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    Dented Dishwashers




    

      


    




    Becoming Ordinary




    Adam




    Chrissy was whacking a butcher knife on the top rack of the dishwasher. I sat stunned on the couch across the room, unable to quite make out whether she was using the blunt edge of the knife or the sharp. In our eleven years of marriage, I had never seen anything like this from Chrissy. I figured we could deal with the dings in the dishwasher rack later, as long as Chrissy didn’t throw the knife at me.




    “We’re not amazing anymore!” she shouted, loudly enough that I hoped the kids had fallen asleep quickly. “I’m sick of trying to have all these great adventures. I’m sick of trying to do something amazing every day, because I can’t. I can’t do it. My life is boring.” Whack!




    I let out a breath. This is it, I thought. It’s all unraveling. She’s right. We’d been back in Wisconsin for ten months, after years traipsing around the globe as do-gooders. The normalcy was strangling us.




    The day of the knife incident was my birthday. I had turned thirty-three—a third of a century. Until that moment, I believed the day was going pretty well. Some coworkers had surprised me with ice cream sandwiches just before the end of the workday. When I got home, Chrissy was arriving from schlepping the kids across town to pick up a last-minute gift, a sweatshirt that turned out to have sleeves too short for my chimpy arms.




    But the other presents she and the kids found were all winners—a stainless-steel travel mug on clearance, a secondhand book that Phoebe picked out and argyle socks from Zeke. In addition to last-minute shopping, Chrissy had also taught piano lessons for three kids that afternoon. She ran out of time for a birthday cake, but I genuinely didn’t mind.




    We ate fish for dinner, deliciously flavored with parsley and lemon. The meal provided some semblance of elegance and celebration in that quick hour between greeting each other and leaving again as a family for the kids’ first elementary school open house in the United States. At the open house, we admired our children’s crooked letters and drawings of kites and enjoyed seeing their names printed on their very own cubby holes, amidst the flocks of other moms and dads in yoga pants and suits. Now back at home, a simple “How was your day?” had somehow prompted not the happy birthday musings I hoped for but rather this whirlwind of electric angst.




    “I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry!” Chrissy seethed. “I want to be amazing, but I can’t do it. I hate it.”




    She paused, and I knew she had more to say. After eleven years of marriage, I’d learned enough to know when not to interrupt (at least sometimes). And I knew where she was coming from, because I suddenly realized that I was in the same place. I wanted to reassure Chrissy, “We’re doing great. Our life here is remarkable—we’re helping more people than ever, we’re living some great stories, we’re not like everybody else!” All lies.




    For years, we had been trying to live a life charged with energy and risk, trying to do good as we lived in four very different countries around the globe, avoiding the shackles of the status quo. We attempted to make every day amazing or even just notice how it already was amazing. We had traveled around the world, and the last thing we ever wanted to do was keep up with the Joneses. Instead we had become the Joneses. My international adventure muscles had atrophied. My intensity had waned. I needed to stop denying it: I had been domesticated.
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    On the autumn day when we met fourteen years earlier, when I was a freshman in college, I had plopped down at a university cafeteria table beside a friend, right next to Chrissy. In our first conversation there I explained that I was so happy that I had just rolled down a hill, giggling all the way, with the kind of extreme joy normally reserved for preschoolers. “That makes today an Amazing Day,” I told her. Since some time in high school, I had been using the term Amazing Day to describe anything that made a day unusual, silly, daring, faithful, wacky or bold. Little did I know, we would remember that day for something far more amazing than my roll down the hill.
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      As young newlyweds, we show off T-shirts a friend gave us as a wedding gift.


    




    





    Apparently, my two mismatched, argyle, over-the-calf socks, orange shorts and general zest got Chrissy’s attention. What I didn’t realize about this demure and freckled beauty was that she was more than up for any adventure I could concoct. She wanted to live adventures that mattered. And we would live those together.




