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Praise for C. L. Stambush’s
 
Untethered
 
 
“Stambush recounts her motorcycle adventure around the edge of India in this lively memoir. Captured in a confident tone and detail-rich language, Stambush’s exploits are moving and memorable. Travel aficionados and those in search of an Eat, Pray, Love–style escape, take note.”
 —Publishers Weekly
 
“An evocative, stirring and insightful tale. C.L. Stambush captures perfectly the power that comes from striking out alone on a motorcycle, and demonstrates with her beautifully written story that there is no better way to discover the world—and oneself.”
—Lois Pryce, author of Lois on the Loose
 
“The prose brings India to life, evoking the beauty and the harshness of the landscape and its people—a mirror image of the author’s transformative journey. The adventure she includes will keep readers engaged until the very end.”
—Booklife
 
“I loved this memoir. Equal parts travelogue, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, feminist manifesto, and sensitive cultural memoir, Untethered is riveting from start to finish.” 
—Angela Heimburger
 
“In less capable hands, Untethered could have been a long, tedious slog about the sites she visited while on ‘vacation.’ Stambush, though, focuses on the people she met along the way while wrestling with her own inner doubts and insecurities. Untethered is a sensitive, beautifully written book about a woman testing her limits in an alien place. It is well worth the read.”
—Monte Hanson 
 
“Hard to put down and loved every page of it. I didn’t want it to end. It’s the first time I’ve read a book for pleasure with a pencil in my hand, underlining and marking words, sentences and paragraphs that spoke to my heart and my mind.”
—Alicia Cave
 
“A witty, funny, and just plain enjoyable read about the author’s determination to stretch her comfort boundaries on a solo journey around India on her motorcycle. Very entertaining!”
—Kathy Bell
 
“I quickly devoured the pages of this book wanting to know what happened next on this riveting journey of one woman on a motorcycle in India on a whim.”
—Debbie Anderson
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Dedication 
 
For my mother who taught me to be me every day. 
For my father who said what I needed to hear.
For all goddesses who long to go, do, be.




 

Author’s Note
 
This book was created based on my journals, my memory, and research. The quotes, while not verbatim, represent real conversations. The people in this book are real. I have changed the names of many but not all the people to preserve their privacy. Memory is malleable and my journals don’t capture every moment of the trip, but I have remained true to the facts to the best of my ability while creating this story.
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Through the Looking Glass
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The Urge

