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the neighborhood had quieted. 
We rotated the privilege, wearing 
face masks and moving stealthily 
down the stairs and out the main 
door of the building. Once out-
doors, we removed our masks so 
as not to draw unwanted atten-
tion; from observing pedestrians, 
we concluded that mask-wearing 
— unlike social distancing — was 
not emphasized as a basic prac-
tice to stop the spread of corona-
virus. In fact, when my husband 
went to the front of our building 
to pick up our grocery delivery 
while wearing a mask, the un-
masked driver looked him over 
fearfully and set the bags on the 
sidewalk far from my husband 
and drove away. The driver’s ac-
tions suggested that he suspected 
my husband was ill because he 
was wearing a mask. 

 Laundry has never been so 
exciting as it was during quaran-
tine. Many U.K. homes rely on a 
foldable clotheshorse to air-dry 

My son remarked that if you 
closed your eyes, the noisy swoop-
ing seagulls of the neighborhood 
were like “wailing flying cats,” a 
fitting image and nice change 
from the wailing sirens of my 
Washington neighborhood. 
Though the very fact of quaran-
tine spoke to the global pandem-
ic, I felt strangely disembodied 
from it, so stark a contrast was 
this place to home. 

At the stroke of 5 p.m., my 
husband would hand me a gin 
and tonic and we’d toast another 
completed day of quarantine and 
shift into evening mode. We 
worked obsessively on a 1,000-
piece puzzle featuring a map of 
the U.K., listened to Pink Floyd 
and, as the days wore on, caught 
up in the British gangster series 
“Peaky Blinders” on Netflix. 

Taking out trash and recycling 
to the bins in front of the building 
became a favored chore, some-
thing we did in the evening, when 

promptly dove into remote work 
each morning. With overnight 
temperatures dipping to the low 
50s, I found myself chasing the 
sun from the front of the flat to 
the west-facing rear, where rays 
fell through kitchen windows 
overlooking the stonewalled in-
ternal gardens of the neighbor-
hood. Through these back win-
dows, besides dark stone build-
ings and bright green grass, we 
could see a shock of red gerani-
ums lining a windowsill, blankets  
airing through open windows, 
and in one private garden, a 
swing, which a child — hugging 
her stuffed bear — would use, 
playing with her younger sister. 
In an adjoining garden, we saw a 
filled clothesline, with the wom-
an of the house sipping from a 
mug. 

When you can’t go outside, 
you’re a cat in the window, hungri-
ly watching, observing even mun-
dane neighborhood activities. 

(about $600 per person in Scot-
land). We were not permitted to 
leave our place of quarantine ex-
cept for an emergency, which 
included medical attention and 
the much hazier category of pur-
chasing food. 

To err on the safe side, we set up 
an account with a supermarket for 
two deliveries, but to get us start-
ed, our future son-in-law stocked 
our refrigerator and pantry and 
also left champagne for our 29th 
wedding anniversary, which fell 
during quarantine. Of course, the 
best anniversary gift was the im-
possible — to hug our daughter 
and her fiance, who were agoniz-
ingly close but so far away.

We never received the check 
from government health officials, 
a bit of a disappointment be-
cause, to be honest, we would 
have enjoyed the visit — and we 
were excessively diligent.  

Aiming to establish some sem-
blance of work/life balance, we 
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Managing my devices and data 
on travel-writing road trips used 
to be easy as pie. During the day, 
I’d charge my laptop when I ate at 
cafes or worked at coffee shops. At 
night, I’d deal with emails, upload 
photos and download podcasts 
via WiFi at hotels or friends’ hous-
es. But now, when I travel on 
assignment, I avoid hotels and 
restaurants, and I don’t invite my-
self to stay with pals en route. 
That’s meant I’ve had to employ 
new tech strategies.

