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Aut inveniam viam aut faciam.

I will find a way or make one myself.








PREFACE

I was six years old when I wrote, in a school assignment, the words: “I want to go hoem.” We were supposed to simply write words like “Dog,” “cat,” and “ball,” but—spelling mistake aside—my mind was apparently elsewhere. Back then, I didn’t know that I would later spend years of my life trying hard not to go home.

I got my first diary not long after these famous words, and I started to write more and more. Not just in my diary, but also stories, which I would print and fold into skinny booklets. I knew I wanted to be a writer when I grew up. When I began exploring the world on my own in my twenties, I recorded my experiences in detailed travel journals. I’ve reread many of them and watched back a lot of footage from my YouTube channel while writing this book. Some of the conversations I describe in the pages ahead were held in languages I barely spoke, such as Russian. I didn’t understand what had actually been said in them until I published my videos on YouTube, when native-speaking viewers would comment on them.

However, I also describe plenty of experiences in this book that I never shared online. Sometimes this was just because I’d forgotten to turn on my camera, but often it was because I was afraid to record myself in scary and vulnerable moments. I was afraid of how people would respond to my ineptitude. So I chose to go through these most difficult parts of my journey alone, without anyone watching. Now, five years after my first motorcycling adventure, I have gathered the courage to share these experiences.

And finally tell the whole story.






PROLOGUE A WRECK OF BROKEN DREAMS


Spring 2019

It was early April. Spring should have sprung ages ago, but everywhere I looked the ground was covered in snow. I was in northern Iran, in the Alborz Mountains near the Caspian Sea.

“Look, Basanti—snow!” I’d exclaimed at first and rubbed a handful on her tank. But now I was getting worried.

That morning I’d left Sari, the capital of the Mazandaran province. The plan was to ride to the town of Gorgan, which, like Sari, was right on the shores of the Caspian Sea. It had been a gorgeous day, the temperature perfect for someone in motorcycle gear. I was surrounded by vast alpine meadows. This area was known as the Switzerland of Iran—all that was missing was the sound of jingling cowbells. Tall, snow-covered mountains emerged in the distance as the landscape around me changed, the fertile farmland making way for dry sand and stark rock formations. The various shades of green turned to yellows, browns, and blacks. Two shepherds waved at me when I passed them, their sheep around them searching for the last clumps of grass, and I waved back.

It wasn’t long before I encountered the first roadblock. It had been an exceptionally wet spring in Iran, and devastating floods and landslides had already claimed dozens of lives. For three weeks now, heavy downpours had plagued large portions of the country. I had read in the news that these were the worst floods Iran had seen in seventy years.

I was on my way to Badab-e Surt to see the spectacular travertine formations. The white terraces, holding turquoise- and red-tinted water, were located above a natural hot spring, and I had marked it on my map as one of Iran’s geological highlights. Thanks to my former job as a geologist, these kinds of rare phenomena have always been irresistible to me.

A large green sign indicated the exit that led to the terraces, which were about four miles away. However, immediately behind the sign a row of boulders blocked the road, and two smaller signs were sticking out of the rubble announcing road work ahead. I came to a stop, and one of the workmen immediately walked toward me. I pointed at the roadblock and looked at him, puzzled. The man said something I didn’t understand. He wore a dark green Puma cap, and his beard was trimmed to match the angular shape of his face. He gave me a piercing look and asked me something, but I only caught the word “motorcycle.” An older man who was, surprisingly enough, dressed in a suit beckoned me, so I rode forward a few feet toward him. He pointed at a road in the distance and laughed. With some additional gestures he tried to communicate something to me before eventually realizing I didn’t understand.

“You don’t speak Farsi?” he asked, in Farsi, revealing his bad teeth.

“No,” I admitted, shaking my head. I’d only understood the word “Farsi,” so I guessed at the rest. Then, to my relief, a young man wearing an Adidas tracksuit and large sunglasses showed up who did speak English.

“I can’t go there?” I asked him.

“He says you have to walk from here,” he translated.

“Walk,” I echoed the ugly word.

“Walk, walk,” he repeated. He briefly chewed on a sunflower seed and spat the remains on the ground.

I thanked him and turned around, disappointed. No travertine formations for me today. After a short distance, I stopped to check my phone. Was there really no other way to get there? I zoomed in on the map and sighed. There wasn’t. That also meant changing my planned route to Badab-e Surt. I started Basanti and rode at a leisurely pace down the highway toward the snowy peaks in the distance. It was about 125 miles to Gorgan down this road, so I was in no rush.

All went well for a while, until the asphalt abruptly ended and the road turned into an unpaved track. The heavy rains and melted snow had turned it into a slippery, muddy path, pockmarked with large puddles. I rode slowly and cautiously, scared that my back wheel would slide out from under me. The mountains were spectacular, but I was growing too anxious to enjoy the view. There was just water on the road for now, but what if it turned to snow farther down? I couldn’t imagine riding through snow without falling immediately, bike and myself included. I realized that at this rate, the last fifty miles would take a very long time.

It was a few hours before I saw another car, and even then it was so far away that it looked like a toy. It crawled toward me along the muddy track, moving even more slowly than I did. Seeing another vehicle reassured me. I felt slightly less alone, and it had to mean that the road ahead was passable. I stopped to signal that I wanted to ask something. The old, gray car, of a make I didn’t recognize, came to a squeaking halt.

