



[image: image]









What people are saying about


Mature Flâneur


From a Medieval village in suburban Paris to a summertime-only ski slope along the Highway to Hjelle — and multiple remarkable points beyond and between — Mature Flâneur is a slow-traveler’s excursion through landscape, time, and the quintessentially human. Whimsical, unexpected, frequently revelatory, exquisitely observed (and written), this is vintage Tim Ward — I loved it.


Ian Weir, author of The Death and Life of Strother Purcell


In this wonderful book, Tim Ward invites us to slow down our lives enough to find the hidden gems right in our midst. Through his vivid accounts of his travels through Europe during his “senior gap year” with his wife, I could imagine meandering through the small lanes he discovered in Paris, felt my heart racing as he negotiated the vertiginous Dolomite hiking trails, and burst out laughing during his near-accident motorboating in the Arctic Circle. Tim Ward is a brilliant storyteller and we benefit from his indefatigable curiosity. Whether you decide to follow in his flâneuring footsteps or not, after reading this book you will see the world around you with different eyes.


Stephanie J. Miller, author of Zero Waste Living, the 80/20 Way


Tim Ward, a.k.a. the Mature Flâneur, has a special talent for noticing the little details of geography, architecture, food, history, wildlife, and culture. His vivid descriptions transported me to his side. From bustling cities filled with history to striking natural landscapes, this book offers a captivating journey through some gorgeous parts of northern and southern Europe. For adventure, discovery and enlightenment, it’s a true gem, not to be missed.


Bart W. Édes, author of Learning from Tomorrow


With rising awareness of the severe climate impacts of jet travel, perhaps you are thinking about flying less—or not at all. Mature Flâneur is the perfect solution: armchair travel at its best. But be careful, reading it may arouse your wanderlust!


Lawrence MacDonald, author of Am I Too Old to Save the Planet? A Boomer’s Guide to Climate Action


If you have ever dreamed about strolling through the gardens of Paris, marveling at the glaciers of Norway, or exploring the back alleys of Lisbon, buy this fabulous book! Tim has an eye for detail and an adventurous spirit that brings every nook and cranny of Europe to life. Escape where you are through these charming pages and who knows, you may be inspired to book a European ramble for yourself.


Lisa Foster, author of Bag Lady: How I Started a Business for a Greener World and Changed the Way America Shops


With a keen eye for the telling detail, a sense of the absurd, and an underlying philosophy of life and traveling through it, Tim enthrals as he entertains. But a warning: reading him will make you long to flâneur too, as I was forced to do!


C.C. Humphreys, novelist and director of the rock-opera version of Tim’s first book, What the Buddha Never Taught


I have been a Tim Ward fan since What the Buddha Never Taught. Whether he is exploring Buddhist temples in India, or discovering the surprising pleasure of grilled sardines in Portugal, Tim is alive and alert to every thought and sensation sparked by his travels. In Mature Flâneur he shows that it’s possible to find a life partner of matching and opposing sensibilities, adding depth and spice to the journey.


Melanie Choukas-Bradley, author of Finding Solace at Theodore Roosevelt Island


Would you like to quit your job and travel the world with no itinerary, no destination, and a beautiful companion? Tim Ward did just that, and then wrote a book about it. Dive into these pages and share the meditative wanderings, humorous encounters, and high adventures as he strolls, explores, climbs, hikes and navigates his way across some of the most beautiful places in Europe. Each chapter offers a tantalizing vicarious journey.


Marsha Scarbrough, author of Honey in the River


Tim Ward’s descriptive prose creates mental snapshots in my mind of distant places while also seeding myriad thoughts in reaction to his musings that seep into philosophy, art, the sacred… and best of all the mysterious. This book is an adventure into the unforeseen world that reminds us that there is still much unique about our species and that one cannot plan for the unexpected.


Neil Richardson, author of Preparing for a World That Doesn’t Exist—Yet


Not only does Ward Tim have the ability to transport his readers to wherever he happens to be in each moment, his grasp of science, geology and history truly educates us. I always come away from his writing feeling like I have unlocked some wisdom.


Jillian Amatt, editor, Globetrotters


I loved Tim’s Mature Flâneur stories. He takes us to places that we’d never heard of, describing not only the architecture, geography and wildlife, but also the history.


