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 PROLOGUE

[image: 002] SOMETIMES A SINGLE moment is all it takes for our lives to change course. My own life has been punctuated by several such instances. Those simple moments of clarity and truth had the power to both derail my best-laid plans and inspire a sudden shift in my perspective of the world.

I was in a Palestinian refugee camp in Beirut at the tender age of nineteen when one of these flashes of insight struck me hard. I had been invited to spend the night in the camp by an old woman named Umm Hashem whom I had connected with during my brief stint as a researcher and volunteer in Shatilla refugee camp. I gratefully accepted her offer, and as I lay awake on the thin mattress in her one-room concrete “unit” that night, surrounded by three other members of her family, I had a sudden realization that was obvious, yet profound: They can’t go home. In my head I already knew this fact, but in that moment the truth settled into my heart. The injustice of this family’s situation felt unreal compared to my staggering privilege. I could have easily gone back to the hotel that night with my classmates, I had a return plane ticket home, and the American passport I carried  with me granted a degree of freedom and access that others could only dream of. It didn’t seem fair.

A single night immersed in Umm Hashem’s world was obviously not enough for me to even pretend that I understood the reality of her situation. Even if I stayed with her for decades, I still wouldn’t fully comprehend what it’s like to be in her shoes. Empathy has its limitations. Yet, I knew in my gut that something wasn’t right. There was an undeniable sense of injustice surging through me. I wanted to do something. I wanted to make her life better. I wanted to help.

And so it was there, on the floor of that tiny concrete room, as I listened to the sounds of the camp and the inner churning of my conscience, that I decided to dedicate my life to humanitarian work.

I came home from that trip and called my mom to tell her, “Guess what, Mom? I’m not going to be a geneticist after all.” The life of a research scientist, which I had already been grooming myself for as an overachieving teenager with complicated research projects in the field of cancer genetics, was no longer my ambition. I think my Mom was only half shocked. I had, after all, always had a heart for service. I’d been volunteering since childhood, I passed up a second summer of research at Oxford in high school to work at an orphanage in Togo instead, and I’d spent the previous summer enthusiastically teaching English in a rural village in China. But up until then, I always assumed that helping others could only be a hobby. Suddenly it felt like a calling.

It was with that preciously naive “I wanna change the world ” enthusiasm that I signed up to intern for Save the Children during the summer of 2002. I was assigned to assist the regional child protection officer in Kenya with some assessments on child protection needs in Dadaab refugee camp on the Somali border and in several repatriation camps in Somaliland. However, as  you’ll see in the pages that follow, that summer in East Africa at the age of twenty, and my subsequent study abroad semester in Uganda, made it glaringly obvious that the world of international aid wasn’t all that it was cracked up to be. During that time I would face a second turning point in my path, in yet another refugee camp, and my naive impressions of humanitarian aid would get a serious reality check.

Transitioning from a bleeding heart to a critic of the humanitarian regime was not an easy process. There were very few people who were willing to speak honestly with me about the subject. Fortunately, after graduating from Duke University with a degree in global health and human development, and a research specialization in aid effectiveness for refugees, I spent a year studying as a Fulbright Scholar with a pioneering aid critic and anthropologist named Barbara Harrell-Bond. Barbara was, and continues to be, a woman who is loved, feared, and hated within the circles of international aid, probably in equal measure. She has ruffled more feathers than most, and she doesn’t apologize for it. Not even for a second. Her book Imposing Aid was arguably one of the first of its kind when it was published in 1986, finally saying what nobody had been brave enough to say before about the shortcomings of international aid. I felt lucky to be under her mentorship during my year at the American University of Cairo while earning a diploma in forced migration and refugee studies. In many ways it was Barbara who gave me the go-ahead to start speaking out against the failures I was seeing in the aid world. The more time I spent working with refugee communities in Cairo who were being let down by well-intentioned aid agencies, the more I knew I had found my cause.

I returned to the United States for a year to work with resettled refugees in San Diego, while also working as a nanny to save up for my next big project. By that point I was completely  fed up with the failures of international aid. “Jaded” would have been putting my condition lightly. Throughout my travels I had continued to see endless examples of how our good intentions to “save” the world were not only falling short but in some cases doing more harm than good. In 2006, fueled by my frustrations, I started an organization called Beyond Good Intentions and traveled solo around the world for a year to ten different countries to produce a film series on what really works in international aid. My ’round-the-world journey took me to Colombia, Peru, Argentina, Indonesia, Cambodia, Laos, India, Madagascar, Mozambique, and South Africa. Along the way, I met with sixty-three aid organizations and hundreds of individuals, who all helped me gain enormous perspective on both the failures and successes of international aid.