“Golgan?” I called out. I always felt like I had to raise my voice when I was wearing my helmet.

The driver opened his door. He was a man of around forty, with a short beard and a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. A boy of about ten years old was sleeping next to him, slumped in the passenger seat with his bare feet on the dashboard. A woman was asleep in the back seat. When the door opened, she woke with a start, stretched, and examined me.

“Golgan?” I asked again. He nodded affirmatively, took the cigarette out of his mouth and pointed it in the direction I was headed.

“That way? Okay, thank you,” I said. I held up my hand to gesture my thanks as well. I was relieved that he hadn’t said the road was closed or blocked, but on the other hand, I wouldn’t have minded if he’d given me a reason to abandon this hellish road. The man put the cigarette back into his mouth, shut his door again, and drove on. I watched them slowly disappear from sight in my rear mirror, all the while deliberating as to whether I should just follow them—away from these muddy, snowy mountains where seemingly almost no one dared to go.

“Come on, pull yourself together,” I said out loud. “Just keep riding.”

I restarted Basanti and pulled away, trying hard not to look at the dark clouds that were starting to gather in the sky ahead of me. I followed the winding road for dozens of miles before finally reaching some kind of plateau covered in fields, which the snow luckily hadn’t reached. I turned onto a smaller trail down a mountainside. On my navigation screen, a series of hairpin bends appeared. The road surface was littered with rocks, and the clay-rich soil had turned into mud as slippery as ice. I kept my distance from the mountainside. The rain had caused a few minor landslides and I was worried a boulder or uprooted tree might fall down and crush me.

I crawled agonizingly slowly toward the upcoming hairpin bend. Switching back to first gear, I tried to control my descent with a delicate interplay of my front brake and clutch. I failed and ended up clumsily sliding down the hill in fits and starts. Thankfully, the trail leveled out after the final bend and I reached the valley, still upright and in one piece. But instead of doing a victory dance, I froze. A fierce river churned ahead of me, and all that remained of the bridge I was meant to cross was a concrete ruin. The force of the water had completely destroyed it. I suddenly understood why I hadn’t seen anyone on my descent—everyone here probably knew this was a dead end. Everyone but me. With a lump in my throat, I stared at the heads of foam dancing downstream. I swallowed and spent some time peering up and down the river, but I couldn’t see any bridges that were still intact. With shaking fingers, I took my phone off the mount and zoomed in on Google Maps. My fears were confirmed: this was the only place for me to cross the river. Or it would have been, if only there had been a bridge. I had to go back, but I didn’t know how. Descending down the steep mountainside was one thing, but I seriously doubted if my engine would have enough power to make it back up. My single-cylinder four-stroke engine had less than 25 horsepower, and the bike weighed well over four hundred pounds, not including the extra jerrycans of gas, the luggage, and my own weight.

But above all, I doubted my own skill. Or rather, my lack thereof. What on earth was I doing?

I tried to pull myself together, turned the key, kicked Basanti into first gear, and accelerated. My plan was to pick up speed and ride back up the mountain at a steady pace. It went fairly well at the start, Basanti handling the first two bends so easily that I was starting to hope I’d make it all the way. But the third turn was the tightest and steepest of all, and I lost momentum before I’d even reached it. When the engine cut out, I was forced to dump Basanti on the ground—all I could do was jump off in time to avoid getting crushed under my own stuff. Unbuckling my helmet and pulling it off my head, I sighed, assessing the situation. Basanti had landed awkwardly, half in a ditch, and I knew it would take a lot of effort to get her out. I put down my helmet on a nearby dry patch and paused to come up with a strategy. After some thought, I got down into the ditch and took hold of my left handlebar. Despite pulling as hard as I could, I only managed to move her a few inches before I was forced to give up and let go. I’d been traveling by motorcycle for months now and my back and glutes were strong, but once again this was pushing my body to its limit. Basanti seemed determined to stay where she was.

I tried a different tactic—I took off more than half of my luggage, grabbed my front wheel, and pulled as hard as I could. The handlebars only dug themselves deeper into the mud. I turned them toward me and yanked on the front wheel again. Bit by bit, I pulled Basanti out of the ditch while her side scraped over the muddy rocks. This would leave some serious scratches, but in our current situation, a few nicks didn’t matter.

Once I’d gotten her out of the ditch, I made another attempt to stand her up, and this time gravity didn’t fight me. “Yes!” I exclaimed, when I succeeded and Basanti was upright again. But my heart immediately sank when I looked up and saw the tight bend ahead. There was no way I’d be able to gain enough speed to make it through there, especially not from a standstill. I decided to walk next to the bike instead of sitting on it, hoping that would at least make it easier to keep her balanced. I started the engine and gently released the clutch with my left hand while accelerating with my right. I gently leaned her against my thigh and pushed on the handlebars, managing like that for a few yards—until my back wheel got wedged between two rocks at the apex of the curve. I lost my balance and had to let go. Basanti crashed to the ground, and this time it was even harder to get her back up. At this point my forehead was covered in sweat. I restarted the engine with gritted teeth.

“Come on,” I yelled, unsure whether I was trying to spur on Basanti or myself. “Go!”