I heard the crowd of agitated men shouting at me, “Leave it.” The man I was after turned to look back before he hopped over the Nehru Bridge wall and dropped into the dark alley below. I followed him, flinging myself over as he did, hitting the ground hard. His footfalls echoed ahead of me in the night, and I spotted flashes of his shirt flitting as I ran after him. Adrenaline pumped my blood, sounding like a locomotive in my ears, as one thought drove me: Get him.
I was gaining on him when my foot snagged on a root, hurling me to my hands and knees, and knocking the breath out of me.
Stunned and shattered, I crouched quivering in the alley as my breath and senses slowly returned. In the muggy subcontinent air, ripe with the stench of rotten fruit and piss, I prayed for the earth to swallow me. Prayed the Hindu goddesses would pity me enough for this to be a nightmare. But the taste of blood in my mouth from biting my tongue and the scrapes on the palms of my hands told me it was real. Unable to move, I sat there wondering, What had I done? Who had I become?
This was not me. Not the me I’d hoped to discover when I bought a Royal Enfield Bullet motorcycle and set out to ride it solo on the edge of India. Three months earlier I’d been sitting in an office at the Women’s Feature Service, a news agency in New Delhi, India, complaining to a fellow editor, Patralekha, about a 3,000-word story a writer sent instead of the 800 I’d assigned. The adventurous life I’d come in search of two years earlier had morphed into a routine, sedate, predictable life, filled with 8-to-5 work, shopping on weekends, and hanging out with friends. 
My contract as one of three editors with the agency was ending, awakening a familiar desire to test my grit, and I’d bought a Bullet. When I shared my plan with coworkers, they didn’t cheer “you-go-girl” as I’d expected. (We were, after all, a women’s empowerment news agency.) The office manager Mrs. Banerjee listened with the primness of a Persian cat before issuing a dismissive “preposterous” head shake. My co-editor Patralekha said nothing, but her eyes widened in alarm as if to say, ARE YOU CRAZY?
Given the facts I’d read in a government report, stating only thirty-six percent of India’s drivers were aware of safety rules, twenty-seven percent understood traffic signals, signs and markings, fifty-five percent disregarded flashing signals, twenty-five percent ignored speed limits, twenty-eight percent refrained from using hand signals (most vehicles didn’t have functioning electrical ones), and thirty-three percent displayed a frightening “propensity for abrupt lane changes,” I understood their concerns.
Two million miles of road—paved and unpaved—crisscrossed India in 1997, making it the third largest road network in the world after the United States and China. Yet, only two percent of the roads were national highways, carrying forty percent of the traffic and accounting for twenty-five percent of all accidents. Trucks and busses comprised seven percent of vehicles but were responsible for forty-three percent of accidents. Untrained, stoned and drunk truckers ruled the roads, and they rarely gave an inch to anyone.
Those who didn’t think I was crazy called me courageous, but I considered it a compulsion. As a first grader in school I slid my shoulder along the hall wall—even when I was alone—afraid to detach myself for fear something bad would happen. Nothing ever did, but this memory of myself, as someone afraid of life, had become lodged in me and puckered like a scar that I’d worried my fingers over for years. It restricted me, defined me as incapable, and kept me on life’s sidelines. It was only in the black-and-white glow of Westerns I watched on television as a kid, while sopping up cold beans with a slice of bread, that I escaped how I thought of myself by pretending I was one of the rough riders free on the range.
Despite thirty-seven years of trying to prove to myself I’d become the woman I wanted to be—one who moved confidently through life, who owned the space she occupied, who felt capable in a world that suggested women were not—the essence of that timid girl still clung to part of me. This journey was a last chance to prove to myself that I was no longer that girl, and the Royal Enfield Bullet—a modern-day iron horse—was the perfect vehicle to set me free.
 
