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Praise for What We Can’t Burn



“It’s rare to see a book that actually tackles competing conceptions of political economy in good faith—and does so not only with intellectual sophistication, but with interpersonal complexity . . . This book will prove a useful gem to those working through what they believe—and what they might have to learn to believe—for making another world possible for us all.”


— TAWANDA MULALU, author of Please make me pretty, I don’t want to die: Poems


“A courageous travelogue offering tales from the journey to climate justice. The core wisdom at the heart of their shared narrative, is that the road to economic transformation passes through self-awareness, humility, deep listening, and a commitment to building a better world together. Their very friendship is their core contribution to the climate movement, showing that by healing the wound of a climate crisis we can build something enduring, something we can’t burn.”


— BRACKEN HENDRICKS, co-founder of Working Power & Evergreen Action, and partner J.M. Forbes & Co.


“An urgent guide in an era of rampant discord, this book serves as a blueprint for building coalitions dedicated to a healthier society, whether in climate justice or other vital movements.”


— SOL STREET, global social impact strategist and co-founder of The Meteor


“For many involved in the climate movement, a certain paralysis takes hold when we fully commit to understanding the enormity of the situation our species finds ourselves in. What We Can’t Burn confronts this paralysis head on, speaking across audiences and generations to offer a beautiful story of friendship and the understanding that comes from respect and care.”


— AJA TWO CROWS, project manager, Center for Earth Ethics


“A richly textured and deeply personal account of intertwined lives, this book shows us environmentalism’s roots in local histories, habits, and aspirations.”


— AJANTHA SUBRAMANIAN, Professor of Anthropology, The Graduate Center, City University of New York


“This is required reading for students, educators, university presidents, and concerned citizens alike.”


— ANA ISABEL KEILSON and JUSTIN REYNOLDS, co-founders and co-executive directors of the Gull Island Institute


“This is a truly unique story—about two young people who couldn’t be more different in their backgrounds and outlook on life—who took the time and courage to really listen to each other. In doing so, they discovered that magical space, beyond judgment, where humanity exists and change truly happens. Read this book if you desire to change the world.”


— NITHYA RAMANATHAN, CEO and co-founder, Nexleaf Analytics


“A dialog between two brilliantly smart young friends . . . It’s a rare pleasure to witness two such capable spokespeople, who represent totally different perspectives, grapple with ideas, values and contradictions and emerge with deeper understanding.”


— KATHY HANNUN, founder of Dandelion Energy


“In the fight for our climate and energy future, everyone’s favorite solution, whether technological or political, top-down or bottom-up, seems like a dangerous oversimplification to someone else. Yet the scale of the challenge means that giving up on big-tent cooperation is riskier still. Linked by conversations, divided by mutual frustrations, bound by moments of joy, Driver and Osborn show us that this paradox is the point—and that the only way to stop talking past one another is to keep on talking.”


— EVAN HEPLER-SMITH, Assistant Professor of History, Duke University


“In a time of such urgent climate crisis—an undeniably intersectional issue that brings key components of society and capitalism into question—this is a necessary read . . . This book helps bring some much-needed hope about how we can all find common ground.”


— NADYA OKAMOTO, content creator and co-founder of August


“A compelling joint memoir . . . Both conversational and informative, their recollections reveal how even the staunchest of opinions can be changed and a consensus achieved through discussion, empathy, and information sharing, thereby achieving goals that are vital for humanity.”


— ERIN BRITTON, San Francisco Book Review
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For my family and friends, my teachers, the tree I used to climb, and those who know the world is broken and still find so many reasons to dance.


To Eve.


To Mama.


To Baba.


Decolonize the mind.
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Tom



Nairobi, Kenya


FEBRUARY 2015


Amok was late. I had been sitting at the Java House coffee shop next to the flea market we call Toi for nearly two hours. But that wasn’t surprising. After all, don’t we say haraka haraka haina baraka? There is no hurry in Africa. When Amok finally arrived, he was panting, but not in the way one might after attempting to arrive on time for a meeting with their boss. And he was unkempt, which was rather odd. Even though Amok lived in what many considered the poorest slum in the world, one could always count on him to wear a bright red tie over a well-ironed, buttoned-up shirt neatly tucked into black trousers. But today, his tie hung loose around his neck, and a tiny bit of shirt stuck out of his pants, untucked. Amok seemed panicked.