Adrienne Beaumont, editor, Globetrotters


It is always a joy to dive into Tim Ward’s stories and escape the world for a moment. Tim always brings something unforeseen to his narratives; his adventures are as authentic as it gets.


Anne Bonfert, editor, Globetrotters, and author of Mein Traum von Afrika beginnt in Ghana
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Preface


The French term flâneur was coined in the nineteenth century by poet Charles Baudelaire to describe a sort of gentleman who ambled the streets of Paris in order to fully immerse himself in the city, to appreciate the whole city as a work of art. In our time, the word has been revived to describe a new and distinct way of traveling, far beyond the city gates of Paris (and applies irrespective of gender or social status). Just as the slow food movement celebrates the opposite of fast food—preparing a meal in an unhurried way and then fully enjoying each bite and sip—so a flâneur celebrates slow travel, relishing each moment, without rushing from place to place like a tourist on a schedule.


My wife Teresa and I, both in our early sixties, came across the concept of a flâneur as we were preparing to uproot our post-Covid lives to live and travel for a year in Europe as “digital nomads.” But the real purpose was to create some space for discovering who we might become in our retirement years. Neither of us wanted to just molder in place. But we had no road map for how to do what we wanted. Because flâneurs are affected, and ultimately transformed, by their encounters with the places where they wander, mature flâneur seemed a most apt description of our new identity.


One challenge was how to stay connected to our friends and family back home. As a young man in the 1980s, I had hitchhiked through Europe and wandered through Asia for extensive periods of time. I wrote long letters home to my parents, siblings and friends. This gave me the important sense of communication I needed to stave off loneliness. By putting my most vivid experiences into words, I believed I could share the journey and my own transformation with the people I loved. Indeed, those letters home became the basis for my three first literary travel books, and set me on a life-long career as an author. So, when Teresa and I departed for Europe to begin our flâneuring life, I knew I needed something similar. I already had a blog on Medium.com, and simply repurposed it under the name Mature Flâneur.


Fortunately, the impulse to stay connected was so strong that it felt effortless to post once or twice a week. My mailing list grew, and so did the blog’s popularity. Several months in, many of my friends who had been following our adventures started asking, “When are you going to write a book about your flâneuring?”


The book in your hands is the answer to that question. Its chapters are adapted from the blogs, and they keep the letter-like format of the original posts in order to give readers the in-the-moment perspective with which they were written. The narrative is meant to be a journey that you can join us on—a journey in which none of us can see what’s coming around the next corner.


Through these chapters, every now and then I hit upon a “flânuer lesson”—an insight about how to travel like a modern-day flâneur. These lessons are compiled in an appendix, specifically for readers who might want to do more than vicariously experience the journey. I hope this book inspires some of you, whatever your age, to pack your bags, hit the road, and discover who you might become if you follow the way of the flâneur.
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Chapter 1


Why Flâneur?


Flâneur is one of those lovely, elusive French words that has no real equivalent in English. “To wander without purpose, observing society” captures only what it looks like on the surface. Comparisons with words such as saunter, amble, loaf, or idle, make the concept seem indulgent. As the French literary critic Sainte-Beuve explained it, to flâne “is the very opposite of doing nothing.” Indeed, it is to give yourself the gift of time: permission to live an unstructured life, and by so doing, discover something about the world, and about yourself.


In our case, my wife Teresa and I feel compelled to discover something crucial about ourselves now that we are in our early sixties: Who are we becoming at this transitional stage in our lives? After 25 years together, we could keep working a few more years, then gradually slide into retirement in our own community, surrounded by our dear friends and family. But is there more? Is there someone else we could be if were we not so busy being who we are? We knew we needed to create some empty space if we wanted to find satisfying answers to these questions.


Fortunately, we both love to travel. We fell in love while wandering the streets of New Orleans together. Later we developed a communications training business that involved a lot of international travel, and we found ourselves strolling through cities in over fifty countries through our long, joint career.


When the pandemic hit, our business collapsed. Our lives, like everyone else’s, became confined to smaller spaces. Eventually we turned our workshops into webinars, and our training business recovered somewhat. Still, demand for our services shrank, and by spring of 2021 we knew we needed to reassess our future. Could we survive if we stopped work altogether? Our financial planner ran several thousand “Monte Carlo” simulations, and declared we were 99% likely to have enough to win—defined as dying before the money runs out.