In the year that followed, I went back to graduate school for a master’s in international education policy at Harvard University where I served as a Reynolds Fellow in social entrepreneurship and had the unique opportunity to interact with some of the leading players in the world of social change. Soon after graduating, I released the ten-part Beyond Good Intentions film series, which helped spark a much-needed dialogue about aid effectiveness and was viewed in more than 165 countries by over 100,000 people. During that time I also began offering educational programs and giving speeches about the various ways the aid industry should be transformed to serve recipients better. My endless curiosity about the world led me to immerse myself in more than seventy-five countries on every continent. In short, I’d become a global nomad with a passion for waking people up about the realities of international aid.

I share this background of the past eight years only to provide some necessary context. Because when I looked back at my life recently, I saw a path that was completely different, and  undeniably more purposeful than I ever could have imagined. And it was thanks in large part to two distinct moments: the first in Lebanon, and the second in a camp on the Somali border when a refugee boy’s comments changed me forever.

This book follows the true story of my return to East Africa in search of that refugee boy who turned my naive assumptions about humanitarian aid upside down. The return trip occurred between May and July 2010, and all the events, people, and organizations I write about are real, though some have asked for their names to be changed to protect their privacy. The opinions I express in this memoir are my own, and are based on my personal experiences, biases, and reflections.

I already know that some of the truths about aid I reveal in this book are not going to make me a popular person in certain circles. Many people, especially those inside the system, would rather not question the so-called “helping industry” at all. But I feel compelled to tell my story for the sake of the countless individuals I’ve met along my path who have been at the mercy of ineffective aid projects. This book is for them. I hope that my story serves as both a wake-up call and a source of inspiration on how we can more effectively change the world.






 KENYA
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 CHAPTER 1

[image: 004] THE STEWARDESS IS remarkably alert compared to the half-asleep passengers on board this morning’s 6 AM charter flight. Her hair is carefully pulled back in a tight updo, her navy skirt and vest are perfectly ironed, and the white and blue silk scarf tied around her neck brings an air of French couture that seems out of place. I watch her squirming in the jump seat as the plane begins its descent, crossing and uncrossing her ankles, attempting to find the most dignified way to sit in a clearly uncomfortable chair. The green and brown Kenyan grassland we had been flying over has now turned into an endless expanse of red and yellow sand, dotted with clumps of parched brush and a few herds of goats and camels being marched along by persistent women in colorful veils. The stewardess puts her hand up to smooth out her hair, which hasn’t moved an inch the entire flight, to compensate for a particularly bumpy landing on the dirt airstrip. As the plane slows to a stop, she picks up the microphone and, amidst the screeching feedback from a PA system that has seen better days, she instantly transitions into perky stewardess mode and sweetly says, “We wish you a pleasant stay in Dadaab.”

I try to suppress my laugh. We have just arrived at the largest  refugee camp in the world, and we are being encouraged by our lovely Kenyan stewardess to have a “pleasant” stay. I’m guessing they don’t tell the refugees the same thing when they arrive here.

She pushes the plane door open and lowers the stairs and I’m suddenly hit by the intense heat of the dry desert air, the kind of all-encompassing warmth that makes you secretly yearn for a bit of moisturizer and a frozen drink. I’m also enveloped by a wave of déjà vu. Not much seems to have changed since I last disembarked here eight years ago. A sea of white SUVs with massive antennas sticking out like tentacles have swarmed the airstrip awaiting their cargo of twenty-five “do-gooders” who are coming to heal wounds, write reports, and take photos of a forgotten Somali refugee population that has been forced to live in this makeshift desert community for the past eighteen years. Make that twenty-four “do-gooders.” I myself am not exactly here to save the world—or at least not this time around. That was me eight years ago: a twenty-year-old intern for Save the Children, naively arriving at this camp full of grand humanitarian aspirations to improve the lives of refugees.

Save the Children. The name alone conjured up images of goodness and virtue to me back then. Or at least it conjured up images of Sally Struthers and others who spent much of the eighties and nineties trying to convince me in between my favorite television shows that for the price of a cup of coffee a day, I could save a child’s life. I fell for it. But at the end of my time working in this camp, my virtuous dreams were dashed by the reality of the situation: I obviously hadn’t saved a single kid. Not one. Not even close. In fact, I left this camp back in 2002 wondering if my presence here had actually done more harm than good.