The simplest and easiest route was to ride along India’s coast. But it felt uninspired and I’d lamented this to Patralekha.
“Why don’t you seek out the shakti peetha temples?” she’d said, “They are dedicated to the goddess Kali you’ve named your motorcycle after.”
I’d never named any of the seven cars I’d owned, but the thought of being out there alone—disconnected from the familiar and my sense of place—stirred a desire for a companion. In naming my motorcycle Kali, I’d intuitively concocted a particular partner, knowing a woman alone sometimes needed a little venom. The goddess Kali had more than a smidgen to offer. With her wild hair, lolling red tongue, and flashing black eyes, she represents destruction and rebirth in Hinduism. To believers, she bestows energy, strength, and capability. A warrior with four arms, she wears the severed limbs of her enemies as a skirt and their shrunken heads around her neck like pearls. She is the quintessential badass, and I wanted her grrrr.
The shakti peetha temples’ origins are in the legend of the goddess Sati who immolated her mortal body when her father refused to welcome her husband Shiva into the family. Upon her death, the grief-stricken Shiva began a dance of destruction and Lord Vishnu, fearing the ruin of the newly formed Earth, cut Sati’s body into fifty-one pieces to stop Shiva’s dance.
Sati is a manifestation of Kali, The Mother Goddess, and one of thirty-six million Hindu deities. The shakti peetha temples—symbolizing where her lips, eyes, nose, ears, heart, and so on, fell to Earth, transforming the locations into sacred empowerment sites—are also known as Kali temples. For centuries, pilgrims have trekked to the temples to pay homage to the goddess, seeking her help in shedding their old selves to become the person they’re meant to be.
I’m not religious or spiritual, but the idea of finding the temples and metaphorically reassembling the goddess appealed to me. I’d never attempted such an arduous adventure and finding the temples gave me structure, providing, if nothing else, mile markers in my quest to define myself.
Patralekha gave me a map indicating the temples’ locations a few days later. I carefully unfolded it, smoothing out the creases. It didn’t have the red road lines or blue, brown, and green shadings of most maps, rather it was a simple outline of India annotated with Xs, representing the location of each shakti peetha temple. Scanning the map, I noticed the temples dotted the edge of India, echoing my inclination to ride the coast, and my plan slid into place.
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The Quest
India is massive and complicated: culturally, psychologically, ethnically, and physically. Despite its landmass being one-third the size of the United States, it’s the second largest country in Asia, after China, and the seventh largest in the world. From north to south—Kashmir to Tamil Nadu—India stretches 1,997 miles. From west to east—Rajasthan to West Bengal—it spans another 1,882. Seventeen states and 8,763 miles root northern India to the Asian continent, connecting it to Pakistan, China, Nepal, Bangladesh, Bhutan, and Myanmar. The remaining 4,671 miles of coastal India bite into the salty waters of the Arabian Sea, the Lakshadweep Sea, the Indian Ocean, the Gulf of Mannar, and the Bay of Bengal like a tiger’s tooth, tapering to a single point you can practically stand on.
The long, northern snowy sweep of the Himalayans and its hundreds of frozen peaks functioned as a line of protection against invaders, a defense historically breached by outsiders. For thousands of years, India swallowed her marauders, absorbing their religions and cultures into what has become a throbbing mass of diversity, where more than 19,000 different languages are spoken, twenty-two of them official Indian languages, and thirteen sanctioned written scripts. Luckily, English is widely spoken, and although I’d studied Hindi at a school in the Himalayan foothills as part of my journey’s preparation, I didn’t need to attempt using it when I bought my Royal Enfield Bullet. 
 