But no matter how much throttle I gave, she wouldn’t move another inch. I didn’t realize what was going on until a foul burning smell reached my nostrils, and by then it was too late—I had expertly ruined my clutch. Kicking out the stand and letting go of the handlebars, I sank to my knees, staring dejectedly at the engine. In record time, I’d turned my bike into a wreck of broken dreams. Only this morning, she had been my faithful companion who had taken me halfway across the world; now she was out of commission, unable to take me anywhere at all.

There I was, all alone, halfway up a mountain, with a motorcycle that was stuck like a stubborn goat, refusing to take another step. I feverishly tried to remember when I’d last passed a village. Or a house. A person. Hadn’t I seen a house just before turning onto this hellish road, on the other side of a field? But the memory turned increasingly murky and disjointed with every attempt to bring it into focus. Eventually, I gave up and faced my only option. All I could do was walk up the mountain and find help, any kind of help. It was the best plan I had. All I could think about was how it was my fault that she had broken down.

I tied my luggage back onto Basanti’s back, not wanting to just leave my things scattered around in the mud. If someone happened to see it, they might think it was the scene of a violent crime, and I couldn’t do that to people—I’d caused enough misery for one day.

Once Basanti looked, again, like my pack mule, I started walking, taking only my helmet with me. I had left the key in the ignition—it wasn’t like a potential thief could just ride off on her. But halfway up the road, that suddenly felt like the most idiotic decision ever. My Royal Enfield was my most valuable possession, and I’d coldheartedly abandoned her. By leaving the key in the ignition, I’d basically said: Here, take her, she’s yours.

“Why am I doing this?” I complained out loud.

Sure, it was my own choice to ride a motorcycle across the Iranian mountains. But I was also here because my life had completely fallen apart, just a few months earlier. And that had not been my own choice.

Careful not to be sucked back to the past, I tried to shift my focus back to my feet, the slippery path and the helmet I was carrying. It was heavy and awkward, and my muscles got tired so fast from carrying it that I had to switch arms every few minutes. I realized that besides the ignition key, I’d also thoughtlessly left my most important bag behind, the one that carried my travel documents, laptop, chargers, and external hard drives. All I had on me now was my passport and my phone. And that helmet.

I hadn’t considered my lack of physical fitness when I’d decided to find help on foot—that particular realization only hit me once I was out of breath. I’d gained muscle over the past few months, but I hadn’t gotten much fitter. After all, I was spending my days on the saddle of a motorcycle, not running cross-country. Besides, my leather Ducati boots, like me, were totally unsuitable for this climb. Like most motorcycle boots, they were already pretty uncomfortable under normal circumstances, let alone on a steep, muddy slope. The rigid lining chafed through my socks with every step, slowly peeling the skin off my heels. It wasn’t long before my back was drenched in sweat and I had to take off my bulky motorcycle jacket. I wrapped it around my waist and stumbled on.

It was now late afternoon and rapidly getting cooler, but my face was bright red. Sweat was now starting to drip from my forehead into my eyes and then onto the ground. With my free hand, I grabbed the hijab that half-covered my hair and hung down over my shoulders and wiped my face with it. There wasn’t a soul in sight, but I was petrified of the Iranian morality police and didn’t dare take it off. Worried about the incoming twilight, I glanced at my watch and before I knew it, I slipped, almost flinging my helmet down the mountain in my attempt to keep my footing.

I tried not to think about anything as I battled the rest of the way up the mountain. Too worried I’d start playing out various doom scenarios in my head, I focused on my feet instead. If I kept putting one foot in front of the other, I had to come closer to a solution. It took me an hour to cover the same distance that had taken me ten minutes on my bike, but I finally reached the top of the mountain, the plateau stretching out before me. My heart skipped a beat and then performed a double somersault when I realized that my memory hadn’t failed me completely. I saw the field, and on the far side: a house. I tried to speed up, but between my boots and helmet, all I could muster was a clumsy trot.

“Hello!” I called out in Farsi when I’d almost reached the house. “Salaam!” I only knew a handful of words in Farsi—this was one of them.

I didn’t see or hear anyone, so I kept calling as I slowly approached the house. I turned my attention back to my feet, and when I looked up I saw two tiny figures emerge in the distance.

“Hello,” I called out again. It turned out to be an older couple walking toward me. The balding man had a gray mustache and wore black pants and a gray shirt. His wife was wearing a long-sleeved red dress that came down to her ankles and a matching hijab that was firmly tied around her face. I quickly fixed my own slipping hijab with my free hand in an attempt to make a respectful first impression.

Once I was a few feet away, they took me in from head to toe, shock written across their faces. For a moment, I didn’t know what to say. Then the woman’s warm, generous eyes met mine, and they were so full of love and concern that I promptly burst into tears. She gently grabbed my arm and brushed a lock of hair out of my face, smiling at me. It was a genuine smile, straight from the heart. I took her arm in turn and gratefully looked at her through a haze of tears. Her husband said something to me in Farsi, but I didn’t know what. I shook my head to indicate that I didn’t understand him.

“My motorcycle…” was all I managed to say. Holding out my fists in front of me, I mimed riding a motorcycle. Then I ran my right hand across my throat. “Broken.”

They stared blankly at me. I thought I’d just made the universal gesture for “broken,” but maybe it meant something different here in Iran. I quickly dug my phone out of my pocket. I scrolled through my camera roll and tapped a picture of Basanti. Pleading, I held up my phone and showed it to them.