At that time, I thought I would never see this dirt airstrip again. I vowed to myself after leaving the camp that instead of being an aid worker I would try to transform the aid regime  and all of its obvious failures. However, uncovering this calling hadn’t merely been a result of a summer full of vague challenges and disappointments. It was the result of a single moment; a single comment, in fact, spoken by a refugee boy when I was in this camp. In that instant, standing in front of a classroom of secondary school students, I faced what some would call a “moment of obligation” and my life would never be the same.

[image: 005]

The day had started out like any other as I was making my rounds, conducting interviews with groups of orphans, students, and refugee leaders for a report funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). I was working alongside a Swiss consultant who had been hired by Save the Children to write the report. Having never worked with children or refugees before, it seemed her only apparent qualification for the job was being the girlfriend of the United Nations’s chief protection officer in Nairobi. As a result, I ended up having to take on much more responsibility than I expected as an intern, leading the majority of the interviews myself. It was a difficult assignment. We had been sent to Dadaab to investigate the issue of child protection in response to a West African report that uncovered numerous allegations of aid workers demanding sex from children in exchange for food and other assistance. We were tasked with making sure the same thing wasn’t happening in East Africa.

I believed strongly in the importance of the investigation, but I also sensed that it was just a report being done for the sake of reporting. By that time I was two months into my summer internship with Save the Children, having spent a few weeks at the D.C. office and a few weeks helping to set up a new post in Nairobi. Disenchantment was starting to creep in. On top of all  the waste I’d seen in the budget documents and the questionable decisions made in fancy offices far away, I’d also spent hours filing countless field reports that I’m pretty sure nobody had ever read. Even if Save the Children wanted to implement new protection programs as a result of our findings, I could already tell they would have ended up locked in a nasty turf war with CARE, another large-scale international aid organization that had established supreme reign over the camp at the time. However, I was delighted to finally be out of the office and on my first field assignment, so I dutifully blocked out my concerns and gave the research my best effort.

As I walked through the gate of Hagadera Secondary School that afternoon, already fatigued from five days of interviewing, I was accosted with walls of American patriotism. Lining every surface of the administrative building of the school were flattened cans of donated vegetable oil, prominently marked with “USA” in bold blue lettering, flanked by three red stripes on either side, and the USAID logo with the cautionary statement below: NOT TO BE SOLD OR EXCHANGED. Although impressed by the school’s ability to recycle these materials into aluminum siding, I was embarrassed to see my country’s name and symbols plastered all over the place. If I saw another building in the camp painted with the words A GIFT FROM THE AMERICAN PEOPLE I was going to go crazy.

The principal greeted me with a firm handshake and graciously welcomed us to the school. We did the necessary introductions and, in a way that indicated an excessive familiarity with meeting the endless demands of visiting aid workers, he forced a look of willing cooperation and said, “How can we help you with your research today, Miss Hogan?”

I felt guilty for wasting the students’ and administrators’ time. But our orders were to get as much feedback as  possible, from as many stakeholders as we could find. By that point we had already heard horrifying accounts of abuse and neglect from orphans, confirmed the existence of child labor in the camp, and met young girls who were enduring forced marriages and female circumcision, but we hadn’t found any evidence of sexual exploitation of children by aid workers. It might have been happening, but nobody was talking about it. On that afternoon, out of sheer curiosity, I decided to broaden the scope of the research to see if I might get new insights about the general challenges facing children in the camp. After a quick tour of the grounds, the principal escorted me to one of the dark, mud-brick classrooms to interview a group of fifty-three first-year high school students, while the Swiss consultant went to speak with a group of girls in the courtyard. The teacher stepped outside and the students put down their math assignments, listening quietly to my introduction.

“Good afternoon. My name is Tori and I come from the United States,” I said cheerfully. A few students looked amused and a couple of whispers reverberated through the room. I suddenly realized that with just a few words I had already aligned myself with the wall of tin, and likely the dollar signs and expectations that accompanied it. I pressed on. “I’m here to conduct some research for Save the Children. We are interested in hearing about the problems you are facing in the camp. Is anyone willing to share some of their opinions about the challenges you’re dealing with here?” It felt awkward to be posing such a vague question, but I had a glimmer of hope that it might produce insightful responses.