We’re all recalculating these 
days. According to AAA, Ameri-
cans are largely avoiding air, bus 
and cruise travel, choosing road 
trips for 97 percent of this sum-
mer’s leisure travel. Whether 
you’re escaping to a cabin in the 
woods or visiting family in anoth-
er city, it’s important to figure out 
how to road trip smartly and safe-
ly, which includes having access to 
technology to keep you informed 
and entertained without breaking 
the bank with data usage.

To prepare for a cross-country 
trip last month, I packed a couple 
coolers of meals, camping gear 
and what seemed to be a silo of 
dog food. Figuring out how to 
keep all the devices charged with-
out access to traditional power 
sources was trickier. My partner 
planned to join me and work as I 
drove. He set up a hotspot through 
his iPhone and bought a power 
inverter that made it possible to 
charge his laptop — two game-
changers that allowed him to host 
Zoom meetings, take calls and 
manage email like a boss from the 
passenger seat.

I downloaded podcasts ahead 
of time and fully charged all my 
devices: flip phone and Bluetooth 
earpiece for calls, Garmin GPS for 
directions, iPad for podcasts and 
email, and LED bike lights for 
poking around the car and tent at 
night. I also charged my camera 
and MacBook and packed an ex-
ternal hard drive for backups.

Within hours of our departure, 
the car became a jumbled mess of 
invasive cords. But we covered 
thousands of miles in four days 
and experienced only a few small 
tech hiccups. I made a note to find 
cable organizers before our return 
and asked friends and mobile ex-
perts to recommend gadgets and 
tech hacks from their own road 

trips. Here are 10 suggestions to 
get organized, stay connected and 
save data.

Understand your limits: Be-
fore you leave, familiarize yourself 
with your data plan. Keep a close 
eye on your usage during the trip 
and consider switching to a new 
plan if you’re on a trajectory to 
exceed your minutes.

Find cheap entertainment: 
Before you leave, download enter-
tainment for both the driver and 
passengers. The driver may listen 
to a podcast, for example (always 
with at least one ear free to hear 
traffic and sirens), while passen-
gers might prefer to watch a mov-
ie. “Before a trip, I make sure we 
have shows and movies down-
loaded,” said Andrew Moore-
Crispin, director of content at 
Ting Mobile. “You don’t want the 
kids asking for ‘Paw Patrol’ when 
you only have ‘Abby Hatcher.’ ” 
Downloading this content ahead 
of time saves data charges, as well. 
“It’s possible to have a whole sea-

son of TV shows on your phone 
ready to watch offline whenever 
you want, and you won’t need 
your mobile data minutes,” 
Moore-Crispin said.

Power up: If you want to 
charge a laptop during your drive, 
you’ll need a power inverter, 
which plugs into the vehicle pow-
er outlet. A power bank to re-
charge your phone in case of an 
emergency is a must-have. My 
tech wizard friend Scott recom-
mends the Select Speed Plus pow-
er bank from Monoprice, where 
he buys reliable off-brand gear 
and gadgets at a discount. Goal 
Zero is a popular high-end brand 
among the outdoorsy set. Expert 
tip: Switching your smartphone 
to airplane mode will conserve 
battery life and allow for faster 
charging.

Get hot: If you already have a 
smartphone, it’s a snap to turn it 
into a WiFi hotspot, which allows 
other devices, such as tablets or 
laptops, to share your phone’s 

high-speed network connection. 
(Beware: You can also gulp down a 
lot of data this way.) Or, you can 
purchase a separate hotspot, such 
as Verizon’s Jetpack or T-Mobile’s 
SyncUp Drive, and add it to your 
data plan. Portable hotspots have 
long-lasting batteries and will al-
low you to continue sharing the 
connection with others even if you 
step away with your phone.

Make connections: On our re-
cent trip, we charged multiple de-
vices at once, using a multi-port 
USB adapter and a two-socket 
splitter for the vehicle power out-
let. My buddy Scott usually carries 
three-in-one charging cables, 
with Apple Lightning, micro USB 
and USB-C connectors, allowing 
him to charge all his mobile devic-
es simultaneously (including a 
power bank). The combo cables 
help prevent wires from getting 
out of control; if you’re still bat-
tling wire anarchy, try the Nite Ize 
Gear Tie rubber twist-ties, avail-
able on Amazon.