He sat down just as the waiter brought me my bill. I, too, was running late for my next meeting. He insisted I cancel it. Gathering himself, he ordered an orange juice and his usual heated-up lemon poppy muffin. But the warmth and baritone radiance that usually marked his presence were absent. He was nervous; I could feel it. I could feel it in the way my gaze—for the first time—subdued his. I could feel it in his legs, restless beneath the table. This was a different Amok. I wanted to ask him what was the matter, but I did not. I could not. Even if he was my employee, he was fifty, and I had only just turned twenty. In Kenya, we are taught to respect our elders.


Amok eventually found his voice that afternoon in February 2015. And when he did, he spoke four words that have haunted me ever since: “We cannot do it.” These four words lingered in my memory four years later when I traded the Java House—nestled next to the open-air market on a by-street of Ngong Road in Nairobi—for a Starbucks at the bustling intersection of Massachusetts Avenue in Cambridge, famously known as Harvard Square. And they still echoed fresh in my mind—like a movie clip—eight years later when I returned to that same Java House. Why do cognitive scientists insist our brains do not function like video cameras?


On that humid Wednesday, I had wanted to ask Amok what he meant. (Surely, this was the time to employ the authoritative voice I had been cultivating.) But I did not. Instead, after swiftly finishing his muffin and orange juice, Amok informed me there was someone I had to meet and insisted I come with him. Suddenly, the tables had turned. Now it was I who felt panic rising, whose previously steadfast gaze was jittery with unease. His request sounded more like an order, his words dominating the space between us, subduing me. All I could do was follow.


Amok is a short man with a heavy, rotund build and a bald head that often reflects the equatorial sun—thanks to a very generous amount of Vaseline. How odd a pairing we must have made that day as we walked hand-in-hand past the Shell Petrol station that marks the beginning of Toi: a short, round man and a tall, lanky boy whose long hair was beginning to twist into dreadlocks. We were walking to Kibera.


I’ve always found a certain pleasure in walking to Kibera, a thirty-minute walk from my office on the “better side” of Ngong Road. The walks fill me with an indescribable energy. Sometimes, it feels like a surge of giddy anticipation, while other times, it settles me into a steady, comforting rhythm. But each time, it offers a pulse of life that makes me feel truly alive. A University of Chicago economist once wrote that if people could choose where they were born, no one would choose a place like Kibera. And why should they? Why would anyone choose to live in a place the size of New York’s Central Park, with three hundred thousand people packed like sardines? Who would choose to live on two dollars a day, bound by the brutal confines of the monster that is extreme poverty? Who would choose to live in a place where the daily menu features unemployment, HIV and AIDS, crime, sexual violence, a lack of running water, and inadequate medical care? I could see why the economist wouldn’t want to trade his place in the ivory tower for what seems like a pallid gutter. But his analytical assessment ignores the human experience in favor of numbers and statistics. There is an excitement in the faces of the children running around, inventing all manner of games, making merry with whatever they can find. There’s an energy, a palpable innovation within the resilience of the young men and women who constantly make life work against the odds. There’s a hope in Kibera, a belief that tomorrow will be better than today. And perhaps it is this hope that has always attracted a dreamer like me to a place like this.


That afternoon, Amok and I took a left at the Law Court building toward the small, iron-sheet structure that served as Amok’s office. The sun’s intensity left beads of sweat on my forehead, the heat making each step heavier than the last. I could smell the distinct, acrid air of Kibera: the sting of feces and urine blended with the sour smell of rainwater-soaked earth, the dense decay of rotting food, and the sundry waste that had found its final resting place here. This was the signature scent of Kibera, unsettling yet familiar.


Inside Amok’s makeshift office, a solitary light bulb hung precariously from the ceiling, its weak glow only illuminating half the room. Through the feeble light, I could make out a table pressed against the wall, strewn with the remnants of past endeavors. As my eyes adjusted to the dimness, the outlines of two figures materialized from the shadows. Their presence hung in the air like an unspoken question, leaving the atmosphere thick with a tension Amok did little to dissipate.


With a gesture made more out of compulsion than hospitality, Amok pulled four chairs around the wooden table. His voice carried an undertone of unease as he introduced me. I was the boss, he said. His words echoed around the room, magnifying in the silence. The figures turned towards me, their eyes flashing with anticipation.


Maybe the cognitive scientists are right after all, and our brains don’t work like video cameras. I don’t remember much after we settled around that wooden table. What I do remember is the weight of the silence, an ominous shroud that seemed to drown out all other senses. I remember the pounding of my heart, as relentless as the beat of West African tumtum drums, and Amok’s voice, brittle with anxiety as he introduced the shadows: the charcoal cartel.