Silence.

After a few awkward stares from one student to the next, one boy finally stood up, dressed in a uniform of dark blue pants and a crisp white button-up shirt, and said, “Madame, there is  a lack of basic needs such as shelter and food. The rations are not good, and there is the problem of malnutrition here in the camp.” He then boldly added, “We would benefit from a feeding program here at the school sponsored by your organization.”

Next a female student in a long white veil rose, speaking softly from the back of the room, “The rate of girls in the secondary schools here in the refugee camp is very low compared to primary schools because of family problems and social beliefs.”

“And the teachers do not receive enough training,” another voice added.

“Miss, we are grateful for your presence in our class today, and we would like to tell you that there are many problems faced by refugee children in the camp,” another boy started with a concerned face.

I waited, hopeful that this boy might finally be the one to address the deeper issues at stake. But those hopes were dashed when he explained with surprising formality, “Our greatest challenges include a lack of learning materials like textbooks and incomplete laboratory supplies for practical experiments.”

Their responses were predictable. I jotted them down and asked follow-up questions in an attempt to pull more details out of them. In a well-choreographed ballet, the students took turns politely standing up behind their wooden desks and addressing their various grievances to me. It was as if they were reading from a script, a riveting play titled What to Tell the Aid Workers. I’m not saying that the concerns they mentioned weren’t real or highly legitimate, but I could sense they were only telling me what they thought I wanted to hear, or perhaps what my organization might be willing to fund.

I wrapped up the discussion with the students and thanked them for their feedback. I had already met with three principals, sixteen parents, and eighty-one students that day, but I didn’t  feel as if any of those conversations had tapped in to the core issues at stake, like why these problems existed in the first place, or why they hadn’t been fixed. The principal met me outside the classroom and energetically informed me, “Miss, there is one more class, the year-two students, who you should visit.” He motioned for me to follow, and I reluctantly trailed behind as I tried to think up an excuse, any excuse, to skip interviewing the next class and call it a day. I couldn’t think of an exit strategy fast enough, though, so there I was, standing in front of another blackboard with forty-eight sets of curious eyes staring at me.

The conversation with the next class of students began the same way as the previous one, with predictable and rehearsed responses. During a moment of prolonged silence, I scanned the room with an almost desperate “cut the crap” look on my face, eager for someone to be brave enough to tell me the truth. A tall Somali boy sitting in the last row slowly rose, cleared his throat, and looked down for an instant with a slight degree of uncertainty, shifting his weight before staring directly into my eyes and boldly saying, “A lot of aid workers come and go, but nothing changes. If the aid projects were effective, we wouldn’t still be living like this after all these years. Do you really think you have the answer to our problems?”

You recognize truth when you hear it. This boy was finally saying what I’d been longing to hear. Something that hadn’t been rehearsed. Something real. He was calling me out in front of the entire class, and he was absolutely right. Who did I think I was? Who did we think we were? Even if I was willing to listen to their various grievances, I didn’t have the magic answer to their problems. In fact, I was beginning to suspect that I was part of the problem.

That single comment opened up the floodgates of discussion, and the rest of the students suddenly found the courage to  reveal the deeper realities of life in the camp and their impressions of the aid being offered. They told me about the false promises made when “white ladies” like me came around, the lack of power refugees have in decision-making in the camp, and the waste, corruption, and distrust they witnessed from the aid organizations on a daily basis. It turned out the issue of sexual exploitation of children by aid workers was only a surface example of a deeper web of problems in which the international aid agencies were failing to serve and protect the very people they were there to help. It was one of the most humbling conversations of my life.

Later that night, back at the UN compound, the boy’s comment echoed in my head. As I lay in the stifling heat, tossing and turning and listening to a persistent mosquito outside my net, I kept trying to justify my work. “At least I’m doing something!” But it was impossible to convince myself that being part of something that was ineffective, or that was even potentially harmful, was better than doing nothing at all. I knew it wasn’t. But up until now, nobody ever had the guts to inform me that my good intentions to help weren’t actually good enough.

