’t guarantee a space in the municipal albergue in Melide. I tried calling, but it seemed Verizon wouldn’t let me call within Galicia unlike the other provinces. I stopped at the municipal albergue in Casanova and told the hospitalero my plight and she was rather incensed to learn the woman in Gonzar had closed the albergue early. She assured me the albergue in Melide would remain open until 10:00 PM and indicated she would call to ensure it would happen. I think I may have gotten some people in trouble. 

				I covered the next six miles at my typical 30-minute mile speed while listening to “Zero Fail,” arriving in Melide around 8:15 PM. I checked into the municipal albergue with a cranky check-in lady (maybe because she and the Gonzar lady got talkin’-tos). I procured the last bottom bunk, showered, and Scrubba’d my day’s clothes. Fortunately, it was warm in the room (I was really liking the municipal albergues in Gali-cia) and the heater next to my bed was on so hopefully my clothes would dry. 

				I didn’t have much time before the albergue would close at 10:00 PM so found a nearby restaurant, the only one with a pilgrim menu. Because I HAD to try octopus in Melide (unfortunately not at the recommended “Ezekiel” restaurant), I ordered that for my first course and asked for my second course, vegetable pasta, to go. I ate the calamari and pineapple pudding and drank the wine while there (no bread, unfortunately, because that was my breakfast plan), and took the pasta to the albergue.
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				Stage 31 (4/22/22)

				Melide to O’Pino/ O’Pedrouzo

				Getting Close

				* I hadn’t known it, but, sadly, I’d just missed seeing the Spanish King who had been greeting pilgrims on the Camino just three days before.

				Despite the warmth, it was a really long night because of foot pain I attributed to the pre-vious day’s high mileage. For the last week, the pain had come, but dissipated rather quickly. This night, it did not dissipate and it was quite bad. I eventually went out of the room to do more heel raises and downed 400 mg of Advil. I couldn’t sleep for several hours later so read. After finally falling back to sleep I awoke with my 6:30 AM alarm. I was out the door and on the Camino by 7:15 AM.

				“Commit your actions to the Lord and your plans will succeed.” 

				—Proverbs 16:3

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 22 mi

				Elevation Change: +2,372’, -2,959 ’

				Hours Hiking: 13:20:16

				Hostel: Albergue: Porta de Santiago 
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				I realized that was what my Camino had been. I committed to make it a religious pilgrimage and God walked with me every step of the way. He even stepped up when I was really struggling. I also prayed over my now left-behind prayer stones and the St. Francis of Assisi prayer.

				I walked for a couple of miles with a French man who was probably in his 60s. He was a world-ranked chess player in his younger years so knew many people from Eastern Europe where he had traveled to compete. He spent a lot of time traveling in Azerbaijan and Georgia, staying in homes of his friends. He also had at least one friend in Ukraine who had taken a gun to the mountains with plans to survive by hunting. He knew someone who had stayed to fight in the cities. Though I had no access to news, I’d seen that something significant hap-pened in Ukraine when seeing breaking news in a bar. It was strange that the only two pieces of news I’d re-ceived in the last 31 days included the Will Smith’s slap and tragedy in Ukraine.

				I stopped for a pear and later a pastry and also played tag with Liz for a bit. We chatted for awhile about COVID tests to leave the country and then she pushed on to join her group. We passed each other 2-4 times per day given our different speeds and her frequent stops. I really enjoyed her company. When I walked alone, I sang to God, prayed, thought about who-knows-what, planned my next stop and day’s travel plan, and listened to “Come As You Are” and “Zero Fail.” I especially considered how far I could walk on this day. I really wanted to reach the Santiago cathedral the next day before noon, the time of the daily pilgrim mass. I knew I was lim-ited on days remaining to reach Finisterre and Muxia so wanted to just sspend one day in Santiago. This would mean, regardless of how many miles I travelled on this day, I would have to be awake and on the trail ridicu-lously early the following day. But, if I made it for the mass, I would have the whole rest of the day to launder clothes (and, blessedly, everything else) and see more of the city. I also spent time trying to figure out how I would get back to the US. Perhaps I could change my flight to somewhere closer than Paris? I had an EasyJet flight from Barcelona. Should I move it to another city and, if so, which one? And, when would I have time to make all these arrangements if I had such limited wifi access and was leaving albergues before 8:00 AM and not arriving until after 8:00 PM. Oh, the challenges of the privileged!
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				Tribute to a fallen pilgrim
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				The weather oscillated between being gorgeous and being rainy and very cold. It seemed I was constantly taking off my pack to put on or remove layers. I eventually stopped for lunch at the last bar before an eight mile stretch. All they had were bocadillos, but I rather enjoyed it since I hadn’t had one in weeks. I also bought a gigantic coffee with milk. Unfortunately, the bar had no wifi. How would I ever get my SweatCoin boost for the day? It was a tragedy!

				After awhile, I started on a mission for dark chocolate. I entered every bar to no avail, but in one bar, I made two new friends from the US. They were women of color, the first I’d seen on the Camino, who started in Sarria. We had a delightful time talking and I learned they were both professional singers. The younger woman was an opera singer, but currently singing as a back-up singer for a female pop star in Berlin. I met her again about an hour later when she passed me, but I was too busy looking for chocolate to see the older woman pass me.

				I never did find my chocolate and also wanted internet so I could get my SweatCoin boost so ducked in to a bar for a Vas (carbonated drink) and to send and receive texts. It was a nice, albeit short, break. I was back on my way and only became lost twice, but each time for only a short distance. Just before reaching my destination, I became really dizzy and realized I hadn’t eaten enough for the distance I was covering. Fortunately, I still had a quarter of a baguette in my pack and promptly shoveled it into my face. I finally reached O’Pino around 8:30 PM after a 22 mile day. My feet were tired and I was tired because I hadn’t slept well, but other than that I was fine. I really needed a break, but was good to keep going when needed. 

				It took a bit to find an albergue, but what I finally found was nice, warm, cheap, and had an avail-able lower bunk. The hospitalero was also very kind. I unpacked and went for a dinner where I drank the wine and ate the salad and cake, but took buttered bread and the main course (steak and fries) back to the albergue for the early morning departure. While at the cafeteria, I called Mike, Ryan, and Winter. It was Gretchen’s 80th birthday so Mike was driving with the dogs to visit her in California. Winter also had another job interview scheduled. It was a good day to be a Keeler.

				I chose to forgo both washing clothes and washing me because of the time. I’d hoped to wash all my clothes in a real washing machine in Santiago and needed to eat more than I needed the incredibly relaxing-looking and -sounding shower.
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				Stage 32 (4/23/22)

				O’Pedrouzo to Santiago

				Receiving a Compestella

				The day was not what I hoped it would be. My plan to get up at 4:30 AM was foiled because I was in so much foot pain through the night. I slept little, took 800 mg of ibuprofen and still ended getting up at 4:15 AM because of the pain. The plus-side was that I was out the door at 5:15 AM, a decent time given that I needed to cover 12.5 miles before noon. I needed my head-lamp for nearly two hours before sunrise. I prayed over my prayer rocks and the St. Francis Assisi prayer, but was out of verse cards so memorization didn’t happen. I sang a lot, prayed a lot, and finished the book “Come As You Are.” I was so worried I wouldn’t make it in time. There was a lot of climbing and I was really wiped from two long days. With this day’s mileage, I was look-ing at almost 100 km in three days. No wonder I was tired… especially since I wasn’t making it through the night without at least two bathroom stops and drugs for the feet. I prayed and prayed that God would get me to Santiago in time for church. I also beamed with joy, a smile on my face like the one I shine when on the bike for the first ten miles of an Ironman. And, God got me there in time. Sort of.

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 12.9 mi (plus 4.8 miles around town)

				Elevation Change: +1,257’, -1,377’/+462’, -438’

				Hours Hiking: 6:53:15/5:57:09
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				I arrived at the cathedral around 11:35 AM after logging almost 21-minute miles for the last few miles. But, there was a line I wasn’t ex-pecting. I went to get into the line and realized no one had a backpack. I frantically asked the guard what I was to do with mine and he just pushed me off. Several people in line could tell I was distraught and one woman told me there was a jewelry store down the huge stair-case that would babysit my pack for two euros. I rushed off to do that. Then, I needed a bathroom; I’d been walking and drinking coffee to keep me going. Of course, there was no bathroom nearby. I ran to the closest bar, threw some money on the counter and used their bathroom. By the time I’d finished these chores, I realized the line wasn’t moving to get into the cathedral—they’d stopped letting people in because it was at capacity. That was it! I broke down crying. I went into the church gift shop (all churches need them, right?) and appealed to a guard about what I should do. First, she said I should return at 7:00 PM for the next mass; she said it was also a pilgrim mass. But, I’d only ever heard the noon mass was focused on pilgrims. That wasn’t going to work so she said to go back and stand in line because people will leave the sanctuary before the service and lots more people could go in. They were there to see the church, not experience the service. I was able to get in just moments before the service began. 
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				The service was awful for me. I snuck around until I found a place I could stand, but I couldn’t see any-thing. So, I kept moving around until I was closer and I finally saw a spare seat. It was in a row that said “Reserved,” but there was still a spare seat. I tapped on the man’s arm and he pushed me away, not even looking at me. I later learned they were saving the seat in case any of the people from the choir needed to sit down, but I was bothered that he didn’t even consider giving his seat to me. I know that sounded ter-ribly entitled, but I was in desperate discomfort. I eventually took off my boots and the guard told me I couldn’t stand in my socks. So, I put them on again and leaned against a pillar. I honestly struggled to just stand upright. Covering 100 km in three days while not sleeping and being in excruciating foot pain was too much. When the people in the pews sat, I started to sit on the bottom of the same column. Getting up and down and standing were so hard. 

