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To Mr. B






 CHAPTER ONE

 Finding Wonder Woman

Let’s start in medias race: I’m sitting in the hot grid. I’m waiting patiently to get onto the racetrack in an orderly double row of about twenty other rumbling sports cars. First I do a mental check: crash helmet on and chinstrap securely fastened. Neck brace underneath. Driving gloves on. Wraparound sunglasses firmly seated on my nose. Lip gloss accurately applied. Six-point harness pulled so tight my boobs and thighs are smooshed. Air conditioner off. Windows down. Plenty of gas. All gauges reading well. I’m good to go.

So then I start to sing.

“She’s a brick (pause, pause, pause) HOWSE.

Mighty, mighty, just lettin’ it all hang out.”

I beat my flame-retardant gloved hands on the steering wheel to emphasize the pauses.

“She’s a brick (baow, baow, baow) HOWSE.

She’s the one, the only one, who’s built like an Amazon.”

It helps to settle my stomach and my nerves, all buzzing with anxiety in anticipation of the signal to go. Since I’m the only girl in the group, the lyrics help wind me up. Plus, I’ve always wanted to be built like a brick house, despite my modest 34Bs.

“Shake it down, shake it down, shake it down now.

Shake it down, shake it down, shake it down now.”

I sound like the audio track to a cheap porno flick from the seventies, but nobody can hear you if you have a sport exhaust.

Now I can see the previous group of cars obediently parading off the track. That means we’re up. My heart starts to beat even faster. After they’ve all filed off and the walkie-talkies confirm that the track is clear, the guy at the front of the line starts waving us into the chute. You!—he points at a driver—go!—and his finger swoops toward the chute. You—go. You—go. And so on down the line until it’s my turn. I give him a smile and a thumbs-up, turn into the chute, accelerate modestly, and gently shift into second as I approach the flagger at the end of the chute. He waves me on, I give a little wave back, and I settle my hands on the wheel. I put my game face on, press the accelerator pedal down, hear the engine shriek into life, the force pressing my back into my seat, and—hoo-ahh, I’m off, baby! Down the track I rocket, heading for another twenty-five precious minutes of sphincter-clenching wrestling with a ton of squirrely machinery and the non-negotiable outer limits of physics. Dude.

 

I PRACTICE GOOD periodontal hygiene. I sort and I recycle and I bring reusable shopping bags to the grocery store. I’m the kind of gal who cleans the lint trap after every load. I wear sunscreen, get regular exercise, and eat plenty of fiber. I live in a nice three-bedroom house with central air in a charming New Jersey suburb [insert snarky Jersey snub of choice here] with a husband, a preteen daughter, a fluffy little embarrassment of a dog, and a few sadly struggling houseplants. What in the name of all that’s sane, sensible, and low fat is someone like me doing on a racetrack?

This is the story of a nice, conservative, cultured woman who led a nice, conservative, cultured life in a nice, conservative, cultured suburban enclave—hey, wake up! I’m not done yet—who had her life turned upside down and her expectations of herself utterly transformed through  the unlikeliest of means: high-performance driving on closed racetrack circuits. This was a woman who thought her story was written, her path mapped out, her self-image well defined, until one day—thinking she’d be a good sport and maybe learn something about what made her car-crazed husband tick—she wodged a helmet on her head, took her tiny car to the racetrack, and learned how to drive it really, really fast. What began as a companionable lark became a full-blown obsession, and in the course of an eventful year, she discovered high-performance sports car driving to be an exhilarating antidote to the shackles of post-feminist suburban conformity. That woman is—and this still comes as a surprise every time—me.

 

AND WHO AM I? I grew up in small-town Pennsylvania with a father who designed traditional, colonial-style furniture for a local furniture company, and a mother who was born in northern Germany. I had a younger brother, and we all lived the American dream in a brick house with a piebald dog named Perry and a succession of ill-fated guinea pigs. The backyard of my house backed up to the deep backyard of another family’s house, and that’s where my boy-next-door lived. His name was Charlie, and I was going to marry him. We spent hours and hours playing together, alternating backyards. His Carolina-raised mom would make us fresh lemonade or iced tea, and the best thing about that was the special silver stirring spoons that had long hollow handles attached to their bowls: They were simultaneously stirring spoons and straws in one, and I thought they were brilliant. We’d dump several spoonfuls of sugar in the bottom of our glasses, and then we’d slurp up the sugary sludge through those special spoon-straws. Why the spork caught on and the stroon did not is beyond me. Drinking sweet iced tea through a silver stroon on a hot summer afternoon: Life doesn’t get any better than that.