My naive dreams of “saving Africa” were shattered that day, forcing me to swallow a heavy dose of humility and realism. I had originally planned to pursue a career as a globe-trotting, world-saving aid worker, but after my summer with Save the Children and my subsequent study abroad semester in Uganda and Rwanda, I threw those plans away. I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t seen what I’d seen, or hadn’t heard what that boy had told me. I felt a deep obligation to share the truth about aid with others and to uncover how the “helping industry” could be reformed. The past eight years have been an intense and rewarding journey as I’ve established myself as a filmmaker, educator, and advocate on the issue of aid effectiveness. At age twenty I never could have anticipated the path I would end up taking. All I knew back then  was that a fire had been lit within me, and I had to respond. But when I recently reflected on my life’s journey so far, I was overwhelmed by a deep sense of gratitude for that catalytic turning point that happened in Dadaab so many years ago.

So now I find myself back at this refugee camp, on the same airstrip once again, for a simple purpose: gratitude. I have returned here to find the boy who was courageous enough to tell me the truth. The one who changed the course of my life. I want to see what has happened to him and his community, and to say “thanks.”

[image: 006]

As I arrive at the bottom of the wobbly plane stairs, I am confronted with the sea of drivers standing next to their bright white vehicles with large blue labels and logos painted on the hood and doors. “Ah, yes, the white Land Cruisers,” I sigh under my breath. They have become a supreme symbol of aid. In fact, if there are any groups that have truly benefited from international aid in the past few decades, I think chief among them must be Toyota. The Land Cruiser and development projects seem to be inseparable bedmates. It’s almost as if a project just isn’t credible unless there is a fleet of Land Cruisers involved, whether they are needed or not. And the unwritten code (and in some cases, the explicitly written code) is that the decals of the organization’s name and logo should be displayed as large as humanly possible on the vehicles.

I am shuffled between a few drivers before finally finding a UN vehicle that is heading to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) compound. I hoist my backpack onto my lap, straddling the middle seat between a photographer and a fuel efficiency expert. The drive from the airstrip to the UN compound takes only a few minutes, but it’s long enough to become immersed in the crazy world you’re getting yourself into. The smell of dependency wafts in the air.  The only required swerving en route is for goats and other Land Cruisers, both of which are plentiful here.

We approach the heavily protected UN compound with its multiple checkpoints and rows of barbed wire. A sign outside the gate prominently displays the names of some of the organizations that now maintain residence inside the compound. Instead of the mere four that operated here in 2002, there are now over twenty organizations working in the camp. It seems the “donor fatigue” I witnessed back then has ended and Dadaab has become sexy once again.

“The compound will probably look different than you remember it,” the young fuel efficiency expert leans over to tell me as we pull in through the final set of gates. “It just keeps expanding.” At first glance, the compound doesn’t appear to have changed much. The lines of brand-new UN vehicles still wait expectantly under the makeshift carports, the dusty courtyard surrounded by air-conditioned offices has only had a face-lift with new paint, and the logistics guys still lazily recline on the benches outside their office, radios in hand, waiting for something interesting to do.

I eventually find the camp manager’s office, where I’m told I can get the key to my guest room. I’m greeted by a gorgeous, young Spanish guy with deep brown eyes, a scruffy beard, and lightly gelled hair, wearing a gray T-shirt and jeans. He looks like the Calvin Klein model of the humanitarian world.

“Hi, I’m Tori,” I tell him, smiling and offering my hand.

“Hi, Armando.” He shakes my hand and welcomes me to the compound, shooting a cute smile my way. But he looks puzzled, tilting his head trying to figure out who I am and why I’m here.

“Tori, Tori, hmm . . .” He strides over to his computer and checks the lists. “And you’re representing which organization exactly?”

“None,” I say. “I’m a, eh, journalist.” That isn’t exactly true. In fact, I’ve never been a journalist. But labeling myself as such was the only possible way I could have access to the camp again. It turned out the category of “Just Want to Say Thanks to a Kid” wasn’t an option on the application form.

“Oh right. Ghost Writer!” He can sense I’m not following. “That’s what we’ve been calling you around here,” he explains. “We knew that a journalist was coming today, but the people at headquarters didn’t tell us your name or any information, so we gave you a nickname instead.”

He hands me the key to my room and begins to brief me on the policies and procedures of the compound and the camp. An armed escort convoy leaves the compound for the three camps every morning at 8:00 and 9:45. As a visitor, I will have to pay for my food and accommodations while here. The bar is located at the back of the compound in the event that I need a cold beer at any point. He then leans back against his desk and scans me from top to bottom before saying, “Walking around the camp is at your own risk. But you are uh”—he motions toward his face and raises his eyebrows—“a juicy target.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” I laugh, amused by his concern.

