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to Mary Ellen, now and forever


I.

Evelyn always said that if I should ever write the story about our family and what it meant to be missionaries, I should also write about that one camping trip I took with Erin. That somehow, by grace alone, people who should have known about redemption actually witnessed it in action. Redemption, as you know, will change a life.

Well I remember the camping trip and the drive into the Ozarks on that October day. A mist settled on the windshield that the wipers then streaked, and inside you could hear that ticking sound that the defroster made. I had strapped our gear in the bed of the Ranger pickup, and we headed into the hills of my youth, now painted with fall colors. Seventeen-year-old Erin sat beside me, pouting. I drove towards my favorite trout stream, with fly rods stored behind the seats in the extended cab.

It was hard not to be angry.

Stupid Erin had yanked us off the Kenyan mission field and flung us back to the States. Evelyn expressed the desire to kick our only child out of the house. As a middle-aged man I still had the energy to be angry and yet sense enough to know that wasn’t the correct response. Yet kicking her out of house and family seemed so much easier.

In Kenya we lived in a hut in the village of Mikahani up in the hills. A thatched roof covered our shelter, and there was a hard-packed dirt floor at our feet. Though primitive we had cell phone coverage if we kept close to the major highway. We traveled extensively to the north and west where we planted churches and trained pastors and church workers. Evelyn and I considered our joint work a life calling, perhaps a dream.

To provide a proper education for Erin, we enrolled her in a boarding school in Mombasa.

The incident began when Erin and Boyd plus four other students ran away from the boarding school to Mombasa Beach. They wanted to see the sunrise over the Indian Ocean, or so they said. Security guards from a nearby hotel caught them in the wee hours of the morning.

The boarding school expelled all six students. Instantly.

Evelyn received the call at our home base. She sent word to me in the north then rushed Erin back to Mikahani.

	Other parents withdrew their children from this now perceived, unsafe school. The board fired Headmaster Paddock.

	Erin showed no remorse for this havoc.

	Evelyn then panicked when she discovered Erin’s plan to run away to Australia with Boyd. The situation demanded intervention, Evelyn declared to me. Evelyn flew back to Missouri, back to her widowed mother’s house. She pulled snotty Erin along with her. I returned to Mikahani and wrapped up things the best that could be done. I arranged to ship back our few possessions.

	Our joint ministry, and calling, had terminated.

	I left Kenya about ten days later. I told the local pastors I’d return soon. We all suspected that would never happen.

	My tortured soul endured the first leg to London while economy seating tortured my back. At Heathrow I talked to Evelyn who updated me. She and Erin had done nothing but scream and fight.

	We would temporarily live with her mother, Evelyn had told me, until I found stable employment and a permanent place to live. We realized that I would need to start all over, doing something, perhaps teaching again. Evelyn began to remove our things from storage while my tortured soul, and back, flew across the Atlantic.

	Evelyn’s brother picked me up at the airport and allowed me the use of his Ranger pickup. Halfway to Springfield he suggested I drive. I remember how weird it felt to drive on the right-hand side of the highway again. I remember too that sick feeling that everything had forever changed.

	As a family we traveled from paradise to hell in less than a month.

	I heard them scream when I parked in my mother-in-law’s driveway. Inside, the seventy eight-year-old woman sat in a corner, ashen faced, hands over her ears. Seventeen-year-old Erin stood nose-to-nose with middle-aged Evelyn, daughter screaming with mother, hormones verses menopause.

	“Jambo,” I said.

	They both stared at me. You could hear the grandfather clock in the next room as it counted out time.

	I knew there needed to be a separation, a time for things to quiet down. This would give Erin a chance to see her mistakes and to come to grips for all of the wrong she had done. She had caused a great deal of hurt and upheaval and needed to repent. That’s when I thought of taking her camping and fly fishing, for the family had enjoyed this in the past. I would take her to the stream I had enjoyed as a boy.

	I turned towards Evelyn. “Have you seen our camping equipment?”

	“Actually yes,” she said. “I saw it in storage. Why?”

	“Erin and I will go camping,” I said.

	“In October?” Evelyn said.

	“Yes.”

	Erin stared at me in disbelief; you would have thought I had grown another head.

	It took two days to recover from time lag and begin the acclimation to America. During that time we pulled our equipment out of storage and bought food for camping.

	Also during those days daughter and mother continued to scream and fight. Yet in the end they spilled no blood and both combatants remained living, and father and daughter found themselves in a borrowed truck driving deep into the magical Ozarks on a misty day in search of a trout stream from so long ago.

	It was hard not to be angry.



II.

We stopped in a valley beside a stream that wound its way between the mountains of the Ozarks. A spring fed the stream, the water cold and pure, and it gushed from its eternal source with a roar that echoed along the valley. The stream flowed along untroubled by time, and it formed both restless channels and quiet pools as it hurried towards a destination that never filled.

	“We’ll camp here.” I got out of the Ranger and stretched my back.

	The mist had stopped though the air remained damp. I hoped that the magic of these hills would change her as it had changed me over the years. When referring to the Ozarks I always used the word beloved, for I could think of no greater adjective for such a place.

	“Here?” Erin got out of the pickup.

	I walked towards the stream and left her to pout beside the truck. Though you couldn’t hear the spring from this point, you could hear the river as it rushed along its channel and gurgled over rocks.

