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Praise for Dina Bennett’s Peking to Paris

“Like Tim Cahill before her, Dina Bennett brings adventure car travel to a new level. Written by an unlikely (and often reluctant) navigator, Dina’s flair for self deprecating humor and insight left me literally laughing out loud.”

—Beth Whitman, Founder, Wanderlust and Lipstick

“A couples’ willingness to take a stable relationship into unstable lands for a road-trip on map-challenged routes makes for compelling stories. Her tale is rendered with just the right words to make you want to be along on the journey, and all the right words to keep you safely at home instead.”

—Rick Antonson, author of To Timbuktu for a Haircut and Route 66 Still Kicks

“Bennett writes fearlessly on the disregarded aspects of travel: the uncertainties, hesitation, self-doubt. In so doing, she reminds us that travel isn’t reserved for the heroic; it’s open to all who seek it.”

—Hal Amen, Managing Editor, MatadorNetwork.com

Peking to Paris is “a road-trip memoir from an author who has ‘a love–hate relationship with adventure.’ [Bennett’s] writing captures the beauty of the austere landscape, changing social dynamics with other teams, and the nuances of her shifting relationship with her husband. A fun ride, worth the trip.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Where travel memoirists tend toward the intrepid adventurer, Bennett is another sort altogether. [Peking to Paris proves] it’s all about the journey, not the destination.”

—Booklist

“[Dina] Bennett agrees to the rally despite having no mechanical aptitude and a propensity for carsickness. When it’s all over, she misses the cramped quarters of their beloved Cadillac (nicknamed Roxanne) so much that they take to the road again—this time in a rental car. The camaraderie between participants in the race is a secondary character: ‘I look around the table and note Americans, Swiss, French, Dutch, Greek. And the one nationality we now have in common: Rally.’ Tip: Start at the end. The book’s glossary and numerous appendices spoil nothing, but give you a clear sense of what goes into a project like this, which only enhances the fun once you actually hit the road.”

—Heather Seggel, BookPage

Dina Bennett is “… an adventurous woman, willing herself to … push up against the outer boundaries of her comfort zone…. many comedic observations.”

—Michael Milne, New York Journal of Books
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To Vivienne


The traveler sees what he sees. The tourist sees what he has come to see.

—G. K. Chesterton
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Preface

Have you heard of Lost Glove Syndrome? I hadn’t either, until I thought for a long time about my life, why I travel the way I do, and made up a philosophy for it. Everyone knows what I’m talking about when it comes to a missing glove (just substitute “sock” if “glove” doesn’t work for you). Whether they shield you from frigid weather or add retro personality to an outfit, when one glove is missing you’re incomplete. Having one remaining glove isn’t bad, but it’s not great either. As you search for the missing glove you have time to think … about what it means to you and why you want it so badly. So when you do finally find it you understand something profound: you have so much more than two gloves. You have a matched pair.

As applied to life, the quest epitomized by Lost Glove Syndrome is why I’ve been willing to humble myself during the journeys that follow. Like that perfect pair of gloves, I suspect there are elements of me out there, somewhere, which, when encountered, will make me better, in a so-much-more-than-whole way. It’s why, for me, travel isn’t a quest to see. It’s a quest to be.

Because I have Lost Glove Syndrome in a serious way, travel has become more than just passing time or an activity. It’s a process by turns uncertain, monotone, exhausting, and sometimes embarrassing, spiked by revelations and encounters so intense they’re like a miracle. People talk about travel taking me out of my comfort zone. That’s never been my goal. Why would I put myself into discomfort for days on end just to say I was uncomfortable? Besides, eventually the outside of that zone becomes comfortable enough that the whole term loses its meaning. And then what?

No, the reason I repeatedly am willing to open the door to a car and set off on the sort of road trips that populate this book, is my search for the proverbial missing glove, that element of my character I know is there and without which I feel unfinished. When I travel to likely places in likely ways, I find only a mirror cheerfully reflecting everything I enjoy about myself. It’s easy, comfortable—and I’m happy. When I’m in less likely places, though still on a normal trip, that mirror may show me an unflattering reflection of myself, but in ways familiar enough that I can remain unchanged. It’s only the radically different methods and environments of these road trips that challenge me to search for an aspect of me which, if I can find it, try it on, wear it for a bit, will enhance me with that laughing “ah-ha” moment of discovery melded with recognition.

The trip that started it all was the 7,800-mile Peking to Paris car rally (which I now call the P2P) I did with my husband Bernard in 2007. Before that year, all I knew about cars as a mode of travel was to stay out of them, because I get carsick. Following that trip, I still knew that cars and I didn’t get along particularly well. But I also knew that a specific magic took place when Bernard and I set out on the road together, passports stamped with illegible visas, closed in a car for weeks at a time, seeking the rutted tracks and backcountry hamlets where outsiders rarely go.

The tales in this book are gleaned from ten years of extraordinary and difficult road trips in the world’s out-of-the-way places, trips we embarked on after that shattering thirty-five days of the P2P race. The near-calamity of the P2P yielded something surprising—that when concentrating I no longer got queasy—and something very personal as well: that by putting myself through the fire I could come out the other side a little different. And I wanted more.

I confess that, despite the passage of time, a road trip still is a mode of travel for which I remain generally unsuited. I’m like a rat ejected from a grain bin, ripped from the comfortable predictability I crave. In the early days, I clung to the lip of that bin, longing to stay home, mightily resisting the next road trip. Now, while I don’t exactly leap from the edge of that bin, I’m genuinely happy to get on the road, even relishing that vague dread about what comes next.

I try in these stories to reveal what happens when you travel not in search of statistics and data, but for whatever happens right around you. You’ll see what I see, and I don’t hide how, like any friend, I struggle. Sometimes there’s an obvious point, but sometimes you’ll find yourself getting it, just like I did, because of the truth of the moment.