				It was about this time that I cried again. Throughout the entire service, I kept hearing the word “pere-grino” and names of towns including St. Jean Pied-a-Port. I asked the woman what he was saying, but she really couldn’t explain it in her broken English (about as good as my Spanish). I told her I was a peregrina and she seemed stunned. It seemed like he was saying something about how awesome we were, but I’d never felt so unwelcomed at any church. I felt that if the church was going to give lip-service to pilgrims, they should at least be understanding of our unique needs. Why not have a place where pilgrims could store their packs and go to the bathroom? Why not a special entry point so pilgrims could sit after walking 500 miles. I looked at the gold-gilded walls and the priests in their pomp and circumstance and saw the congregation as they sat there and said what they were to say when they were to say it and I became terribly disappointed. I was mad that I couldn’t meet my God in the church. My God knew me and talked to me. He didn’t make me talk to a priest just so I could communicate with Him. Jesus smiled at people and found joy in people. He chastised those who just went through the motions without experiencing the spirit of His presence. In this church, Jesus’ death was every-where… along with His mom who is barely mentioned in the Bible. The church was also adorned with human-deemed saints. Where was Jesus—what He said, what He did, how He acted? There was no evidence of why He came to Earth other than that He came to die. Sure, He died for human sin so memory and gratitude are absolutely warranted. But, He taught about love, kindness, forgiveness, grace. Where was that evidenced in this structure? All I saw were Spaniards killing Natives from Central America so they could rape the land of its re-sources and enslave her people. God doesn’t need gold. He needs His children to love Him and love one another. That’s the bottom line of what Jesus said—two great commandments.

				As people left, I took a seat in the pews and sat quietly for a long time. Then, I read my daily devotion. Where was the God I’d come to know over the last 31 days? He wasn’t here. After reading, I walked around the church. There were two areas where congregants could go and pray; all the other areas were closed behind wrought-iron gates. After seeing the interior of the church, it hit me that I hadn’t seen 
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				what I was supposed to come to see—Jesus’ apostle James. There was a fairly long, but very fast-moving line that went below the altar area. I entered to see a small silver casket. God didn’t want His children to worship idols; He wanted them to worship Him. Why was this body part (not even a complete body) so special? Maybe it was the physical or mental strain of not having had a rest day in over a month, but I was just plain disheartened.

				Other than the pilgrim mass, I wanted to see the pilgrim museum. Pilgrims were admitted free, a surprising bonus. There were lots of stairs and little about pilgrims themselves. I’d hoped to learn of the hardships they’d faced and the conditions of the hospitals, but those topics weren’t covered. Nor did the museum address the Knight’s Templar. Weird.

				While my pack was in daycare, I decided to take care of my chores. The compostela was next. Everyone was to complete information online using a QR code. The guard seemed surprised I didn’t have internet access and suggested I ask to use someone else’s internet. He eventually relented and let me fill out a paper-based form that was there for this very reason. I saw Jill when I was there; she was called right before me. She said she was meeting “some people” for ranciones later in the evening, but didn’t invite me. It’s unlikely I would have accepted, but I would have liked to have appreciated an invitation. I was sure she was meeting with the others we’d met along the Way. This was one more thing to make me sad. The day just wasn’t getting better.

				I went for a pilgrim lunch that was quite yummy. I’d hoped to work on my journal (I carried my iPad with me everywhere), but ended up spending the entire time trying to figure out how to get home. I had a flight from Barcelona to Paris and flights home from Paris. What I didn’t have was transportation to Barcelona. I fiddled and fiddled and decided it was time for a break so left lunch fully satiated with food, but feeling unaccomplished.

				Leaving my pack in hock and not realizing it was already after 4:00 PM, I decided I’d look for an albergue. The albergues were more expensive by two to eight euros so I struggled to find one I was willing to afford. Also, they weren’t appearing on my maps so I didn’t know how far each one was away from where I was. I selected one and walked there only to learn it was “completo” (full). The owner directed me to another albergue that was also full. She let me use her internet and though I couldn’t find anything for awhile, I even-tually just went on booking.com and found a place for fifteen euros that was near the center of town. Being the weekend after Easter contributed to the busy-ness. Until I booked that room, I was really nervous. I figured I’d better pick up my pack on the way to the third albergue and was so relieved when it was back in my possession. I was imagining that given this day, the jewelry store would have closed and I’d never see my pack again.
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				My pack and I made our way to the new albergue that was connected to a hotel. The woman at the check-in counter was very kind and could see how bad I looked, especially when she started taking me to my room. I crawled to the third floor where I learned I’d be using the shower in the basement and the bathroom on the second floor, even in the middle of the night. But, wait… I also had a top bunk. Arghhh! It was what it was. She said that someone might be willing to trade with me, but none of the other guests (I don’t think they were pilgrims) were there and they left their bunks empty. There was no one for me to ask.

				I took all my clothes and bedding downstairs and laundered them (for real!) while I showered and talked with Mike, Ryan, and Winter via FaceTime. This was the first time I’d been able to hear them in days since I’d only had internet access in bars at the last few albergues. My clothes came out almost completely clean, a big win for the day. Refreshed and clean, I was ready for dinner.

				I’d heard the Parador Hotel gave the first seven pilgrims in line for dinner a free meal so won-dered what happened to those who weren’t first in line. I asked a man at the albergue and he said peregrinos who showed their compestelas received a three euro dinner. They gave me directions and I went over and asked. The doorman said they give the first ten pilgrims to receive their com-pestelas each day a coupon so they can have a free lunch. Bummer, but it wasn’t really a surprise. Instead, I went to an area where the woman at an albergue said I could find a pilgrim menu. I did and had fish soup (I didn’t realize it was fish when reading the menu and didn’t like it), French fries, and what I thought they said was steak. They rounded out the meal with red wine and a Santiago torte. The tortes taste a bit like sweet cornbread.

				I was stressed about returning to the albergue through the maze of the ancient town (never easy), crawling into the top bunk, trying to sleep through the night, and figuring out how to find the path to Finisterre. Instead, I made it back easily, took the bottom bunk since it was still unclaimed, and talked with my Slovenian roommate. 
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				My compestella reads 

				“Christian Keeler” since I completed a religious 

				(as opposed to spiritual) 

				pilgrimmage
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				Santiago to 

				Finisterre and Muxia
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				“Lessons of the Camino”

				—Live in the moment; plug into the world around you.

				—Embrace each day with its pleasures and challenges.

				—Make others feel welcomed.

				—Share, give things for free.

				—Feel the spirit of those who were here before you.

				—Appreciate those who walk with you today.

				—Imagine those who will follow in your footsteps.
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				Stage 33 (4/24/23) 

				Santiago de Compestela to Negreira

				The “Lemonade Stand”

				It was another terrible night due to foot pain. I started wondering if the severity was, in addi-tion to mileage and time on my feet, the result of not wearing the compression socks and extra boot inserts. I hadn’t worn them the day before. I took 800 mg of Advil before going to sleep, then was desperate and took an additional 400 mg around 2:00-4:00 AM. It was awful. The only plus-side was that I was allowed to leave the albergue late so slept until 9:00 AM. That meant I didn’t leave Santiago until after 10:00 AM. It was supposed to be a shorter day at 13.5 miles, but somehow turned into almost 17 miles with 2,000’ of climbing.

				I didn’t have a verse to memorize so prayed over the prayer stones, read the St. Francis of Assisi prayer, and told God how mad I was at Him. I’d been cursing God for the church experience the day before and questioning His existence given that I’d done everything He requested through

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 17.1 mi

				Elevation Change: +1,981’, -2,280’

				Hours Hiking: 11:21:00

				Hostel: Albergue de Peregrinos de Negreira
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				A father and sons enjoying a beautiful afternoon at the creek

			

		

		
			
				Two equestrians along the path
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				out my pilgrimmage. I wasn’t confident He was holding up to His part of the bargain based on the verses I’d memorized earlier in the trip. And... what about all those pilgrims who died terrible and painful deaths over the millennia as they progressed through their journeys to Santiago? I was pretty angry by the time the hunger thing arose.

				In addition to the physical exhaustion from not sleeping and not having a day off in 32 days, I was hungry. I had 3 pieces of buttered bread from the day before and planned to pick up something for breakfast. There was no place to buy food when I needed it. I was really struggling when the trail took me through an upscale neighborhood, the first I’d seen on the Camino. Outside one of the houses was a slew of children, perhaps five kids ages three to ten, with a “lemonade stand” featuring oranges. I would buy anything they would offer, but they said the oranges were free! I took one, thanked them profusely, and donated a euro. As I was leaving, the older girl gave me two chewy candies. She had no idea how much those two candies would mean when I was struggling and needed sugar later in the day. I supposed I owed God an apology.

				As I walked, I asked everyone moving away from Finisterre if I might soon find a bar on the trail. One of the gals was someone I’d met at the beginning of my journey. She’d been walking about 24 miles each day so was making good time. She’d started at home in France and had to go all the way back so I was glad to see she was doing so well. The answer when I asked about a nearby bar was always “not really” or “about two kilometers.” It wasn’t until about 1:30 PM that I reached the first bar. I’d had about 75 people (literally) pass me in one huge group. When I ran into one of the women I’d met earlier on the Camino, we were astound-ed with the huge crowd. I learned later that they were a local hiking club planning to hike nine miles in 2 hours. That was an impressive speed! But, I also worried: “What if they ALL stop at the upcoming bar?” I was relieved because they hadn’t stopped. I sat down at one of the tables with a paper table cloth and saw the wait staff was busy. It wasn’t long before a waiter came and shooed me away saying they couldn’t serve me. All I wanted was food and I couldn’t communicate with him. He had no desire to take the time to help me figure out where I could find food. After I left, I realized that had I sat in a different section, I may have been able to order food or at least get a coffee. These nasty people of Galicia were really starting to irk me; well, two Galicians were irking me anyway. The rest were okay.
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				The lemonade stand
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				After I left the bar, I had my second breakdown in as many days. I was so shattered—hungry, exhausted, in pain, and just wanting to go home. A problem with going home was that I knew I’d never allow myself to end my Walk before completion and, honestly, I didn’t know how. I’d been trying to figure out how to get to Paris for my flight at the end of the week and was still coming up short.

				As I was crying, a man came up to me smiling as he was returning to Finisterre. It seemed he knew me, but I couldn’t place him so tried to dry my eyes and pretend like I knew him. It seems he and I had been with Father Dave at some point and talked about triathlon. Even later, the memory was only slight. He was so kind and so happy to see me; it was therapeutic. I’d been questioning if I had been a good person on the Camino because of my non-invite by Liz the previous evening. He gave me a little faith. He smiled and assured me I’d see another bar soon. I was so grateful for his presence, his success (he’d met his goal of walking 1,000 km), and his kindness that I added pep to my steps and was finally smiling knowing that coffee was just a few minutes away.