    Two-and-a-half years later, a week after Chrissy’s graduation and a year before mine, we got married. We scrawled the words Amazing Days on a sheet of paper and taped it to the side of our refrigerator. We refused to be that couple who dried up into crusty old people (or worse yet crusty young people) who would drive their fifty-minute commutes to jobs jabbing at keyboards and checking off phone calls and never looking anybody in the face or leaving any glint of meaningful improvement on this world. We had both given our lives to Jesus years before, and we believed that gave us an excuse to do more than just trudge through life waiting to land in heaven someday. We trusted that God had saved us to glorify him here in the present, and that meant embracing whatever adventures God led us into as we offered to serve him each day.




    So our Amazing Days list grew over the weeks and months to include such strange events as these. We




    





    

      	
• invited runaway street kids over to make soup




      	
• gathered friends together for a meal consisting entirely of fried foods




      	
• read the entire New Testament aloud in one sitting




      	
• befriended Sudanese refugees




      	
• gave out carloads of day-old bread




      	
• explored a labyrinth of tunnels under the University of Wisconsin




      	
• fasted




      	
• made soap out of lye and the fat of a deer I killed




      	
• sold hundreds of dozens of Krispy Kreme donuts to support Habitat for Humanity




      	
• made snow angels


    




    





    The Amazing Days list was like a beacon in the center of our home reminding us to always stay romantic, silly, adventuresome, attuned to divine promptings and beyond-a-shadow-of-a-doubt alive. Intentionally living and tracking Amazing Days drew us out of the mundane ruts of life and into small (and large) attempts to make the most of life.
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      Settling into “ordinary” life, Adam savors reading time with Zeke after work.


    




    





    In August 2000, fourteen months after our wedding and three months after I finished my degree, we moved to a Nicaraguan village. We were full of wide-eyed faith, ready to learn what it was like to live in abject poverty, to discover how to make an impact in the world and to find out what on earth Jesus meant when he said the words, “Blessed are the poor.”




    After a year back in the United States, we left home again to spend all of 2003 and 2004 in China, where we taught English to future English teachers.




    Next, after spending the 2005-2006 school year working at the University of Wisconsin in Oshkosh, we took a shared position as microfinance project managers in rural South Africa using the M.B.A.s we’d gotten along the way. Later, in 2008, we moved to a seminary in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa, and taught intercultural communication, leadership and economic development.




    By the time we moved to South Africa, we had two small children, Phoebe and Zeke. At ages three and five, Zeke and Pheobe were already shouting “Amazing Day!” when they found shells on the beach, spotted a hawk, made the “world’s tallest” Lego tower or went swimming in thier underpants in a river rumored to have crocodiles in it.




    And the Amazing Days list grew. Many Amazing Days came easily when we lived overseas. New experiences sprang upon us like surprises behind the doors of a carni-­ val fun house, complete with a few scary clowns. Someone castrated a pig in Nicaragua, and I found myself holding a surprisingly large still-pulsating pig testicle in each hand. Friends invited us over for a pot of deer soup with the deer skull and antlers floating in the center of the pot. Chrissy and the kids knelt by the side of a South African road to change our sixth flat tire in a month. Chrissy stopped at a friend’s house to drop off some hand-me-down children’s clothes and learned that the friend had just taken an HIV test that came out positive. I cried while preaching through a Zulu interpreter to five hundred people in a concrete-block church. I rode a motorcycle across the mountainous African country of Lesotho in a day, taking over twenty hours and crashing twice, including once with a sheep.




    I liked rocking around the world, for sure. But for Chrissy, our time in South Africa was the fulfillment of nine years of longing to get to the continent. At the UW, she’d taken courses like African Storyteller and Global Malnutrition (even as an English Literature and Piano Performance double major), and she knew she eventually needed to get to somewhere in Africa. While I was happy to be there and sensed a calling, Chrissy loved it with a passion—she had found her dream job. After years of waiting, she was living it. It was everything she’d hoped for.