The motorcycle dealers were in Old Delhi, past the sandstone arches of Kashmir Gate and down among the warren of dealers specializing in gold, silver, spices, sweets, carpets, perfumes, silk, books, shawls, shoes, oils, and more. Two months before my contract with the news service ended, I clambered into a rickshaw with a friend and neighbor Thomas to buy an Enfield. He’d ridden motorcycles all his life and owned a Bullet, while my only riding experience was a one-week training course in an empty parking lot a month earlier while visiting friends and family in the United States. During the course, I popped a wheelie and crashed, banging my knee and terrifying the other student riders. It was what Indians call an “inauspicious” beginning that I tried not to read too much meaning into.
The first motorcycle dealer, a small solicitous man, wanted to sell to Thomas, being a man in a man’s world, and turned his back on me when, after Thomas stomped away irritated by the man’s misplaced persistence, I approached. He rolled his eyes dubiously at me then turned and disappeared through a shabby curtain at the back of the showroom. When he didn’t return, I got the message: he didn’t sell motorcycles to women.
Men may have designed motorcycles for their own adventures, but that never stopped women from riding. Americans Effie Hotchkiss and her mother, Avis, rode round-trip, coast-to-coast in the United States on a Harley with a sidecar in 1915. Bessie Stringfield refused to let her gender or race hamper her. As a young, Black wife and mother devastated by the deaths of her three children, she turned to riding motorcycles in 1928, saying, “I’d toss a penny over a map, and wherever it landed, I’d go.” Fifty years later, stuntwoman Marcia Holly rode a Kawasaki-based streamliner to set a land-speed record of 229.361 mph, becoming the first woman to break into the Bonneville 200 MPH  Club. I wasn’t in their league, but I had my own white whale to chase.
The second dealership’s salesman harbored no such scruples about selling motorcycles to women. A worldly Sikh with rings on five fingers, Sahib Singh smiled, bearing a neat row of tiny red-stained teeth and nodding his turbaned head. I knew what I wanted: a black 350cc Standard Bullet with upgrades poached from the 500cc Deluxe—its dual-drum disc brakes, larger fuel tank, and locking toolboxes. She (motorcycles are feminine) should be all black like the goddess Kali, so a paint job was necessary, since the 500cc parts were gray. The price for my new, customized Bullet with a year’s warranty and accident insurance (a bonus, given India’s manic traffic), totaled 25,000 rupees ($1,400 U.S.). 
A week after placing my order, one of Singh’s workers wheeled my Kali out to me and my heart thrummed. I was both awed and terrified by her power and beauty. Seeing her black body curved in a dancer’s pose, her handlebars flared as if enraged, her headlamp a bold unblinking eye, I knew I’d given her the right name. She was a goddess.
काली
A few weeks after getting my Bullet, I arrived at Sheikh Sara Authority to take my driving license test. Some would debate the necessity of a foreigner getting a driver’s license in India, but I wanted to be legal. As I climbed the dusty steps of the flat-faced government building, there wasn’t a woman in sight––only men loitering under dusty neem trees, spitting streams of red paan, a mixture of betel leaf and areca nut that’s widely chewed in India. 
I’d picked up a driving manual a week earlier from a portly man named Mr. Dubashi in the Office of Inquiry. He’d gazed at me through owlish glasses, as if I were some curious species, when I’d ask for a manual. Upon my return, however, he greeted me enthusiastically, asking dramatically if I’d studied the contents. His childlike excitement didn’t fit with his stern Stalin-like stature and demeanor. 
I’d driven for twenty-five years, so I’d only skimmed the driving manual, thinking that getting a permit in India would be similar to how I did it in the United States. But I was wrong. 
Instead of handing me a written test, Mr. Dubashi pulled himself up and lumbered around to the end of the desk. He cleared the papers and pointed a fat finger at one of the many road sign images printed on a poster trapped under a thick plate of glass covering his desk. 
“What is this?” he said, jabbing at an arrow that appeared to be doing a backbend. 
“Ninety-degree turn,” I said.
Without looking up, he shook his enormous head and stabbed another image. “What is this?”