				When I reached that coffee, I downed two cups. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get much food, but a large serving of Spanish tortilla (more carbs!) would have to do. For the entire time I ate, I tried to find a way to get from Muxia to Paris and checked if it’d be possible to extend my Paris flight by two days so I’d have more time to reach Muxia. I wished I could slow down to enjoy the final stages of my Way. I’d hoped to work on my journal at lunch as I had been doing for about a week at this point, but to no avail. I did find that I could leave two days later at a cost of $450 and Mike later texted me to say he was fine with that… but it would cost me some smooches upon returning home. Given my pilgrim commitment throughout this trip, there was no way I wanted to shell out that kind of money.

				Following my afternoon snack, I walked while listening to “Zero Fail.” I felt so much better mentally and physically from the caffeine boost and knew I’d be able to make the entire distance for the day. I soon found another bar where I had my afternoon Vas (orange-flavored based on the recommendation of the proprietor) and indulged myself with a Twix ice cream bar since there weren’t any chocolate bars.

				I made it to the beautiful town of Negreira and was able to get the last bed in the municipal albergue. The albergue was all the way at the end of town. I’d wanted to pick up food on the way, but had heard they only had one remaining bed so I couldn’t take my time. Not having a phone was quite the hardship. But, even when I’d had phone access a few days prior, I was unable to connect in Galicia.

				I did my heel raises, showered, and washed my underclothes, pee rag, handkerchief, T-shirt, and white long-sleeved shirt and hung them all over the packed dormitory to dry. After slathering my feet with the magic lotion I’d purchased a week ago, I had to go for dinner. It was al-
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				My mystery trail angel
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				most 9:00 PM and the albergue closed at 10:00 PM so I didn’t have time to dally. Unfortunately, being at the end of town meant that I had to walk about a mile round trip to reach the town where I hoped I could find food.

				I found a restaurant in an albergue that offered a pilgrim meal and the nice woman (who also managed the albergue) understood when I said I needed the food to-go so I’d be back before 10:00 PM. She gave me red wine while I waited and I worked on my journal and sent out some texts. I didn’t have time to contact the fam except to say I didn’t have wifi (the municipal albergues had a weird wifi system I didn’t take the time to understand).

				I walked back to the albergue arriving with only about five minutes to spare. I grabbed my water bottle and spork, returned quietly to the kitchen where I ate and wrote in my journal, and headed to bed after taking two NyQuil (something else to try in lieu of all the Advil). It was after 10:30 PM and I had to exit the albergue no later than 8:00 AM. This schedule was wearing me down. If I could just sleep through the night…

			

		

		
			
				Take-home dinner

			

		

		
			
				My albergue for the night
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				Stage 34 (4/25/22)

				Negreira to Olveiroa

				Planning to Leave

				I didn’t sleep through the night, waking, of course, because of foot pain. The NyQuil kept me asleep until around 11:00 PM when I had the first foot spell. Then, I was wide awake at 4:00 AM with continual shooting pains. I broke down and took Advil and was able to sleep until my watch alarm buzzed at 7:00 AM. I was on the trail around 7:40 AM with a very long day ahead of me. I’d decided that if I could make it 25 miles this day, I could reach Muxia in two more days and could make my Friday flight. The only remaining complication would be figuring out how to get from Muxia to Paris and that was proving to be a serious problem. 

				I walked through the morning spending the first hour on my prayer rocks and St. Francis of As-sisi prayer then switched to listening to “Vanderbilt” by Anderson Cooper because “Zero Fail” expired. I stopped for an early lunch at noon and had a mixed salad. I buttered the provided bread and placed it and the fried pork cutlets in Ziplocks for the next day and also took the apple to go. I ate the leftovers as I walked because it was going to be a long day. I also downed two cof-fees with milk so I’d be ready to move. 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 21.3 mi

				Elevation Change: +2,576’, -2,327’

				Hours Hiking: 12:31:28

				Hostel: Albergue Casa Manola
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				In the afternoon, I listened to and finished “Psalm for the Wild Built.” I listened to more of “Vanderbilt,” sang a few Christian songs, and even listened to music a bit. I stopped several times for snacks (drinks, chocolate, pastries) and lots for bathroom breaks (almost all behind trees). In one case, I saw a building that may have been a church that was being reclaimed by flora. I decided to check it out and hit the potty just outside. Afterward, I had this weird burning and itching on my legs (I was in my converted shorts) and realized I was having an allergic reaction to something. I took two Allertec pills (I’d not needed any allergy medicine since arriving in Spain) and slathered my legs with hand sanitizer. That was what I had and I figured maybe the alcohol would clean any remaining plant residue from my legs. I started getting red, raised bumps, and worried it could get bad. I asked some cyclists if any of them were medical professionals, but they were not. They were pretty sure I’d touched nettles. They were Portu-guese and indicated there was nothing more dangerous than nettles in the Iberian Peninsula. So, I walked on, trying to not touch the sensitive, itchy areas.

				It seemed every time I turned meant another uphill climb. I just kept at it… my 30-minute mile pace. Ev-eryone continued to pass me and no one really talked with me until a Spanish woman and I walked together for about twenty minutes. She was from “Spanish Iceland” and works in the tourist industry so was learning English. Our conversation served us both well. Best of all, she gave me some ideas for getting to Paris from Muxia. When I stopped at a bar the next time, I got online and found a flight for €10 that would get me to Paris the night before my morning flight. All I still needed was a way to get from Muxia to Santiago and transportation from the RyanAir airport to CDG. Oh, and I had to figure out how to get a COVID test less that 24-hours before my Paris flight so I’d be allowed back in the U.S. Despite all I still needed, I was relieved. 
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				I also took advantage of the bar’s wifi to book a reservation at an albergue for the night. I really didn’t want to arrive at 9:00 PM (I actually arrived closer to 8:00 PM) and have to look all around town to find a bunk. Plus, I found an albergue that had a restaurant so I wouldn’t have to put on an extra mile… again… just to get food.

				A young man at the albergue kindly checked me in and even gave me a towel and blanket. Also, he assured me I’d have a lower bunk since I’d requested it online. I showered and washed my underclothes/shirt/pee rag/hanky then spoke with a German man who’d ridden his bike across the U.S. He suggested I look into walking the Israel National Trail, but said it required camping, something that did not appeal to me now that I’d been spoiled on the Camino with nightly albergues. I had to excuse myself while we were talking so I could procure more food.

				The waiter accidentally brought me soup instead of salad. It was delicious and I ate the four or five servings he brought in a single bowl. I had no idea why be brought so much; I couldn’t imagine them being able to reuse food that had been brought to a table. I doubt he’d ever seen anyone eat that much soup. And, it contained beans so I worried about my bunkmates that evening. While I ate, I called Mike and Winter and texted Ryan then wrote in my journal. Well, I wrote in the Notes app because for some unbeknownst reason, I couldn’t open the journal on my iPad. I figured I could deal with that later; I just needed to get my daily review on “paper” at that point. I ate the included ice cream, but took the main course and buttered bread back to the albergue and placed it in the fridge for breakfast/morning snack. For €10, I couldn’t believe the amount of food I’d scored. It was almost 11:00 PM (how did this happen?) and I was starting to head toward bed. Sadly, I knew I’d awaken with foot pain, I just didn’t know how bad it would be and how long it would last. I decided not to take any meds. I worried all the Advil was destroying my kidneys.
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				Stage 35 (4/26/22)

				Olveiroa to Finisterre

				The End of the World, The End of the Trail

				I was ready to go home! I really needed rest and I really, really needed a cortisone shot in my right heel. The pain was excruciating and I was waking one-to-four times every night because of it. This night, I didn’t take anything before bed, but broke down with 400 mg of Advil around 2:00 AM. I did some heel raises in the middle of the night and eventually just decided to get up at 5:00 AM and start walking. I did a lot of my morning chores, then decided I’d be able to sleep a bit more so returned to my bunk until 7:00 AM. I was on the trail around 7:30 AM (having gained time with my early morning head start). I was also well-fed because I heated the French fries from the night before in the microwave and ate them before leaving the albergue. I took the chicken in a Ziplock and snacked on it all morning. 

				During my prayer hour, I prayed over my stones and the Assisi prayer and had some more discus-sions with God about my failing faith. I then listened to both “Zero Fail” and “Vanderbilt,” os-cillating between the two so I didn’t get bored with either—they were both long books. I stopped once for Colacao, but otherwise just hobbled on my failing feet, yawning often, and no longer smiling.

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 24.6 mi

				Elevation Change: +2,780’, -3,154’

				Hours Hiking: 15:14:29

				Hostel: Albergue Dol Sol y Lua
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				I learned that every time there was an option to go uphill, downhill, or on a fairly flat incline, the Camino signs ALWAYS required walking uphill. Then, instead of easy downhills, the Camino ALWAYS took pilgrims down really steep inclines. My 30+ minute miles were getting longer and longer and my downhills were sometimes as slow as 40+ minutes per mile. Lots of pilgrims passed me, but there was only one that I recognized— the German boy who was camping most nights. I learned he was walking the Camino for his Gap year and once he reached Finisterre (on this day) he was going to keep walking around Spain. He would start studying in a trade school the following fall.

				The scenery changed to more brush-like and bodies of water started appearing. As wet as it had been in Spain, I hadn’t seen any large or deep rivers and no lakes (though there were some small reservoirs behind dams). Around 2:00 PM, I had my first glimpse of the Atlantic. It was a beautiful sight! I felt like I was a member of the Lewis & Clark Corps of Discovery team seeing the Pacific for the first time. The trail had pilgrims overlooking towns and the water though trees, flowers, and other foliage. It was quite a sight! Then, we had to walk down an extremely long, steep hill to reach Cee. Many pilgrims stopped in Cee for the night, but I needed to make it to Finisterre on this night if I wanted to meet my Paris flight.