    And then we had to move back to the boring old United States of America.
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    Throughout the years, our refusal to be normal led to great stories. People invited us to speak at colleges, churches and Rotary lunches. We were profiled in the second largest newspaper in Wisconsin. A newspaper in Oshkosh asked Chrissy to write a column about life in South Africa. We won an award from the University of Wisconsin for outstanding alumni under the age of forty. We wrote about our adventures and insights for magazines.




    Our life led to stories. Our stories led to audiences. Our audiences led to more adventures. It was a positive feedback loop. We grew accustomed to living differently and telling about it, in writing and in person. I went back to an old hobby—photography—to tell stories more visually. And Chrissy wrote a book about the people we met in South Africa and issues of international development.[1] The book got published, and we set up a speaking trip around the United States to tell stories of the beautiful people we’d met around the world. Life was great.




    The end of our work commitments in South Africa coincided with the release of that book. Phoebe and Zeke were six and four, easy ages to start over in a culture in which neither remembered living. Chrissy was ready to start applying for Ph.D. programs in anthropology, and the time was ripe to reconnect to family members we’d seen only once a year for too many years. We moved back to our home state of Wisconsin, a place where few internationally recognized decisions of global importance are made. It is not Washington, D.C., New York or even Seattle. Wisconsin was famous only for cheese and perhaps Little House in the Big Woods, Jeffrey Dahmer and the Packers, if those count as famous.




    We quickly realized that here there were no adrenaline-pumping rides on tottering overfilled buses to remind us we were glad to be alive. After we had been back in the U.S. for a while, our friends no longer gushed with the overused words “so radical” when describing our lives. We settled down as thirty-somethings with kids but hadn’t entirely figured out how to play the role. We didn’t want to be the nutjobs known for making our own ponchos, keeping seventeen birdhouses or heating our home by burning cherry pits (not that there’s anything wrong with ponchos, birdhouses or cherry pits).




    We wanted to live a life that was good, satisfying and amazing, not boring and not too weird (at least not weird in the wrong ways). It seemed like there was no time, no space, no energy to live the kind of life I wanted. The Amazing Days list had gotten mashed into a box of papers somewhere in the process of moving and still had never made it back onto our refrigerator.
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    Chrissy balanced a clean frying pan upside down to dry on top of a pile of plates and bowls, next to the butcher knife. “I’m tired of trying to write what everyone else wants, to live what everyone else wants. I can’t make everyone happy.”




    Chrissy was spending the first year back in the United States applying for graduate schools while freelance writing, blogging and speaking. A few days before my birthday, a writing agent had replied to her email by asking her for more “oomph to impress publishers,” more of what he called “wow stories.” He asked what things we had done that others would dare not try, what experiences would give us a platform to write about living an amazing life, even back in the U.S. It wasn’t bad advice, just bad timing. I knew the “wow stories” pressure had something to do with this birthday meltdown.




    “So write what you want to write,” I offered, staring at the coffee table and biting my lip. Maybe I could diffuse the situation, make room for other options, deflate this angst balloon. I feared where we were headed—either giving up on writing or giving up on something bigger.




    “I don’t know what I want to write! Maybe the problem is I’m not just trying to write what everybody else wants; I’m trying to live what everybody else wants too. And that doesn’t work either. I would love to do something meaningful and write about it. Writing is supposed to unfold as we live, but right now there’s nothing unfolding. Life is stuck. We’re stuck.”




    She set a bowl under the faucet and waited for it to fill. When we moved into the apartment the water pressure in the kitchen seemed strangely low, and then a week ago, the pressure suddenly dropped to a trickle. To fill a glass of water, we would either walk to the bathroom sink where the pressure was better or set the glass under the kitchen tap, leave for a few minutes and come back to fetch the water. To get hot water, we would wait the length of time it took to rinse all the dishes. The water was probably just starting to come out hot now. Patience was taut.




    “I hate trying to write while doing nothing.” She swished a brush around the last bowl and tucked it over some plates in the dishwasher.