We had made the wrong enemies, one of them said. His words hovered in the semi-darkness—a cloud of impending doom. What do you do when you make the wrong enemies?


If we knew what was good for us, they continued, we would leave Kibera. There was no detailed explanation, no elaborate justification. Even now, eight years later, I do not know if it had been a request, a threat, or a warning. Maybe it was some combination of the three. Maybe the truth lay in what was left unsaid. But the little that was said shattered the careful balance of the room. The truth, the reality of our predicament, had been laid bare: two years, countless dreams, a $200,000 investment—all gone. Demolished in minutes.


How many walks had I taken through Toi into Kibera? How many women had I met selling charcoal packed in small yellow tins under the shade of a Safaricom umbrella? I never anticipated that as I walked each night, countless trucks—packed to the brim with charcoal-filled gunny (burlap) sacks—were beginning their own journeys to Kibera. Some came from smallholder Maasai farms, others from the dry countryside of the Swahili coast or the small fields surrounding the sugarcane plantations in Western Kenya. Still others—the ones that mattered—began their journeys from the Badhaadhe District in Somalia.


It is in Badhaadhe that al-Shabaab, a jihadist terrorist group in East Africa with strong links to al-Qaeda, turns life-giving trees into life-threatening fuel. The process begins with the acacia tree, an icon of the African landscape. With their twisted trunks armored with thorns and crowned with a lush, flat canopy, acacias can endure the harsh, arid conditions of the Somali plains. Yet it’s precisely this resilience that marks them for demise: their dense, hard wood is perfect for charcoal production. Armed with axes and machetes, young men strike at the acacia, their blows creating a discordant symphony of metal meeting wood. Bit by bit, the tree is stripped of its branches and reduced to a shadow of its former self until its lone trunk is brought down with the same brutal efficiency. Once the acacia succumbs, its branches and trunk are chopped into smaller, manageable pieces that are then piled into a large, shallow pit—a makeshift kiln. The pile is set alight, the flames licking hungrily at the wood. But before the fire can fully consume its meal, the pit is smothered with soil, cutting off the oxygen supply and arresting the process midway. The pit is left undisturbed for several days, allowing the residual heat to complete the transformation. What remains is a mountain of blackened wood, a testament to a life once lived. This half-burnt wood is charcoal.


The reason for al-Shabaab’s interest in the charcoal trade is as clear as the noonday sun over the Somali plains: charcoal is not a luxury; it’s a necessity, a staple fuel for countless households across East Africa, not unlike the one in which I grew up. This consistent demand provides al-Shabaab with a ready market—an endless cycle of unwitting consumers lining up to indirectly fund the very terror they wish to evade. What’s more, the opportunity for export extends outside of East Africa, across the Indian Ocean, and into the Gulf nations. Al-Shabaab turns the acacia tree, once a symbol of life and endurance, into sacks of black gold. In 2014, the United Nations Environment Programme estimated that al-Shabaab was reaping between $38 million and $56 million per year from this charcoal trade. Amidst decades of conflict and turmoil in Somalia, the industry thrived in the shadows, unregulated and unchecked. Al-Shabaab exploited the rampant corruption in neighboring countries, collaborating with local cartels to export charcoal across Kenya, South Sudan, and Uganda and further to the markets of the Gulf.


These two men were part of this well-oiled machine. Part of me wanted to explain that GreenChar—the clean cooking company I had founded with my friend Ian after high school—was too small a player to matter to them. That in a country where 80 percent of households used charcoal, there was enough space for us to co-exist. I desperately wanted to impress upon them the seriousness of my venture in Kibera, to show them the market analysis and the impeccably assembled twelve-slide deck that had captivated my American investors. I wanted to share the damning statistics from the World Health Organization that illustrated the slow, silent death of nearly four and a half million women in places like Kibera; their lives snuffed out prematurely due to dirty wood fuels. Perhaps if I had shared the story of my mother—how the smoke from the charcoal had infiltrated her bronchioles, transforming the mundane act of breathing into a life-threatening battle that left her with ongoing respiratory tract infections—it might have swayed them. Would slide #6—with its grotesque depiction of our dying Earth, bleeding from the relentless assault of pollution—have changed their minds?


I don’t know. Maybe.