“Broken,” I repeated, half turning and pointing toward the mountainside. The man nodded understandingly. He patted his chest and said something in Farsi. I thought he was suggesting that he could ride my motorcycle for me. “No,” I said desperately, “you can’t ride it either, it’s broken down!”

But he nodded again and started walking in the direction I’d indicated before. He looked like he was in his seventies, and I felt more guilty and incompetent than ever. I couldn’t let this old man wrestle in the mud with my more than four-hundred-pound bike. I handed my helmet to his wife and quickly gave chase. We walked down the trail in silence for a while, side by side, until he suddenly called out to a small figure in the distance. They shouted a few sentences back and a sheepdog came running toward us. Before I knew it, two shepherds and someone who turned out to be the old man’s grandson had joined us and we were a party of five. From our attempts at conversation, I gathered that one of the shepherds was the old man’s nephew, though I might have been wrong.

The two shepherds looked young and fit, and I started to believe that we would be able to get my bike out of there. I tried to ask if their sheep would stay put, but they just returned confused looks. I held my breath as I came around the final bend and was relieved to see Basanti standing proudly where I’d left her. The two young Iranian men whooped and exchanged a few words. I suspected they were excited by the sight of such a big motorcycle. In Europe, a 400cc bike was nothing to write home about, but to my surprise, people in many other countries were impressed by Basanti. Especially in Iran, where the locals weren’t allowed to have a bike like mine, 400cc was usually regarded with excitement. Motorcycles with an engine capacity of more than 250cc were banned from public roads here. Lucky for me, that law didn’t apply to tourists. The official reason was to prevent motorcycle drive-bys, but there was a stubborn rumor that the police just didn’t want the locals to have faster bikes than they had. So bikes like Basanti were rare in Iran—as was the fact that I, a woman, was riding it. Iranian women are forbidden to ride motorcycles.

Now that Basanti was in sight, the two young shepherds sped up and soon enough one of them had climbed onto the saddle. He seemed to know exactly what he was doing, as he kicked aside the kickstand and immediately started the engine. When he twisted the throttle, but the bike didn’t move an inch, I was secretly relieved that I wasn’t a complete idiot. I had apparently ruined it so perfectly that he couldn’t get it to work either. The other shepherd and I stood on either side, placed our hands on the luggage cases and pushed hard. Slowly but surely she started to move, and then he rode off as if it had been him, not me, who had traveled more than 9,000 miles on this motorcycle. The old man beamed at me. I laughed and gently squeezed his arm.

“Merci,” I said and looked at him. Thank you. The four of us began the pursuit after Basanti and her new rider, but it wasn’t long until we caught up with him—he’d stalled just after the next bend. This time we didn’t manage to get Basanti going, so we had no choice but to push her all the way up the path. The three younger men and I took turns to give our tired bodies a chance to recover, while the old man acted as our sweeper and followed behind us.

By the time we reached the plateau, I could barely see the field and the house. It had gotten so late that twilight and then total darkness had caught up with us. The kind old lady came out to meet us when we’d almost reached the house, and then briskly brought all five of us inside. None of us protested.

She showed me my room for the night. It was almost completely empty, except for a small cabinet. The floor was covered by a high-pile red rug surrounded by plump, colorful cushions. I smiled at her and she showed me the bathroom where I could freshen up. I was so exhausted that I wanted to sink onto the floor and fall asleep then and there. But I was dirty, and I reeked so badly that it would have felt criminal to touch the beautiful rug in my current state.

I dragged myself into the bathroom, where I glanced into the small mirror to assess the damage. I felt my jaw drop. I looked like a scarecrow. My cheeks were covered in smudges, my mascara had run, one of my drawn-on eyebrows had disappeared, my hijab was gross and only covered half my hair, which was stuck to my forehead in dusty clumps. No wonder the sight of me had scared them when they first saw me.
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The unpaved road had become my new obsession.








CHAPTER 1 THE WEDDING


November 2018

It was the night before my departure, and I carefully laid out my motorcycle gear on the edge of my bed, just like my mother used to do with my clothes when I was a kid. I’d been staying in a small room in Hotel Cosmo for a month, just outside the Karol Bagh area in Delhi, and after all that time I thought of this bed with its tacky black headboard as my own. I examined the outfit at length. My slightly worn Ducati boots, a dark gray pair of Kevlar motorcycle pants, the knee protectors every motorcyclist in India seemed to wear and that tied on over my pants, my black motorcycle jacket, a pair of black leather gloves, and my Ducati helmet.

I had flown back to the Netherlands for no other reason than to pick up my international motorcycle license, and had decided to pick up my riding gear while I was at it. It felt ridiculous to fly halfway across the world just to pick up a few things, and it had taken a large chunk out of my budget—money I couldn’t really afford to lose.

Buying that plane ticket had been the last thing I’d wanted to do. I’d left the Netherlands three months earlier thinking that I’d be gone for at least a few years. Going back so quickly had felt like a failure, and besides my parents and two close friends, I hadn’t told anyone I was in the country. I briefly stopped by my storage unit to dig out my riding gear and bought an international license at the travelers’ association store. The latter felt like a complete joke; what self-respecting license is simply for sale in a shop? But without this piece of paper—which was basically just a translation of my Dutch license—I wasn’t insured and that was a risk I wasn’t willing to take. My parents had been unyielding on that front from the moment my older brother bought his first moped at sixteen.