The stories themselves are organized by subject rather than date. I made this organizational leap of faith without knowing that Mark Twain had already come up with the idea. “Ideally a book would have no order to it,” he said, “and the reader would have to discover his own.” I don’t mean to be obscure in presenting things in this unstructured fashion. It just strikes me as an honest reflection of how discovery happens when traveling and how friendships develop between people who at the start know little about each other.

The travel dream we all have is for something elemental to materialize when we’re away from home, something that connects us indelibly to the life around us. Obviously, each story you’re about to read took place at a particular time, but more importantly they all are timeless in their human connection. The bewitchment of these tales is that they permit you to suspend the judgment promoted by our time-sensitive society, in which how fast you get things done is better rewarded than the quality of result. I hope that you, too, in dispensing with when and in focusing on why and who and how, will find yourself with a fresh perspective.

Mary Oliver, our great American poet, wrote an essay that starts like this: “In the beginning I was so young and such a stranger to myself I hardly existed. I had to go out into the world and see it and hear it and react to it, before I knew at all who I was, what I was, what I wanted to be.” This applies to us all, regardless of age, experience, or opportunity. Through my travels, I’ve learned to find opportunity for connection where others see only strangeness, to feel myself lucky where others see missteps, to know that the grass is greener right where I’m standing, to come back a different me from when I left. I invite you to ride with me in a world without a roadmap, to become, as I have, a travel junkie.
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INTRODUCTION

HOW IT ALL BEGAN

Bernard ran over the sleeping policeman at full speed. I didn’t even flinch.

This was our third rough road trip through India. I already knew driving these village back roads after dark was a dangerous venture, not just because of people and livestock walking home from a far grazing plot in a darkness so dense it felt like velvet, but because Indian drivers refuse to use their headlights. Neither of us could fathom what karmic rationale could justify the necessity of keeping off the very lights that would enable one to avoid dying and taking a handful of blameless villagers with you in the process. Not to mention the sacred cows. In truth, a speed bump—which I grew up calling a “sleeping policeman” for the obvious work it did slowing down cars—such as the one we’d just jolted over was a minor annoyance compared to other obstacles. For when driving the little-traveled village roads of a country, as we choose to do on our long-distance road trips, our goal is not to challenge the local habit but to survive it.

The jolt sent our luggage, cases of tools, and car parts to the ceiling. They slammed back down like an earthquake aftershock. All the while I stared resolutely ahead. There was a time when such thoughtlessness on Bernard’s part would have extracted from me at minimum a shout, more likely a flood of stern words about at least having the consideration to slow down a bit. The truth is, given the tens of thousands of miles that we have chosen to drive, in the backcountry of India, China, Iran, Siberia, Tibet, Mongolia, the former Soviet republics, and more, I’ve become inured to such bad behavior. Or rather, I’ve become achingly aware that where there’s one speed bump in an Indian village, ten more will likely follow. Just at the village entrance. With ten more at the exit as well.

When it comes to long-distance road trips, I am not to the manner born. I am the one who used to enter a car already counting the minutes before I’d reach my destination. And that was as the driver. As the passenger, road trips were a one-note tune centered on my intense, unrelenting, and unforgiving motion sickness. That is, until one brash, ill-considered but highly imaginative decision changed everything.

It was 2005, five years into our adventure of living on and operating a cattle ranch in the high mountains of northern Colorado. One morning to my delight—and eventual dismay—we received a notice that the entry Bernard and I had submitted to participate in a classic car rally had been accepted. It was the 2007 Peking to Paris Motor Challenge, and we’d be driving a set route from Beijing to Paris in a 1940 LaSalle. This was a competitive rally over open roads, not on a racetrack, in cars built as long ago as 1903. Bernard would drive, something he adores as only a man who rebuilt his first car at age three (well, okay, at sixteen) could. I would navigate, using the provided route book, which prescribed every single turn we had to make the entire way. And don’t let me forget to mention that we were timed every day from start to finish, because if fourteen hours a day in a car wasn’t stressful enough, knowing that we were perpetually late added to the fun. At my disposal as navigatrix were various gadgets, like a Tripmeter showing how far we’d driven to the millimeter. That I knew nothing about GPS devices, would be considered feeble in matters of technology, and could not look at a screen or page for more than five minutes while in a car without being overwhelmed by nausea, should have fazed me but did not. After all, who wouldn’t leap at the opportunity to tell their husband of thirty years exactly where he could go, with him allowed only to nod and say thank you in reply?

Like the other competitors of what I quickly learned was a rather “in” club, I took to calling our epic endurance rally by a short acronym: P2P. The quicker I could say it, the quicker I could add, “I want to go home.” As someone whose every fiber disagreed with cars and driving, I was clearly about to be in the wrong place at the wrong time for a very long time. You can see why the odds did not look to be in my favor on this one. The story of that race would fill a book. In fact, I’ve written it (Peking to Paris: Life and Love on a Short Drive Around Half the World, Skyhorse Publishing 2013).

It’s not a secret that we got to Paris. What isn’t widely known is that instead of leaping on the first jumbo jet home, I did a surprising thing. There I was in the City of Lights, emotionally and physically shattered beyond any exhaustion I’d ever experienced, yet somehow unable to conceive of any life other than one that kept me in a car with Bernard. Sorting through problems side by side, all day every day, had turned out to be wondrous, in its peculiar way, filling me with a sense of collaboration I missed at home, where we each had our own ranching chores to tend to. I wanted to feel again that frisson of excitement that coursed through me when we left for China at the start of the P2P in May 2007, to revel once more in waves of intense anticipation as we entered a new country. I’d lived what Sir Richard Burton put so well a century ago when he observed: “The gladdest moment in human life … is a departure into unknown lands.” The speed of car travel also suited me. Under our own power, we could wander at will, a method of travel with innuendos of early explorers for whom the getting there was as much the point of an expedition as the ultimate discovery they sought.