Amid the tension, Amok’s employee, Atieno, walked in with refreshments. It is a Kenyan custom for visitors to drink tea, and Atieno remembered that I took my Kenyan chai without sugar. In the silence that followed, the four of us sipped tea and nibbled at mandazi. Amok—appearing to have somewhat recovered—attempted to lift the mood with jokes, including one of a white American woman who, too timid to inform her Kenyan hosts of her lactose intolerance, turned a vivid shade of red after consuming two cups of the traditionally milky chai. Once we had drained our cups and the mandazi were nothing more than crumbs, we shook hands, and the two men departed.


The only thing that was clear to me on that Wednesday afternoon, and remains clear to me today, was that the energy and spirit that led me to found GreenChar had evaporated, leaving a void I’ve struggled to fill ever since. Nchi ina wenyewe. Our country has its owners—I was not one of them.


There’s an indefinable sensation tied to loss and heartbreak, to watching something you’ve nurtured and committed your life to crumble. It’s as if you are standing on the edge of a cliff, peering into the depths that have consumed something you hold dear. The world seems to slow down. Every laugh, every victory, every triumph crawls across your mind’s theater like a tragic drama. Yet, the height of the torment is not when the loss actually occurs or when the heartbreak fully settles in. It’s at the moment you realize, with a gut-wrenching certainty, that the loss is unavoidable. For me and GreenChar, that moment had arrived.
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Eve



Cambridge, United States


AUGUST 2016


I pulled onto campus in a school bus full of filthy 18-year-olds. When the brakes announced we’d arrived, I opened my eyes to find I’d fallen fast asleep on the shoulder of a friend I’d met six days earlier. I sat up quickly, wiping my face to check for drool. For a second, groggy, I couldn’t remember whether I was supposed to feel embarrassed now. But my friend laughed, and then I did too. As everyone stood up around us, we shared a look that seemed to marvel at how recently we’d all met, and at the glorious possibility of sudden intimacy between strangers. As we all filed onto the quad lawn—rimmed by the tall brick dorms we hoped would soon feel like home—the possibilities made me feel fearless.


None of us had showered in a week—I think that was part of it. We’d just hiked deep into the New Hampshire woods on one of Harvard’s ‘pre-orientation’ programs that takes freshmen camping the week before school starts. When it was time to go our separate ways and find our dorm rooms, we all exchanged long hugs that reeked of body and dirt, and I swear it was our smells that made those hugs last longer: nothing to prove, everyone at the mercy of their glands. The short, neat grass of the lawn seemed to cry out as we walked across it like it envied our brief chance to be wild.


The woods have always done it for me. It’s the trees themselves, but also what they do to us when we’re among them, the way they force us to really see ourselves and one another. Growing up outside Boston, my summers were for trail runs and campfires and acoustic guitars. They were for reading nature poems in my carrot garden—sticking my fingers into the soil and trying to feel the pulse of all the life I’d been told was down there. There was something to this that, for better or worse, bordered on religion: a clarity, or maybe a purity, that in the thick of human worlds was lost. And we had gotten so gorgeously high that final night before college off nothing but the naked realness of it all, off being stuck out there with strangers and no screens. So many tears of laughter had choked me that week as I prepared to settle into college, in the mood to fall in love with it.


And I did. At their best, liberal arts colleges are like Disneyworlds for brains: if you want, you can let yours drag you around by the hand like an eight-year-old just tall enough to ride Space Mountain. I thought I’d study international relations, but the course catalog lured me to a major that let me study the world’s cultures of environmentalism through the lenses of the social sciences and humanities. I took classes about the History of Science—which nuked the high school curriculum categories—and the ways we’ve come to think about nature and our planet.


However, I wasn’t prepared for my courses to have me thinking less about carrot gardens and more about fossil fuel companies. “Climate change”—oof—had always seemed horrifying but lifeless. I’d thought it was mostly about reducing food waste and recycling, and I cared about it only in the sense that I wished it wasn’t happening.


But the more I learned, the more I understood that it is also about power. I read books about how scientists discovered the link between oil and climate change in the 1970s and tried to sound the alarm, and how oil companies worked hard to ensure no one believed them. I read about the way colonialism destroyed so many cultures’ ways of living in balance with the ecosystems around them and how capitalism has deemed both trees and people worthless unless they are “productive.” At every turn, it seemed, the history of nature was intertwined with the history of exploitation—both of Earth itself and of the people who loved it most.


