Belonging

While | was at work one night, | was looking
through an old issue of O magazine (Dec. 2009),
and saw one of those ubiquitous pictures of raggedy
kids somewhere in Africa. A glance at the captions
Traveling the world donating clothing, wheelchais, ~ S@10- Uganda and a double-take took me by surprise.
e s Those were my kids - my Batwa kids, that I'd seen
e sme mee sy AND WOTked with for the past two years. | could tell

| things you might do. You might go for an elephantride in Laos or you Just by the plcture Where they were Stand'ng,

take a long hike through a pretty Ugandan farm valley. You might . .

gototne beach in Db or spin prayer wneels n a Tioetan that it was in Rwamahano settlement at the SChOO',
it ssen e sonmenamans | ON t0p OF the hill above Lake Bunyonyi, and | could
fulfilled. Butthis is exactly when Brooks—the kind of traveler who name those kIdS Then to IOOk at the date the name

seems perpetually awestruck and often punctuates a meaningful

moment by calling out, "This is a- maaaay -zing"™—will start Of the guy Stand|ng W|th them promo“ng h|s "One
" looking for semething better and maore hands-on to do, like - . . . - " -
shopping for hens with a Cambadian granny or digging a toiletfor (1A |nternat|0na| a|d Ol’ganlza'[lon and to rea“ze
3 e sehecl e g middey that |1 was there and | met that man while | was

. At 38, Brooks is what you might call a professional helper. Simply Worklng - Ilke SO many Other muzungus that came
put, he spends most of his time doing the two things about which he is most enthusiastic: traveling and

vouniserng.Getin o fis pon mohed swapsing acaeer a0 el esiteokernewYorifor = through to donate and give, or oogle and sigh at the

bare-bones, itinerant existence, which he says is far more fulfilling than making money ever was. "l felt lost for e

2long time,” he says. "I had 2 bt ofwanderlust and somehow never felt ke | was home.” Butfourvears ago, [QOOI Batwa. It was an eXCItIng, and somewhat

SPIEG B AN EAOSIantand neec reup of s e met cuiside a emple e vecatonna n cameed— hyjttersweet moment. | couldn't believe | was seeing
this picture, and shocked with the realization that | knew it; then, the unexpected ache of missing those
kids, the hike up that hill, the beautiful views, talking to the headmaster of the school to see what else
we could do, and the talks we gave in the community center or sprawled in the grass. You don't think
when you come back that simply, unexpectedly seeing a picture could affect you so much or evoke
such emotions, but it does, and even thinking about it is just as jarring as when | saw it and realized
those were my kids, my place, and | was there. | always used to laugh when 1 heard returned
volunteers refer to places as theirs, but I understand that ownership now, that sense of pride at the work
you did and the people you helped. No matter how much time passes, | realize it's always going to be
your village and your kids or your women/men, not just because you worked there but because you
belonged there. You were accepted and welcomed by them, and unknowingly perhaps, you accepted
and welcomed them, forever, into your heart, so that they became a part of you - and that's where that
ownership and pride comes from, that's where that bittersweet ache will always be. So, don't be
surprised when day when this happens to you. Revel in the feelings, revel in the pride, the ownership,
and the belonging. Then take that, and share it with everyone you see, because it deserves to be shared
and reveled in.
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