Like any new addict, I was desperate for more. What to do? I’d just spent thirty-five days on the P2P sunk in a bog of cranky jitters, my shyness challenged by two hundred fifty strangers, my talent for fretting summiting new heights thanks to the old car we had to repair ourselves, not to mention the days sweating through a desert with only the old-fashioned kind of air conditioning—open windows. The logical next step seemed to be to create the antithesis of the P2P: find a place we’d like to explore on our own, devise our own route, and use a rental car. Why a rental? Because then any problems that occurred would be someone else’s to fix.

We chose Patagonia and called our journey the Anti-Rally. After driving on our own across every tough road and crossing as many isolated borders as we could find between Chile and Argentina, the next decision needed barely a glance and a nod: time to leave the labor of route-finding and hotel-reserving to the professionals again. We joined a social rally to drive from the southernmost point of India to the foothills of the Himalayas roughly along the seventy-eighth parallel, a route tracking the Great Arc Survey of the first half of the nineteenth century, the one that brought a man named Sir George Everest to fame. (Yes, that Everest.) The only competition on this rally was how many gin and tonics one could imbibe and still fit the key in the ignition the next morning.

And so it’s gone ever since, with us exploring the world’s out-of-the-way places, sometimes by ourselves, sometimes in the company of others, always by automobile. We stick as much as possible to small or unpaved roads used by locals, getting a view of life around us that would be impossible on a train or flying from place to place. In the years since embarking on the P2P our road trips have, to paraphrase Ibn Battuta, a great Moroccan traveler from the fourteenth century, left me speechless and turned me into a storyteller.

Because roads and locations call to mind differing types of vehicles, we’ve driven quite a variety, some our own, some rented, all of which I’ve named. I like being on a first-name basis with cars. It’s chummy. It makes me feel like the car and I are in cahoots to get where we’re going in one piece and with a minimum of wrong turns. It all started with Roxanne, the 1940 LaSalle that carried us fearlessly forward in the P2P and was named for Alexander the Great’s wife Roxana. We’ve used our own stately Bentley Saloon, dubbed La Serenissima because on our first trip with her we were heading toward Venice. Avis in Santiago de Chile assigned us a Suzuki Grand Vitara I called Sprite for the way she could dodge unobtrusively through border posts despite a remarkable absence of appropriate paperwork. There’s even been a private loaner, the new-but-designed-to-look-old Mahindra Commando we drove, or rather tried to drive, on our first time in India. This sad sack of a car, with its soft top, half-doors, and Patton-esque mien, I named Sexy Beast, since it was. Sexy that is. Until it stalled for good, since salt water had been put in its radiator. Not by us of course. Because Bernard, the man I married when I was twenty-eight, with whom I built a successful software company, and next to whom I ran that isolated working hay and cattle ranch in the Colorado Rockies, has a particularly appropriate skill for the road trips we do. He’s the world’s best auto mechanic, a statement I say based on comparative analytical studies of the first-hand sort, and with not the slightest tinge of partiality from loving the man.

When we choose a place for a road trip, I get to pore over maps and understand profoundly where a country is, what’s around it, and what it contains. Mountains here, sea over there, friendly or warring neighbors, borders that are violent no-man’s-lands versus borders as carefree as a sophomore on spring break. Like a Peeping Tom, headlines about that country suddenly stare at me from every magazine. Even more bizarre, newscasters can’t seem to stop talking about the place I’m going. It’s like a media conspiracy. Pick a country and suddenly it’s everywhere.

In addition to a country’s location, I do my best to learn something special about it when I’m there, something not mentioned in guidebooks and blogs, something that, if I’m lucky, will help me avoid mortifying myself with a faux pas. By now I have a number of local habits to draw from, such as which hand to use when greeting someone in India, whether it’s okay for me to wander unbidden into a restaurant kitchen in China to see what’s cooking, and that it’s permissible for my headscarf to reveal my hair in Iran, but not in Afghanistan. Somehow, though, each new country finds a way to drive home how the more I think my tutelage is coming to an end, the less worldly I actually am.

One of the unexpected pleasures of being in a car for hours is that it gives me a chance to observe what’s happening outside without intruding. I have puzzled about how important this is to me. I also occasionally berate myself for dodging what I think is the essence of travel, which is to engage fearlessly with the foreign place I’m in. Here’s a truth about me and travel: sometimes the strangeness of a country overwhelms me. I like being able to retreat inside the car, to watch and think, without always having to react.

The stories that follow are as fascinating and frightening, humorous and humiliating, poignant, pointed, and engrossing as I felt when I went through them. Because despite my pleasure in being comfortable, doing an easy drive doesn’t appeal to me. I’m like a baby bird shoved out of its nest, one minute nestled in cozy familiar security, the next flapping frantically as I tumble headlong into a new world. The whole point of these drives is to thrust me into a continual state of amazement, eyes startled wide open, heart pumping madly at the uncertainty of it all.

Since completing the P2P in July 2007, we’ve logged tens of thousands of miles seeking out the bad roads, the forsaken border posts, and the odd encounters that transform a trip into an adventure. Bernard has twisted the steering wheel around thousands of hairpin turns through the Andes and wrestled it to stay straight over hundreds of washboarded miles across Tibet. We dodged the Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka’s civil war by cleverly staying south of their DMZ. Red dust from Ethiopian roads became one with our skin and my hair, Bernard not having enough left to worry about. We’ve rambled through half of South America, skirting mudslides and crossing salt flats, despite knowing from that Mahindra experience that salt and cars don’t mix. Or shouldn’t. In a fit of madness, we left Istanbul on a nine-thousand-mile drive that brought us to Kolkata forty-five days later, having crossed Iran, all but one of the former Soviet republics, and half of China in the process. And then there’s Myanmar, where we started out being driven in someone else’s car, had to scrap that plan and complete three hundred fifty miles of the journey by riverboat instead, only to return three years later with our sturdy Land Rover, Brunhilde, a vehicle unfazed by even the most rutted oxcart tracks, to finish the road journey we’d imagined three years before.