As I watched all sorts of “-isms” congeal into a single, dark, and intractable mass, hovering over a world I’d once felt thrilled to inhabit, it became clear that the real problem with climate change was that it was making all our other problems worse. The result? A lucky few would be left to recline on chaise lounges around Lake Michigan while droughts, storms, and rising seas tore vulnerable communities apart. And the fact that political and business leaders in my own country were not just allowing but facilitating this process was devastating.


I believe “What the fuck?” was my initial reaction, but I didn’t know where to go from there. My classmates and I submitted term paper after term paper into a void with no echo. In most classes, “What can we do?” was not a question we were pushed to ask or answer. And the responsibilities of the university seemed to end at the classroom door. As soon as we walked out onto the well-manicured lawns, the new, dystopian light our learnings had cast upon them was ours to either sit with or shake. The options for taking action seemed to fan out vaguely in the distance, all of them feeble in the face of corporate apathy.


But in my junior year, I made a friend who pushed me to pick one. From the moment we met, Tom drove me crazy—delighting in all the ways he found to unsettle me, then drawing me closer, flooring me with these raw flashes of truth that both freed and unwound me. He convinced me that reading books—which had become what I did all day, peeling oranges in a dim library room as I wilted under the weight of the Anthropocene—wasn’t enough. And as we began to orbit faster and faster around one another, wrestling with our distinct understandings of the energy system and what it would take to transform it, I felt a peculiar force begin to thrum between us and within myself.


When I learned about the fossil fuel divestment campaign on campus, I joined it. What I didn’t expect was that it would almost cost me the same friendship that had inspired me to do something in the first place.










Introduction
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Tom & Eve


How pathetic and worthwhile it is to be a young person with strong convictions about the planet and what’s destroying it. Tom grew up certain that if any white person were going to stop climate change, it would be Elon Musk, not Greta Thunberg, while Eve believed the lack of climate action was about politics and special interests and that the answer was truth-telling and people power.


When we first met in college, we did not get along. Despite our shared interest in what has come to be called the “just energy transition,” the contrast between our viewpoints felt radical. Between our distinct lexicons of entrepreneurship and activism, drastically different cultures, unique relationships to the word “capitalism,” and the ways class, race, and gender shaped our identities, we found ourselves looking at the same problem through separate lenses—ones that left us feeling like nemeses. It was weird. We felt dumb once we got over it. And eventually, we came to see how much the other could teach us.


But just as we did, we began to notice that all around us, others were fighting similar fights based on similar misunderstandings. For so long, the climate change “debate” had been a backward battle over whether it was even happening and if fossil fuels were responsible. But as we graduated into the chaos of 2020, there were finally a myriad of real debates centered around what we should actually do about it: Shareholder activism? Carbon taxes? Infrastructure bills? Venture capital for new technology? Nuclear? It became clear that far beyond just the two of us, the chorus of voices calling for “climate action” had serious rifts when it came to deciding what that “action” ought to look like.


We started writing this book, in part, for ourselves—because even after the dust had settled around our own little drama, we’d both been changed in ways we still didn’t understand. But we saw it all the way through because we felt for all those coming of age around the world. Those asking, “Who am I?” “How does change happen?” “What role can I play?” without the benefit of a friend to open their mind and make them laugh when it all gets too heavy. This book is for all those trying to figure out how the world works while at the same time learning how it’s broken. It’s for those grappling with how to close the staggering gap between how it does work and how it should. This struggle can be painful and alienating—for children and parents, students and teachers, colleagues and friends. We wanted to share our experiences and offer others the book we wish we could have read.


We hope it arms readers with useful tools and ideas to make change despite the odds stacked against them—and provides insight into what activists and entrepreneurs can contribute to this wild moment in which we find ourselves. We also hope it adds some texture to the concept of environmental justice and illustrates the bumbling but powerful ways we can carry revolutionary ideas out of scholarly circles and into the world beyond. We wrote it in alternating chapters because it’s about conversation; the climate crisis demands radical and uncomfortable forms of cooperation between people with all kinds of reasons not to trust or talk to each other. We hope it sheds light on what works and what doesn’t and decenters the usual voices that often dominate these debates.


But in the end, this is a story. It’s about making and keeping a friend as the world shifts under our feet. We tell this story in detail because we think the details matter; skip to the Epilogue if you’re more interested in the conclusions we arrive at than the roads we took to get there. We hope you don’t, though, because you might miss the point—which is more about being human amid the heat of a burning world. As two people from opposite sides of the planet, brought together through pain, both shared and distinct, we believe there can be beauty in that, even as there’s horror.