	“This sure sucks.” She slammed the door of the pickup.

	Trout lived in the stream, rainbows mostly, and I remembered as a boy how I learned to fly fish along these waters. Then, as now, you could stand on the bank and look into the clear water of the deeper channels and see many of the rainbows. The trout always pointed themselves upstream against the current, something I considered an important life lesson.

	“I said this sucks,” she said.

	“How about nicer language?”

	“You’re just old fashioned. Everybody says it.”

	“How about not you.”

	“Sheez.”

	Trees grew along the stream and also covered the hills. It was late October and many leaves had changed color to a yellow-green or orange or that reddish rust that they do in the fall. A breeze escaped from the gray overcast and whispered through the tops of the trees. As a boy I learned that the Ozarks would speak to you in this manner if you would only listen.

	She wandered nearby and pointed at the river. “This is it?”

	Not only did the breeze speak, but it also separated leaves from the trees that grew beside the water. The leaves would swirl and drift, teased by the breeze, then alight upon the stream without so much as a ripple.

	“So why did we come to  . . . to this dinky stream?”

	I watched the current move dead leaves downstream. This debris would pose problems when the time came to fish. But you must expect such things when you fly fish in the fall.

	Erin walked back and plopped herself on top of a damp picnic table. “Oh great and wonderful father. Answereth thou thy humble daughter.”

You were brought here to keep from being killed, or killing your mother. So that makes this a life saving trip.

“We’ve come for the fishing,” I said.

Erin snorted.

And maybe so you’d see how awful you’ve been and amend your ways.

Erin wore a pink nylon jacket along with red shorts, perhaps too short, her legs brown from a tropical climate. Erin had the same petite build as her mother, even the same short-cropped blonde hair. Now her green eyes that flashed as well as her determined jaw, she received those from me.

“We enjoy fishing.” I returned to the pickup.

I remembered as a boy camping by this river in summer. On those days you could listen to the songbirds and crows that called to one another, and you could hear too the intermittent droning of cicadas. The sun stood high and bright and the afternoons would be hot, and if you looked to the hills you would see the lush greens of the trees and the haze that lifted from them. Yet in spite of the heat the stream would feel cold and delicious, the water low in its banks and the current slow. You wiped sweat from your face and gave little thought for the cares of life. Those were lazy days and I remembered picking trout off the surface with foam beetles I had just learned to tie.

“I hate fishing.” She tucked her knees under her chin.

	We never camped here as a family. Instead we camped in the Rocky Mountains, closer to the Bible college where I taught before we moved to Africa. This would be a new experience, one of many new experiences that settled upon all of us.

	“And this is stupid.” Erin wore flip-flops. She played with her red toenails.

	“You love fly fishing,” I said.

	“Maybe once upon a time. But not now.”

	I hadn’t expected this.

	I glanced back at the river. Though the stream had not changed, I had changed from a boy to a man. The season too had changed, from the summer of my memory to the current days of fall. And the trees along the stream had also changed and now began the process of releasing their dead leaves to the ages, dropping them gently and silently.

	“Fly fishing’s important,” I said. “It teaches you about life.”

	“It’s stupid, too.”

	I ignored the blasphemy and unloosened straps that held our gear in the bed. “You could help.”

	“I ain’t doin’ nothin’.”

	Her words shouldn’t have surprised me, yet they did.

	“You can’t make me do a thing,” she said.

	“We help when we camp.”

	She chomped on a wad of bubblegum. “Always bossing. Do this. Do that. Both you and Mom. You treat me as a child. Well I’m not a child anymore. I’m almost eighteen. I’m grown up.”

	I tossed the straps on the ground. “I know how old you are.”

	“No you don’t. You treat me like a child.” She blew a large bubble that popped. “You can’t stand to admit that I’m now grown up.”

	Keep focused, keep focused.

“It’s good to be back here camping,” I said. “I grew up in these hills.”

	“Lucky you.”

	“They’re magical.”

	“They stink,” she said.

	I felt my blood pressure rise.

	She popped another bubble.

	The outdoors and fly fishing had captured her heart years ago in the mountains, and I expected this to happen again.

	“And how long do we have to  . . . have to stay in this  . . . ” She snorted. “Here?”

	How long? Until you grow up? Until peace has been restored to the family?

	I plopped the case that held the canopy on the table beside her. We would set this up later.

	“I asked, how long?” she said.

	“Until creation surrounds you,” I said, “and you’re baptized by the stream.”

	“What does that mean?”

	It means until we run out of money.

“Until you appreciate your surroundings,” I said.

	“So how many days will you pay for the campsite?”

	“Three.” Though the mission board would furnish my support until the end of the year, money was tight.

	“This is sure a crappy place to have to come.”

	“I love it down here.”

	“Oh I get it. We came here because of you. This is all about you.”

	“No.”

	“Yeah it is. You didn’t give any thought about Erin.”

	Erin is the reason. In fact if it hadn’t been for Erin, we’d still be in Mikahani. But why state the obvious?

	“And to make this hell complete,” she said. “I don’t have any makeup.”

	“You won’t need any here.”

	“I always need it.”

	“You didn’t need it on the beach.”

	Erin glared. “How do you know?”

	Don’t state the obvious.

“Anyway,” I said, “we’re a long way from Mikahani.”

	“Yeah. I hated Kenya too.”

	“I loved those green hills
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