I’m a person who’s rarely satisfied with the way she is. Don’t think of me as whiny or difficult to please, though there have been instances of that. Many, in truth. It’s more that I see life as an evolving palette with me as the brush, colors, and canvas. I’m also the painter who’s continually recreating the image. This mindset isn’t a new thing. I imagine this trait stems partly from being the younger sibling, forever seeing ahead of me the competency of my older sister Vivienne, envious of the benefits conferred her, struggling to change myself so I could do what she did despite our age difference. And I’m sure it has a lot to do with my parents, who believed I could accomplish anything, making sure I had every opportunity to prove them right.

Before each trip my mind glitters with possibilities: Will I get sick? Will I be more patient than last time? Will we break down or get lost because of me? Will we find a place to stay before dark? Will it have a sit-down toilet or will I have to aim into a suspect hole in the ground? Somehow, I never seem to grasp that the lessons of the open road will never be what I imagine, having little to do with guidebooks and maps, and everything to do with the ups and downs of long-distance travel. What happens to me on the road is by turns surprising, embarrassing, and more often than you’d imagine, mundane. It’s enough to make me wince, grumble, laugh. And cry.

If it’s weird and someone’s eating or drinking it, I have to try it, whether it’s a pucker-worthy three-day injera in Mek’ele, Ethiopia, coca leaves in Potosí, Bolivia, or rancid yak butter tea in Nepal. Without fail, Bernard passes his portion to me in these situations, so his ability in Laos to chow down on a grilled rat that looked exactly like a grilled rat left me justifiably astonished. I have a habit of ignoring my better judgment, signing up for spa treatments in places where the word spa doesn’t exist in the local language. I’ve gone rogue on a secret visit to an Akhal-Teke horse training stable in Turkmenistan so I could compare these mythic military steeds to my complacent quarterhorses at home, and I’ve used shameless flattery hoping to purchase the stiff peaked hat bristling with gold braid off a blushing Uzbeki customs officer even before she’d agreed to let us into the country. I’ve found myself in a bedroom standing knee to knee with an armed border guard, entered Iran bareheaded, been stoned by Indian village women, and let wild hyenas nibble raw meat from my fingertips.

I’ve never stopped wanting to see if I can bring myself closer to what I imagine I could be. This is something I began to do consciously as early as seventh grade, when my parents shifted me from public to private school, as they had my sister two years before. Back then, reinvention seemed a necessity if I were to find a way to have any friends at all. Now that I can claim that I am, or should be, grown up, the excitement of reinventing myself has hardened into a habit at its best when I travel. Every trip is like early Christmas, with the old me as the wrapping paper and the new me as the gift.

And so the road beckons. Crossing borders behind the veil of a visa has become my guilty pleasure, an addiction plain and simple. Like any addiction, sometimes I find it hard to believe that all this has happened to me. But I know it’s the truth. I was there.
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BLASTOFF

PREAMBLE

Suitcases. I can base an entire life’s philosophy on my suitcase, both what it contains and what it doesn’t. It’s emotional baggage in the best sense, weighted with potent symbols of hope, joy and calamity, and, it’s no secret, dirty laundry. I know a lot about dirty laundry from life at home: a working cattle and hay ranch in Colorado.

Even the shrewdest Ouija board would never have revealed that I would live on a ranch. And love it. At the end of sixth grade, when we made predictions on who would do what in life, I was a slam dunk to be a translator at the UN, because I already spoke French. No one would have guessed I’d be someone with barbed wire rips in her jeans. We didn’t even know what barbed wire was.

For me, a child of suburban New York City, and Bernard, a Frenchman growing up in shorts and clogs in the French Alps, life on the ranch was enchanting and captivating. I was passionate about the flow of nature around me, the flocks of robins fluttering in sagebrush bent under a late blanket of snow, moose calving along our river, my horses cantering through fields of tall mountain grasses undulating in a hot summer breeze. Bernard engrossed himself in manual labor, secretly relishing the black grime under his nails and the torn jeans from fixing tractors and fences, as only a man who has spent his life as a software entrepreneur can do.

But the winters at nine thousand feet in the Rockies are long and quiet. They’re also filled with snow removal of an amount and relentlessness that led Bernard, driver of the plows, front loaders, and snowblowers rivaling those used by the department of transportation, close to despair. Leaving the ranch to explore other parts of the world during the winter was a no-brainer, if only our brains had kicked into gear sooner.

Despite my fondness for the ranch, packing my bag for a long trip filled me with a particular rapture that only the perpetually snowed-in can share. Getting my suitcase out of its storage closet let me give my imagination free rein, calling up all sorts of electrifying circumstances that could occur on the trip ahead. As with everything worthwhile, I have a system for this, one that can work for any type of trip and any sort of traveler.

First, I fantasize about the wildest array of activities I might experience. Because I’m a pessimist, I begin with catastrophes. Fixing a flat in the torrential rain of Nuwara Eliya, Sri Lanka? Pack the slicker that rolls to the size of a toothpick. Awaiting rescue on the banks of Myanmar’s Chindwin River, our passage boat stranded on a sandbar in the fog? Stash wash-and-wear tops, preferably the kind light enough to rinse in a tiny pot and guaranteed to dry wrinkle-free in twenty minutes. Unable to do even that type of laundry in Ethiopia’s desiccated Omo River Valley? Pack the pants I can eat, sleep, and drive in for a week, which won’t vary in utilitarian perfection whether it’s the first day of a trip or the last.

Having snarled myself into a tense ball of nerves by these reveries of discomfort, I switch gears. That I am bargaining with inanimate objects over matters of pure fantasy does not lessen my enthusiasm. Scrounged tickets for the Moscow Ballet? Nothing can match my flame orange Pashmina for glamour and warmth. Invited for tea by the begum of Jaipur’s long-deposed nawab? Add those gold strappy flats and subtract two pair of underwear in exchange. Dancing in the streets during the La Diablada festival in Oruro, Bolivia? Make my one skirt a swirly reversible sort, getting two garments in one.