“A young, blond American woman would be a perfect grab for any extremist operating here. I don’t recommend you going anywhere without the UN vehicles.”

“Yeah, the blond hair is never helpful,” I say, my mind flashing back to challenging encounters in places like India and Morocco where my blond hair not only made me a walking freak show but a target for harassment. “Thanks for the warning.” We shake hands again and I leave the comfort of his ice-cold air-conditioned office, back into the blistering desert sun.

I look down at the map of the camp that Mr. Calvin Klein  gave me, but the glare of the sun on the white paper temporarily blinds me. When my eyes adjust to the light, I am able to see what the fuel efficiency guy was talking about: The compound really has expanded. Now, instead of a manageable cluster of simple buildings, the map reveals 148 little rectangles, each representing a different room or building in the compound. There are new offices, countless new residences for field workers, and even a large new gym and tennis court. The UN’s effectiveness in assisting the refugees is still up for debate, but you can’t deny they certainly know how to build things.

Before I start my extensive tour around UN Land, I head to my guest room to drop off my backpack. It’s a simple concrete room with a bed, a desk, an armoire, and a family of feisty cockroaches. The place smells strongly of cleaning fluid, though I prefer that smell to the multitude of other smells I could be faced with in here. A nap would be lovely right about now, but the excitement of being here again after all these years forces me back into the oppressive heat to explore my new neighborhood.

I decide to head first to the back of the compound to the infamous Pumzika Club. The large, open-air thatched structure is the holy grail of the compound for most of the aid workers. With about fifty plastic chairs, eleven tables, and twelve mismatched bar stools, it dwarfs the CARE compound’s bar and, with its colorful disco ball hanging from the rafters, it even gives the old Borehole bar nearby a run for its money. It’s the place where you can savor a cold Tusker beer, hit on the newly arrived consultant who is only here for a few days, and sit around with colleagues either complaining about what happened in the field that day or drinking enough to forget.

I continue down the sandy walkways, which now have fancy painted street signs to guide your way around the large  compound and rows of cute white stones lining the path for aesthetics. After passing by the tennis court, the impressive gym, and the nice private residences where the aid workers live, I come across a room that was a sore spot for me my last time here: the television lounge. And, worse yet, confronting me here on the first floor of the thatched two-story rotunda is the culprit itself: the forty-nine-inch LG Digital Flatron with Dolby surround sound.

The story of my distaste for this particular electrical appliance dates back to the summer of 2002, when the aid workers living here at the compound insisted it was inhumane to expect them to watch the FIFA World Cup on the existing large television set. It was decided the only way to correct this hardship was to order the largest, most state-of-the-art television from Nairobi for the rumored price of $4,000. The decision made me furious because at that time our refugee neighbors had just had their rations cut significantly due to lack of donor funding. The decision to buy the big-screen television seemed unnecessary and extravagant, and it served as a reminder to me of the habits of waste and escapism that seemed to plague the aid world.

Now the bane of my existence from my last visit is staring me in the face once again, a 175-pound paperweight. The television probably hasn’t been able to be turned on for a while. The electronic components are likely filled with desert sand. But I guess nobody is sure what to do with such a large piece of trash here. Worry not, though, because upstairs in the newly appointed lounge this behemoth has been replaced with a brand-new big-screen plasma television. The shiny black model stands proudly in front of the eight black leather couches that form rows of semicircles around this beacon of the compound, which lovingly plays Kenyan and Filipino soap operas all day long.

“Do you want to join?” A Kenyan aid worker motions me to sit on one of the black couches to watch a show. I shrug an indifferent “okay” and feel guilty as I slide onto the soft leather and think about the luxury of life within these heavily guarded walls compared to the lives of the refugees nearby.






 CHAPTER 2

[image: 007] A SLIVER OF light is already peeking through the dusty curtains as my feet hit the concrete floor. I sit on the edge of the bed blindly shuffling underneath it in search of my black flip-flops, hoping that the spiders and cockroaches haven’t taken up residence under there. Still in a haze, I look around the room and it takes me a second to remember where I am. I know I should keep sleeping so I can be well rested for my search today in the camp, but my mind is restless, consumed with the sinking feeling that despite the euphoria of my quest for this refugee boy, my world might be crashing down around me. Slumping forward while clumsily pushing away the mosquito net, I place my head in my hands and exhale in pure exasperation. In a whisper directed to the world-at-large, I sigh. “Why does this have to be so hard?”