Rely on WiFi: The easiest way 
to control your mobile data usage 
is to switch to WiFi on your phone 
whenever you’re in range: coffee 
shops, restaurants, hotels, librar-
ies, service centers, rest stops and 
even some campgrounds. There 
are tools, such as the Wi-Fi Free 
Spot website and Avast Wi-Fi 
Finder app, to help you find the 
nearest free WiFi. Keep in mind 
that the iPhone’s Wi-Fi Assist au-
tomatically switches you to the 
mobile data network if it can’t find 
a strong WiFi signal; you can turn 
off that feature in your settings.

Control those apps: Moore-
Crispin said the biggest data-eat-
ing culprits include apps like Ins-
tagram, Twitter and Facebook. 
With some tweaks in each app’s 
settings, you can prevent photos 
and videos from automatically 
downloading into your feed (or 
completely disable them) until 
you’re back on WiFi.

Map it: Downloading maps 
ahead of time saves data and en-

sures you have directions even in 
places without cellphone service. 
“We are so used to having cell 
service that people forget in the 
mountains and desert that you 
lose the very thing you need,” said 
Denise Barlock, a Google Maps 
Local Guide and superuser who 
averages 12,000 miles a year in her 
motor home. Last year, she down-
loaded the maps for a trip to Alas-
ka from Seattle and was amazed 
by their functionality using only 
her phone’s GPS feature. With 
downloaded maps, you won’t get 
real-time traffic data, but you will 
see all but the most recent reviews 
and updates for establishments 
along the way. Check out AAA’s 
Covid-19 Travel Restrictions Map 
at TripTik.AAA.com, and search 
Google Maps to learn whether a 
destination is open during the 
pandemic, requires masks or has 
curbside pickup.

Know your new vehicle’s 
tricks: If you’ve bought a new car 
recently, you know that Apple Car-
Play and Android Auto offer navi-
gation and the ability to manage 
basic smartphone features with 
voice control. Many newer vehi-
cles also offer in-car WiFi options 
that allow the driver to pair the 
Internet connection from a smart-
phone in the vehicle directly to the 
car’s system, creating a hotspot. 
Some vehicles now offer a HUD, or 
head-up display — a safety feature 
familiar to pilots that presents 
navigation and speed information 
in a line-of-sight display. You can 
also purchase a portable HUD 
device; AAA’s Ben Young recom-
mends Hudway Drive.

Neglect the tech: Keeping de-
vices charged, updated and orga-
nized takes time — and can be-
come a distraction in the car. On 
those long stretches when you 
don’t need navigation instruc-
tions, try turning off your elec-
tronics. My low-tech friend re-
minded me that using the sun to 
orient yourself works surprisingly 
well and that the pretend-you-
don’t-have-GPS game can be su-
per fun (I concur). If silence isn’t 
your jam, try engaging with your 
passengers, even if the only one 
has four legs.
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Rules of the road trip: Keep data use down, power level up 
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Many travelers are opting for road trips over air, bus and cruise travel. You can keep your devices charged, your passengers 
entertained and, for those who are working, your productivity high with the right setup — and it doesn’t have to be expensive.

clothes, but in our space-limited 
flat, a pulley system had been 
created to dry laundry, lowered to 
hang wet clothes and then raised 
high to preserve living space. 

Like hanging clothes to dry, 
using hot water bottles to warm 
beds before bedtime is an unre-
markable part of daily life. Scot-
tish summers are temperamen-
tal, bringing cold wet days that 
make filling hot water bottles and 
turning radiators on sensible, 
along with wearing coats and 
boots. With clouds moving quick-
ly and weather ever-changing, I 
saw people go from summer wear 
one day to winter the next, habits 
indicative of being so far north 
and tucked along the Firth of 
Forth, which connects to the 
North Sea. 