A week before departure, after I’ve given my imagination free rein, I start packing. I divvy up everything I could possibly want or use into logical piles: shoes on the floor, rugged wear on the bed next to the pillows, lingerie and swimsuit in the middle, specialty outfits for sports or evening by the foot of the bed. Though it’s mildly embarrassing to admit, I then communicate with my clothes. “Which of you really wants to go on this trip? You’re not all going to be able to fit in that suitcase, so some of you will have to make the ultimate sacrifice and stay home.” I am stern, because I absolutely want to know.

Certain garments call attention to their unsuitability right away. Their wrinkled shapelessness after a few days of bedtop lounging unmasks them as prima donnas that need a breather in a closet every night, a closet I’m unlikely to have because of the tiny guesthouse where we’re sleeping. Others are too dull to be worth wearing for two straight months. Then there are those that make the cut purely because I don’t want to leave home without them. In my years as the senior female executive in our software services company, I developed a style that was voguish without being enslaved to fashion. When I entered a sales meeting, I wanted my green slingbacks and violet shirt to show I was someone to reckon with, so clients not only would agree to sign a contract, but have fun doing it. Make no mistake: I have earned my title as Countess of Coordinated Separates.

I can’t be so ruthless as to whittle down my wardrobe on practicality alone. There has to be some joie de vivre in my bag, a few items that make me smile. One such is a white shirt. I always pack a white shirt or four. Nothing brightens my mood more than daring the day to do its dirty worst by donning a white anything. It makes me feel dashing and bold. It says I have the courage to buy my cake and eat it too, even if the cake squirts raspberry filling down my front.

As the piles shrink, I do trial packings, hefting the result onto my shoulder as a reality check for lugging it up four flights of stairs. In between whittling and hefting, I keep an eye on what Bernard’s packing, noting what I can borrow, freeing up room in my bag for something else. Finally, I stuff nooks and crannies with the chargers, adapters, and spare batteries that are de rigueur these days. They will add bulky pounds to my bag, but until every gadget maker in the world agrees to use the same size and shape of plug, I have no other option. Then everything comes flying back out of the suitcase as I discover I’ve forgotten to wedge in the big first aid kit, a rectangular, football-sized object rattling with spare narcotics accumulated from surgeries of yore, antibiotics galore, even my dead dog’s morphine. (Yes, literally, my dog. His name was Toby.)

By the time I’m finished, whatever I think I’ll need for weeks of unpredictable events is folded, rolled, heaped, and otherwise squashed within my soft-sided duffel. That includes items that I forget about as soon as they’re squirreled away in those handy pockets in which modern suitcases abound, only to rediscover them weeks later, after spending a whole day in a strange city trying to buy the very same object. If I’ve done a good job, my bag will arrive on the other end looking like a dented blue sausage, and I won’t need a Schwarzenegger to carry it to my room each night.

It’s perplexing then, that no matter how much thought I put into the packing routine, once I’m away I reach a point where I’m dissatisfied with much of what I’ve brought with me. This happens without fail, about halfway through every trip, usually when I’m looking at my paltry selection of clothes in the cold, clear light of a second-rate hotel room. If I’ve packed colorful T-shirts, inevitably my taste abroad shifts to a penchant for cool grays and blacks. If I’ve overindulged my fetish for white, I rue not having brought something vermilion or aqua.

A few weeks into any trip I don’t even have to unpack. Like trout rising to the first hatch, the only clothes I’m interested in wearing have migrated to the top of the suitcase. The rest might as well stay below, bottom feeders, till I get home. Yet even though half my clothes will remain crumpled in my duffel, it reassures me to know those garments are there. Amid all the strange customs, unexpected tastes, and odd sounds that assault me on a trip, my clothes are my toast and marmalade, comfort food when I can’t face more chapatis and dal. What I put on in the morning is not just a garment. It’s a talisman connecting me to home, a wrinkled, short-sleeved, multi-pocketed remembrance of things past.
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Blessings

COCHIN, INDIA, 2009

On the first day of any long road trip I’m full of bustle and nerves. The nerves part comes from the unknowability of the future. It clamps me in a vise, squeezing the breath out of me like my seat belt when Bernard slams on the brakes to avoid hitting a wobbly rickshaw. That’s why I need the bustle part. The busier I am, the more capable I feel and the less I dwell on my anguish about being able to manage what’s coming. My first-day emotions are a toxic mix, one that leaves me walking slightly hunched, so ready am I to apologize for things that haven’t yet happened. This conflicted approach to life on the road has been part of me ever since I can remember.

I have character traits, lovable flaws as I like to call them, with which I have made my peace. There’s my expectation that I’m right, which can be annoying, but sometimes results in such brilliant insights that I can coast on the outcome for days, despite otherwise egregious behavior. In my twenties and thirties, I could turn from bright laughing companion to grim taciturn drudge without provocation. Thankfully, this was revealed as not a personality quirk at all, but a symptom of hypoglycemia, brought about by not eating frequently enough. Now, when I say to Bernard, “I have to eat soon,” he pays attention, on pain of suffering the joys of driving next to an evil changeling for hours.

I try but generally fail to live by the dicta of Lao Tzu, the sixth century contemporary of Confucius. Lao Tzu is reputed by some to be the author of the Tao Te Ching, from which we derive phrases like “create nothingness” and “act spontaneously.” I confess that for most of my life I’ve found comfort in the opposite mantra: “create somethingness” and “act with total premeditation.” Still, if I wanted to have one phrase tattooed on my body, next to those three little stars which came to live on my right shoulder thanks to a talented Sunset Boulevard inker, it would be Lao Tzu’s definition of travel: “A good traveler has no fixed plans and is not intent on arriving.”

My need to envision what I will be doing or feeling in the coming weeks does not seem to serve a useful purpose, nor can it be excused as physical weakness. Bernard says to me, “Stop worrying. It’s an application of energy that accomplishes nothing.” He’s right, in a way Lao Tzu would applaud. But that doesn’t matter. The need to place myself in the future is like quicksand. The moment I set foot on terrain called “What this trip will be like,” I’m sucked into the swamp of nervous uncertainty. Though I’ve traveled overseas yearly since I was in diapers, those trips were all of the “arrive, settle in, enjoy the immediate surroundings” sort. I didn’t have experience with traveling that calls for daily newness, let alone any aptitude for managing daily uncertainties. On early road trips this left me feeling helpless, but not anymore. As my creative powers have matured with experience, I’ve grown adept at conjuring wonderful possibilities, each further divorced from reality than the next. Nevertheless, thanks to tens of thousands of road miles, I now have experienced a wealth of real discomforts and disappointments to draw from to stoke my nerves. And what’s to stop me? On a road trip in a foreign land, anything is possible.