It had two arrows, one short and straight with a second one bending to the right. “No passing,” I said. 
He waggled his head exuberantly then thumped a third symbol. “What is this?”
There was no mistaking it. “Train crossing.”
Mr. Dubashi raised his sad eyes and furrowed his massive brow in disappointment. “Now you have failed,” he said. “Why you did not study the book I gave you?”
Failed? How could that be? I knew the symbols. I knew the rules. I just didn’t know what he wanted. I stared at him, wondering if he expected me to offer an incentive to be granted a license. It wouldn’t happen. I’d never bribed an official in any country, even when it made things easier. Easy wasn’t my way.
Mr. Dubashi picked up the driver’s manual and read aloud the correct responses for the symbols: Curve Up Ahead; No Overtaking; Unguarded Level Crossing Ahead. When he finished, I understood. I didn’t mistake the meanings, I just hadn’t memorized them verbatim, and Mr. Dubashi was a stickler.
We were silent awhile and then, not knowing what else to do, I smiled and asked, “Now what?”
He tipped his chair back on two legs, as if giving the options serious consideration, before dropping the chair to the floor with a thud and exclaiming, “I will pass you anyway.”
On my way home, I fell in behind a truck full of female field hands sitting in the back like chicks in a nest. They listlessly rocked and swayed, their dupatas pulled over their coarse black hair. Their ages varied, with the wrinkled old women sitting closer to the cab, the younger women sitting near the tailgate, and the little girls fitted in here and there. Their salwar kameezes and saris were dusty and dirty from farming, and their arms were banded in colorful bangles. Smudged into the parts of some of the women’s hair was sindoor, a red powder signifying who was married. Their ears were pierced with heavy earrings and nostrils discs of gold. 
At first they took no notice of me, a lone biker trailing behind, swerving to miss the potholes that their driver thoughtlessly plowed through. Then boredom overcame one woman and her eyes began to follow me closely. She showed only mild curiosity at first, until—despite my head-to-toe garb of helmet, denim jacket, and leather gloves disguising my identity—something about me seized her imagination and her gaze deepened. She sat a little straighter and leaned closer to the tailgate, putting her calloused and cracked hands on the gate’s peeling paint to steady herself. She trained her eyes on me for a long time before nudging the woman next to her. Together they watched me, and I them, wondering what made us so different beyond our obvious aesthetics. A moment later the two began poking and prodding the others. As the women and girls in the truck turned to see what was so urgent, their solemn faces cracked open one-by-one, revealing big white teeth and toothless grins as it dawned on them that the rider was a woman.
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Gurus and Goddesses
The Royal Enfield Bullet motorcycle began as a crude bicycle known as a “bone shaker” in the mid-1800s in Hunt End, England. The Townsend Cycle was a strange contraption with an iron cross-frame, unequal wooden wheels fortified with iron strips, and wooden triangle pedals. Its peculiarities, however, didn’t stop it from becoming wildly desired. Bicycles brought freedom. 
The cycle infatuation eventually set fire to a hunger for not only freedom but speed, giving birth to the motorcycle in 1899. The Townsend Cycle morphed through a series of transformations and sputtered onto the scene as the Royal Enfield motorcycle in 1901. Over the next half-century, it evolved from a 125cc two-stroke engine to 350cc and 500cc four-strokes. By the 1950s, the word Bullet was added to its name, but evolutionary engineering stalled as manufacturing shifted from England to India. Few changes occurred between the 1950s model and the one I bought new in 1997. It’s not the most muscular motorcycle but no other matched its thumping soul, or its cantankerous nature. Since it’s prone to breakdowns, I’d need to know how to fix it when things went wrong. I needed someone to teach me basic Bullet maintenance.
I’m mechanically inclined, something I inherited from my dad. As a girl, I crept into the garage to watch him tinker with the family Oldsmobile as he pondered the engine’s problem, finding solutions to whatever troubles presented. When my interests continued as I grew, he taught me basic car repairs while my older brother never figured out how to pop a hood.
 