				I stopped for a pilgrim meal in Cee: salad, ham, fries, and two coffees with milk. I did not care that the ham was surrounded in some red number-nine (or whatever). I ate everything I received (except the fish soup I’d received the few days prior). I cut the ham, put it in a 
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				Ziplock in my pocket and put the buttered bread in a Ziplock in my pack. I also made a reservation at an albergue that I thought offered dinner (though I’d be unlikely to make it there before the kitchen closed). Booking ahead assured me I could arrive late knowing I wouldn’t have to look around town for an open albergue in the dark. 

				I was ready to hit the path with nine long miles yet to cover. My body was failing. When my feet didn’t hurt, they were numb. I was bare-ly moving when I walked, and I had to stop on the side of the trail to relieve loose stool. I hated doing that, but nature called and nature responded. The goal was to reach Finisterre before 9:00 PM. Oh, and I would’ve loved to have watched the sunset over the Atlantic, but didn’t have much faith since it had been cloudy and cold most of the day. During the few short minutes it had been warm, I stripped to shorts and a T-shirt and then regretted it for well over an hour until I broke down and had to add layers again. I walked the final miles to Finisterre, continuing to change clothes on and off all afternoon/evening while listening to more of “Zero Hour” and saw a very sad, probably stray dog that needed my excess ham. I figured I’d eat more later and I’d been eating all day so obliged him. And, oh yes, I’d also seen a bakery so picked up a Nutella croissant.

				I reached the albergue around 8:15 PM and was out the door with my water bottle, left-over buttered bread, and headlamp by 8:45 PM. My goal was to reach the lighthouse—mile 0 of the Camino—before sunset at 9:29 PM. I walked fast, really fast in sandals instead of boots. With a lightened backpack, I was able to walk just over 20-minute miles on a very steep incline. I didn’t make it the two miles in the time allotted, but reached the top about three minutes after sunset. Because it was overcast, I didn’t think I’d missed much. Still, there were some really pretty sights.

				After seeing what I came to see (the same place where several sprinter-type RVs also stopped), I kept walking up the hill. I wanted to reach the highest point and find what was called “the stones that move”: Pedras Santas. Along the way, I passed Leo from Lithuania (the one with the butt bedbug bites); we congratulated each other on completing the trail. I scrambled to the top of one of the hill’s outcroppings, but, alas, there was no rock move-ment. It looked like the rocks that moved were a bit farther up the path, but it was already dark and time to turn on my headlamp. It wouldn’t have been wise to continue so I started heading back toward town—over two miles and a 500’ descent ahead of me... pretty seri-ous in the dark (even for me). I thought I might try to stop a passing car to see if I could hitch a ride, but decided I should see the lighthouse before I headed back down. I turned on some Christian rock and my headlamp and started to descend. 
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				On my way to the lighthouse, I saw a Camino marker for just over 500m remaining in the trail. This must have meant there was a zero marker! I definitely wanted to see that and get a picture. As I approached the lighthouse where the marker would be, I saw two people with headlamps who were obviously pilgrims doing what I was doing. They told me that there was, in fact, a zero marker. I really wanted to see it, but they said they’d ordered a taxi. I asked if I could chip in for the ride and join them. They agreed and I gave the woman €2. I thought I might have time to run over to see the lighthouse and marker, but, unfortunately, the taxi arrived almost immediately. I seriously considered just walking my way back to town which would provide an added bonus of achieving a marathon-distance day, but noticed rain was starting. It was a good thing I accepted the ride because just moments before I reached my albergue, the deluge began. I was very glad I was “home” because I really didn’t want to get my down (and only warm) layer wet.

				It was after 11:00 PM when I entered my room and still needed to do everything including make up my bed. I tried to be as quiet as pos-sible and no one seemed to wake up while I fiddled around. I took a shower (not washing my hair) and decided to skip laundry with plans to do a full laundry the next night (my last opportunity before home). Afterward, I came down to the “relaxation room” (AKA hippie hangout) and called Mike and Ryan. I was so disappointed Winter didn’t answer because I wanted to hear about her Solitude Ski Resort interview for an IT job. The night ended with me finishing the day’s journal entry. With only one 400 mg tablet remaining, I decided to take a Celebrex capsule before I went to bed. The next day would be my last on the trail.
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				Stage 36 (4/27/22)

				Finisterre to Muxia

				Burning my Sins

				The Celebrex worked for awhile. I awoke once about 2:00 AM and didn’t awaken again until the pain wouldn’t stop about 4:30 AM. It kept it up on-and-off until I finally decided to just roll out of bed and start walking. I know I was being quiet, but both my roommates (I only had two) got up and went to the bathroom. The second one said: “It’s only five o’clock. “I responded: “I’m in terrible pain” and kept packing. I was well aware of the time! 

				I was on the trail before 6:00 AM. But… not very well. I was hungry and walking like a drunk person, swaying all over the place. I ate the one piece of buttered bread I had remaining from dinner the night before. I kept looking for an open bar, bakery, whatever. After about a mile, I saw a man delivering baguettes to his customers’ doors; he agreed to sell me one. I started eating immediately and continued to walk. 

				At one point, I saw the crescent moon peeking through clouds. I wished Mike were there; he could take an exquisite picture of it. I tried and most definitely could not. I also passed a church 

			

		

		
			
				Miles: 20.6 mi

				Elevation Change: +2,416’, -2,390’

				Hours Hiking: 15:17:30

				Hostel: Municipal Albergue
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				and cemetery. The lighting made it so pretty. I realized I was literally falling asleep on my feet. I would swerve and catch myself, continuing to walk more. I tried to find a dry place to take a nap. It wasn’t raining, but there was residual wetness on the ground. I even walked around a house thinking I’d sleep on their concrete driveway, but decided against it becaquse there was a section where I was likely to be hit by an exiting car. I kept walking. That’s when I nearly fell. I woke up when I was falling to the side of the road into a watery ditch. I caught myself just in time, jumped the ditch and remained, unbelievably, upright. I recrossed the gully and walked some more. Then, miracle! I saw a set of cut logs. One was perfect—big, flat, almost dry. I plopped my pack on its side to simulate a pillow, adjusted myself on my back, and must have slept because my watch alarm went off about 15 minutes later. I slept about ten minutes more, decided I was close to a bar, and started walking… again.

				About five minutes later, I saw the bar and it was (blessing of blessings!) open at 8:00 AM (many didn’t open until 9:00 AM). I think the proprietor had barely switched to her “Abrierto” (“Open”) sign when I entered and desperately ordered café con leché (coffee with milk). I hit the bathroom, releasing loose stool that I was happy hadn’t needed to happen like on the trail the day before, and drank heartily while writing in my journal. That wasn’t enough; I also ordered a Colacao to make sure I’d be able to stay upright when I exited. I thought of call-ing the fam since I’d been too tired to truly communicate the night before, but it was midnight so (wisely) decid-ed against it. It was time to walk… again.

				I stopped for a third after about nine miles. The town was wonderful—so clean, flowers in windowsills—it just felt like good people lived there. As I entered, I saw a strange building away from the houses on the other side of the town bridge so checked it out. It was a cemetery with fresh flowers from recent deaths and one mausoleum from a death in the 1500s. The bridge spanned what seemed to be an estuary with lots of birds perched on the pristine, flowing waters. Foliage decorated the water and surroundings. So peaceful.

				It was around 1:30 PM and this the only remaining town that served food. They didn’t have a pilgrim menu so I ordered half portions of a salad and chicken fingers so it’d be cheaper. Apparently, my “half” didn’t translate be-cause what I thought was a half order was a whole order and my lunch cost me €24 instead of the expected €12. On the plus side, the food was amazing. I would have expected that level of cuisine in a restaurant on the Strip so just chalked it up to cultural/language miscommunication and returned to the path. During lunch, instead of the journalling I preferred to do, I worked on trying to schedule a COVID test in the Paris airport. There was a prob-lem with needing a cell phone number and the whole attempt was ruined. I tried and tried to schedule it again, even enlisting Ryan to help at 1:00 AM his time and still had no luck. Mike tried again later in the day to help, but 
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				his browser didn’t translate from French so he was pretty much dead before starting. Time to walk… again.

				I returned to and finished “Zero Hour,” but not before needing a desperate potty stop. Yes, the loose stool again and I was limited on toilet paper. Basically, it was an unpleasant mess. Back to walking. Then, I did a little something different. Because Sarah was moving soon, Shawna planned a special music video that Sarah’s friends were to contribute to making. I spent about an hour planning my part only to later realize what I’d planned wouldn’t work. At least it kept my mind off the hills I’d been climbing and reminded me about the words “adventure” and “friends” on my prayer rocks. So, I gave up on the music video task and just prayed over all my rocks and the St. Francis prayer. I planned out my next two travel days very carefully, even deciding which Priority Clubs to visit and when. Because I wasn’t keen on my other book (“Vanderbilt”), I was eager to occupy my mind with other minutia. 

				At one point, I was looking at the ground and when I looked up there was a gorgeous horse right next to me that was looking right at me. I pet him for a bit and almost coaxed his buddy into some petting, but the latter was more timid. I also saw a very sad looking dog that was so thin it had to be starving to death. I took out one of my precious remaining chicken fingers and gave it to him. The poor thing wouldn’t even eat. I hoped God would take him home soon.

				I eventually reached ocean views for the second time for the day; they were spectacular. It reminded me of a cove in which my friends and I had stayed when hiking the Trans-Catalina Trail. In the other direction, hills were covered with flowers and windmills. Arsenio had told me electricity was really expensive in Spain. I guessed this was one way they were adressing the problem. 

				I had my last view of the Spanish countryside from the trail when I was two miles from Muxia. Seeing happy cows and horses and fertile agricultural fields brought back great memories from earlier on my Walk. The path eventually looped to the ocean where I recognized rocks on the shore that were used in the movie “The Way.” alsok, as soon as the town came into view, I was reminded of Portland, ME and parts of southeastern Canada. The houses were painted bright colors and there were lots of small boats dispersed throughout the cove. Idyl-lic. 