    “Well, fine—so scrap it.” I took off my glasses and pressed my fingers into my eyes until I saw red and purple blasts. I squeezed the skin of my temples together. I hoped this conversation would be one tiny, tiny prick in the angst balloon, allowing some pressure to escape without causing a blowout. “Set it aside. Do whatever you need to do. Go get a job—it’s fine.”




    “I . . . have not . . . the least idea . . . what kind of job . . . I would get.” She spit out the words in bursts, punctuated by a slam of the dishwasher and the crank of the dial to “Normal Wash.”




    Maybe the problem wouldn’t be that easy to solve, even just for tonight.
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    As Chrissy was whacking the dishwasher, it had been ten months since our return from South Africa, and that angst balloon had been filling ever since. We spent the first six months on what we called a “sabbatical,” a mix of rest, fun, job-hunting, and wondering what in the world God was doing with us, where we would end up and what we would do to feed and house our family. Coming back to the U.S., we didn’t have jobs, a home or a heap of other things a family of four is expected to have—a car, a second car, career paths, a school district, a kitchen table, beds, bicycles, iPhones, a printer, Barbies, kiddie soccer teams or an address. So we moved into a doublewide trailer that a church provided to people in ministry in transition and spent six months alternately traveling to speak and looking for our future work and home.




    A typical day looked like this: Phoebe walked ten minutes to the bus stop, rode the bus thirty minutes to school and came home eight hours later, exhausted but elated from another big day of first grade. Zeke bopped between printing letters in workbooks, sculpting Play-Doh and swatting at Wiffle balls in our living room, cherishing every moment of attention we could give him.




    Between those moments with him, Chrissy and I sat in front of computers at desks on opposite ends of the trailer, silently seeking our places to belong in the vast faceless world, then sneaking onto Facebook for the closest thing our computers offered to real faces. Chrissy researched Ph.D. programs to apply for in the coming year, which meant preparing to take the GRE entrance exam, finding recommendations and convincing strangers that she was capable of a significant intellectual contribution to the universe.




    I sent job applications into the web-o-sphere, ducking over to Chrissy’s end of the trailer now and then to ask if it was worth applying to jobs in Arkansas, Oregon, Texas and other places far from family where we knew no one. I tried to pray but mostly ended up pacing. Chrissy blogged and waited anxiously for someone to comment. I drummed up photography gigs for myself, using skills I’d gained while in South Africa. We squeezed in time to write query letters and articles for magazines, a waiting game of faceless communication that felt like applying and reapplying for new jobs every single day. Amazing Days seemed a hazy and distant memory, something only for the other side of the planet, for a previous season of life.




    While overseas, we had interacted daily with neighbors, familiar shopkeepers, and people who knew our children’s names, ages and favorite knock-knock jokes. We had limited (or no) access to the Internet, computers, cell phones, reams of activities or even electricity at times, but our life felt sustainable. There were awful, desperate times, but generally, our work captured our hearts and that grace carried us through. Life felt reasonably balanced, significant and tied to others’ lives.




    Freshly back in the United States, on many days we spoke to no one but our own family, and rarely did we hear anything in response to the applications and queries we poured out. I wondered if our Amazing Days had only sprouted because they were in rich, cross-cultural soil. Maybe the context was amazing, but we were not.




    Every week brought a new onslaught of questions, explicit or not: “Who are you, and what right do you have to say your skill is worth anything here? You see, we are a people of excellent standards and you are not the type to measure up here. This isn’t some small pond. We are a big pond here, and you had better be something very special.”




    Eventually, I made it through the onslaught of options and self-doubt, or so it seemed. I found a job working as an associate director of communication for InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, a large nonprofit that serves college students and faculty. I started my new eight-to-five job just as school got out for the summer, and we moved into a newly rented small apartment back in Madison, Wisconsin, where we had met during college. Chrissy’s days became a blur of zoo visits and library times with Phoebe and Zeke, amidst keeping up on emails, playing phone tag to set up play dates, buying closet organizers, greasing bike chains, and keeping the rice and raisins swept off the kitchen floor.