Except maybe when we’d go up to Charlie’s bedroom and read his comics. Lucky Charlie had a big bed with a patterned chenille bedspread, and we’d lounge around on it and read his DC and Marvel comic books  while the knobby chenille dug red runnels into the skin of our elbows. Charlie and I would play superheroes, too. He was still pretty attached to a threadbare, tattered green baby blanket, and it was often tied around his neck as a cape, endowing him with superpowers. Many afternoons were spent flying off the swing set, making spittle-filled gunfire noises, and saving the planet from evil.

 



superfriends!
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Charlie, being a boy, could be any one of a pantheon of superheroes. “Look at me, I’m SUPERman!” he’d yell, launching himself from the armrest of the hideous rust-colored brocade sofa that had been banished to the basement playroom. His green cape fluttered behind him, and despite the thick, prismatic glasses he had to wear for his wandering eye, to me he was completely believable as the Man of Steel.

The next play session had Charlie, with his stocky little seven-year-old frame, recreating the pectoral-flexing posturing familiar to bodybuilders the world over.

“Raaaaargh, I’m the HULK,” he’d pipe in his childish alto, and I could just see him grow larger and start to turn green.

The gleeful declaration, “It’s clobberin’ time,” announced Charlie’s transformation into the grinning, granite-clad and fissured Thing, ready to tackle any Skrull that came our way.

He could be Batman or Spider-Man, Flash Gordon, the Green Arrow, or Shaggy from Scooby-Doo for that matter, but as a girl in the seventies,  my options were much more limited. I dabbled occasionally with the Invisible Woman, but being invisible just wasn’t all that seductive. As a freckled little girl with a homemade haircut, I was already mostly invisible to the world anyway. Supergirl was also pretty unsatisfying. Like Robin, she was just a sidekick, and sidekicks never get the glory, the bad guy, or any respect. They’re eternally stuck in Ed McMahon Limbo, wearing dorky glasses and guffawing at other people’s jokes.

No, for me there was really only one superhero, and that, of course, was Wonder Woman. She was the only powerful female character who regularly appeared in the comic books, and she also starred in Super Friends on Saturday morning cartoons, the one glorious time each week that my brother and I were allowed total dominion over the single family television with its staggering array of four different channels.

If Superman could fly, well, so could I: I could leap tall buildings, and if I had to go further, there was always the invisible plane. If The Thing was impervious to gunfire, I could also deflect bullets with my quick-acting, gold-cuffed wrists. If the Flash was fast, I could run at eighty miles per hour, too. When I was Wonder Woman, I was strong and brave, and I could take anything that Charlie and our combined overactive imaginations could dish out in the great backyard battle of good and evil.

 

WHEN I HIT the impressionable age of nine, the live-action Wonder Woman series starring Lynda Carter had its moment on TV.

I was completely in love with the television version of Wonder Woman. By then I was a geeky kid who already needed glasses, always won the class spelling bees, and was almost completely inept at reading the social coding of fourth-grade fashions and peer group interactions. I continued to carry my Holly Hobbie lunchbox far too long after all the cool kids switched to paper bags.

I could just immerse myself, though, in the character of Diana Prince, Wonder Woman’s everyday alter ego. Carter’s Diana was competent, prim,  and brainy, and wore oversized glasses that looked a lot like the ones I had chosen for myself in a fit of misguided youthful exuberance. I may have been only nine, but her quiet smarts and buttoned-up public persona resonated with me. She looked like she had won all her fourth-grade class spelling bees, too.

But when evil plots were afoot or gunfire could be heard in the distance, she dashed to an unobserved corner, pulled off her glasses, stretched out her arms, and started to spin. As she spun, her hair shook free of its confining bun, and amidst a dazzling explosion of light and a sonic boom, she became bullet-deflecting, invisible plane – piloting Wonder Woman. She was strong, she was smart, and she was incredibly sexy in her killer red boots and pointy-tipped gold corseted top. And she always saved the day.

How I longed to transform myself from an awkward, glasses-wearing, straight-A student to someone so sexy, so tall, so glamorous, so confident. If that transformation was ever going to happen to me, it certainly wasn’t going to occur in a blinding television flash lasting a couple of seconds. I had years of growing up to do, and I could be pretty certain that with my genetic inheritance, I was never going to grow Lynda Carter’s gazelle-like legs. But I could dream—and dream I did—of filling out a corseted top the way Wonder Woman did, and saving the world while doing it.