				I found the €8 municipal albergue, started my final load of laundry, and showered. As soon as I moved the laundry into the dryer, I was out the door with three missions. The first was to burn something. 
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				I’d been told there was a tradition to burn something from the trail in Muxia. I would have loved to take my time doing it while sitting on the rocks from the movie “The Way” and watching the sun set, but there simply wasn’t time. I still made the burning happen. Two of the prayer rocks from the trip haunted me every day—pride and judgement. No matter how often I tried to re-move these from my being, they kept returning. I noticed they’d worsened since I’d left Santiago and guessed this was because I was just so drained physically and mentally. I suspected I’d strug-gle with these vices my entire life, but still wanted to make a symbolic gesture to show those sins that they didn’t belong anywhere around me. I wrote the words on paper, burned it by the water, and blew the ashes into the Atlantic. If I were ever able to get rid of the actual vices as easy as it was to get rid of the paper, everything would be much better.

				My second chore was to figure out where to find and how to use the bus in the morning. The albergue lady said it would leave at 6:30 AM for Santiago, but I knew nothing else. I found two buses that were surely going to Santiago the next day, but I wasn’t sure if that was where I’d meet them in the morning, how much the trip would cost, and how I would pay. I only had about €12 remaining in cash and really, really needed to make that bus. I knew all I could and would just plan to get up early, pray, and hope for the best. 

				Hoping for the best, though, was an issue. One of the men I’d slept with the night before asked if I was the same person that was in his room the previous night. He was really mean and said I was really loud both when I arrived after midnight and when I left at 5:00 AM. He was the one that looked at me when he was returning from the bathroom at 5:00 AM and said; “You know it’s 5:00 AM.” But, oh, how I would have loved to sleep until 8:00 AM the night before; my feet simply wouldn’t allow it. I know I am louder than I think I am (according to Mike anyway), but I had been trying really hard to stay quiet. Things just make noise when you’re packing a backpack, especially when you’re packing in the dark. The man asked where I was from and when I answered “the U.S.,” he responded with something like: “I knew it. You’re all loud and ob-noxious.” I guess that meant he was French, but I didn’t say so. He asked when I’d be getting up the next day. I told him I had an early bus to catch and he said he’d be moving his gear (our beds were randomly next to each other). I was very happy when I returned later to find that he had vacated his bunk. He was a cruel man who lacked willingness to be understanding, compassionate, and empathetic. I got busy judging him and noting that I needed to practice what I taught—curb the judgement, working instead to be kind, gentle, and loving at all times. Just as he didn’t know what I ws experiencing, I did not know what it was like to walk in his mean boots.
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				My third chore, was extremely pressing by this point, was to commandeer food. It was after 9:00 PM and I was desperate for nutrition. I made the mistake of trying to find a place with reasonably priced food and only managed to waste time and get lost. Eventually, I turned into a restaurant and basically begged for food. The young waitress must have thought I was a starving homeless person (which, basically, I was) and was so kind and gentle with her pity. I was wearing my rain gear, duct tape and all. One set of guys sneered while she treated me with utmost love and re-spect. I desperately wanted to leave her a huge tip, but Spanish servers can seldom get tips added onto credit cards. I couldn’t afford to lose any of my euros in case I needed them for the morning bus. So much for all that generosity I’d been praying for for 36 days! She gave me a free sample of something, two candies, and a €3 ham and cheese sandwich. What a blessing for me… an angel in real life. I gave her a hug and thanked her profusely when I left, hoping she knew how appreciative I was.

				Then, the next problem. I had ten minutes to return to the albergue before the 10:00 PM closing time. I walked and walked in circles on the crazy alleyways. The large, parallel and perpendicular streets in Vegas are such a gift. Being able to pre-plan a community as opposed to build a com-munity around 1100 year-old farmhouses separated by only enough room for a horse and cart does have its advantages. I eventually found a man who took pity on this duct-taped frantic old lady and showed me the way to go. I ran (pretty impressive given that I could barely walk) the final section up the hill to the albergue because I was so afraid of being locked out. All my clothes were in the dryer so I’d be sleeping in Shawna’s sun dress and rain gear. The albergue wouldn’t open until after the bus left so I’d be screwed if I couldn’t get in.

				As I was running up a hill steep enough to rival San Fransisco’s Embarcadero, I passed the wom-an who worked in the albergue. She saw I was frantic and I knew the doors were locked because she wasn’t there. She told me that if I just knocked, someone would open the door for me. I continued jogging and was so relieved when a man opened the door for me.

				I packed the items from the laundry that could be packed and laid out everything else. Since I had such an early wake-up call, I moved all my gear except what I needed while sleeping into the bathroom so I’d be quieter while prepping to leave in the morning.

				Finally, I could sit down, eat the nice lady’s delicious grilled ham and cheese sandwich and write in my journal. It was 11:45 PM, my feet were numb, and it was time for Celebrex and bed. I had a date with a 5:15 AM vibrating wrist alarm clock.
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				Muxia albergue
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				Travel Day 1 (4/28/22)

				Muxia to Paris

				Busses, Planes, and Trains, Oh My

				I was not the only one up at 5:00 AM and I was not the quietest despite my bunkmate having moved to the other side of the room. I decided that, perhaps, he wasn’t cut out for albergue life. I was actual-ly up at 4:45 AM and getting ready because I’d been up and down all night with shooting foot pain. It was unbearable. When I’d stand, I couldn’t put any weight on it, but a few steps later, I was relatively fine. Fortunately, I received a voice message in the night saying Dr. Gunter’s office scheduled me for an MRI two days after I returned and if it came back with nothing, he would give me a cortisone shot. What I also wanted was time to sleep.

				I’d put all my gear (except what I was sleeping with) in the bathroom so I wouldn’t awaken anyone. And, if I do say so myself, I did a very good job keeping quiet and hurrying to get out the door. One of the tough things to do in the morning was say goodbye to my boots. They needed to be replaced so there was no reason to lug the heavy things home, especially when I was limited in space in my ten euro RyanAir flight. I packaged the boots and soles nicely, took plenty of pictures, placed them next to the trash can in case the hospitalero thought they might be worth donating, and bid farewell. Goodbye to a constant companion.

				I walked to the bus stop and found two other women there. They thought the bus left at 6:00 AM instead of 6:30 AM, but assured me that I was in the right place. Since I had time, I walked down to the bus depot where I saw the (what I would later learn to be a cranky) bus lady. I wanted to make sure I’d be in the right place and to check on the cost. I was woefully low on euros having only about 13 remaining. Fortunately, I was in the clear—under seven euros for a city-to-city-to-city ride. 
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				I returned to sit by the bus stop and when she arrived, I waddled my way over. She scowled and told me my backpack couldn’t go on the bus with me. I pulled out iPad, sleeping bag, basically everything and put the pack under the bus. Good thing I’d walked over when I did because as soon as the last person stepped on, she hit the gas (pulling out for the 6:30 AM ride at about 6:25 AM). I cuddled into my sleeping bag sitting up and was able to doze. At one point, I noticed she’d stopped and picked up more passengers (including one sitting next to me). That’s when I realized I was, thankfully, full-on sleeping. It wasn’t until people were scuttling off the bus that I realized we’d arrived. I packed up and entered the bus terminal. There I learned that other people working at the bus stop were equally irked and decided I wasn’t liking the end of my pilgrimage very much. It seemed that since leaving Sarria, the pilgrims and townspeople were less friendly. I’m sure this is because townspeople were so sick of all the people walking around, but, like in Vegas, that stream of people is critical to their economy and culture. I think one of the reasons the pilgrims were less friendly was that so few walked alone. In the beginning, we formed tramilies because we were alone without each other. After Sarria, pilgrims would pass each other often without even uttering a word.

				I still had Verizon access from the previous day and saw that I was only a mile from the Cathedral so walked there stopping along the way at a bakery to pick up breakfast. I shared half of my pastry with a homeless woman. There are people sitting and begging for money on the street or right outside the Cathedral doors in the same places every day on their knees in (supposed) prayer. At the Cathedral, I learned that the museum didn’t open until 10:00 (it was only 9:00) and that it didn’t have its own sello (credencial stamp); pilgrims needed to go to the Pilgrim Office for that. With time to spare, I walked to the office, but then thought to look at my credencial. And, wouldn’t you know it? They stamped it when I received my compestella. Along the way, I ran into Hordo and his friend. We had a nice meeting; they were leaving the country on this night, too, to return to Germany, their home. They'd chosen not to walk to Finisterre and Muxia and spend their time enjoying Santiago instead.

				10:00 AM arrived and I paid the pilgrim price, €3, for my entry. I was able to access three parts of the church, two museum exhibits and the grand entry of the church that is otherwise closed to the public. I thought this was where the Tree of Jesse, the place where pilgrims placed their hands when entering the Cathedral was placed. While it may have been at one time, it was now stored elsewhere. I knew pil-grims could no longer touch it because they’d literally worn holes in it over the millennia and it was displayed behind glass. When I returned to the ticket desk to find out where I would go to see it, they said that either it wasn’t accessible at all or that it would cost an extra €10. Judgement flared again. They charged everyone to see the measly museum, even pilgrims. They wouldn’t use the bufadora if they didn’t receive enough euros in the plate to justify it. This was quite the scam.

				I saw the rest of the what I considered to be a small museum given the grandeur of the Cathedral and lengthy history of the edifice. There were lots of worn stones, some incredible tapestries, some paintings, and some stolen gold statues of Jesus (I was still bitter over the whole Aztec/Mayan thing). In addition to a bathroom (the Cathedral did have one after all!), my favorite part was being on the balcony and over-looking the city. There was another buyable ticket allowing access to the roof so patrons can see the entire area, but my €3 fee was delight-ful anyway.
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				It was time to go. I wanted to be off my feet. I wanted to not be carrying everything I owned on my body. I wanted to sleep in my own bed. I wanted to be in Mike’s warm embrace. I wanted to see the kids. I wanted to not worry about money and logistics all the time. I wanted to not feel guilty when speaking my own language. I wanted a cortisone shot so I could sleep through the night. I was ready to leave Santiago, Spain, and Europe. I was done.