    I usually got home at 5:15 if traffic was smooth, 5:30 if it wasn’t, or later if meetings ran late, which meetings often do. This was the first time I’d had this kind of eight-to-five routine, and I was starving in it. My belly was ballooning as I traded my African running regimen for ever-increasing hours in my cubicle, and the cold weather was coming on fast and stealing even my few hours a week on a bicycle. Weeknights became filled with soccer and baseball games, shopping for spatulas and secondhand chairs, and exhaustion on the couch. After the kids went to bed, our conversations seemed to consist of 70 percent catching up on appointments and work, and 30 percent being too tired to say much of anything.




    We did what we could to invite friends over for dinner and desserts, and we discovered peers running in the same tiresome gerbil wheel—friends acknowledging they might never reach the level of income their parents had, friends unemployed, friends having their third or fourth child, friends settling into the jobs they would have until retirement but still wondering what happened to dreams of travel, love or adventure.




    Everyone was so busy. We were all “connected” through screens—especially social media and increasingly while on-the-go—but rarely were we in the same room together. We had “friends,” but few real friends. We couldn’t remember the last time someone unexpectedly dropped by the house. People seemed to find YouTube far more entertaining than the people nearby. Everyone seemed to want comfort, and we saw more money flowing through people’s hands than in most places around the world, but very few of us seemed to be comfortable. Very few seemed to have gained any peace. Here, we could find out what was happening anywhere in the world at any moment, but we didn’t have the time, the energy or the connection to really care.




    Our friends, like us, grew up hearing that the world was our oyster, but now we felt more like we were drowning in a vast ocean, wondering if maybe there wasn’t any pearl after all. We were living in places that never felt like home, working hard to prove something but finding that nothing ever seemed proven and no one ever seemed to love us more or even give a rip. We were looking around and feeling ever smaller in the sea of other nameless faces in a globalized, webtastic world.




    I was tired. And Chrissy was whacking the dishwasher with a butcher knife. Maybe I should join her.
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    Chrissy rubbed her wet hands on her jeans and slumped onto the couch next to me. “I think I just miss being good at something. I want to feel like what I do matters to some other human being on the planet.”




    I opened my mouth to say the obvious, but she beat me to it.




    “. . . besides my kids and husband and God.” She sniffled.




    Between the snot and the butcher knife, Chrissy wasn’t sending out very lovable vibes. But I wrapped my arm around her and shut off my attempts at quick solutions. I knew sometimes I was her partner in rising up to unleash a new flurry of Amazing Days and sometimes I was her nemesis, the very picture of normalcy, keeping her bound and boring. She curled into me like a chilled wet puppy in a blanket.
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    The Last Hurrah




    

      


    




    Leaving Adventures Behind




    Chrissy




    The motorcycle lurched and coughed, then fell eerily silent. We slowed to a stop on a dirt road somewhere between a Kenyan village and my bus ride home.




    “Oh Jesus,” Mike prayed simply, barely audibly. He sat staring blankly at the handlebars for a moment. Then he turned the ignition. The motorcycle purred back into action.




    As our speed climbed back to well beyond what I thought prudent, he shouted back at me through his helmet. “What time is it?”




    I released my left hand long enough to check my watch. “We have ten minutes!” I shouted. Ten minutes until the one bus of the day passed by the city nearest Mike’s village. Ten minutes until in missing that bus I missed the university class I was supposed to teach the following day in Uganda.




    It had been half a year since our family moved from South Africa back to the United States, throwing ourselves into the tension of carving out an identity and a purpose for ourselves in middle-class North America—an identity that would somehow take into account all we’d seen and learned in years around the world. Now for just two weeks I had been invited back to the continent of Africa to teach a course called Economic Development of Developing Countries for Eastern University with students from around the world gathered in Uganda. Before the class, though, I took up an offer from a dear friend from Kenya to visit his home village and speak with some local leaders about development options in their community. Though I was still thousands of miles from our old home in South Africa, I cherished this opportunity to travel in Africa again. If all went well with the class in Uganda—including arriving in time to teach it—I hoped to return to Africa in coming years to teach the class again. Missing that bus could mean losing my chance at returning to visit friends like Mike, pushing life back in the United States just one nudge further toward the mundane.
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      Somewhere along the Indian Ocean on holiday, friends humored us long enough to snap this photo while we tried not to fall off the truck in gusting winds.