As soon as vaccinations made travel possible again, we made the decision to pack up and leave the US for a year, inspired in part by our friend Stephanie, who departed her high-powered job at the World Bank to take a “gap year” which eventually led to her radically reinventing herself as a champion of the Zero Waste Movement, writing a book and founding her own business, Zero Waste in D.C. She never looked back. Could we do something similar? Take a “senior gap year” to flâneur around Europe and perhaps discover something new about ourselves?


We gave ourselves six months to pack up, terminate our lease in our suburban condo, and say our goodbyes. We sloughed off a lot of stuff, gave away furniture and boxes of dishes, lamps, artwork and books to family, friends and the local charity shop. Then, unburdened, we headed for Portugal—still mild and sunny in mid October. It was important not to plan this like a vacation. We booked a hotel for a week in Lisbon, but beyond that, we were determined to be spontaneous, and figure it out one stop at a time.


October 19, 2021, early in the morning, we arrived at the 400-year-old Hotel Janelas Verdes—meaning “Green Windows.” They have a lovely breakfast courtyard where the entire walls are green, covered floor to roof with massive creeping fig vines, thick as my arm, and dotted with hundreds of unripened figs (sadly inedible) the size of lemons. We ate breakfast, went to bed, and slept through the day until dinner. Plenty of time, tomorrow, to begin our new careers as flâneurs.
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Teresa and Tim newly arrived in Lisbon: ready for some empty space.









Chapter 2


Bedazzled by Azulejos


I’m knocked out by Lisbon. More than anything else, I’m stunned by the innumeral polished-tile buildings. These azulejos are everywhere. Even in some rather shabby backstreets in the Alfama—the heart of the old city—you see walls bursting with blue and white patterns, floor to rooftop. More rarely, dark cherry reds, muted orange-and-black, emerald greens, a vibrant turqoise, stark black-and-whites. They cover the fronts of ordinary houses, palaces, churches, subway stations, staircase walls, and yes, even bathrooms (the only place one is likely to find a tiled wall in the US).


This art form was brought to Europe by the Moors, who occupied Portugal and much of Spain through the Middle Ages. The name comes from Arabic, al zuaycha, which means “polished stone.” That’s why they origainlly featured geometric or floral patterns, not images of people and animals, long banned in Islamic art. Arab architects used polished tiles for design and practicality, as they reflect sunlight, and keep buildings cool under the hot sun.


In Portugal, azulejos did not become a public art form until King Manuel I visited Seville in 1503 and started to import the tiles home to decorate palaces and churches. They caught on like crazy in Lisbon. No whimsical passing fad, the passion for azulejos has persisted for more than 500 years. Decorating with azulejos became more popular in Portugal than anywhere else in Europe.


By the seventeenth century, religious panels depicted Jesus and the saints, and panoramas from the Bible filled the churches. Meanwhile, royals and nobles found new themes of their own. Palace walls were decorated with vivid scenes of frolicking wildlife, hunting and seafaring. In one magnificent instance in the king’s palace, the entire coastline of Lisbon was recreated in azulejos, a panorama that stretches over seventy feet (below):
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A flâneur walks past one of Lisbon’s many azulejos-covered buildings.


Measuring nearly 23 meters in length, the Grand Panorama of Lisbon depicts 14 kilometers of the city, including palaces, churches, convents and ordinary homes just before the 1755 earthquake.


The eighteenth century industrialised the azulejos industry, and in the wake of the calamitous Lisbon earthquake of 1755, people rebuilt the city with tiles. Why? Because they had become a cheap and plentiful form of decoration. No way the citizens of Lisbon were going to just rebuild their homes and public spaces without beautifying them at the same time!
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Lisbon Panorama


That obsession continues to this day: in subway stations, art galleries, the façades of modern office buildings, not to mention all the private interior spaces, including the courtyard of our hotel where an azulejos-backed fountain reveals a dozen playful monkeys.