Thomas introduced me to his mechanic Nanna, who had a reputation as a “quiet genius” who didn’t enter relationships lightly. I hung around the shop on Saturday mornings with the other ex-pat riders, working up the courage to ask for his help and fearing he’d say no. When I finally asked Nanna to teach me basic repairs, he gazed at me as if I’d requested he translate the Bhagavad Gita before agreeing, telling me to come the next day for my first lesson. 
I arrived at Nanna’s shop, a cinderblock structure crouched under a flyover and crammed with forgotten and forlorn motorcycles with missing wheels, rusted cylinder heads, and split seats. Weeds worked their way through the spokes of the deserted bikes that littered his courtyard, burrowing into carburetors and snaking up to choke the controls. In the weeks I’d been going to the shop, I’d often wondered where all the motorcycles came from and how long they’d lingered like this. They looked like lost causes to me. As we sat sipping chai before my lesson started, I asked about them.
“What about that one,” I asked, I pointed to a relic leaning against the fence. “What’s its story?”
“The Norton? It belongs to a friend of mine.”
His tone suggested the rider just dropped it off for a tune-up but its dry-rot tires, filler spilling from the split seat before  cascading onto a corroded cylinder head, rusted chrome pipes, and rodent-gnawed cable casings said otherwise. Nanna read my mind as I stared at the once beautiful but now desolate bike.
“Only fifteen years,” he said.
“Fifteen!” I cried.
“Yes.”
“It’s been here for fifteen years? Where’s the owner?”
“He had to leave India suddenly.”
“He’s not coming back.”
“He will, and I will keep it for him until he returns.”
“And if he never returns?”
He gazed at me, the henna in his gray hair sparkling like a cap of copper wiring, as the corners of his mouth shifted imperceptibly to imply I knew nothing about what people would do. Finally he said, “Are you ready to learn?”
Nanna summarized the things I needed to learn. Mostly routine maintenance: setting tappets and timing, changing the oil, cleaning the spark plug, adjusting the chain, checking fluids, tightening loose bolts—as well as minor emergency repairs: fixing broken clutch and brake cables, repairing ruptured fuel lines, and changing flat tires. He wanted me to know the overall workings of the Enfield too, so that if major repairs were needed I’d understand what a mechanic was doing, even if I didn’t do the work myself.
“You will find boys with tools all over India thinking they can fix your Kali. They cannot,” he said. “They do not know Bullets, but you will.”
Over the next two weeks, Nanna scrutinized me wrenching bolts and threading cables through clips and rings. He explained how the crankshaft rotated the pistons down into the cylinder head, sucking a mixture of air and fuel into the carburetor. I jotted it all down in my notebook: blend, trapped gasses, pistons top-dead-center, plug ignites spark. 
In truth, I understood little. Motorcycles weren’t like cars. His explanation of the engine sounded like the song “Dem Bones” from my childhood: Toe bone connected to the foot bone, foot bone connected to the heel bone, and so on, that I didn’t really grasp. Instead, I simply wrote it all down and hoped it made sense when I needed it. 
One afternoon, flies buzzing at my ears and eyes in the sweltering heat as I scribbled some esoteric point he made, I wondered aloud if I really needed to comprehend all the minutia. Nanna stared at me in dismay, asking, “How is it you can decide what is important and what is not until you understand all of it?”
Nanna was a man of few words but when he spoke I often felt two things were being said. I wondered, were we talking about motorcycles or was he teaching me some sort of metaphor for life? Did he mean that more than a basic understanding was always required to determine one’s future? Or did he simply want me to know how an internal combustion engine operated?
Nanna didn’t wait for me to figure out his koan, instead he expertly loosened the screws on the cam cover with his blunt fingers and removed the plate before pointing to the gap in the breaker points, a mechanism that reminded me of the bobbin section of a sewing machine.
“This gap sets the engine’s timing to make it run smooth. It is important you have the width just right, but you will not have the tool to do this.”
I waited for him to continue, wondering why I wouldn’t have these tools since the gap was so slight. Were they bulky? Were they expensive? Were they not available in India? 
“There is no need to carry so many things,” he continued. “India will provide for you.” To prove his point, he glanced around until he located a discarded cigarette box in the dust at the gate of his shop, and told Poppy, one of his two young mechanics, who was lovingly styling his Bollywood-esque hair in a mirror, to bring it to him. “This,” he said, tearing off the flap and holding it up for my inspection, “can measure both the timing and spark plug gaps accurately. Fold it once and you have a gauge for setting the timing, fold it two times to set the spark plug’s gap width.”
Why not just carry the little tool? I thought. How cumbersome could a set of gap measures be? But I didn’t ask that, instead I squawked, “Garbage? You want me to use garbage to keep Kali running?”
Something settled onto Nanna’s otherwise agreeable face, the weary expression of a savant saddled with an idiot. His disappointment pained me, and my mind scrambled to understand his meaning before it clicked. It wasn’t about having a tool, but using the tool I already possessed—my mind—to solve any problems. 
I recalled my dad teaching me to change air filters and sand carbon off spark plugs in our garage, the scent of a warm oily engine filling my nostrils. He would approve of Nanna’s creed, although rubbish wouldn’t be his choice of gadget either. The message, however, to be unburdened and resourceful in life was familiar. Years earlier, while hiking in Shawnee National Forest with a boyfriend, he took a photo of me sitting on a boulder that he later gave me as a gift. Under the image he’d inserted a quote from Juvenal—a late first-century AD Roman poet—that read, Travel light and you can sing in the robber’s face.
Nanna pushed this philosophy further, insisting I not only do away with stuff but that I benefit from what others left behind. This ideology was foreign to me. I liked shiny new things and thought each item served just one purpose––as if it had only one life.
 
