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Getting There Was Half the Fun
“Why can’t someone invent TVs for cars?” I thought as the car drove what seemed like its 10,000th mile that day. We had begun our summer road trip for that year. I was nine years old and the year was 1986. It was hot outside and our air conditioner inside the car didn’t seem to be doing its job. The hairs that had gotten loose from my pigtails were sticking to the back of my neck with sweat and my legs were adhered to the vinyl that covered the seat. Neil Diamond was smoothly singing through the speakers. I could only hear the song from one side of the car because the other side was packed tight with pillows and blankets. “Are we there yet?” I whined from the rear seat. Before I had finished my mom said sternly, “No and the more you ask, the longer it will take!” I sat back defeated and took a sip of my warm Shasta. My mom never bought caffeinated soda or the name brand stuff, only Shasta. She packed it in a cooler that never had enough ice to keep its contents cold. My parents were lucky. They always had ice cold drinks coming out of the straws in their refillable mugs that they took everywhere they went. I can’t remember a time they didn’t have those mugs. They were faded in color because of the dishwasher cycle they went through on a weekly basis. They used to be a bright blue with red and yellow letters, but now they looked light purple with pink and white letters. These mugs were valid for refills throughout our country for cheaper than a normal fountain drink. I know because wherever we went my parents got themselves cold drinks for the car. My dad’s choice of beverage was Coke, but my mom preferred Diet Coke. My dad would let us kids have a swig of his Coke, but only one and it was only every once in a while. We could get one mouthful with the allowed swig. I loved the taste of coke. The ice cold liquid would hit my tongue with an explosion of flavor that reminded me of carbonated caramel. The bubbles would then run up to my nose and make it tickle as the flavor left my taste buds. My mouth longed for a repeated experience right away, but it had to wait until my dad was willing to share. 
Drinking out of my mom’s mug was not allowed, but she was good to us in other ways. She was a teacher and with that came everything one would want in a teacher. She was organized, very creative and overly prepared, especially when it came to driving hours upon hours with her husband and four kids. She always carried an oversized book bag with her. It was so big it put her off balance when she slung it over her shoulder. When she prepared for road trips she packed two oversized book bags. The first bag was always full of projects and paperwork for her. The other bag held all the must haves for the us; snacks, extra paper for art and writing, some of our favorite games conveniently made into car versions, some of my mom’s own creations to play, and the one electronic game that existed at our house. It was called “Crab Grab”. We kids enjoyed the car games okay, but Crab Grab was the favorite. We fought like crazy over it. My mom had to set a time limit on each of our turns to keep things civil. 

 I can still remember the feel of Crab Grab in my hands. It was a rectangle of cold metal and was heavier than handheld games these days. There were only two buttons to control. One controlled up and down, the other controlled back and forth. During a turn crabs came from below in four different colored columns and settled at the top. The object was to avoid being bitten by the crab. One did this by pushing them from the bottom to prevent them from rising to the screen. Points were earned when this was accomplished. The game was over once the player had been bitten three times. My parents didn’t usually splurge on electronics and this was one of the most expensive handheld games in 1984. It was a treat for us and I am sure the quiet time it served in the car made splurging worth it to them.
Road trips gave us the chance to catch up as a family. Between both my parents working full time and normal daily life happening, we rarely got to spend quality time together. My dad was fun on the road. I never did see him more relaxed than when he was behind the wheel of the car. It was where he belonged. His mood was content and happy. For him, the longer the trip was and the more sights to see along the way, the better. One privilege we were allowed on these long drives was to steer the car. Seatbelts weren’t enforced like they are now so we weren’t restricted to upright seated positions. We could lean far enough into the front to steer with one arm. It was as much fun as if we were the ones controlling the whole car. It had the added advantage of being able to see the road. There were no seats impairing the view through the windshield. When it was my turn, I loved watching the mirages in the distance. They looked like small lakes in the road, shining and rippling. I always hoped to finally catch up to one. I wanted to drive through them and watch the water rise and fall around us. It always turned into a game between my dad and me and with each mirage came the challenge of trying to crash through it. The mystery of mirages never got old and I am still fascinated by them. 
The mood of the car was mostly playful and quiet with some complaining, unless my two brothers were in one of their less compatible moods. We could expect fighting from them on every trip and sometimes it was worse than others. They would fight over everything from what seat they got to sit in to who got to count the cows on the roadside. There is five years difference in their ages. The younger brother usually won, but only because my mom had a soft spot for him. On this certain trip, however, neither of the boys was giving up and they had hit my dad’s last nerve. He pulled to the shoulder and slammed on the brakes. He got out and opened the door for my brothers to exit. They did as ordered, but were confused. My dad had never stopped the car on their behalf. None of us knew what was happening. My dad got back into the car, but the boys were left outside. He drove away without them. I am sure my mom’s breathing stopped. My sister and I kept quiet, but we were scared. It felt like hours before he finally stopped, turned around, and headed back. When we got back, the boys were still standing where we’d left them. They both had tears streaming down their faces and were holding each other’s hand. It was a traumatic few minutes for us all. The boys didn’t fight as much after that, but when they did, my dad would say, “Do I need to remind you what happens when you fight?” That was all it took for them to become quiet again. 
When compared to my brother’s relationship, my sister and I were quite the opposite. We always got along well and never had the drama that usually came with sisters. We are five years apart as well, but it never felt like it. My sister is older than me and she always let me hang out with her friends. She treated me like I was a part of their group, not like the annoying younger sister. When it came to car trips we made the most of it. We played our own made up games, we talked about boys, including our future husbands, and we sang songs. Singing songs was my favorite. Our greatest hit was covering “Top of the World” made famous by The Carpenters in 1972. We would sing it beautifully in a round. It took much focus because our brothers would interrupt with cries for peace and quiet.  

We didn’t ever stop at restaurants for meals while we drove. I longed for a happy meal from McDonald’s. The prizes that summer were The Muppet Babies. I had Miss Piggy in her pink car and Kermit on his skateboard, but there were four others I wanted desperately for my collection. But with my mom’s preparations came convenient car meals. For breakfast we had the single serving cereal boxes that could be turned into cereal bowls once opened. For lunch we had crackers, cheese and turkey. For dinner we were usually in our motel so she could heat up water and serve us Lipton noodle soup. For drinks we had plenty of Shasta in the car and tap water at the motel. With each meal my mouth watered for a greasy cheeseburger, overly salted fries and ice cold caffeinated soda. I felt so deprived. 
I have fond memories of traveling with my family in our car. I wouldn’t have realized it back then, but some of my best memories came from those road trips. When I hear Neil Diamond my mind immediately travels back in time. The memories come rushing back without effort. I can smell the stale heat of the car. I can feel the cramped quarters caused by my siblings and luggage. My stomach feels car sick and hungry at the same time. I can taste the soda that has gone flat and warm from sitting open too long. I can see the vast, brown and green landscape that passes as we continue on. Those yearly trips brought my siblings and me closer and gave my parents time together that they didn’t always get at home. Work was forgotten and we all became priority to each other. This generation of road trips won’t ever experience our boredom, our creativity or our togetherness. Why did someone have to invent televisions for cars? 