That I tend to expect the worst is a known trap, hence my ability to deploy bustle, or as my mother would say, “Keeping busy, my darling.”

I have many useful things to do on Day One of a road trip, like polishing fenders, and checking that toilet paper is handy somewhere in our car’s back seat. Inevitably there’s tension in the air. Though I feign nonchalance, the truth is I’m on edge, an edge that’s as comforting as sitting on a knife.

I remember one such Day One as if it were yesterday. Recently upright after a thirty-six-hour skirmish with Delhi belly, I wobble across a parking lot in Kochi, India, my sandals leaving size-eight imprints in the melting tarmac. It’s a steaming January morning. We are embarking on a rally through India, starting near the southern tip of the continent and ending in the foothills of the Himalayas. We’re not alone on this trip, nor are we competing for anything other than daily bragging rights. We’re with a small, sociable group of people who will be driving a route reconnoitered and defined for all of us by the rally’s organizer. The unspoken purpose of this drive is to regale one another with the day’s exploits over one or more suitably refreshing cocktails. Sharing the trip with only eight other couples also is manageable for me, far removed from the two hundred fifty strangers in one hundred twenty-five classic cars with whom we undertook the P2P route two years earlier, strangers who turned out to be so clubby, clannish, and cliquish it gave new meaning to the word “outcast.”

However, soon we will leave the safe haven of the parking lot where everything is stationary for the cacophonous, jam-packed roads of India. In that outer world, thousands of things will be moving at once, in all directions and all within inches of each other—and therefore of us. Bernard and I are driving a borrowed Mahindra Jeep. It’s a black, tough-looking ride designed to mimic a World War II army vehicle. On the side of the hood “Commander” is scrawled in florid gold script. This seems far too sea-faring a name, especially on a drive that will have us bisecting the subcontinent along its seventy-eighth parallel, in other words nowhere close to the sea. I dub our car Sexy Beast.

During the years we were building our software company, vacation was a taboo word. This did not go over well with me. I’m a creative sort and my mind needs breaks. Bernard is the opposite. He’s Mr. Logic, and his mind just keeps plugging along at the task at hand. His ability to focus was a trait I admired, while his refusal to leave the office was something I bitterly resented, leading to stern words (his) and tears (mine). Despite the struggle I chose to be loyal to him (meaning us) and the cause of business growth (and continued marriage), though I raged silently that my needs could be subverted to an inanimate entity called “the company.”

When we did start vacationing, we opted for vigorous trips. Intent on shaking out the stress of sitting at computers and straining to meet tight deadlines, on one trip we rode horses for weeks in the Kenya bush, on another we trekked to the base camp of Kangchenjunga, one of the highest peaks in the Himalayas. Don’t think of us gallivanting about, though. Our vacations were as sparse as hairs on a mangy Indian dog. It was only after we sold our company that we could indulge in yearly long trips. By then, our life on the ranch was so active that we relished the idea of sitting. Because, after all, if one is in a car all day that’s what one is doing, even if in a vigorous way.

For India, we toyed with shipping over Roxanne, our trusty 1940 GM LaSalle who performed so valiantly on the P2P. There were problems with that idea, though. For one, India is a sizzling country, even during its cool periods. Driving Roxanne, who loves to overheat, seemed destined to give us vehicular hyperthermia. More to the point, India is a right-hand drive country. Roxanne’s steering wheel was on the left, as it should be for an American-made car. “I can stick my head out the window and tell you when it’s safe to pass,” I offered Bernard as we mulled this over. He stared at me with that look of puzzlement and irritation that sets my teeth on edge. It conveyed with one arching of an eyebrow that, “I know I saw your mouth move, but I don’t have a clue what you just said nor why you bothered to say it.” But then, Bernard had driven around the world years before he met me and he knew things I didn’t, in this case, that Indian drivers are famous for cutting it close. Combine that with my well-known imprecision in gauging the speed of oncoming traffic and I could just hear myself: “Go,” I’d shout. “No. Wait. Okay, go now. Now! No. Stop. Oh no! Go back. Go back!” The prospect of my head being squashed like a Halloween pumpkin didn’t appeal to me. I hoped it appealed even less to Bernard.

Thanks to the kindness of strangers, the Mahindra has been put at our disposal, a valiant surrogate for our missing favorite. Little do we know what shambles Sexy Beast’s bold and shiny exterior hides. At the outset, in that gooey parking lot, we were impressed. True to its origins, the Mahindra makes do with a modest few dials on the instrument panel, sufficient to tell us our speed and how much fuel we have. The rest of the dashboard is a bleak stretch of cracked black vinyl. Though mechanics have installed seat belts, there are no airbags, no glove compartment. Superficially it appears to be a great car to drive, its doorless frame saying, “I’m practical, but I’m fun, too.” As for street cred, everything about Sexy Beast says, “Don’t mess with me.”

Now, on the morning of, I turn with solemn intent to my personal rites of the road. It’s as close to a religious experience as an atheist like me can get, and I pursue it with the same intensity of tradition as I imagine a priest following the liturgy. At the car, I put on my cap and sunglasses, even if it’s predawn or cloudy. Wearing these two items is the only way for me to be sure I haven’t left them somewhere. Next, I plug the GPS into both the antenna lead and the 12-volt charger. It’s like tying your dog to a post when you go into a store, an essential bit of tethering that keeps important things in place till you return. Once this crucial instrument for navigation is attached to the car, I don’t have to worry about it getting into places it shouldn’t.