    




    





    “I think we might make it!” Mike rolled the throttle to its max.




    I clamped my legs tight against the sides of the bike and clenched my fingers on Mike’s jacket. I kept my eyes on the ruts and rain gullies that crisscrossed the road like veins, only occasionally glancing up at the fields of dry corn stalks and the low umbrella leaves of cassava plants speeding past.




    Mike shouted over his shoulder, “We’ll be fine, as long as the engine doesn’t cut out again when we’re going fast!” I wasn’t sure how it could happen when we weren’t going fast, since fast was all we were going.




    Bam! Mike and I both flinched at the gunshot sound coming from somewhere behind or beneath us. My fingers dug into his sides.




    Bang! The blast went off again. This time we looked down at our own vehicle, recognizing the sound as the complaint of the motorcycle’s tailpipe.




    The motorcycle continued letting out its sporadic muffler explosions every thirty or sixty seconds. As we barreled down the dirt road, I prayed the kind of prayer that has often been prayed in Africa: “God protect the handlebars, and God protect the brake pads, and God protect the brake fluid line, and God protect the gearbox, and God protect the carburetor.”
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      Mike leaving church on his motorcycle


    




    





    Somehow reviewing the parts of Mike’s very well-used fifteen-year-old 185cc motorcycle in prayer only left me gripping his sides more tightly. I couldn’t shake from my mind the picture of what would happen if God didn’t protect the handlebars, the brakes, the chain, the tires. The best scenario was we’d sit by the road for a while waiting for help and miss the bus but have some lovely story to tell of Kenyan hospitality along the roadside. The worst scenario was my bare arms, legs and helmetless head would meet Kenyan gravel—or a Kenyan grave.




    How long would it be before my husband, Adam, and our two children, Phoebe and Zeke, heard the news back in the United States? I imagined a phone ringing back in Wisconsin, Zeke looking up from balancing a Hot Wheels car on a towering parking garage of blocks, Phoebe looking up from a book on origami or second-grade spies, hearing their grandma answer the dreadful phone call from Kenya. This line of thinking was not helping.




    As scared as I was, though, I had to admit that in exchange for security, riding helmetless offered a great thrill. Wind cooled and enlivened my face as I soaked in the full view of mud brick homes, chickens, goats, stretches of corn, cassava and peanut fields. Even here on the decrepit motorcycle, I couldn’t help smiling. If today was my day to die on a Kenyan road, at least it had been a fine way to spend the last few days. And like any good movie should, this story was climaxing in a wild, high-speed chase scene punctuated by gunfire, or at least what sounded like it.




    I straightened my back to see over Mike’s head, releasing the fear-knotted muscles of my spine and telling myself what a nice story this would make. I began mentally scripting the email I would write home to Adam whenever I next saw a computer. I imagined concluding my email home, “Today was a day to remember I’m still alive. And today counts as an Amazing Day.”
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    Like many short trips to foreign countries, the trip felt like a triple-shot of espresso for the soul. In this fast-forwarded amazing race I could experience many of my favorite—and least favorite—aspects of overseas life all crammed into just four days. Arriving on the continent at 9:00 p.m. after over twenty-four hours in airplanes and airports, I had waited an hour for a friend’s lost luggage, changed money, purchased minutes for my cell phone and spent every last one of those minutes trying to find someone with a key to let me into my guest house. The guest house staff had forgotten to leave me bottled water, so I took my malaria pill with a swallow of bread and brushed my teeth with a dry toothbrush at 11:00 p.m. and then discovered a coffeemaker and stayed up running a pot of tap water through it twice to purify it. The next morning I found the hot water disconnected from the bathroom, took a freezing shower and ran to catch a bus before dawn. Next came the six-hour bus ride to Mike’s village, but I remembered little of it thanks to a jetlag-induced coma.