 

MY CAPE-WEARING SUPERHERO Charlie is now Charles, a fully adult engineer with Intel, married, with a daughter and a mortgage and all the trappings of an ordinary human. As far as I know he has ditched that green blankie, and with it all his superpowers—except for the kind that transforms silicon into computer innards, which is sci-fi enough when you think about it. Like Charlie, I grew up and discarded superhero role models a long time ago, as adolescence, with its pimples and bras, pushed out those sorts of childish fantasies. Little did I suspect then that Wonder Woman would make her reappearance in the well-ordered life I spent building in the subsequent years.

Even if I tried, I doubt I could come up with a less exciting story than the one that comprises my actual life in its post-superhero phase. Best just to hit the fast-forward button. I graduate as high school salutatorian (damn that B in freshman biology). I major in English in college, the bookworm’s default. Ultimately, I pursue a PhD in that guaranteed-career-builder of academic fields, art history. I marry my high school sweetheart—Mr. B—in a move that surprises us both. He becomes a New York banker (stifle yawn). We buy a house in the ’burbs. We are procreational slackers, but manage to produce one little hamster—the Divine Miss M. I bounce around academic jobs, but ultimately land a cushy, part-time position at an elite women’s college, where I bask in the presence of smart young students and a campus so postcard pretty, so idyllic, it’s been in the movies (my orbit briefly touched Luke Wilson’s, and let me tell you, that got my orbit all pink and shiny). So I teach, I parent; I am a whirlwind of domestic efficiency. And it’s all as dull as that thud you hear when you wake up and find you are forty years old and there’s no chance you’ll be discovered by Hollywood while shopping at the mall anymore.

But I was happy with this state of affairs. I was not one of those eternally discontented seekers, always on the hunt for something more. My life, I thought, was good. No—not just good—great. I reached the horror of my fortieth birthday thinking that I pretty much had it all—the job, the house, the husband, the kid—add a couple of mid-level designer handbags, and who could ask for anything more? It was a safe, conventional, predictable life. If it was Monday, it was yoga night. If it was the third Thursday of the month, then it was book club. Saturday was date night. Each summer we took a nice vacation, and over time we managed to knock off Rome, Madrid, Paris, Edinburgh, Prague. In mid-October we mothballed our summer clothes and pulled out our woolens. And every January we toasted another year of wedded bliss. If there was anything missing, I was completely unaware of it.

 

SO THIS IS not a story that begins with a crisis. I was not compelled to embark on a quest to find spiritual enlightenment or a better relationship or the sleek thighs that no amount of time on the treadmill seems to be able to produce. In this Martha Stewart Age, I figured I had already achieved Wonder Woman status by managing, Xanax-free, to juggle a husband, a house, a kid, and a more-or-less career. I didn’t think any superhero-type transformations were necessary. Those DNA-altering gamma rays came at me out of nowhere, as they so often do, and wrought their surprise transformation anyway.

That transformation came about because of a freak exposure to high-speed driving and high-octane race fuel. One day, I was mild-mannered mommy and tweed-jacketed—true!—college professor, and the next, irradiated with the go-fast isotopes, I was Track Girl, able to negotiate high-G turns on squealing rubber and slay Corvettes in a single lap.

Okay: not true. It may have taken only one weekend to be bitten by the radioactive spider, but it took over a year (and counting) to cultivate all my superpowers. This is the chronicle of that year and of the transformations it wrought. Just as Diana Prince went from the quietly efficient First Class Petty Officer Yeoman in the Navy to spy-catching, plot-foiling, bad-guy trouncing Wonder Woman, so, too, did I tread the path of the superhero, finding speed, strength, courage, and mastery of the torque wrench along the way. The outfits aren’t nearly as flashy, much to my dismay, but I’ve got my crash helmet in lieu of the golden tiara and my sports bra in place of that spectacular eagle-cupped corset. More importantly, I’ve discovered the fierce joy of biting into life like a juicy steak, tearing at it with my teeth and tossing it down my throat with the red juices dripping down my chin.

Nothing could be further from my tofu-based alter ego, who blends in among the unsuspecting residents of her New Jersey suburb with seamless realism.

 

THERE WAS ONE thing that, as a reasonably intelligent nine-year-old, I simply couldn’t understand about Wonder Woman: How come nobody ever recognized her? Unlike the Hulk, who on TV was played by two different actors, and, after all, turned green, or Spider-Man, who had his full-body costume complete with balaclava, the only differences between Diana Prince and Wonder Woman were hairdo, glasses, and the star-spangled, abbreviated jumpsuit. Maybe it was because no one looked her in the eyes when she was wearing that strapless number, but I was always outraged, as only a moral fourth-grader can be, by the apparent idiocy of the otherwise competent, magnificently haired Steve Trevor. How could the resemblance between Diana and Wonder Woman elude him so completely? But that’s the way it so often is with superheroes. Even those who are closest to you aren’t able to recognize you. Screaming down the straight at 135 miles per hour, dogging the tail of a Porsche, I don’t even recognize myself.