Since Sexy Beast is doorless, I set my maps and guidebook in the gap separating passenger and driver seats, map folded back to reveal our route, guidebook flagged to wherever we are going on this particular day. Since I began driving in pre-GPS days, the feel of paper in my hands is the ultimate reassurance. Next, the bottle of purified water gets snugged between the map and the seat. Sexy Beast is a WWII knock-off and cup holders didn’t exist during WWII, an era when quenching thirst while in a car meant taking a nip of whisky from that flask in your back pocket. My day pack crammed with almonds, raisins, and mini-packs of lemon and cashew cookies gets lodged in the rear, within an arm’s length of my seat. Nothing gives me courage so much as having food handy. I store extra water bottles behind my seat, wedge my purse where it can’t easily be snatched by an enterprising pedestrian, and put my camera on top of the food for hasty grabbing when something photogenic appears.

Helping to soothe my nerves is the fact that yesterday we were blessed in a proper puja. This Hindu ceremony of worship ranges from simple private daily prayers to elaborate rites filled with bowing, chanting, and symbolic offerings of flowers, incense, and fruit. As with many religious rituals, a ceremonial puja is frequently done in a temple. Ours took place on a humid late afternoon under a dull gray sky. In a parking lot.

Inside our semicircle of vehicles was a Brahmin priest, forty-ish, with a lush black beard. His skin a deep reddish-brown that reminded me of old sepia photos and, despite the very public location, was mostly naked, the upper half of his body decorated by a simple strand of black beads around his neck, a short white cotton dhoti keeping his midsection decent. The beads glistened from sweat dripping from a fold of neck fat, evidence that life as a priest was more lavish than I’d imagined. Entranced with the spiritual mission of ensuring our safety in the weeks ahead, he delicately placed the following in front of each car: a tiny clay bowl of salt, one hairy brown coconut, and a small brass brazier in which coals of incense burned an ashy red. Tenderly he lodged a pale yellow lime under each front tire, then knotted a garland of marigolds to the front bumper. This done, he gathered his dhoti around his loins and slowly sank to the ground, coming to rest cross-legged, his buttocks support by a thick slab of wood, belly flab sagging gently toward the tarmac. Arrayed within easy reach were brass spoons, saucers holding sacred water, two tiny clay salt bowls for his personal use, a two-foot tall ornate brass incense burner, one tin tureen holding a bunch of mottled bananas, grapes, and peeled clementines, another tureen holding rice, raisins, and almonds, and some large banana leaves heaped with mounds of pink, yellow, and orange petals.

Eyes closed, thick black lashes that I would have killed for curling against his cheeks, he pressed his palms together and raised them to his forehead and his heart in a gesture of humility. He dipped his fingertips in water, flicked droplets in all directions, delicately lofted a pinch of marigold petals in the air. They fluttered to the ground like pastel-hued butterflies. Palm up, his right hand gestured toward the bowls of fruit and rice, then he pinched up some salt and flicked it onto the pavement.

I was thirsty and for a moment wondered whether, with his eyes closed, he would notice if I grabbed some of those clementine slices for myself. But I was quickly lulled, transfixed. As his low humming mingled with the buzz of traffic, the sweet incense smoke seemed to stick in the sultry air, clothing me like a second skin. The priest chanted, nodded, and flung, banishing my thirst, calming my eager excitement until I was leaning against our car in drowsy silence.

After forty-five minutes, our parking lot priest arose. I was so hypnotized my limbs felt like heavy ropes, the kind used to attach ferries to the dock, with equally lax articulation. With the priest advancing I marshalled every Pilates and Zumba command I could remember to get my legs moving. Carrying the container of water that was now properly sanctified, along with a bowl of equally blessed yellow turmeric paste, he approached our car, his attendant tagging along with a woven grass basket full of more candy-colored petals. Moistening his fingers in the blessed liquid, he sprinkled droplets on the hood, flung petals over the roof and thumbed a smear of turmeric paste on the windshield. A facial tic of annoyance made my cheek muscles jump when the assistant stopped me from wiping the yellow smears off. He couldn’t know I’d followed my own karmic ritual that morning, Windex-ing bug bodies off the windshield. Now it was smudged again. Not a good sign.
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Drive, She Said

WESTERN SAHARA, MOROCCO, 2004

When the possibility arose of driving those 7,800 miles on P2P, I would like to say I leapt at the chance. I did not. I shuffled. I lagged. I felt as unsuited for the mission ahead as a tightrope walker with vertigo. Only one thing kept me from quitting: shame. My fear of the humiliation from giving up before ever getting going was greater than my anxiety about what lay ahead.

It’s a shame that during the angst of P2P preparation and its ensuing travails my mind deserted me so thoroughly that I did not recall I’d already done a distance drive, albeit one of modest length. That honor goes to Morocco in 2004. Compared to our months-long, thousands-of-miles drives after the P2P, our five days in Morocco were a jaunt, a soupçon of an excursion, not a journey. At the time, I didn’t realize that Bernard and I were doing a practice run for things to come. We just wanted to see a broad cross section of the country at our own pace. Even on so short a trip, and with no expectation of applying our experience to something more rigorous in the future, we each fell into what later became our standard roles: Bernard dealt with all things car, from driving to mechanics. I handled the GPS, map, and snacks.

Early in our short road trip, we arrived at a lodge in Derkaoua, twenty miles or so from the edge of the Sahara, the desert which forms Morocco’s southern border. The surroundings were as you would expect for the world’s largest desert—sandy, barren, parched, the air so hot and dry I thought the skin inside my nostrils would crack with each breath.

Stopping only long enough to check in and leave our bags, we continued along a sand track to a spot known to offer camel treks into the dunes. It was easy to tell which way to go. Someone thoughtful, or tired of searching for lost travelers, had lined the way with whitewashed cobbles. I thought they were picturesque, a bright ellipsis in the sandy forever. I had no inkling of how thankful I would be for their existence a few hours later.