				I walked to where I would catch the bus to the Santiago airport, stopping once to pick up a small snack at a bakery. I knew the bus trip was long, but also knew I could eat my fill once I reached the airport’s VIP lounge. After one wrong bus, I was told by a bus driver where to walk for the correct bus. A Spanish woman assured me I was in the right place for the airport bus. It ar-rived and I boarded with a slew of people. There was nowhere to sit on this one hour bumpy ride and my feet were killing me. I was totally physically depleted. Regardless of the fact that so many people were standing, there was a man who was hogging two seats with his luggage. A woman asked if she could sit there and he scowled and didn’t move his stuff. I would have felt com-fortable saying something in the States, but didn’t know how to handle it in Spain. So, I maneuvered myself over to the empty seat and stood between one of his suitcases and a glass wall. I was bouncing around so much and because I was so weak, I was terribly unstable. Being squeezed in that manner helped me stay upright, but also let me lean against his suitcase (I was basical-ly sitting on it). After a final near fall, I picked his backpack up off the seat, handed it to him and said “Put this on your lap” and sat down. That was all there was to it. I felt badly that the original lady didn’t get the seat, but, honestly, I looked liked and definitely felt that I needed to sit. The right thing to have done would have been for this twenty-something guy to give up both of the seats he was occupying and to relinquish them to those who were older. There are jerks in all countries and I was not the only passenger feeling this way about him. After sitting down, I put my backpack on my lap and promptly fell asleep on top of it, not awakening until most passengers had already cleared the aisles at the airport stop.

				My €10 flight ticket had some strange notes about it. One said that I would need to have a printed ticket on paper or I would be changed extra. I had no way to get a printout so went to see an agent before reaching TSA. He told me I was in the right place and had everything I needed. Whew! TSA went well; there was no need to remove my sandals, but all electronics had to be removed from their bags. After screening, I made a beeline to the Priority Lounge. I’d arrived about four hours before my flight and planned to take full advantage of the full amount of time (four hours) the club allows members to visit.

				I did have to make a stop, though. I needed to replace the USB-C cord my trail angel gave me many weeks back. It broke and I really wanted to work on my journal and have iPad access on the plane. I ended up buying the wrong cord, returning it it, and also buying a new lightening cable because that one wasn’t working either. I was pretty sure it was user error, but I’d pen-ny-pinched for five weeks and was determined to buy two cords for the remaining hours of the trip.

			

		

	
		
			
				 • 203 • 

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				The front desk attendant in the VIP lounge told me I could get a COVID test at the Santiago airport and I was ecstatic. This would be one less chore I wouldn’t need to figure out at the last minute in the Paris/Charles de Gaulle Airport (CDG) where I didn’t speak the language. I couldn’t take the test until I would be within a 24-hour window of my flight. When I walked to the testing center, I found they were closed and had been closed since before the time that would have worked for me. Back to the lounge with plenty of healthy and junky treats and lots of alcohol. My plane was delayed by about 45 minutes so I even had an extra hour in the lounge. As soon as the plane was ready, I was ready to leave Spain.

				It was a relief to learn my backpack fit under the seat. Not well, but it fit. As soon as it was shoved into place, I fell asleep in my seat and didn’t awaken until I heard people getting off the plane. That was quick and easy. Paris wouldn’t be so easy because I didn’t speak any French at all despite three years of the lan-guage in high school—at least I had internet service. My first duty was to leave the regional airport so figured out how to buy a bus ticket, found the bus, got on, plugged in all my devices, scrunched the pack under the seat, and promptly fell asleep again. I didn’t awaken until everyone was standing in the aisles and my seat-mate poked me.

				I shuffled out onto the street with no idea how to get from the center of Paris (or wherever the bus had left me) to CDG. Google told me to take a bus even though everyone was heading a different direction. I chose Google since at least we were sharing a language. It brought me to the front of a Hyatt Regency so I took advantage of an English-speaking concierge who told me to take the Metro instead. He was so helpful and kind and sent me away with directions to the metro and a map to show which station changes I would need to take.

				I made it to the metro, but only after following another lost couple who had the brilliant idea to just follow everyone else. Sure enough, had I followed everyone in the first place, I would have ended up there. But, my directions wouldn’t have worked so the concierge was truly a Godsend. I was proud of myself for buying my fourth ticket for the day and was even able to navigate the metro station. I did really well until the point when I made a train change and was the only one on the train. A man came on to inform me the train was done for the night, but he very helpfully directed me to take the train across the tracks one stop and then take the Roissy bus to CDG. I had no idea where I was or what I was doing, but I followed his directions and was so glad when I found the bus. The bus driver accepted my metro ticket as payment. I sat with two other guys and worked on my journal until we reached a terminal and I stepped off to enter CDG. It was like entering Santiago the first time. Well, not exactly, but it was a good omen that home was within reach.

			

		

		
			
				Compatriot who helped me find a place to rest away from the gendarme
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				I wanted to get airside so I could shower and sleep for a few hours in the Yotel (a Priority Club perk), but, alas, it was not to be. The TSA guard told me they were closed with no entry until 5:00 AM. She told me I could sleep anywhere, including on the ground so I found an out-of-the-way section, changed into my night clothes, set up my bedding, popped my blister and rubbed pain lotion on my feet. As soon as I finished typing the last word of the day in the journal, I passed out. It was 1:45 AM and I’d started at 4:45 AM—definitely a very long day.

			

		

		
			
				My feet upon reaching the airport

			

		

		
			
				The sad farewell
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				Travel Day 2 (4/29/22)

				Paris to Las Vegas

				A Very Long 52 Hours

				Around 2:30 AM, a security guard called to me in French. I awoke and looked at him thinking he wanted me to move since I was laying on the floor instead of sitting in a chair like most people sleeping in the airport. I asked him in English and couldn’t under-stand his response. He eventually just waved at me indicating everything was fine. In retrospect I wondered if he was just check-ing to see if I was alive. Six guards had awakened me once before when I was sleeping in my sleeping bag on an airport floor in the States. When I awoke with a start and confusion, they all waved and walked away. Later they explained that they bring all the guards in case there’s a danger or incident when the person awakes. I also learned that they’d found dead people like this in the past. I guessed the airport police in Paris must have witnessed the same. Anyway, I was alive (or so it seemed from my 

				response even though I didn’t feel very alive) so was permitted to return to my slumber. I was grateful because I was sleeping very soundly with swollen and numb feet instead of with foot pain.

				The next time I awoke, it was about 3:30 AM and another passenger was walking by me. He said there was a more comfortable place, a place with a bed, that was nearby. I was hesitant, but went anyway and found a bench seat that was perfect. I thanked the young man for the recommendation and he offered me food. It was very sweet of him, but I needed sleep so took advantage of the bench and was quickly out again… very soundly. At promptly 5:00 AM, a different guard came around and said we needed to get up. I fell asleep by accident as soon as he left and he returned five minutes later to tell me I had to move. I packed and left for the bathroom where I brushed my teeth and learned I had awhile (1:30 hours) before I could take a COVID test at the pharmacy. I wandered during which time a nice Air France agent helped me check-in for my Detroit and Vegas 
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				flights. It was so easy since I didn’t have any luggage. I sat outside the pharmacy on my sit pad (I’d now used it three times and was starting to really like it). 

				The pharmacy opened promptly with a large group of us in a group. I’d been there first, but knew I was in no hurry so let the line-cutters do their thing. We were all moved from the pharmacy to an outside tent for the actual tests. The men who organized the outside COVID station were so professional. They worked quickly and were patient with the obviously anxious passengers. A woman swabbed our noses and sent us (separated from our passports) back to the pharmacy to have the test read and receive a document with the results. I was nega-tive so was finally able to go airside. I was very ready to head home.

				Immigration and TSA were a breeze and I went to the Yotel for a warm, cleansing shower and to hang out with my journal for awhile. I also napped a bit and had some juice, hot chocolate, and coffee. There was a three hour limit; I left in a bit less than that. My plan was to hit the three other Priority Clubs at CDG. I started walking and talked with umpteen employees about how to get where I wanted to go. I’m sure I passed the same areas many times, but I had plenty of time and I figured my body may need the walking so my feet wouldn’t hurt as bad when I tried sleeping at the other clubs. 

				It didn’t work out (except for getting some exercise). Two of the clubs were in Terminal 1. I spent about 45 minutes, including transport on two airport busses, getting to the area that allows you to access Terminal l. When I arrived, I was told I couldn’t go there because the termi-nal was closed. Thinking the clubs might still be open since there was nothing listed about closures on the Priority Club app, I kept moving forward to a different access point for the terminal. I hadn’t quite understood the problem until I learned later that the airport closed the entire terminal when COVID started and hadn’t opened it since. It was just that I could’t access that terminal; it was dark. Understanding, I looked online and there was one small mention on Google that the two clubs were temporarily closed. I was disappointed because one of them, Star Alliance, was said to be pretty awesome. No worries—I still had a fourth club to visit.

				More trams and another bus. By the time I reached the end of 52 hours of traveling from Muxia to home, I rode in five busses, three trams, two subways, three flights, and a car. It was quite a busy less-than-two days. I reached TSA (for my fourth time in two days) and the agents wouldn’t let me through since my ticket was for a different area. I was bummed, but suspected this would happen. C’est la vie. I felt better after having walked awhile. An unfortunate result, however, was that my two-hours-ago clean shirt was now smelly. Guess my hand washing and using public machines at the albergue never really relieved the fabric of its complete smell. I certainly hadn’t been working out as much as it smelled.

				I had the brilliant decision to return to the Yotel and was certain they wouldn’t let me return, but the goal kept me moving. Along the way, I saw the airport chapel. Since I’d not done my daily prayers yet and I was still officially on my pilgrimage, I decided to stop in and pray over 
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				my stones and the Assisi prayer. I was there a long time, quietly, when the female Protestant chaplain came in and talked with me for about twenty minutes. I told her what I’d been doing for the last five weeks and that my faith strengthened for the first four weeks and was destroyed in the last week. She helped me process my feelings and my relationship with God. The bottom line, I discerned (so possibly there was no truth to it) was that I’d done really well on the pilgrimage until I became challenged. Being kind, faithful, and all that other good stuff wasn’t hard when I tried to do it as an excited, healthy person. The last two weeks, though, was mis-erable. I’d been struggling with my faith and positivity ever since the physical exhaustion, social and mental strain, and pain started seriously effecting me. It made sense that I could act the way I wanted when I was well and I that my ability to maintain that positivi-ty faltered and was limited in I wasn’t healthy in all those other areas. I began thinking about this time as God’s final exam for me. I’d done okay in practice sessions, but true tests of faith occur when things don’t go well. It was time for me to buck up—smile more and be kinder despite what my mind and body were wanting to do. I left the chapel with lots on my mind.