While learning to repair Kali, I had Nanna customize her, replacing her bench seat with a handmade single-saddle, and painting Kali in Hindi—काली—in gold on the sides of her tank. The lettering had two meanings, Kali—the goddess and bud—a small flower. My dad’s nickname was Bud.
My years of hanging out in the garage watching my dad gave way to other interests as I became a teenager, and the two of us spent little time together. One day, when I was thirteen he uncharacteristically stopped me in the hall and proclaimed, “You can go anywhere. Do anything. Be anyone you want.” 
My dad, a man of few words and fewer hugs, was a breadwinner, not a nurturer. Nor were we a touchy-feely family prone to expressing our emotions. He fiercely loved his family in the best way men of the 1950s and 1960s were expected to, by giving us all the things he could afford to buy. But he knew I lacked conviction in myself, despite years of confidence-boosting activities—dance, swimming, horseback riding lessons—my parents gave me. It hurt his heart to see his little girl, his Little Lou Lou, Connie Luigi, Squeegee, Weegee—his nicknames for me, expressions of his quiet love—not grasp her potential, not believe in herself. It drove him to do what fathers of his era left to mothers: deliver encouraging words. 
You can go anywhere. Do anything. Be anyone you want.
My teenage brain couldn’t comprehend this. It reeled wildly at how wrong he was about me. The person he saw wasn’t who I added up to be. I slithered along walls. I remained mute around others. I cringed from attention. 
I stood dumbfound as his alien concepts of my capability echoed through me. The silence between us grew, turning a tender father-daughter moment awkward. Neither of us knew what to say or do next, so we crept past each other without another word. But, a kernel of his belief was seeded in me. 
Years later, on January nine, my twenty-third birthday, one week after my dad turned fifty-three, he died suddenly of a heart attack. 
After his death, I often wondered if he somehow knew he’d die young and never get to see me flourish. Knew he’d never live to see if I overcame my self-doubt. I’ll never know, but his Can-Do faith began to slowly and quietly bloom in me, becoming my mantra. A tattoo imprinted on my soul. A belief that carried me through life, and the coming five months and nearly 7,000 miles as I rode on the edge of India. 
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The Hand of God
In 1992, five years before setting out on a Bullet solo around India, I was a proofreader for a pharmaceutical company when it announced its down-size and relocation from the Midwest to the East Coast. Prior to that, I’d spent nine years on the company’s assembly lines inspecting pill bottles as they jostled by before taking an educational leave of absence to earn a degree in journalism (after switching my major from anthropology). I’d returned to the company with hopes of climbing the corporate ladder and had been in my job for two years when the downsizing was announced.
My colleagues and I feared our jobs would be eliminated in the move. The factory was staying put but many of the office positions were headed east. While my teammates dreaded the possibility of being relocated or becoming redundant, I viewed it as a chance to leave my hometown and live a larger life, one I’d been too scared to chase after earning my degree. I’d settled for safe instead, but in the time I’d been back, I’d felt as if I didn’t belong, as if there was more for me elsewhere. This was my chance.
As we waited for our sealed envelopes containing our fates in the form of an offer or a pink slip, I envisioned my transformative new life in Princeton, New Jersey, a train ride away from the culture and sophistication of New York City. The day we received our notices, my coworker brought in photos of her recent trip to Germany. Sandy planned to retire early and welcomed the buyout package we’d be offered if our positions were eliminated or we declined the offers. She loved to travel abroad and often asked me where I’d like to go. I had no desire to go overseas and was content to climb into my car and head out, more for the thrill of driving and being in motion than the destination.
When my boss delivered the envelope containing my future, I was looking at Sandy’s photos, images of her trip to Europe were spread across my desk. Pulling the offer from the envelope, I sucked in a sigh of relief as I read the opening line: “We are pleased…” before skimming the page in search of my new job title and salary. Disappointed, I saw “proofreader” and the salary I currently earned. The work wasn’t fulfilling, but the money provided a good living in southern Indiana.
Accompanying the offer was a cost-of-living breakdown revealing I couldn’t afford to live in Princeton and would have to commute from the deep suburbs. As the reality of what my future looked like dawned on me, my fantasy of living a high life in an intellectually rich city a short train ride from the City That Never Sleeps dissolved. In its place emerged a life in a cookie-cutter, thinly walled apartment in a mundane complex on the outskirts of everything while commuting to a dismal job of proofreading pharmaceutical package inserts all day as my mind numbed and spirit dulled.