Arriving at the desert trek shack, we pulled in facing a row of parked camels. “Tall beasts,” I said to Bernard, as usual compelled to state the obvious. “Cute lips.” We approached the supine camels, giving several a broad and wary circle of inspection in case they felt compelled to lurch to their feet. I noticed a number were ribby or scarred. “No skinny ones,” I said, feeling that making an undernourished animal work for my pleasure was unfair.

Eventually we found two which were appealingly sturdy and obedient-looking, both lying with gangly legs tucked and folded out of the way Origami-fashion, their heads swiveling curiously on necks like limp celery. A youth squatted lethargically mid-dune above the camels. I assumed he was associated with them, a slim small bedouin of the region’s Sahrawi tribe, left to mind the goods while the grown-ups tended to more serious matters, like sipping tea in the shade.

“These two, please,” I said, sweeping my arm from him to the two plumpest camels in the row, expecting him then to shuffle over to the big guys with our request.

Looks, as I am continually reminded when traveling, are deceiving. With business on offer, the young man got his legs under him more swiftly than I expected the camels would, scrambling up and handing each of us a red and white checked keffiyeh headscarf to wrap around head and mouth. “I am Kamal. I will be your guide,” he announced, his white burnous framing full smiling lips, a pointed chin, and the sort of arched, symmetrical black brows that my cosmetician has never been able to create for me.

“Moustache,” he said to Bernard, because he has a big, bristly one. “This is your camel. You get on like this.” He held out the mounting stirrup for Bernard to use as a step up, then disconnected it, leaving me to wonder how we were expected to get off.

“Gazelle,” he said to me, as I stood in front of my camel admiring the beast’s long lashes. Later, when I’d been called Gazelle multiple times, I understood it was merely a multi-national moniker for women used by all guides in Morocco, who find Western names unpronounceable and easy to forget. At the moment though, I was thrilled with my nickname, which I took as flattery of my legs. The boy’s gratuity went up immediately. “Do not stand there. He may spit on you. Come around here,” he said, luring me with my own personal mounting stirrup.

Kamal secured a lead line to each camel’s nose ring. They both crawked out a rough, low groan, like the sound of a falling redwood as its ancient fibers are slowly rent apart. It was a sound of distress, of protest, of resignation. I was fully inclined to lift my voice in sympathy with theirs. Yet the sun shone, the breeze frisked, we were snug in our saddles, ready for our single-humped ships of the desert to carry us forth.

It took next to no time for the camels to bear us beyond the first dunes, after which no sign of civilization was visible. It was just the swaying camels, endless waves of blonde sand, and the enterprising Kamal leading the way. Like all camels, mine preferred to walk, but with legs as long as I am tall we made remarkable progress, even at his don’t-rush-me pace. My camel and I were both well-equipped to battle the desert sun. He had boney eyebrow protrusions to shield his eyes from the glare. I had my Ray-Bans. He had self-closing nostrils to keep out blowing sand. I had my keffiyeh. He had thick leathery patches on his knees to prevent sand burns when kneeling. I had on special underwear guaranteed to prevent monkey-butt, scourge of all riders.

It was hot inside my keffiyeh, so when the breeze turned strong enough to whip the ends out of their securing knot, I didn’t mind. I dislike being sweaty, and with the keffiyeh pulled up over my nose to keep out the fine Sahara sand, I was becoming not only uncomfortably damp but claustrophobic. Unlike our guide, the last time I’d had my head swaddled, I’d been a baby.

With images of my keffiyeh flying off and spooking my camel into a lunging gallop of the sort destined to make me more seasick than a cross-channel ferry bucking surging seas, I struggled to retie the scarf ends into a windproof knot. The wind would have none of it, untying each knot quicker than Houdini doing an underwater trick. It was pleasant, though, to have the cooling effect of this now stiff wind, and I enjoyed it. That is, up until the moment when Kamal insisted, “Look!” He stood on the crest of a dune, arm outstretched and pointing, white robes whipping around his legs, a miniature Sherif Ali in my personal version of Lawrence of Arabia. I expected to see more dunes, or better, a camel train making its regal way toward us. I didn’t. I saw a horizon obscured by an undulating wall, battleship gray, livid in its turmoil of wind and sand. It spanned the sky and moved so swiftly it was as if a massive hand behind it was impelling it toward us.

“Run,” shouted Kamal, his voice small and seeming far away. With a sandstorm looming I had some concerns, though none of them involved my camel. He had two rows of eyelashes, plus the windshield wiper effect of a third eyelid which could move left to right. If any of us was equipped to weather this storm, it was he. I only had my fists to wipe sand out of my eyes, and right then both hands were occupied clinging to the saddle horn as we joggled across the dunes at such alarming speed that after my first glance down I dared not check the distance of a possible fall again.

We got back in half the time it had taken us to venture into the dune-scape. By then, the ashen wall had covered half the distance it needed to reach us. I could distinguish roiling clouds of sand swirling within. The entire hulking mass seemed to gain in density and scope as it heaved down upon us. Camel touts sprinted after flying saddle pads, their feet seeming to skim above the surface of shifting sand. Tourists dithered about whether the torture of sitting out a sandstorm in the open would be worth the bragging rights afterward. Camels kneeled in the sand, blinking those windshield wiper eyelids and chewing their cud, in their element. Bernard and I slithered off the backs of our camels, not even noticing the absence of that helpful stirrup. I wished my beast luck, stuffed enough bills in Kamal’s hand to cover our fee, and dashed to the car, where I jumped into the passenger seat and slammed the door. Safe. Or so I thought.

We had barely reached the track with the white-washed rocks when the sandstorm enveloped us like Dracula swirling his cloak, blotting out the sun and turning the smiling day into a dark, evil, yellow-gray dusk. Howling as if populated by tormented souls from the underworld, the storm invaded the car through every crack and crevice. It coated the dashboard, colonized my hair like an epidemic of nits, and in an instant brought home to me the vanity of wearing contact lenses. I was terrified, as my rankly perspiring armpits attested. Pulling my shirt tails over my mouth I yelled at Bernard, “What are we going to do?”
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