Teresa tells me her parents, who lived in Lisbon when she was a child, used to carry boxes of azulejos back to the US every time they visited the old country. Her father tiled their walls, tables, contertops, backsplashes, even their porch. As Teresa so aptly told me, azulejos are “an unmistakeable expression of the Portuguese soul, a love of art that reaches into our hearts.”


Though azulejos are everywhere, what seems most weird to me is that I have absolutely no memory of them from my previous visit to Lisbon 18 years ago when Teresa and I were there for a week. I can’t explain it. This week the azulejos are jumping off the walls at me. Perhaps this is because my adult son Josh and I have been playing the board game Azul when I visit him in Philly. It’s a pattern-making game based on, duh, azulejos.
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Monkeys cavort in the garden of Hotel Janelas Verde.


This lack of memory is jarring, and makes me take stock of my general lack of awareness of my surroundings. Teresa will certainly tell you I’m a hunter more than a gatherer. If I am searching for something, I will usually find it. But if it’s not on my map, I might not see it at all. It’s not that I’m oblivious (I tell myself), just too focused to notice anything I’m not already looking for.


Flâneurs, however, “not only observe the details of city life as they saunter the streets. They are also”—so Wikipedia asserts—“affected by the architecture, indirectly and (usually) unintentionally affected by a particular design they experience only in passing.” Walter Benjamin’s book The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire devotes one of three sections to the flâneur, “looking at the ways in which the architectural changes and shifts in urban planning in Paris during the 19th century interact with and reflect the evolution of modernist perceptions.”


So, what does that mean for me, as I wander Lisbon, bedazzled by azulejos? One thing is for sure, they are opening my eyes to the beauty that surrounds me. Maybe something about the soul of this city is slowly starting to sink in.









Chapter 3


Suddenly I Like Sardines


Flâneur Lesson #1: Surprise yourself


I never really liked sardines, a Portuguese favorite. Fishy, oily, smelly, packed in a tin can for lord knows how long. Ugh. Teresa, however, always had a fondness for them. Not only is she Portuguese, her birthday falls on the national holiday of St. Antonio (June 13). It’s celebrated in her hometown of Lisbon by people lighting bonfires in the streets and grilling—you guessed it—sardines. In fact, Teresa’s mother says she went into labor after jumping over one of these bonfires. It was an age old custom for good luck. People actually call the holiday the The Festival of Sardines. Revellers stay up all night, drinking, dancing, leaping over the bonfires, and feasting on sardines—feasting! The blog BePortugal.com authoratively opines that “the Portuguese consume about 13 sardines per second during the St. Anthony celebrations.”


How did the tiny fish become associated with the patron saint of Lisbon (who was born and raised in the city before moving to Italy)? One of Saint Antonio’s miracles is called “The Sermon to the Fishes.” According to the saint’s hagiography, he was trying to deliver a sermon to a bunch of Italian heretics in the coastal town of Rimini, but they were not paying attention. In a fury, Saint Antonio declared he would be better off preaching to the fishes. At that moment, thousands of fishes—many of them sardines—rose to the surface, their heads up out of the water bobbing and looking at him attentively. The saint began to preach to his new audience, much to the amazement of the local townspeople, who shared the story of this miracle. Seven centuries later, the Sermon to the Fishes is commemorated in the streets of Lisbon with the Festival of Sardines.


Despite the miracle, the festival hoopola, and Teresa’s personal devotion, I remained a sardine skeptic. Then, our very first day in Lisbon, what did Teresa do? She dragged me to a sardine store called Miss Can. Yes, there are stores in Portugal that only sell canned sardines.


We took our seats at one of their three tiny tables, and together with our tins of sardines also ordered a side salad and glasses of wine. The waiter was also the proprietor of Miss Can, as well as the son of the founder. An innovator of different ways to flavour sardines, he waxed eloquent about the family business. Truly, his was a life-long passion, maybe even an obsession.


Reluctantly, a bite of the tinned fish. It tasted… not bad. Piquante, with olive oil and cayenne. Before we exited, we bought some extra tins for the road. Okay, I rationalized. Someone has figured out how to disguise the disgusting taste of sardines enough that they are edible.