				The Yotel lady let me return. I drank more coffee and ate some sweet snacks I’d stolen from Santiago Priority Club. I was really wanting fresh food, but was too cheap to actually buy anything. I’d be getting plenty to eat on the plane in a few hours and I could pick up a little something on the final way to my gate. I had all of 3.91 euros remaining in my fanny pack. And, of course, the $400 I brought that I couldn’t exchange along the Camino. The 3.91 was pretty impressive since I’d been frugal and taken out 170 euros. I’d used all 570 cash euros and 1,145 euros for a grand total of 1,715 euros ($1,806) with little waste. My goal was to spend under $50 per day and under $2,000 not counting travel expenses. My daily average was $45. Many of the expenditures, however, were large or unexpected (i.e., trekking poles, foot care, NASA pants, and electronic cord replacements accounting for 189 euros or $199). Remov-ing those expenses, my daily expenditures averaged to $40 per day. This included all room, board (with accidents when I didn’t ask prices first or have time to find more reasonably priced meals), necessities like replacement toothpaste, and dona-tions. I was pretty proud of my success as living poor. It’s likely I would have spent nearly that much had I been at home on just food and random entertainment and Amazon expenditures, not to mention gas for at least two weekend trips I would have taken to replace this trip. Travel expenses officially came to US$1,750 includ-ing buses, metros, planes, and cabs.

				It was time… I threw away my stinky t-shirts, put on my sleeping shirt (in which I’d sweated less), and walked to TSA for the fourth time in 16 hours. I figured I’d stop for a treat on the way to the gate to use my remaining 3.91 euros, but there 
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				wasn’t time. When I reached the TSA line that had taken no more than ten minutes the previous three times, the line was extraordinarily long. I had an hour to get through the line and reach my flight. It was very stress-inducing, but I learned that everyone else was in the same situation. It wasn’t until I was about 15 minutes from take-off when one of the TSA officials said in French to some (thankfully) bilingual people that they were holding the planes. This still was not encouraging. I was in the line for 51 minutes and finished through the line with 6 minutes before take-off. Thanks to a cup of coffee and adrenaline, I was able to move quickly without too much pain. I wasn’t sure if I would be the last person for whom they were waiting. Because I hadn’t checked luggage, there would be no leeway because they’d need to remove my luggage if I didn’t arrive. I was a shaky mess.

				Eventually, I noticed a couple running ahead of me and thought that surely they’d be holding the plane longer if there were several of us. They were. They helped try to calm all of us and, in relaxed tones and actions, checked our COVID test results, vaccination records, and tickets. I also had to fill out a paper form saying that I didn’t have COVID. Why, you may ask? I’m not sure since I’d just handed them proof of my negative test taken within 24 hours of flight. Truthfully, I was just so grateful I had all the paperwork I needed (except the pa-per form that required little more than one “X” and a signature). Why, you also ask, didn’t they check this when procuring my ticket, going through passport control, or before getting in the TSA line? Who knows. But, I had everything I needed and was admitted to the plan.

				To help calm the nerves of those of us arriving so frantically and give us time to return our heart rates to normal, they told us they were still waiting on 40 more passengers! I was so glad to not only not be the last, but to not even be near the end of the line. Honestly, I could have been at the gate four hours before the flight and not been contributing to the mass of people in line just before take-off. I just had no inkling that it was going to be so bad. A couple in front of me in the TSA line said they’d arrived three hours before their flight and it took a full two hours to check-in and drop-off their bags. I desperately hoped they’d made their flight. It left 15 minutes before mine.

				I wasn’t sure how late the plane actually departed, but the pilot told us there would be an additional delay to remove luggage from four pas-sengers who had not made it. I felt so badly for them and hoped they could get re-routed and on another flight within a few hours. It was a disaster for a lot of people. I also worried about how this would affect international airports when all the planes from Paris arrived 30 to 60 minutes late. Perhaps France was having the same problems the US was experiencing—people just weren’t returning to work after COVID. 

				I took out all my essentials (i.e., chapstick, sleeping bag, extra socks, …) and the flight attendant helped me stowed my backpack in the overhead compartment. I’d selected a window seat in a row that only had a passenger in the aisle seat and was fortunate that no one was placed in the seat between us. Or, perhaps, that was one of the sad four people.

				I wrote in my journal and went through a mind meditation audio called “Fully Relaxed” and ate a pasta dinner. I was so hungry since I’d not been able to go to any of the Priority Clubs that had food and hadn’t been able to spend my 3.91 euros on a treat (or at least baguette). 
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				I was finally settling in for my ten hours of flying. I slept a lot, ate whatever they brought me and watched a movie, “Wander,” and a documentary about female surfers, “Daugh-ters of the Waves.”

				The Paris to Vegas leg of my trip arrived in Detroit on time despite the delayed depar-ture. I arrived in Detroit without incident and since I was pre-approved for Global Entry, I walked (literally) right through customs. Unfortunately, there was no one to actually process my Global Entry application so I left still “pre-approved” rather than “ap-proved.” Without luggage, I walked straight to TSA and went through the Clear section, getting through TSA quickly, too. I was ready to reach my gate within 15 minutes of getting of my Paris flight. Wonderfully unbelievable! I called Mike, Ryan, and Winter between flights and picked up a burrito at Qdoba, happy to have Mexican food again. My big toe on my right foot was hurting (I hoped I wasn’t getting an infection at the location of my final blister) so I limped to the gate, entered the plane, found my seat, and tried to sleep. My right heel started having shooting pains again though not as bad as they’d been when I’d been sleeping with my feet raised. I took a Celebrex capsule and eventually fell asleep, not awakening until the plane was ready to land. I texted my support crew: “It is finished! ( Tee-hee).”

				I switched into Shawna’s little sundress and met Mike at passenger pick-up. He’d brought the dogs which was wonderful! I was so happy to see all three of them! At home, I completed the fastest unpacking job I’d ever done (there just wasn’t much to unpack) and took a shower. My feet, still numb except for that pins-and-needles feeling, were HUGE! I hoped it was just because of the flight and that there was no connection between “fankles” (Rosanne’s name for cankles that cover your entire feet) and blood clots. 

				Mike, the dogs, and I made it to bed at 12:30 AM. It was a long two days. Hopefully, I would sleep through the night after taking 600 mg of Advil. Sweet dreams, USA!
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				Appendix 1: Book Reviews from the Trail

				Where the Deer and the Antelope Play: The Pastoral Observations of One Ignorant American Who Loves to Walk Outside

				by Nick Offerman

				This is not a book about experiencing nature; it’s a book about Offerman’s personal opinions. He is extremely liberal and I agreed with nearly everything that he said, but I did not like the way he said it. He criticizes Republicans for being single-minded and says they are unwilling to consider other opinions. The way he states his opinions does exactly what he criticizes his opposing party for doing. My biggest criticism is the he doesn’t seem to appreciate the complexity of the issues he presents. How do you operationalize choices to engage in reparations? How can a country be economically responsible while paying for certain social problems? Political decisions rarely involve either/or decisions. 

				I wanted a book about nature and humor. Had I wanted someone’s personal opinions, I could’ve been sitting with friends talking around an environmentally-responsible campfire.

				Wish You Were Here

				by Jodi Picoult

				As always, Picoult wrote a fantastic story that was very timely. She teaches about the Galapagos and about Covid and about relationships while writing a story that leaves you surprised, saddened, and then hopeful. I loved the characters and the way she addressed Covid and can’t wait for the movie.
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				A Psalm for the Wild-Built

				by Becky Chambers

				An interesting little parable.

				You’ll Never Believe What Happened to Lacey: Crazy Stories about Racism

				by Amber Ruffin

				This book is equal parts hilarious and saddening. As a white person, it really brought to my attention many of the things that I do that are offensive that I did not know were offensive. I’m grateful this book brought those things to my atten-tion.

				There were some things, however, that I really didn’t understand. Why can a black girl dress as Cinderella but a white girl not dress is Pocahontas? Why is it bad for me to tell a black woman that she has beautiful skin? If I do this for people of other races (including those who are white), why can’t I do it for black women? 

				How to Avoid a Climate Disaster

				by Bill Gates

				What a great overview of the complexities of climate change in the world. Gates explains so clearly the economic, tech-nology, social, financial, health, and government aspects of oncoming catastrophe and offers valuable solutions for all, especially policymakers, to consider. He states the difficulty of getting systemic support for the idea; it’s hard to get people to work together. And, he notes how frustrating it is to be polarized on an issue that affects so many people and so many different ways.

				I wish everyone would read this book. Too often, we hear people say”Just do this” or “Just do that.” Gates clearly outlines why simple solu-tions are not possible. It’s all related to a complex world context. 
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				Hola Papi: How to Come Out in a Walmart and Other Life Lessons

				by John Paul Brammer

				This is a fun book, but more sexual explicit than I prefer. It’s an important book for the LGBT+ community. Papi shares that difficulties are common in the population; those who struggle are not alone and there support is available. It’s okay to be who you are. 

				Walk in My Combat Boots: True Stories from America’s Bravest Warriors

				by James Patterson

				This book is an important addition to American literature. Americans often see contemporary wars abroad as something intangible without understanding the results of the war on our soldiers. “Walk in My Combat Boots” brings reader up-close-and-personal with soldiers as they tell their own stories from their own perspectives. Reasons for PTSD and suicides upon return from war zones become more clear. 

				One unexpected section of the text focused on soldiers serving only in humanitarian areas on tours like post-hurricane support. Hearing of the way a group of American soldiers stopped on the side of the road to clean a man’s farm after its devastation was heartwarming. American dollars paid for those servicemen and women to show what patriotism can bring. 

				Too often, soldiers are seen as fighting machines. “Walk in My Combat Boots” shows that very few military personal are interested in fighting; they are doing their duties to protect personal rights and freedom at home and abroad. They do what they do because they can see from the front lines where abuses and tragedies exist and they are there to help when they are needed most. 