And in my quiet suburban enclave, I can visit the grocery store with total anonymity. I fully understand now the double life that Diana Prince lived. I move among my fellow suburbanites—the mommies in their SUVs, the daddies with their lawn mowers, the sullen, overprivileged adolescents trudging home from the middle school—and no one gives the slight, jeans-clad, middle-aged mom with the kooky haircut a second glance. I continue to teach architectural history to my unsuspecting students. I pilot my beloved Mini along the curving, tree-lined streets of my pretty neighborhood, practicing my heel-toe downshifting and nursing my pleasurable little secret behind an unremarkable façade.

Even those closest to me are often unable to come to grips with my superpowers. My friends who are in the know are utterly dumfounded by my choice of hobbies and seem to regard me with some of the same horror-struck fascination that they bestow upon the latest report of celebrity infidelity or natural disaster in a far-off land. A racecar-driving suburban mommy is probably about as common as a tsunami, and almost as scary.

“Come join me at the racetrack for a weekend,” I urge my excitable and fabulous Argentinean girlfriend, no slouch with the accelerator pedal herself. “You’re a good driver, and I think you’d like it. There’s an extra bed in my hotel room, and I’d love to have the company.”

“That would be fun,” she replies, with her enviable Latin accent and a flip of her thick dark hair.

But what with children and husbands and in-laws and jobs, somehow it never works out—though I think she and my other friends relish my exploits in a vicarious sort of way, and at the very safe distance of a book club confab with a nice glass of Shiraz in hand.

My own mother wasn’t so sure she recognized the Wonder Woman within her daughter. At first she regarded the whole business with semi-tolerant skepticism. As it became clear that Track Girl had become an inextricable part of my life, she became more openly hostile.

“You don’t want your daughter to become an orphan, do you?” was the guilt-and-cringe-inducing query I received from her one day.

Ooph, I thought, Wonder Woman never caught that sort of flak.

“No, Mom,” I answered, “I don’t. But I swear it’s a whole lot safer than the daily free-for-all that is my commute on the Garden State Parkway.”

Since then, she’s come to the racetrack to watch me in action, with the result that she has in fact transferred her maternal fears from the track to my commute—a zero-sum gain, but one that still nets me occasional babysitting for a weekend at the track with the inimitable Mr. B.

 

MR. B, WHO, like the crack dealer trying to make a permanent customer, offered the heady experience to me in the first place, is fortunately more perceptive than the purblind Steve Trevor. Not only has he supplied me with all the heavy artillery one needs to be a track warrior, but he’s also been fully behind a transformation that has affected all areas of our lives. He’s watched me become more adventurous, more assertive, more demanding, and—curiously—he seems to like the new Wonder Woman in his life.

A year into my adventures in driving, Mr. B and I found ourselves celebrating our anniversary most elegantly at that grande dame of French restaurants in America, Le Bec-Fin in Philadelphia. So romantic! What a treat. The perennially suave Mr. B, all gussied up for the occasion in tailored suit and silk tie, ordered the escargots as his appetizer.

“Want to try one of my snails?” he offered, ever the gentleman.

Now, I have to admit that up to that point, despite having entered my fifth decade of life, I had never, not once, tasted a snail. Nasty little shriveled-up black things, I always thought; they resemble animal droppings far too closely for my peace of mind. But then I caught myself and thought: Dammit, woman, if you can enter a 180-degree banked curve at eighty miles an hour and rocket out the other end at ninety-five, then sure as shootin’, you can eat a snail.

Besides, I realized, looking askance at the little critters luxuriating in their garlicky bath, cardboard would taste good with that much white wine and butter ladled on top.

“Okay,” I said, doing my best rendition of the nonchalant sophisticate while still squirming a bit queasily on the inside, “sure. I’ll try one.” And I leaned in across the table, opened wide, and allowed Mr. B to pop one of those bad boys right in. “Umm, good,” I allowed, chewing on the little garden pest I’d voluntarily allowed in my mouth. Bring it on.

As it goes with snails, so it goes with cars, and the rest of my life, too. A year at the racetrack has taught me a whole new take on myself—I now look at life, and myself, through an entirely different lens. From my first encounter with the racetrack, quivering with terror, to the triumphant moment I passed a flame-spitting Porsche Turbo, I discovered an inner Wonder Woman who has been waiting for me, tapping her red-booted toes, since elementary school. When at long last I earned the solo-driver’s checkered wristband, I felt like I’d been awarded the golden cuffs that render Wonder Woman invincible.

