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I once met a woman on a cross-country train trip who mentioned that en route to the station, to which she had walked while rolling her suitcase behind her, she had prayed to God to clear up the rain so she wouldn't get wet. I wondered at the time whether it was OK to ask for higher intervention for matters so mundane, whether it was possible to use up one's share of universal good will, whether a request submitted to the top shouldn't be saved for matters more substantial.

Fifteen years later, I was praying I could find my way around Queens.

Living in Manhattan, I, like virtually every other resident, had an attitude about the bridge-and-tunnel set, particularly those heading into the city from the south. While calling myself a New Yorker, I had absolutely no interest in the city's other four boroughs. I didn't even care for the word borough. Logically, it should be clear that I just don't do Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx. The only time I hope ever to go to Staten Island is if I cross the Verrazano Bridge on my way from the Jersey Shore out to the Hamptons. 

Since relocating to northern Westchester, I've made no secret about my suburban snobbery. In this lifetime, there are just some places I never need to visit.

Until this summer, of course. Where once my vacations involved a destination-specific new wardrobe and a car service to the departure place, now I'm fortunate to be able to retrieve some seasonal dry cleaning. Because much of my life has downsized recently, I realized that I'd have to nix the traditional car service I'd always taken when I had to fly out of JFK.

Vacationing on a restricted budget this time around, planning to visit a friend who resides in a desirable destination (Key Biscayne), I would use the savings from the limousine to upgrade my dog's boarding experience at the kennel (now with daily runs and play dates with a caretaker). So that Ranger would have a good vacation, too, I'd have to find the airport on my own.

To juice up the experience, I'd cut my deadline a bit close - it was an early morning flight, and I refused to embark before dawn. MapQuest told me the journey would take 64 minutes; I budgeted 90.

Despite its regal name, Queens can be intimidating. Although the streets are numbered, the place just seems so much more vast than Manhattan where, during five years of residency and with my family's car parked in my building, I never once drove. The general public didn't have to worry about me being drunk behind the wheel; what could be far more frightening is finding me there sober.

I have friends who won't hesitate to jump in the car and head to LaGuardia, but almost everyone I know refuses to drive to JFK. Anyone who's been in the terminal knows it's a circus. Besides, why volunteer to go to a place where jewels could be stolen from a princess' bags? (While at JFK in 1995, Sarah Ferguson lost a diamond necklace and bracelet. A baggage worker was arrested and pled guilty to stealing them.) Better just to stay away.

So I was surprised to learn that JFK is pretty much a straight drop down from Westchester: Interstate 684 turns into the Hutch turns into something something, and you're there.

All right, so I did get lost once. I transposed some numbers of one of those easily found highways and got off at the wrong exit, which is where I really began communing with God and, for good measure, Saint Jude, patron saint of lost causes (though I wasn't sure if there's a separate saint for retrieval of lost persons). I'd be forever embarrassed if I missed my flight and couldn't find my way out of Queens. There's no way I'd stop someone and ask. I didn't have sufficient faith in the populace that they'd point me in the right direction. But I did have a map, and I found my way out.

The only other little mishap occurred when the signs at long-term parking became spaced too far apart, and I missed the entrance and found myself on a service road surrounding the lot. A road that not only devolved into a dirt one, but then came to a dead end. Amazingly, parking lot security found me within seconds, which prompted me to wonder where they were when I'd made the wrong turn in the first place.

Of course, it being Queens, and JFK, and because of those stolen jewels and who-knows-what going on at that airport, I fretted during my vacation: Would the car actually be there upon my return? Would someone break into it to take my maps, or to see whether I'd stashed there any princesslike jewelry? Or would they just go for my tennis racket in the trunk?

No, even though I had written down the wrong aisle number and ended up wandering around convinced that my Honda was no longer present, my car had stayed safe. Not only had I made a visit to Queens, but it had actually been a successful one.

Lori Tripoli lives in Bedford Hills. Questions or comments may be directed to her at LoriTripoli@hotmail.com.
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