“If you seriously injure someone while riding without insurance, it will bankrupt us and we’ll have to sell the house,” had been my mother’s endless, stern refrain. This speech, to my teenage ears a rather melodramatic one, always annoyed me to no end, but apparently it had sunk in. So much so that I was now spending more than one thousand euros on a return ticket to the Netherlands just to buy an international motorcycle license.

Back in India, I looked at a map of the country, which I’d finally managed to find in a small bookshop on Arya Samaj Road in Delhi, that was now spread out next to my gear. Why did I never manage to fold these things back properly after using them? I fiddled with it for a while, tapped the map a few times to get the folds in the right place, then sighed.

I was about to leave Delhi with the absurd plan of riding my motorcycle to Malaysia. After thoroughly inspecting my map, that seemed to be the most logical destination. India and Pakistan hated each other with a passion, so it looked like a bad idea to ride west to Pakistan on a motorcycle with an Indian license plate. China doesn’t allow foreigners free travel with a non-Chinese vehicle, so the north wasn’t an option. With only more of India to the south, all that was left was to ride east, which had the benefit of feeling like a relatively safe option. Years before, I’d traveled extensively through Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Malaysia on a solo backpacking trip, so I was at least familiar with that part of the world.

I couldn’t sleep from all the excitement, and after a restless night of tossing and turning, my alarm went off at 6 a.m. I took a quick shower, got dressed, and slung my backpack over my shoulder. It was heavier than I’d hoped, even after I’d taken out two books the night before: a trashy novel another traveler had given me and Papillon, one of my favorite books. Not wanting to part with any of my other belongings, I sped through the whitewashed hotel hallway and took the elevator downstairs. I descended the five steps outside the hotel to my bike and put my backpack down. The air was warm and sweet. It smelled like India: like incense, fresh pani puri sold by countless street vendors, and cow shit. I was convinced that if you blindfolded me and took me to ten different countries, I’d instantly know which one was India. I briefly caressed my motorcycle’s white gas tank, like petting a fat white cat.

“Are you ready, Basanti?” I whispered quietly. I’d had a custom name decal made at the very last minute and stuck it on the front mudguard. I’d decided to christen my brand-new bike “Basanti” after the heroine from Sholay, a famous Indian movie. Everyone in India knew it, and Basanti’s heroine status was exactly what I needed. If there would be moments in my journey when I couldn’t be the heroine, at least I would have Basanti.

The two managers of Hotel Cosmo came outside to see me off. Long-term tenants were nothing unusual in their hotel. I’d noticed a few days into my stay that almost all other guests had serious head wounds or bandaged limbs; some were even in wheelchairs. I found out they had all come from war zones in Iraq or Afghanistan, and the owners would arrange transportation to and from the hospital in Delhi for them. Although my reasons for staying there were of a different nature, they had welcomed me with open arms and were sorry to see me go.

If it had been up to me, I never would have stayed there for a full month. The terrible air quality in India’s capital had earned Delhi the undesirable title of “most polluted city in the world.” I hadn’t seen a single blue sky the entire month. Every day, millions of people woke up under a gray blanket of heavy smog in this place. I hated it, but I didn’t have much choice. I had bought a brand-new Royal Enfield Himalayan motorcycle, and thanks to India’s notorious bureaucracy it took thirty days before I’d received the permanent license plate and registration documents.

Hotel Cosmo was a stone’s throw from Karol Bagh, which was the perfect neighborhood for me to stay in during my month in Delhi. In India, there are usually bazaars for everything: markets where you can only get perfume or spices or flowers. Shop owners deliberately choose to open their businesses next door to their direct competition. So if I wanted a secondhand book, I had to go to Arya Samaj Road. Or if I needed new clothes, I made my way to Ajmal Khan Road. But Karl Bagh was known as the motorcycle neighborhood. New motorcycles, secondhand motorcycles, accessories, clothing, tours, and repairs—they had it all. I soon found out that Naiwala Street was completely dedicated to Royal Enfield. In the eighty small shops lined up on either side of the street, a Royal Enfield owner could find anything their heart desired.

I’d grown used to the chaos and noise of a city like Delhi by this point, but Naiwala Street seemed to step it up a notch. The street itself was barely visible among the abundance of motorcycles, pedestrians, wooden carts pulled by either people or animals, tuk-tuks, food stalls and motorcycle parts on display. But it wasn’t long before I became a fixture of Naiwala Street myself. I decided to spend my time gaining some essential repair skills. To me, motorcycle maintenance was like a secret language that only the bikes themselves spoke, drawing from a dictionary written in hieroglyphics. I met Satnam, a man who worked at Shakti Accessories and who was willing to teach me the basics. He had a short goatee and a couple of deep scars on his left cheek. His calm disposition made me trust him. In exchange for his lessons, I bought all the accessories we installed on my motorcycle in his shop.

“I just don’t have the additional headlights,” Satnam said, clearly disappointed. Then his face brightened. “My cousin has a shop, he does sell them. Come, come, I’ll take you,” he said over his shoulder while making his way to his moped. “Come,” he said encouragingly. I hesitated. I wasn’t overjoyed at the prospect of riding pillion with him. I wanted those lights though, so I reluctantly agreed. I’d only just grabbed hold of the grips on the back when he revved the engine and the shabby moped lurched into motion. He skillfully navigated the small streets and kept narrowly avoiding pedestrians, motorcycles, and once even a cart full of gas canisters.