For years I’d been following a script that was in every respect  exactly what I wanted out of life. Then I got my own invisible plane in the form of a little car I took to the racetrack, and suddenly, I began to stretch my arms out, and I started to spin, and sparks of light started to come off me, and a sonic boom invaded my life. This is a tale about finding my own Wonder Woman again, after many years of having neglected her. To my tremendous surprise, she came back into my life and exposed the self-imposed psychological boundaries I’d erected. She reintroduced me to the terror and the joy that comes when you pump your legs and push the swing as high as it will go—and then you close your eyes, hold your breath, let go of the chains, and go sailing high over the neighbor boy’s lawn, far away into another planet where your superpowers make you masterly, invincible, and—well—fast.

 

I NEAR THE end of the sweeping turn that leads onto the front straight. To my left menaces the blue Armco that seems only inches away from my vulnerable side door panels. Yet I know that what is called for at this moment is not—as every sane, reasonable neuron in my head is screaming—to let up on the gas, but to press it firmly down. Coming out of the turn, acceleration is my friend, pinning down the rear end of the car and shooting it out of the turn and onto the long straight.

Ahead of me, a quarter-mile ribbon of asphalt unfurls itself seductively before coming to an abrupt end at a ninety-degree turn. I take a deep breath. I exhale. I wriggle my fingers along the edge of the steering wheel a couple of times to loosen them up.

Somewhere offscreen, over the whine of the super-charged engine, my theme music is playing:

Wonder Woman, Wonder Woman.

All the world’s waiting for you,

and the power you possess.

A smile briefly flickers across my face, but then I quickly refocus as I press the accelerator firmly all the way down to the floor. I watch as the  needle on the speedometer noses upwards. Past 95 to 100, then 110—115—120, before the brake zone ahead approaches, and all my attention must be focused on slowing my car down again for Turn One.

Change their minds, and change the world.

I laugh at the five-hundred-foot marker, foot still to the floor. Much too soon to brake.

I smile at the four-hundred-foot marker, but regretfully lift my foot off the gas.

I hesitate a split second longer, and then just after the three-hundred-foot marker flashes by, I press down on the brake pedal firmly, decisively, but not too sharply. The car shudders a little, as if in protest of this request, but just as it’s time to dial into Turn One, we’re slowed down enough that we’ll make this turn, one more time.

Wonder Woman, Wonder Woman.

You’re a wonder, Wonder Woman.






 CHAPTER TWO

 So You Think You Can Drive?

Picture, if you please, someone born and raised in a hot, dry, dusty, landlocked sort of place. She needn’t be a Bedouin; Oklahoma City, say, or Wichita will do. Her relationship with water is appreciative but not passionate: She drinks it gratefully, likes to shower, maybe waters her plants and enjoys seeing them thrive. She knows how to swim and takes her children to splash around in the local pool. She is vaguely aware that there are people who swear allegiance to the sea, and that elsewhere there exist deep-sea divers and Olympic swimmers and all sorts of competitive water sports participants, but as these have no relevance to her life she does not follow them, and could not, if asked, name the most recent Olympic medalists. Then, after four decades of this comfortable, if distant, relationship to water, she decides one day to take up platform diving, joins the American Association of Amateur Platform Divers (a purely fictional invention), and specializes in handstand dives from the ten-meter platform. As there are no ten-meter platform pools in her hometown, she must travel for hours and hours and go to great expense in order to indulge her passion. Her friends might look at her askance, but she finds she is addicted to the nose-searing aroma of chlorine and  the heady moment when she stares down a thirty-foot drop to the water below and decides one more time to take the plunge.

If you got that, you pretty much got me. My relationship to driving was like my hypothetical Kansan’s to water: I accepted it as part of my daily routine, but didn’t think a whole lot about it beyond that. I had no prior interest or experience in driving beyond what most any American can claim as his or her birthright from the age of sixteen on. I’m not Janet Guthrie or Danica Patrick and there are no Andrettis dangling from my family tree. I never had even the remotest interest in Formula One or NASCAR, would not have recognized Richard Petty if he had showed up on my doorstep with a Domino’s Pizza box in his hands, and would not have cared all that much if the subterfuge had been pointed out to me. I’m sure he’s a great guy and I’d thank him for the pizza, but it would not have been one of the crowning moments of glory in my life if we’d shared a medium sausage with the works and maybe a nice cold brew or two. No—other than basically liking to drive and being relatively competent to bring myself to work and my child to school, to get to the grocery store and to play dates, I had no particular interest, knowledge, or talent in cars and driving, nor was I on the lookout for an expensive way to endanger and complicate my already jam-packed life. That life, though, was filled from morning to night with time spent behind the wheel of a car, and in that, I am no different from any of the millions of women who populate the suburbs of America from Baltimore to Los Angeles, Minneapolis to Dallas.