Then, the very next day at a restaurant I saw grilled sardines on the menu. Much to Teresa’s—and my—surprise. I ordered them. Grilled. No sauce to disguise them. Just the way Lisbonites eat them at the festival, with a drizzle of lemon juice. I nibbled. Light, yet firm. Not fishy, not oily, just tangy. The charcoal grilling seemed to have worked some alchemical magic in my mouth. Damn it, these are delectable! I thought. I finished the whole plate. Next thing you know, I was literally ordering grilled sardines every time we went out for dinner. If I smelled them cooking in the street, I got hungry for sardines.


I did a little online research. It turns out, sardines are good for you. They are loaded with antioxidants and essential minerals like copper. They prevent heart disease, macular degeneration, help fight cancer, improve brain function and bone health, combat anxiety and depression. Sardines have a low ecological footprint because they are low on the food chain; they eat plankton. Because of this, they are also less contaminated with mercury than fish higher up the food chain, like tuna.


I felt like one of St. Antony’s heretics. Chastised and humbled, I now believe. Bring on the tasty little fishes!


Teresa was mightily bemused by my full-throttle conversion. She told me, “I’d like to think that in my lifetime I was able to accomplish a successful religious conversion, even if it’s to the cult of sardines.”


Of course, this little epistle is not only about sardines. It’s about becoming open to things you always thought you didn’t like. You might surprise yourself. And so I leave you with this question, dear brothers and sisters: “Do you like sardines—today?”









Chapter 4


The Flâneur Defeats the Digital Nomad


Flâneur lesson #2: Let go of work


Less than a week into our flâneuring life I received an email from a long-time client of ours inviting us to submit a “Request for Quotation” for exactly the kind of communications webinars Teresa and I deliver and planned to keep delivering, occasionally, to help pay expenses on the road. Although we were devoting ourselves to ambling through the colorful streets of Lisbon, I began sorting through the “RFQ” on my computer and launched into the process of completing the technical proposal forms that are required for this sort of thing.


While beetling away at it, I was aware that we had promised ourselves that though, yes, we wanted to keep delivering our virtual workshops, we were not going to do RFQs. Not only are they tedious, there is no guarantee that we would be the winning bidders. We had discussed only working with clients who want to work particularly with us for the quality we deliver, rather than a generic provider for a generic course.


Still, the income would be good, I told myself. It’s the kind of work we do well, and for a client with a great mission we believe in. So I picked away at the technical proposal, a bit at a time, like a child picking at their Brussels sprouts.


Then my best friend, Jim, and his friend Meredith flew from Boston to Lisbon. Before we left the US they asked if they could join us for ten days. We threw our arms open and said yes! Part of flâneuring is saying yes to the unexpected. But honestly, there are very few people I would have welcomed into this early stage of our new life as much as Jim. He’s been my best friend all my adult life. We met in our early twenties in a Buddhist monastery in Thailand, where we both stayed for several weeks, learning the ways of the monks. He was like an old war buddy, or perhaps prison cell mate might be a better comparison—we had served time together.


The four of us sauntered through Lisbon for two days—museums, restaurants, Fado bars. Then we took off in a white Jeep Cherokee rental, bound for the tiny beach village of Comporta. We headed south down the coast along a forested mountain road that zigzaged high above the sea with vertigo-inducing views. The road dropped to the remote Penedo Beach where we stopped. The beach rimmed the azure ocean like a crescent moon against a twilight sky. We wandered through Roman ruins that stood on a rocky outcrop above the bay—the foundations of a first-century sardine and salt processing center. Clearly, the Portuguese have been crazy about sardines for a long time.


Because we lingered at the fishy ruins, we missed the ferry at Setubal by five minutes. De nada! It’s nothing! Plan B was to drive around the Estuario do Sado, and if it took another hour, so what? We sped through a forest of umbrella pines, with large drooping limbs spread out like, well, you guessed it. Next we passed miles and miles of cork trees—a major Portuguese industry. Stripped of their bark, their exposed trunks were chipotle red, as if deeply embarrassed by their involuntary nakedness.


Eventually we arrived at our destination, the tiny seaside village of Comporta. Thirty years ago, a younger Teresa had walked the empty beaches beyond the rice paddies and dunes. Back then, white sand stretched in either direction, not a structure in sight as as far as her eyes could see. Since then, the millionaire banker Ricardo Salgado bought a huge parcel of land in Comporta. While preserving much of the wilderness, others began building luxury bungalows in the area. Just enough development to support a local economy and sustain several decent restaurants, shops, and a handful of bars and cafés clustered by the beach parking lot.