It didn’t take a genius to figure out I wouldn’t be moving up but rather stagnating, or worse—sinking. I’d earned a degree in journalism from Indiana University’s Ernie Pyle School of Journalism. I wanted to write stories not spellcheck documents no one read. I’d hoped the relocation offer would springboard me into a writing position with the company; a gateway to a new life. That possibility suddenly looked as unreachable as the far bank of the cold Ohio River white-capping outside my winter window.
Putting the depressing thoughts aside, I returned to Sandy’s photos, hoping the pretty pictures would clear my gloom. The images weren’t exceptional. No castles or century-old church spires pierced the sky, only traditional old German homes with red doors, thick thatched roofs, and flower boxes bulging with red and white geraniums. Yet, there was something beguiling about them. Until then, I told myself I was okay with a decent job, a good salary, a good life without questioning what “good” meant. Now, something inside me shifted as I examined first the photographs and then the slim sheet of paper predicting my future in black and white. One path offered security, income, and advancement, while the other promised…. What?
I went to sleep that night sure I’d soon be living on the East Coast commuting to a drab office—what else could I do—but woke the next morning with a new plan. Quit. Travel the world. 
I’d never ranged far from home—one or two days’ drive tops. Now the notion of exploring a wider world, walking among people whose languages and cultures shocked my Midwestern sensibilities, seemed the only path possible. It was as if the hand of God had pushed me forward. I’d never felt so simultaneously out of and in control of my life.
I took the buyout and gave up my apartment. I sold my car, suits and furniture, and bought a backpack and the cheapest one-way ticket to Europe—Frankfort, Germany—with a plan to be away at least six months but no more than twelve; any longer, I thought, might put me in danger of not coming back.
Friends threw me a going away party and presented me with useful gifts—electronic language translator, guide books, and cash—bundled into a bandana tied to the end of a long stick, signifying my new hobo status. When they asked “why,” I couldn’t tell them I felt trapped in an ordinary life in an ordinary job in an ordinary city, and longed for excitement and freedom. But more than that, I needed to prove something to myself. I couldn’t say that aloud, couldn’t risk hearing it, so I simply smiled and shrugged. In their eyes I read envy along with fear. A fear I refused to acknowledge, instinctively knowing if I did I’d never get away.
I left the United States in September of 1992 on an overnight Greyhound bus bound for Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport and a series of flights destined for Germany. In my 40-gallon backpack, I’d stuffed a two-person tent, three-season sleeping bag, inflatable air mattress, camp stove, extra fuel cylinders, two small lanterns powered by candles along with six extra candles, three dry bags and a dozen freezer bags, three pairs of cargo pants that converted into shorts, eight T-shirts, ten pairs of underwear, four sport bras and two regular bras, five pairs of thick hiking socks, a pair of sandals, a pair of shower shoes, a travel-size blowdryer, water purification tablets, a collapsible shovel (to responsibly bury excrement), shampoo, conditioner, a small comb and brush, makeup and mascara remover (I’m not sure why), a Swiss Army Knife, sunglasses, glasses, two guidebooks—Rick Steve’s Europe Through the Back Door and Europe on $40 a Day—and three or four novels, one of which was Iberia by James A. Michener, that I’ve still never read.
My mom, grandmother and a friend saw me off at the bus station. All day leading up to boarding the bus my stomach churned and my mouth felt cottony at the thought of what I’d set into motion. As I climbed the metal bus steps, unwilling to show my nervousness, my grandmother turned to my mom and asked, “Are you really going to let her go?” Mom, who’d always encouraged me to live life my way, wouldn’t try to stop me as my grandmother would have done to her, even if she was scared for me. We all knew the time for putting on the brakes had passed.
Once on the bus my stomach settled and excitement grew, until I landed in Frankfort and disembarked the plane. For hours I sat in the cavernous international airport’s lobby/train terminal paralyzed by the thought of what I’d gotten myself into. At my side was my too-heavy backpack, bulging with perceived essentials. Hugging my waist was a money belt stuffed with thousands of dollars in American Express Travelers Cheques, expected to last a year if I was frugal. I’d never exchanged money in my life, couldn’t read the twenty-four-hour clock the European trains ran on—had never ridden a train. 
Around me fluttered voices of travelers in languages I couldn’t understand headed for their ultimate destinations. I had no real plan. My plan was to arrive, after that it was vague.
Night filtered in through the terminal’s high windows and I knew I had to get up and go. Somewhere. Anywhere. Just go. 
For the next two years I crisscrossed my way in and out of Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Italy, Greece, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Turkey, and the Czech Republic. I often traveled in the company of others by bus, boat, train, and even donkey cart—but always at the mercy of someone else’s timetable. Someone else’s route. Ready for a change, I headed to India.
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