Besides yoga, we used an exer-
cise bike, positioned by the expan-
sive bay windows with great views 
of the street, to stay active. Once 
my husband was using it and 
glanced outside only to meet the 
gazes of a socially distanced clus-
ter of neighbors peering up at him. 

It was an “aha” moment. Natu-
rally, news had reached the neigh-
bors of the Americans quarantin-
ing among them. Just as we could 
observe the neighborhood, the 
neighborhood could observe us. 

Our suspicions were confirmed 
a few days later when the door 
mail-slot clapped loudly, deliver-
ing a handwritten note from 
“Lyn.” Apparently, our fresh pack 
of sponges in the kitchen had 
sailed through the open window 
and landed in her garden, thanks 
to one of many hardy gusts of 
wind. The sponges “decided 
they’d had enough of being in-
doors so flew out and landed on 
the back green,” Lyn wrote, and 
she was returning them, sani-
tized. She also empathized, “this 
is a miserable way for you to 
spend the prenuptial days” and 
sent “best wishes to the bride and 
groom.” 

#AloneTogether has been trot-
ted out a lot during the pandemic, 
but this was personal. I felt com-
forted that my Edinburgh neigh-
bors, a group of strangers I’ll 
never meet, internalized our 
presence and the reason behind 
it. Though quarantining far from 
home, we were embedded in a 
neighborhood, surrounded by 
kind people. 
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a once-in-a-lifetime wedding 
against the backdrop of a once-in-
a-lifetime global pandemic. 

Forty-eight hours before our 
departure on British Airways, we 
completed the required U.K. Visa 
& Immigration Public Health Lo-
cator Form  providing our quaran-
tine address and other pertinent 
tracking details. Anyone without 
prearranged lodging would be of-
fered government-arranged hous-
ing and be stuck with the bill.

The Dulles-Heathrow leg was 
aboard a roomy Airbus A350, only 
about 10 percent full. All passen-
gers and flight attendants wore 
masks, and flight attendants also 
wore gloves to serve meals packed 
in paper bags. But our Heathrow-
Edinburgh flight was surreal:  Ev-
ery seat was taken, and though 
passengers were all wearing 
masks, it was impossible to social-
ly distance. We later realized that 
this single flight was an aberra-
tion: Our return British Airways 
flights were impeccably ordered, 
including strict protocols such as 
boarding from the rear to the front 
of the plane and upon landing, 
requiring passengers to remain 
seated and wait for their row to be 
dismissed. 

We were grateful we could 
quarantine at our daughter’s fu-
ture in-laws’ flat, which they rent 
to students during the school 
term, located in the quiet residen-
tial neighborhood of Marchmont 
near the University of Edinburgh. 
The apartment is in a quintessen-
tial 1800s-era Victorian-style 
structure; the enormous bay win-
dows of the 12-foot-high-ceiling 
flat offered a glimpse of an old 
castle in the distance. 

We were on the second floor 
and, apparently, so was Janet, an 
older longtime resident who was 
practicing shielding, the British  
term for quarantine, since she is 
classified as high risk for covid-19. 
Our hosts had briefed her about 
the Americans who would be liv-
ing next door for a couple of 
weeks, and we were asked to resist 
any type of interaction with her or 
other neighbors to ensure every-
one’s peace of mind. 

We adopted a quiet-as-a-
church-mouse lifestyle, readying 
ourselves for an unannounced 
government health official’s visit. 
Per the mandate, health authori-
ties could drop by without warn-
ing to make sure we were all 
there, under threat of penalty 

uk from E13

With daughter’s Scotland wedding in sight, the views beforehand were limited
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FROM LEFT: A pigeon peeks into the window of an Eninburgh, Scotland, flat where the author and her family quarantined for 14 
days before her daughter’s wedding.  A  pulley-rigged clothesline made laundry day a bit more exciting for the family. 