“Hold on,” he yelled over his shoulder.

“What do you think I’m doing!” I yelled back.

The traffic churned through the streets, everyone miraculously finding their way without ever coming into contact with each other. It was a perfectly orchestrated ballet and an occasionally raging dance. He indicated where he was going by way of furiously beeping his horn. The sound of a thousand claxons was the common language here, one I barely spoke. Even without understanding it, I could feel the hustle and bustle of Delhi’s streets. It was a vibrant mixture of colors and smells. Of people, from poor to middle class, from women with woven baskets on their heads to chai-sellers and holy men. Everything was intense in India, nothing moderate or meandering. People lived passionately here, with an ardor that both intrigued and frightened me. Everywhere I looked the street was stained red, not by the bloody remnants of violent crimes but by spat-out paan, a kind of chewing tobacco. People loudly cleared their throats, belched, gargled, and openly relieved themselves. But from the back of the moped I also saw laughing faces flash by and heard popular Bollywood music being blasted out of speakers. Teenagers walked down the street with their arms around each other, or were stuffed into rickshaws by the dozen, chattering excitedly.

We came to a stop with another lurch, like the one at the start of our journey. I climbed off the moped, happy to have arrived in one piece. Satnam ushered me into his cousin’s shop and began to speak with him in rapid Hindi. His cousin listened closely, all the time taking me in from the corner of his eye. Then he ducked into the stockroom, quickly reappearing with a box of lights.

“How much are these?” I asked him directly.

“Three hundred rupees,” he said, avoiding my gaze.

“Two hundred fifty,” I countered, bobbing my head. I’d mastered the head-bob on my first trip through India. I knew when to do it, if it should be subtle or forceful, and when to stop. It could mean anything: yes, no, maybe, alright then, hello, and goodbye—just to name a few options.

“Two hundred fifty,” the cousin said, bobbing back at me. The deal had been made. We were about to race back to our corner of Karol Bagh when the cousin’s wife appeared.

“Chai?” she asked. I wasn’t about to turn that down, so we stayed to drink a cup. The woman and I had a conversation I’d had hundreds of times before. It went like this:

“Which country?”

“The Netherlands.”

“Your good name?”

“Noraly.”

“Are you married?”

“No.”

She looked at me more intensely and her gaze was of desperate sadness. “How old are you?”

“Thirty-one.”

And then, silence. She didn’t have to say anything. Her thoughts were so loud I could hear them: Thirty-one and unmarried? What’s wrong with her? Satnam had overheard our conversation and quickly came to my aid.

“People in Europe don’t marry until they’re very old. Sometimes they don’t marry at all!” I gave him a grateful look. The woman nodded pensively and asked her husband something in Hindi. It seemed she’d asked about my bike.

“You alone, you free,” she said eventually.

“That’s right,” I said, delighted she understood. “I’m free.” I smiled at her.

“But no husband, no children, very sad,” she added, and sorrowfully cast down her eyes. I looked at Satnam, then at my empty cup. I cleared my throat and stood up. It was time to go.

Back on our street in Karol Bagh, my Basanti got a new, louder exhaust, crash guards to protect her engine, two gallon-sized jerrycans, a leather seat cover, hand guards, handlebar risers, and the two additional headlights we’d just bought. Satnam taught me how to change the clutch cable, fuses, brake pads, oil, and oil filter. How to grease and tension the chain, clean the air filter, change the tires, and remove the battery. I stood next to him, nodding earnestly and taking pictures of everything he did.

Two weeks later, I’d finished my crash course in motorcycle mechanics, confident that in a pinch, I wouldn’t be able to repair anything whatsoever. I lacked all talent.

It was during that time that I found out there was something else I needed besides my license plate and registration documents: a Carnet de Passage. I had done some online research and learned that apparently I’d need this yellow booklet to enter Myanmar. As far as I understood, it was kind of like a passport for my motorcycle that proved to customs officials of other countries that I wasn’t secretly importing my bike, but that I would leave the country with it in the short term. I found a phone number for the Mumbai branch of the WIAA, the Western India Automobile Association, and called it.

“WIAA, Simran speaking. How may I help you?” a friendly woman’s voice sounded on the other end of the line.

“Good morning, this is Noraly Schoenmaker. I’d like to request a Carnet de Passage for my motorcycle.”

“Good morning, miss, we can definitely help you with that. Are you in Mumbai?”

“No, I’m in Delhi,” I replied.

“Delhi, what a coincidence! Our president happens to be in Delhi at the moment, I’ll see if I can get you an appointment for tomorrow. It will have to be then, as he will return to Mumbai the day after.”

I frowned. Did I really need a personal appointment with the president of the WIAA? That seemed a little weird, but Simran sounded pretty convincing. I gave her my email address, and she promptly sent me the appointment details and a list of what to bring. Just like that, I had a 12:15 appointment for the following day with one Mr. Dossa at the Vega restaurant on Connaught Circus. I carefully read the long list she’d sent. A detailed description of the route I would take, a copy of my passport and motorcycle license, contact details of two family members, a copy of my registration documents, photographs of my bike (left, right, front, and back), insurance details, a list of spare parts and their value, membership of the WIAA, and if my motorcycle wasn’t registered to me, a letter containing the photocopied ID of the person it was registered to. I established I could get all the items on the list myself, except for the last one. I’d have to give Irfan another call.