The fantastic women in my suburban world are all fiercely smart and frighteningly well educated. They attended international universities and ivy leagues and top-tier colleges, and they possess advanced degrees in finance, the arts, law—you name it. All of us thought, when we proudly framed our minty-fresh degrees and nailed them to our walls some twenty years ago, that we’d accomplish profound, world-changing things with those credentials. Which is not to say we haven’t. We’re a talented bunch, we suburban mommies, and we have the résumés to prove  it. What none of us fully realized when we signed up for the husband-house-offspring value meal, though, was all the extra credit work we’d have to do on the home front. It kind of creeps up on you: the grocery shopping, the errand-running, the maintenance of the social calendar—the whole Mommy CEO role. And have you ever noticed how just about every one of those things starts with the key turning in the ignition and the car backing out of the driveway? If there’s one thing we all have in common, it would have to be the incredible, soul-sucking, planet-killing amount of time spent behind the wheel.

When, in the 1950s and 1960s, women started getting their own cars and the two-car garage began to be a real-estate standard, it looked, I imagine, a whole lot like liberation. Women could work outside the home as easily as men could, and it meant that there was nothing stopping them from pursuing their own agendas with equal geographic freedom. When my dad bought my mom a used Corvair in 1966, she thought it was the most exciting, wonderful gift she’d ever been given. Never mind that Ralph Nader singled out the Corvair in the opening chapter of his scathing indictment of Detroit, Unsafe at Any Speed, for its tendency to oversteer, spin out, and even—alarmingly—flip over. Pioneering TV comedian Ernie Kovacs died—his famous, signature cigar found just inches from his body—after losing control of his Corvair in 1962. What my mother saw was, however, not a death trap but the glittering freedom to come and go as she pleased and the realization of the American dream, heady and limitless for a young woman raised in rubble-filled, post-war Germany. To this day she remembers the Corvair, her first car, as a gift of almost unimaginable promise and excitement. Forty-plus years later, having our own car still represents independence and freedom to most of us, but I’m not so sure that it doesn’t also come at a cost: for we suburban women are practically slaves to our vehicles. We live an indecent amount of our lives consuming fossil fuel, ferrying children and shuttling goods back and forth between schools, stores, outings, sports, and base camp. Many mommy  mobile units are highly specialized combat vehicles equipped with DVD players, Bluetooth, child seats, luggage nets, roof racks, wardrobe changes, snacks, drinks, and enough cup holders for a soccer team. I suspect the U.S. Army could learn a thing or two about strategic maneuvering and troop logistics by observing the tactics of a mommy mobile unit in suburban New Jersey for a week. I’d like to see an Army general get, say, three average school-age children to all their respective gymnastics, tennis, swimming, tutoring, haircuts, playdates, and chess clubs, with said children properly attired, equipped, and on time, along with the right carpool companions to the right events. My personal belief is that if you put an elementary school’s worth of suburban mothers onto the front lines, we’d have Afghanistan put to rights before the spring break trip to Disneyland.

 

WHEN YOU WERE in your premarital twenties, a pickup line was something you heard in a bar, and it went something like this: If you were a laser, you’d be set on stunning. Not anymore. If you have traded the bar scene for the Parent-Teacher Organization, one of the greatest horrors of your life is the elementary school pickup line. If Dante were composing the “Inferno” today, he would have to introduce the elementary school pickup line as an extra level in the architecture of hell. The minivans start bellying up to the curb as much as half an hour before the inmates are released, because the choice is either to be early and wait at the front end, or arrive at three o’clock and wait at the rear end, where all the bad mommies (wave at me back there) live.

When a baby emperor penguin hatches, it imprints on its mother, and even though she goes on a months-long journey to nourish herself, mama and chick can still find each other upon her return amidst a sea of seemingly identical tuxedo-clad penguins. Mother Nature is a wondrous thing. So is Mother Detroit. When the bell rings and the children are disgorged from the school, complete chaos ensues as hundreds of children are matched up with seemingly identical minivans (there are but two varieties:  beige, or gray-blue) and sent back to the nest again. Remarkably, each child almost always goes home in the correct mommy mobile unit.
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After pickup, an after-school activity regimen unfolds that could give a logistics specialist a nervous breakdown. The minivans and SUVs bounce around from rec center to dance studio to dentist’s office in a precise and urgent ballet that often lasts from the close of school until hours later when all troops return to the mess hall in search of rations to power them through another round of maneuvers tomorrow. Add to that the seemingly endless quest for food, toilet paper, birthday cards, tampons, and toothpaste, and it’s a wonder that we don’t need our buttocks to be surgically removed from the driver’s seat, or that we haven’t yet sprouted headlights where our breasts used to be.