				Camino de Santiago, Camino Frances: St Jean - Santiago - Finisterre (Village to Village Guide)

				by Anna Dintaman and David Landis

				I enjoyed reading this book on my iPad each night before and after each stage of my Camino journey. It would tell me what I should look forward to the next day, and then help me process what I'd seen when I re-read it later in the day.
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				Vanderbilt: The Rise and Fall of an American Dynasty

				by Anderson Cooper

				What a beautiful way to honor a mother... writing her biography... while sharing an important piece of American history. 

				Much like Walter Isaacson's works, I found the book to be a bit much in terms of details and the tangents they required so struggled to complete it. Nonetheless, it does fill an important hole in our knowledge American history. In addition to general benefits of learning about an important family in American history, the book provides a glimpse into a cultural history that is often ignored. What types of parties did the rich and famous have and attend? Where did they go on vaca-tion? How did they raise their children? Is the "Great Gatsby" accurate? Was Truman Capote really like he's portrayed in the movies? What happened to the Vanderbilt fortune?

				Klara and the Sun

				by Kazuo Ishiguro

				I read this book while walking el Camino de Santiago. It was quite engaging, albeit predictable in many of ways. The plot, while inventive With issues of environmentalism, left a lot of holes in terms of what motivated Klara to destroy the ma-chine. As long as the book was, there were many characters whose relationships with Klara could have been much better developed.

				Zero Fail: The Rise and Fall of the Secret Service

				by Carol Leaning

				Leonnig presents a remarkably thorough historical account of the US Secret Service including its triumphs and challeng-es. Based on meticulous research including interviews with agents throughout the service history, she is able to identify some of the main problems plaguing the organization.
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				Of those problems she does not explicit blame in her final analysis is the role of the real boss—the US President. She seemingly accurately places blame for failures in poor management from the highest echelons, but never truly implicates US Presidents for their unnecessary and dangerous involvement in their own safety. Furthermore, I was constantly questioning the problems relating to drinking and trysts. Yes, what the servicemen and women are doing is wrong, but they are almost exclusively doing it on their own time and seldom at the cost of the taxpayers. Yes, taxpayers pay for the rooms of secret service detail when called abroad, but does this mean service personnel are held accountable to the US citizenry for things that happen in the privacy of those rooms during their off-hours. No, I don't condone what was done on moralistic charges in Cartagena, but I fail to understand how what occurred in private rooms during non-work hours is any of my business as a US citizen. 

				This is particularly true when considering the lengths the Secret Service stretches to hide these same trysts by those in charge of the na-tion, the Presidents. How is it okay for Kennedy and Clinton to meet clandestinely with women who are not security checked when they maintain the knowledge they do compared to when Secret Service personnel cannot engage in similar activities when the knowledge they contain is so much less? 

				A Carnival of Snackery

				by David Sedaris

				I often caught myself laughing aloud as I walked and listened to Sedaris’ random daily thoughts. He seems to find him-self in the most unbelievable conversations and shares them with his readers in this literal personal journal. Because it’s a personal journal, Sedaris never censors himself to create a sense of political correctness (not that this is one of his strong suits as an author) and the book is sure to offend many, but it is personal. Readers can feel they know David, a loving, thoughtful, caring man. 

				Come As You Are

				by Emily Nagoski

				Nagoshi's book is so insightful. She uses science to debunk myths about women's sexuality beginning with biology and then defining normal. Her constant reminder is that unless a woman is experiencing pain or is engaged sexually in a man-ner in which she does not submit, she is normal and okay. Her discussions on arousal non-concordance, spontaneous vs. responsive approaches, and likes/wants/needs are helpful to understand.
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				Appendix 2: Stage Maps
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				Appendix 3: Aubergues
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				Appendix 4: Elevation Charts
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					5	Lunch

					11	Albergue

					9	Dinner

				28-Mar	2	Breakfast

					11	Albergue

					7	Laundry

					5	Snacks

					11	Dinner

					1	Drink

				27-Mar	2	Apples

					10	Albergue

					40	Sweatpants

					2.5	Gelato

					2.5	Bread and cookie

					13	Dinner

				28-Mar	1	Cocoa

					2	Cocoa

					1	Church donation*

					5	Lunch/coffee, baguette, +

					2	Pastries

					18.5	Dinner, drink, breakfast 

				31-Mar	40	Albergue, dinner, breakfast (donate)

					3	Cocoa 

				1-Apr	1	Toilet (donate)*

					30	Albergue/dinner

					10	Bread and tip

			

		

		
			
				TOTAL EXPENDITURES: €1750

				Date	Cost in €	Item

				22-Mar	15	USB Wall-plug 

					40	Aubergue +.5 board

					40	Trekking poles

					1	Scallop shell @ Pilgrim Office

				23-Mar	24	Hospitalario + Dinner

				24-Mar	2	Bread

					1	Apple

					8.5	Lunch

					14	Aubergue St Nicolas

					1	Donation to Abbey (not open)*

				25-Mar	1.9	Apple and baguette 

					5	Lunch

					3	Cathedral Tour

					1	Church Donation*

					11	Aubergue 

					3.5	Hot chocolate 

					8.5	Dinner

					3.6	Gelato

				26-Mar	2	Latte

					3.8	Orange juice/sandwich 

					7	Albergue

					15	Pilgrim Dinner at Bar

					1.5	Hot chocolate 

				27-Mar	1.5	Breakfast

			

		

		
			
				2-Apr	7	Coffee/snacks

					2	Hot chocolate 

				3-Apr	3	Pastry and cocoa

					10	Albergue 

					4	Lightning cable

					8	Pastries

					17	Dinner

					5	Cathedral entry

				4-Apr	10.5	Coffee/pastry

					3	Coffee/juice

					13	Albergue, drink

					15	Dinner and tip

				5-Apr	3	Baguette/pastry

					3	Fresh OJ

					1.5	Coffee

					10	Albergue

				6-Apr	23.5	Breakfast +tip 20€

					1	Fruit

					3	COVID Test

					10	Taxi to/from phar-macy 

					7.8	Pharmacy 

				7-Apr	5.5	Mushrooms/colacoa

					7	Albergue 

					6.25	Fruit/veggies

					3	Church tour
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					18	Dinner/sangria x 2/Breakfast 

				8-Apr	1	Baguette 

					8	Coffee/cocoa/Tortilla

					5	Chocolate, ice cream 

					11	Albergue 

					12	Dinner 

				9-Apr	4.8	Tampons

					11.7	Lunch 

					2.6	Sangria 

					40	Albergue/dinner/lunch/laundry (donati-vo)

				10-Apr	4.5	Colacoa/pastry

					10	Albergue 

					13	Dinner

					2	Fruit

				11-Apr	3	Breakfast 

					2.1	Baguette, cookies (WC X2)

					1	Oranges

					2.3	Potato chips 

					4.4	Coffee/cocoa

					8	Cathedral entrance 

					9	Bocadillo

					8	Albergue 

				12-Apr	3.2	Bread/pastry 

					18.2	Pilgrim Dinner (Lunch)

					5	Albergue

					13	Pilgrim Dinner (Dinner)

				13-Apr	3.7	OJ/Cocoa 

					1	Coffee (donate)

					0.8	Pastry

					2	Pineapple juice 

					3	Ranciones 

					4.5	Cathedral entrance 

					6.7	Drink/Astorga chocolate 

					38	Albergue, dinner, laundry 

				14-Apr	4	OJ/Tapas

					2.7	Tomato/drink

					13.5	Pilgrim lunch 

			

		

		
			
					20	Dinner/albergue 

				15-Apr	5	OJ/Pastry

					2.5	Coffee/bread

					20.8	Desperate dinner

					12	Albergue (donate)

					3.5	Gelato 

					20.8	Dinner

				16-Apr	3.5	Coffee and pastry

					4	Knights Templar Castle Entry 

					4	Lunch

					2.5	Baguette, drink

					10	Albergue 

				17-Apr	1.6	Pastry 

					3	OJ/Pear

					2.5	Pastry

					27.2	Lunch

					6	Drink, ice cream, cake

					8	Albergue 

					1	Church donation 

				18-Apr	3.3	Colacoa, pastry

					5	OJ/meat pastry

					1.7	Drink

					11	Lunch 

					19.4	Soap, sunscreen, advil

					15	Dinner

					12	Albergue 

					7	Bought euros 

				19-Apr	1.5	Coffee/cookie 

					2	OJ/bread with cheese

					1.2	Pastry

					1.9	Toothpaste 

					27	Alburgue/Dinner

				20-Apr	1	Deaf/Dumb Organization (

				donate)

					1.8	Colacoa

					2.4	Snacks (donate)

					2	Peter the Ukrainian (donate)

					12	Lunch/coffee

			

		

		
			
					12	Dinner

					8	Albergue 

				21-Apr	4	OJ/pastry 

					15.2	Lunch

					2	Tip

					1.5	Ice cream 

					3.8	Soda/chocolate 

				22-Apr	2	Pear/pastry

					5	Bocadillo, coffee

					1	Baguette 

					2.8	Ice cream 

					1.8	Soda

					12	Dinner

					12	Albergue 

				23-Apr	1.8	Coffee

					2	Backpack storage

					1	Bathroom 

					11	Lunch

					15	Albergue 

					7	Laundry 

					1	Donation 

					15.7	Dinner

				24-Apr	6.6	Tortilla, 2x coffee

					4.4	Soda, ice cream 

					15	Dinner plus tip

				25-Apr	12	Lunch and tip

					6.5	Chocolate, soda, pastry 

					13	Flight:Santiago to Paris 

					33.5	Albergue, dinner, tip

				26-Apr	2	Colacoa

					13	Lunch/tip

					1.5	Pastry 

					13	Albergue 

					2	Cab fare assistance 

				27-Apr	0.5	Little baguette 

					24	Lunch

				28-Apr	3.2	Bread, pastry

					5	Rosary
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					3.3	Patch

					4	Cathedral Museum Entry

					3	Backpack impound 

					30.55	USB-C and lightening cables

				Travel	

					10.25	RyanAir (Santiago-Paris)

					Train: Paris-SJPP

					LAS-Paris-LAS Flight

					6.55	Bus: Muxia-Santiago

					1	Bus: Santiago to Airport

					17	Bus: Beauvais-Porte Maillot

					10.3	Metro: Porte Maillot-CDG

					35	COVID Test

					35.07	EasyJet (cancelled)

					1.9	Metro: Paris to Bus
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