No matter how much I wanted it to be, my motorcycle wasn’t registered to my name. Instead, it was registered to someone I’d met just two weeks ago: Irfan Achmad. As a tourist in India, I couldn’t just register a vehicle to my name, so Irfan had done it for me. In fact, without Irfan I never would have considered buying a motorcycle in India in the first place.

We met in Srinagar, a city in Kashmir, in northern India. The two of us had both been guests at a Kashmiri wedding. Irfan was a distant relative of the bride, Inshah, and I had been invited by her uncle. The presence of foreigners at a wedding was seen as a status symbol here, but I was so fascinated by the festivities that I didn’t particularly care why I had been invited.

I’d bought a beautiful purple Kashmiri-style salwar kameez to wear. The kameez was a long tunic that reached down to my calves, and the salwar, wide-legged pants, were worn underneath. The set came with a matching dupatta, a long piece of thin fabric that is draped over the chest and head. There were hundreds of guests at the wedding, divided between two marquees that were each large enough to host a small circus. The floor had been meticulously decorated with gorgeous Persian rugs in a wide variety of colors, and the walls were covered in flowers and fluffy fabrics. You could tell they were marquees from the outside, but inside I found myself in a Persian palace.

I wondered how we would pass the time for three days, but it became clear soon enough. A separate tent had been put up next to the marquees, where gigantic pots were bubbling over open fires. A team of cooks was bustling around, rushing to prepare the wazwan—the wedding meal. This was my very first wazwan, and to my astonishment, it turned out to be a culinary marathon consisting of sixty-three courses. Now I knew what we’d be doing all this time: eat, digest, and then eat some more.

“Are you veg or non-veg?” one of the servers asked me as I sat cross-legged on a rug.

“Non-veg,” I replied. I was sitting next to Deepshikha, who knew Inshah from university. She had come to the wedding with the rest of their friend group, who were all recent economics graduates. Apart from Deepshikha, they were all guys: Shlok, Aquib, Asjad, Harisankar, and Sahabuddin. It took me a while to remember their names. In the weeks following the wedding, I met up with the group a few times to grab a bite in Delhi. I quite enjoyed having friends while I was staying in one place. I quickly realized that Shlok was their ringleader, and he was the one who adopted me into the group.

Men and women ate the wazwan separately, so I sat with Deepshikha and two other women whose names I didn’t know as each new course was served. Every dish was shared by four people, and the next course was served before the plate was even empty. With sixty-three courses to go, the main focus was eating as quickly as possible. I licked the fingers of my right hand as subtly as I could—I hadn’t quite mastered the art of eating with one hand, and I was making a total mess. Some dishes were easy, like gushtaba, which were small lamb meatballs in a yogurt sauce. But it was considerably harder to eat my modur pulao aromatic pilaf with dried fruit and saffron, with any semblance of elegance. I ate half a plate of rogan josh, a spicy meat curry with cardamom, cinnamon, and Kashmiri chillis. I had dum aloo, spiced potatoes, and waza kokur, roasted chicken marinated in yogurt. I didn’t know the names of most dishes, let alone what was in them, but I made sure to try all sixty-three courses. I’d never eaten this much lamb in my life, and by the time the last few courses were served I only reluctantly managed to stuff little bits into my mouth.

In the evening, the guests were driven to various houseboats on Dal Lake, just outside Srinagar. I stayed with Inshah’s university friends on a houseboat that belonged to her uncle Hamid, who everyone referred to as simply “Uncle.” The boat, which was made of local cedar wood, had been decorated with antique wooden furniture and thick rugs covering the floor. The outside of the boat was decorated with intricately carved patterns of incredible craftsmanship. A set of stairs led to the upper deck, which had a stunning view of the lake and the surrounding mountains. At the back of the boat there was a small dock where you could board a shikara, a wooden gondola, to take a relaxing tour of the lake. I had been given my own room, and my tummy was so full that when I lay down on the bed for a moment, I instantly fell asleep.

On the second day, I’d just started a short walk around the tent in an attempt to digest the huge quantities of food when somebody walked up to me. He was in his mid-thirties, had a short beard and introduced himself as Irfan. He asked me how I had come to be invited to the wedding, and I told him that I’d met “Uncle” a few weeks before while traveling through Kashmir on my motorcycle. “Your motorcycle,” he repeated, raising a surprised eyebrow.

“Yes, I rented a Royal Enfield in Manali and toured on it for three weeks. Through Ladakh, Zanskar, Kashmir, Jammu, and then back to Manali. It was amazing. I really miss it now that I don’t have my own transport anymore,” I added.

“Why don’t you just buy one?”

“I can’t,” I quickly replied. “Tourists can’t register motorcycles here. I already looked into it.”

“Why don’t I help you? I can buy it and register it to my name. You give me the money, and then it’s yours. I’ve done it for people before,” he said with a shrug. He made it sound so easy that I instantly got excited.