    Amidst the challenges, and partly because of the challenges, the trip had also been time to tune my ears to the Holy Spirit’s promptings. At the village, in conversations over locally grown tea with heaps of luxurious sugar and milk from the cow nearly nuzzling against my shoulder, I gathered notebooks of frantic scribbles and inspirations. If I was tempted to complain, I could see firsthand how much harsher life could get. I watched the wife in the family I stayed with hauling buckets of water home; I met local church members who had adopted orphans from their community; and I heard the fears of farmers about the rains that had been coming more irregularly every year. The days included some sweat, some waiting, some danger, and some remembering to slow down and not fret when meetings happened an hour late or not at all. I watched visitors coming and going at the home where I stayed and envied the casual connections between families and neighbors who had lived together for generations.




    The half dozen meetings Mike had arranged with women’s groups, church groups, agricultural cooperatives and micro-lending groups felt like joining a team of heroes fighting battles over life and death. We exchanged ideas about new farming practices, funding for their preschool, caring for orphans as HIV spread and took its toll, and keeping children in school. As always there were moments I would look back on and laugh. I found myself in conversations about vermiculture (Wonderful! I will get some worms!), surplus avocados (Do you think we can sell avocado juice?) and vasectomies (They cut the man . . . where?).




    Here I was without husband, kids, Internet, errands and whatever other distractions make North Americans so harebrained-busy. Here, for now, zeal and gratitude came easily. Living long-term overseas had by no means included such a steady stream of action and impact as these four days, but it had been my spiritual training ground over most of the last ten years. Overseas I had learned lessons in attentive listening, generosity, community togetherness and doing what will matter for generations or for eternity. Taking these lessons home to cram them into the shape of my American life was not coming so easily.
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    “Look, here’s the city coming,” Mike shouted over his shoulder. “City” is a relative term in the developing world, and one may or may not include paved roads, electricity and sewage. Sure enough, the houses were getting closer together, the agricultural plots smaller, and ahead I could see an electric line drooping across our dirt road. In another minute we turned onto the city’s one paved road.




    Swerving between semi-trucks and public bicycles carrying two and three riders, we cut across the street to a small bus ticket office. The bus company sign outside offered just what I felt I had aplenty: “For the ride of your life.”




    I checked my watch. Two minutes after the hour. Mike stepped inside and I hung back, hoping he would get a Kenyan price on my bus ticket, not a jacked-up foreigner price.




    He came out wearing a grim face, no ticket in hand. I mentally prepared for a night in a hotel and long apologies to my jilted students. In my heart I knew it wasn’t just these I dreaded, though. I hated the thought of letting down the university and losing my chance to return to Africa in the foreseeable future. Even more so I dreaded the task I faced no matter when I caught a bus: the challenge of figuring out how to make life amazing in the land of the free, the nameless and the mundane, without the crutches of airplanes and adrenaline.




    “The bus is a long way away. They say it will come in a couple hours.”




    “It’s coming in a couple hours?”




    His lips slowly stretched into a smile. “I guess we made it in time.”
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    So Mike and I went out to lunch. Mike was one of those incredibly hardworking optimistic people we had often found living in the midst of grim poverty but defying all odds, the kind of person who deserved to have an entire book written of his life story. Aside from holding a job as a high school administrator and being one of the most organized and punctual people I knew (our motorcycle ride aside), he was a founding member of a multipurpose cooperative. Together, members of the cooperative were bringing unique locally adapted peanut processing equipment to the village, starting a women’s lending group, running a preschool, offering the only Internet connection in the village and training rural farmers in anything from mushroom cultivation to opening savings accounts. All this grew out of Mike’s and some other farmers’ brainstorming, some local fundraising, grant applications and a lot of hard work.
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