Did Paul McCartney have us suburban chauffeuses in mind when he wrote “Drive My Car”? When my husband proposed to me, this is what he should have said: Baby you can drive my car, and maybe I’ll love you. Oh, sure, he’s a star and I do love him. But if I had entered into the matrimonial  and matriarchal contract with full disclosure, I would have had to be notified about my implicit contractual agreement to be owner-operator of Mom’s Taxi Service, Inc.

 

WITH SO MUCH practice, we’re all pretty good at this driving thing. Collectively we manage thousands of hours and hundreds of thousands of miles behind the wheel with a very low body count—squirrels possibly excepted. I, for one, sure didn’t need to learn how to drive. I got my driver’s license at the standard age of sixteen, so that means I’ve been on the roads for longer than Lindsay Lohan has been alive—and my record remains far cleaner than hers. I got my first car when I was in college. Since then, if you count up all the cars I’ve owned and tally their odometer readings, I figure the total comes to roughly 375,000 miles, or (at around 25,000 miles per round trip) about fifteen times around the planet. It’s an astonishing amount of driving when you add it all up, but probably nothing exceptional in our car-happy society. I drove all those miles, too, without one serious accident—no bodily harm, no major crashes, just a couple of piss-on-your-weekend fenderbenders.

So I thought I was a pretty good driver, and by all measurable, insurance-company standards, I was, too. Who’s safer than a middle-aged mommy behind the wheel? Once I entered the realm of high-performance driving, though, I quickly found out that like any beginner in any endeavor, I didn’t know how much I didn’t know. I had absolutely no idea—for the simple reason that I had absolutely no experience with it—what happens at the limits of automotive physics. How many of us really know the maximum stopping power of our car’s brakes? We rarely ever push them that hard. Do you even know what it feels like when your antilock brakes activate? I didn’t. I’d never been in a situation extreme enough to need them. What do you do when your front end won’t turn in as sharply as you are asking it to? How about if the rear end kicks out? Or if two wheels go off the pavement? What’s the tightest turning radius your car can negotiate  at seventy miles per hour? You could maybe come up with some of these answers if you thought really hard, but could your hands and feet come up with the right answer in the split second that something begins to go wrong? For just about all of us, the answer to all of these questions is no, because we don’t ever practice pushing our cars to their limits.

On the whole this is probably a good thing. If everybody started taking their Jeep Cherokees and Honda Odysseys and Ford Focuses onto the roads and careened around trying to ascertain the limits of their brakes and cornering capabilities, our nation’s highways and byways would quickly be littered with the failures. On the upside, this might solve the slump in U.S. automakers’ sales. But it would be an expensive lesson. It’s fortunate for us that our cars come with so many standard safety features that they can do most of the tough thinking for us, and should we make a mistake, our cars are now so stuffed full of airbags that they can outdo a political convention.

And speaking of thinking: How much brainpower was I really giving to the everyday act of driving? Truth be told, not much. I was a good, solid, safe driver. So good, in fact, that I could drive around with most of my brain occupied with other things. My car isn’t just a way to get from one place to another; it’s an edited version of my entire house. The living room is the front passenger seat, where I throw my purse and jacket and umbrella and bags and packages. No big-screen TV, maybe, but certainly the entertainment unit is there, with radio, CD, and MP3 hookup. My telephone, calendar, and notepads serve as my home office. The kitchen is represented by the water bottle, thermal cup, energy bar, potato chips (when I’m in a devil-take-the-diet mood), mints, gum—whatever I need to power through the next shift behind the wheel. The bathroom is represented by the mirror and makeup kit. The trunk, like the basement, is where all the ugly stuff goes. And the closet, as it often is at home, is strewn all over the place: puffy coat in the back, extra pair of shoes in the passenger footwell, and sometimes, when my feet have just had a long day, the shoes even come  off in the driver’s footwell. (Is it against the law to drive barefoot? Can’t be any worse than driving with stilettos.) I’m a hermit crab on wheels. I’m so busy in my little house that sometimes I’ve arrived at my destination with no recollection whatsoever of how I got there. But I’ve always trusted my instinctive driving senses to get me there in one piece.