Part One
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Eve


Cambridge, United States


DECEMBER 2018


It was midnight on a Wednesday, and time to go home. I plunged my fists through the sleeves of my parka, heaved on my backpack, and told Oliver, “Well, I’ll keep you posted.”


I closed his door softly behind me and began making my way through the suite’s common room. I’d been friends with Oliver since freshman year and watched him and his roommates accumulate all the doodads that now adorned their junior year space: in one corner, the banjo from Ian’s stint in the mariachi band; in another, the mannequin Sean had bought for a prank war. They seemed to like living among an array of conversation starters—in a shrine to the eclectic and unusual.


I’d just about reached the suite’s main door when it opened in my face. I froze. A tall and narrow man filled the door’s frame, his hair falling around his face in chaotic dreadlocks and his long arms extending a bit too far beyond his sleeves. A tiny, empty-looking backpack dangled off his shoulder, but the way he carried himself seemed more befitting of a briefcase. He looked too old, or too something, to be a college student.


“Tom!” I said, startled. “How’s it going?” I knew his name, but he was the one roommate here who I hadn’t yet met.


He stood there with a straight face. After a moment, he said coolly, “Eve Driver.”


This sounded more like a threat than a greeting, and I suddenly felt compelled to explain myself—that I’d been here to meet the new fish Swimothy before winter break, and I was just on my way out. I said this all too quickly, and Tom’s raised eyebrows seemed to suggest he was pleased with himself for having this effect on me. He just stood there, saying nothing.


After a moment, I stiffened. He was still staring me down, so I met his gaze, beginning to feel annoyed at this steely little bit of his, annoyed at myself for falling for it. Just then, Oliver’s bedroom door cracked open.


“Do you two know each other?” he asked, entering the common room. He smirked as he sat down on the arm of the couch, as though he felt this would be a funny interaction to watch unfold.


“Kind of,” I said, still looking at Tom as I said it, hoping it sounded like a bold assertion of ambivalence.


Tom remained expressionless in the doorway.


“Tom, Eve’s going to Kenya over winter break,” Oliver said after a moment.


This, it seemed, clarified nothing. It was true; I’d just been telling Oliver that I was hoping to go to Kenya in a couple of weeks. My friend had asked me to be her research assistant there. Her grant would cover my flights, but I wasn’t sure my budget had room for the hotel where she and the other researchers would be staying. Oliver had advised me to “get creative”—the advice he seemed to offer in every situation.


“Tom is from Kenya,” Oliver added. “He’ll be there over winter break too.”


At this point, Tom let the door close behind him. With a single motion, he let his coat and backpack fall onto an armchair, leaving the sleeves still in the straps.


“And why is it that you will be gracing my country with your presence?” he said, as he went to sit on the couch beside Oliver. First, his dorm room, and now his country. What other spaces of his did I plan to invade without consulting him? Oliver laughed, but once again, I felt the need to explain myself.


I’d be working with a gender violence prevention program, I told him, in Kisumu. I’d be helping to implement it and collecting data on its effects.


Tom seemed to sense my relief at having an answer to his question and bristled at it. In hindsight, I’m sure he would have said, “What would we do without you noble Americans?” had he not bit his tongue.


I was alone now by the door, overheating in my parka, trying to figure out a polite way to leave.


But when Tom spoke again, his voice had softened.


“Where will you be staying?” he asked.


I laughed a bit, glancing at Oliver. “That’s the part I’m still figuring out.”


For the first time that night, Tom didn’t skip a beat.


“You can stay with my family,” he said. “And you can visit my village. My tribe will sacrifice for you a goat.”


My eyebrows went up. I glanced over at Oliver to see if this, too, was a joke. Then I looked back at Tom. Both of their faces were earnest.


“Tom. Wow. That’s really generous.”


Now his eyes looked weary, benevolent—like they were replaying some series of events in his inner world that I couldn’t even begin to guess at. “Thank you,” I added.


That night, I walked home on the snow-crunchy median; I could only spot the black ice when it was directly under the streetlamps. I didn’t know if I trusted Tom, but I wanted to. I loved the idea of learning about Kenya through the eyes of his family; in the past few years, I’d done four or five homestays across Africa, Europe, South America, and Asia, and still kept in touch with some of the families I’d stayed with. As I shuffled home in the cold dark, my ears gently numbing, I couldn’t help but feel the familiar glow of the prospect of adventure.
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