Teresa rented one of the bungalows for the four of us for three nights. The development was surrounded by pines, with trees in each yard to break up the sunshine. Inside, it was spacious yet homey, deliciously cool as evening approached. The four of us settled in with a round of G&Ts, then we organized a simple dinner of salad, sardines, and vinho verde wine. Using a handful of dried pinecones, Jim lit a fire in the fireplace. In the flame’s cosy glow, we drowsily relived the day’s adventures.


Suddenly I recalled the RFQ was due at 9 a.m. the next morning. This was not going to get done unless I woke up at six. I shared my predicament with my comrades.


“Well, how does the thought of letting it go make you feel?” Teresa asked. I exhaled a deep, relaxing sigh.


The flâneur had defeated the digital nomad.









Chapter 5


Zambujeira Cliff Walks


Flâneur lesson #3: Put away your phone


The sand beach of Comporta runs twenty kilometers to the south. Beyond, for a hundred kilometers or so, the rocky Atlantic coast of Portugal rises up against the sea as high and dramatic as any cliffs you will find on the wild western shores of Ireland or Scotland. The wind blows furiously and the waves smash against the sheer black, yellow and red walls, digging deep caves and sculpting fantastical shapes, like some never-ending offshore art museum all along the coast.


Teresa and I, together with Jim and Meredith, spent three days at Zambujeira do Mar, a tiny fishing village that has become a well-shared secret for its pretty little beaches wedged in between the cliffs. We stayed at an old farmstead on the outskirts of the village that had been converted into an immaculate tourist hotel. The owners of Herdade do Touril maintained traditional elements—whitewashed walls, lavender trim, a giant fireplace in the common room. They had a huge farm-to-table vegetable garden out back, as well as sheep, goats, and a pair of hee-hawing donkeys in the field behind us that woke us up every morning. But, the heated saltwater pool and stylish restaurant/bar were probably not part of the original peasants’ farm.
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Zambujeira cliffs


One morning we followed the cliff trail known as the Rota Vicente, or “Fishermen’s Trail.” The whole route runs the length of the cliff-coast, 226 kilometers in all. It’s basically an eco-lover’s version of the Camino Trail. Many people walk the whole length of it, with thirteen rest stops at fishing villages along the way. According to Conde Nast Traveler Magazine, it’s one of the six most beautiful coastal trails in the world. Yet, we did not cross paths with many trekkers that sunny late-October morning, only one sizeable group of 20 or so Dutch hikers, plus a Canadian woman named Michelle in her early sixties who was doing the entire trail on her own. We met her again at lunch. She told us she was in search of a Frenchman who would marry her, so she could move to France. We were, of course, more than a thousand kilometers south of France… perhaps she was looking on the wrong trail?


With so much to do—the cliffs, the pool, grilled sardines, quaint fishing villages to explore, it felt sometimes that the flâneur was getting edged out by the tourist. But one morning, I found myself alone before breakfast. I brought my computer to the outdoor dining area, intending to tap away at the keys until they opened for coffee.


I sat facing a flowering bougainvillea that covered the terrace, a shower of pink blossoms on the ground next to it. After just a few seconds, I had the impulse to take pictures with my phone. Hand in pocket, I stopped myself. Was I even really seeing the flowers? Was I going to take a picture so that I could look at the flowers later? When we click a photo, don’t we mentally move on to the next thing? As if we are speed-dating reality, like constantly swiping left on some dating app? Instead of click and move on, why not just hang out with whatever strikes us as beautiful, then later, remember the feeling? So, I kept my phone in my pocket, settled in and just enjoyed the flowers.









Chapter 6


Learning to See


Flâneur lesson #4: Open your eyes


For the first week after Teresa and I arrived in Portugal, every night I would fall asleep quickly, then wake up a few hours later and lie awake for half the night. I cycled through various problems, items on my to-do list, political issues in the news, climate change. I knew none of these would be resolved while I was lying in the dark, but I could not seem to turn off my mind. I chastised myself: this is not the sleep of a flâneur, one who wanders about without a care. It’s not even the sleep of the man I used to be, back in the US. It’s the broken sleep of a man between two worlds.