The act of driving is so mundane, so automatic, that we really don’t need to pay that much attention to it. Point it where you want it to go, push down the accelerator, brake gently at the stop sign. It simply isn’t that difficult. Because we use so little of our cars’ capacity, they forgive us our inattention. Steer with one hand, sing along with Rihanna, let the dog sit on your lap (guilty, guilty, guilty), and still you can get by with nearly perfect safety. Many’s the time I fished for lost binkies, went spelunking for dropped sippy cups, or substituted a new book or CD for the old one, all while navigating my own mommy mobile on the back lanes and divided highways of New Jersey.

I know I am not alone in this. About every mommy I know will admit to a divided attention between what is on the other side of the windshield versus what is going on in the backseat. In addition to driving, the mommy behind the wheel is usually multitasking to a frightening degree. One girlfriend with a toddler admitted: “I know I probably shouldn’t be driving with my right arm stretched behind the passenger seat so much, but the DVD player’s buttons are difficult to find, and it sometimes takes me a dozen tries to fast-forward past the ‘scary’ parts of Curious George.”

 

SO BETWEEN NOT really knowing what I was doing, and not really paying attention to what I was doing, it turned out that I wasn’t really as good at driving as I thought I was. I learned very quickly that I did not know much about what happens as you begin to approach the physical limits of your car’s ability to adhere to the surface of the road. It turns out that your ordinary car is an amazing piece of equipment that can handle way more than we dish out on a daily basis. Even more exciting to discover was  the fact that the computer behind the wheel—the multitasking Mommy Mind—is capable of even more extraordinary gymnastics than I had given it credit for, and that the experience of mastering this complicated ballet between car, track, and physics would open my mind and my life to a whole new turbocharged world.

Do I drive any differently on the streets because of this newfound knowledge? Mostly, the answer is no. It’s more than a little scary out there on the track, and believe it or not, what the experience has given me is not the urge to drive fast all the time nor the over-confidence to blithely ignore the process of around-town driving. I don’t go zooming around my leafy suburb as if I were going around the racetrack. I don’t even drive especially fast on the highway—why bother, when you can floor it with impunity at the track?

Nope. Instead, my experiences on the track have caused me to focus more attention on what I am doing and to appreciate the process of driving for its own sake. I’m actually stricter with myself than I used to be: Hold the wheel properly at three and nine o’clock; unhook your thumb from inside the wheel; don’t rest your hand on the gearshift knob; sit up straight and keep your eyes on the road. It’s a little bit Zen, and a little bit self-preservation, but I now pay even more attention while I am driving to the driving itself, even when I am going on those deadly-dull, familiar paths that I have trod hundreds and hundreds of times before. I won’t claim that I never covertly pick up my cell phone or fiddle with my radio dial while underway, but I know I have changed how alert I am behind the wheel. Dealing with the high-speed context at the racetrack has attuned me much more finely to all the circumstances around me: the topography of the road itself, the traffic, and my place in it. So now do I think I can drive? As with so many things in life, the more you learn, the less you realize you know. As a result of the practice at the racetrack, I just might be better in a pinch than your average mommy behind the wheel. But I also appreciate how much more there is to know. Like the  perfect golf swing or the best path down a black diamond slope, it’s a skill with an infinite capacity for refinement.

What the experience has given me above all else, however, is a newfound respect for what both car and driver are capable of. It is without doubt both eye-openingly instructive and rip-snortingly fun to discover the deep bank account of performance that even an unmodified commuter car draws upon. But the even greater head-smacker was the discovery of the untapped wells of reserved brainpower, skill, bravery, and out-and-out guts that a mild-mannered full-time mommy and part-time college professor had hidden deep within her. I thought I knew myself pretty well, and I was pleasurably comfortable with that knowledge. I thought: I’m pretty smart, I have a good life, I take excellent care of myself, my family, my friends, and I’m happy. None of this was actually wrong. But I discovered in addition to all this that I am quicker, stronger, gutsier, freer—more ambitious, more powerful, more aggressive—than I had ever realized I was capable of being. It’s not just that I can push a car harder than I thought. It’s that I can push myself to places that it had never occurred to me to even want to go. It is not too much to say that the experience has upended everything I thought I knew about myself and wanted from my life. Suddenly, I expect more from myself and from what the world has to offer me.

So my story isn’t so much about the cars and the driving as it is about the driver. But the two do go together, so it’s the perfect opportunity to introduce you to the cars of my life, from the cars I grew up with to my beloved Mini, the car that took me beyond the orthodontist’s office, beyond the toll booths on the Garden State, and into the adventure of a lifetime.
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