“Okay.” I nodded. “Yes, let’s do it.” We shook hands on it and the deal was done. Irfan lived in Delhi, so all I had to do was book a plane ticket from Srinagar to Delhi and buy the motorcycle off him there. Besides being thrilled about the prospect of having a motorcycle again, I was also glad to know where I was going after the wedding—until then, I hadn’t had a clue. It was my new friend Shlok who suggested I name the bike “Basanti.”

“Everyone in India knows Basanti, and that movie. It’s a good name,” he assured me.



While I was making a verbal agreement to buy a motorcycle on one side of the marquee, the bride was opening gifts from close family on the other. I watched from a distance as glittering gold necklaces and bracelets were produced. She received leather handbags, silk clothes, and luxury perfumes. That was the moment I finally realized that I was attending a wedding hosted by one of the richest families in Kashmir. I prayed they wouldn’t unwrap my gift anytime soon, because I’d bought the bride a tea set. Everyone I’d asked for advice had assured me that this was an excellent gift, but a feeling started to creep up on me that it wouldn’t be quite up to this family’s standards. Before it was my turn, I quickly taped an envelope with money and a handwritten note to the wrapping paper. In the note, I expressed my deep gratitude for the invitation and how honored I was to be there. I’d also added that the food had been delicious, just to be on the safe side. The note turned out to be a stroke of genius, and to my great relief it overshadowed the modest tea set.

On the third evening, the husband finally arrived, accompanied by eighty guests of his own. Up until that point, the bride and groom had celebrated separately. Now that the actual ceremony was finally starting, I saw the groom for the first time. He was wearing a red turban decorated with gemstones and a long-sleeved white pheran, a kind of tunic. His waistband was made of pashmina, the finest and most expensive type of cashmere, embroidered with gold thread. If someone had told me he was a prince, I would have believed them. The ceremony began. The groom and his father sat on the stage in the beautiful marquee. The bride was there too, but she was behind a curtain, hidden from the guests. First, the imam read out the marriage contract in Arabic. Then he asked the groom if he wanted to marry the bride three times. He answered “yes” three times. He asked the bride the same question, and we heard her confirm three times from behind the curtain. Then they were married, and just like that the wedding was over. The groom and his family, now accompanied by the bride, returned to their home, leaving their guests behind. The bride had now joined a different family.



Irfan picked up the third time I called.

“I need a picture of your ID,” I said. I didn’t beat around the bush.

“Excuse me?” Irfan asked.

I told him about the Carnet de Passage and the appointment I had the following day. He didn’t seem too keen on sending me a picture of his ID, but thankfully some convincing got him to agree.

The next day, I rode to Connaught Circus. Mr. Dossa hadn’t arrived yet, so I went ahead and sat down. I put my helmet on the table and nervously fidgeted with the clasp. How did I suddenly have a lunch date with the president of the Western India Automobile Association, just because I needed a piece of paper to get through customs? Luckily, it wasn’t long before a middle-aged man with a neat, manicured gray beard and full gray eyebrows introduced himself and sat down across from me.

“My name is Nitin Dossa, I’m the president of the WIAA,” he said, and gave me a firm handshake. After years of working in the mining and dredging industry, I had learned that the first handshake established dominance. A weak handshake: submissive. Crushing the other person’s hand, preferably while pulling them toward you: dominant. I subtly tried to crush his hand.

“Pleasure to meet you. Noraly.”

Mr. Dossa rummaged around in the briefcase he’d brought with him and looked me up and down. He seemed a little surprised that it was a woman opposite him asking for motorcycle documents.

“How old are you?”

“Uh, thirty-one,” I replied. He nodded sternly. After a brief third-degree about my job (I lied) and where exactly I was from (I was honest), we moved on to the business part of the meeting. I slid the envelope containing the requested documents to his side of the table and gave him a stack of bills: one hundred thousand rupees. Simran had already informed me over the phone that I’d have to pay the nonrefundable sum of one lakh, or one hundred thousand rupees in cash, and another two lakh (two hundred thousand rupees) on top of that cash as a security deposit, which I’d get back if I returned my motorcycle to India within a year.

Without blinking or counting the money, the gigantic stack of bills disappeared immediately into his jacket pocket. Apparently, he trusted me. We ordered a thali, a large platter of rice accompanied by a range of side dishes, and made small talk about his family and career.

“You have to pay another two hundred thousand rupees,” he reminded me again. “I’ll be back in Delhi next week, make sure you have the money then and you’ll get the Carnet.”

He kept his word. Exactly a week later, we met again at the Vega restaurant. This time we just drank a lassi, I handed him another two hundred thousand rupees in cash and he gave me the coveted yellow booklet. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he had tried to flirt with me, seeing how this was our second date. But Mr. Dossa remained professional, and I could only conclude that this was apparently how things were done here.



Now, the Cosmo hotel managers watched me from the steps as I wrestled with my backpack, waiting for me to set off. I lifted it off the ground, slipped it into its black coverbag, zipped it up, and swung it onto Basanti’s passenger seat. My blue motorcycle cover didn’t fit into my bag, so I half folded it and draped it across the top. Then I took the bungee cords I’d bought at the market and began securing them over my bag. Why haven’t I practiced this? I thought to myself as I tried to work out where to attach the cords now that the luggage cases were attached to my bike. Despite the fact that I’d already had my baptism by fire of more than 1,800 miles on a rented motorcycle, I still felt just as inexperienced and clumsy as I had back then.
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