My mind was still stressed, searching for problems to glom onto. I told myself, “Let it go. You can’t solve it in bed.” Then the next item in the queue popped up in its place.


What I’m coming to terms with is how much of my previous life was engaged in doing, rather than being. Even during the pandemic, when Teresa and I had long periods in lockdown with little work on our plate, the pandemic itself intensified my highly-focused mind. Just going grocery shopping was like running the gauntlet. For much of 2020, I would wear mask and gloves, and on returning home, we would wipe and wash each box of pasta, each piece of fruit, before putting it away. Then I would have a shower as if the air outside our condo was radioactive. I threw myself into my publishing work with a sense of urgency. In under 18 months, I put out two series of over twenty books on subjects related to resilience and visionary ideas for resetting our global future. Engaging with dozens of brilliant authors kept me motivated and my mind in high gear, as did the webinars Teresa and I developed and taught together, helping envirnoment and development professionals communicate better in this brave new virtual world.


I think since arriving in Portugal I have been experiencing something akin to velocitization: the experience of driving at high speeds on a highway for such a long time that when you take an off-ramp, you tend to exceed the local speed limit. To be a flâneur is to go slow. But I have not gone slow, mentally, in a long time. And so the world passes by in a blur.


In a previous chapter I wrote about the azulejos-covered walls on the streets of Lisbon, how the colorful, patterned tiles bedazzled me. It’s as if the city is flashing me kaleidescopic warning signs I should attend to: “Go slow!” “look both ways!” And sometimes, that means look up… for example, on a Lisbon back street, I looked up and saw dozens of brassieres gaily flapping about as if they were Christmas decorations (below).


A week or so later in Comporta, Teresa, Meredith, Jim and I went grocery shopping together in the local market. I was diligently scanning the cereal shelves for something gluten-free I could eat (this is not a trendy preference; I have celiac disease). Jim came up to me, and asked where was my cart, so he could add something to it.


“I don’t have a cart,” I told him.


“Teresa said you do.”


“I never had a cart.”


He left, then came back a minute later. I had found some gluten-free oatmeal by then.


“Teresa says you definitely have a cart.”


“No, I never had a… oh, wait, there it is!”


My cart was about six feet down the aisle from me, half filled with the items Teresa and I had picked out together no more than ten minutes earlier.


[image: images]


Fancy brassieres decorate a street in Real Principe, Lisbon. We have no idea why.


“Should I be worried about you, Tim?” Jim asked.


Well, this was the joke for the rest of the day. Honestly, it was a little scary. This was more than just a hunter mindset. Had I been so focused on stalking gluten-free oats, that I blanked out everything else?


A few days later, watching the sky over the sea in Zambujeira go from orange to pink to magenta, I was suddenly aware of a feeling in my chest like a slacking of the ropes, a subtle relaxation. With it came an awareness of how little I am still taking in of my experience. And wanting more of this. To observe without searching. To feel without an agenda. To breathe and let go.


The following week Teresa and I returned to the Lisbon area and settled into a rental apartment in Sintra for a week. I took a walk to the celebrated Pena Palace on the nearby mountaintop. It’s more uphill than Teresa cared for, and she has seen the palace several times before, including during our previous trip to Portugal in 2003. Jim and Meredith had flown back to the US, so I found myself on my own, climbing toward that fanciful, exuberant castle in the sky. Late afternoon, it was still pretty crowded. Impossible not to notice that everyone, everyone, was either taking pictures with their phone, or posting the pictures they had just taken with their phones. Many couples looked as if they were on a professional photo shoot. Mostly the guys were taking photos of their girlfriends, who would then rush over to check the shots. Several of these women were dressed like fashion models, with flashy skirts and fancy shoes, despite the steep uphill hike from the parking lot.


I resisted the urge. I remembered that earlier moment in Zambujeira by the bougainvillea, and kept my phone in my pocket until after I took a good look around. I know this sounds strange, but it was also important for me not to make it a thing for myself that I was not taking pictures. Nothing to prove here. I just wanted to feel and enjoy, not click away as if I’m nothing but an extension of my device, a walking content provider for the Internet.
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