It’s too early in the day to start up the tears again. I’m still physically exhausted from the emotional release I had yesterday evening while getting ready for bed. I usually pride myself on being really strong, but lately I’ve become a mess of fragile emotions thanks to the one thing I always hoped wouldn’t be able to make me come so unglued: some guy.

But, in reality, this isn’t exactly just some guy. It’s my guy, or at least he was my guy. The precarious on-again, off-again relationship of a year and a half with my Dutch boyfriend, Mark, is hanging delicately in the balance at the moment, and it could tip in either direction.

I take a swig of bottled water, along with my malaria pill, and walk outside to contemplate life from the comfort of a white plastic chair in front of my guest room. As I take a seat it strikes me as unfair that here, in the middle of the open desert, I am unable to see the sun coming up over the horizon. There are too many imposing buildings, water tanks, and fences here on the UN compound to be able to see this natural wonder.

I prop my feet up on a nearby post and allow my body to slump into the chair in a posture that matches my mood. The unfortunate exchange between Mark and me back in Nairobi plays over and over again in my mind as I stare blankly at the sky, mindlessly passing my water bottle from one hand to the other. It doesn’t seem fair that love has to be so damn hard.

It wasn’t always this way for me and Mark. In fact, our love story started out as a fairy tale, complete with the backdrop of an exotic destination, the bliss of a deeply soulful connection, and months of beautiful love letters written from all over the world. When I arrived at that cute little hacienda in Chilean wine country a year and a half ago, I had no idea my life was about to change. I was on a two-week stopover in Chile before I needed to get myself to Ushuaia, Argentina, where I would catch a boat to Antarctica, of all places. I had been hired to do some freelance photography for a polar expedition company, and I was glad to have a brief sojourn in a warm destination in between a Boston winter and an Antarctic “summer.” So there I was, seemingly in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by endless expanses of gorgeous vineyards, swimming in the pool and  enjoying the pure ignorance that in one minute my whole world was going to be turned upside down.

Suddenly, there he was, the future love of my life, swimming in the same pool. In fact, he swam right into me by accident, which is how our first conversation began with the words, “Oh sorry.” This tall, redheaded, adorable Dutchman was intriguing from the start. We ran through the usual “tell me who you are, where you’ve been, and where you’re going” dialogue that becomes a staple conversation when you’re backpacking. He explained that he was on a six-month trip around the world, and he had just made his way through Patagonia.

I had no logical explanation for it, but within two minutes of hearing him speak, my heart was racing out of control. He was only talking about typical things like his remaining travel plans and his previous work as a sustainable investor, but something in me was physically reacting to his presence. Soon I was no longer breathing properly, and I seemed to have trouble correctly formulating sentences. I was in trouble.

The next few days unfolded like a dream: bike rides through the vineyards, late night conversations under the stars where we revealed the deepest truths of our souls to each other, and long strolls in the town nearby with its tree-lined streets and romantic plazas. In fact, it was on one of those gorgeous Chilean tree-lined streets that this whole beautiful mess began. We had just finished a wonderful lunch, during which I revealed to him that I wasn’t sure if I should extend my bus ticket to stay longer because, as I bluntly put it, “I think I might like you, and staying longer would only make it harder to say goodbye.” As we walked down the street, approaching the town plaza, I gushed at the impeccable scenery before us. “This is so wonderful,” I sighed.

He stopped walking all of a sudden, pulled me toward him,  and leaned in. “No, you are so wonderful.” My green eyes met his big brown eyes and the world seemed to melt away as he kissed me for the first time.

I extended my bus ticket immediately. The days that followed were the most blissful of my entire life. I was falling in love.

I’m a total romantic, so I secretly hoped that when I finally met the man of my dreams it would play out like a classic romance film: me as Audrey Hepburn, him as Humphrey Bogart. But this was better than I imagined. I had found a guy who I was beginning to think might not even exist on this planet. A guy who kissed me so tenderly, made me laugh all the time, was eager to explore the world by my side, and could make me melt by looking at me with eyes of total adoration. Not to mention he was also smart and sensitive and totally cute. When it was finally time to part ways, we were faced with a challenging question: How do we maintain this level of intensity over distance and time? Our burgeoning love seemed too special for modern predictability, so we decided instead of writing emails, we would write love letters. Real love letters. The kind with a pen, paper, airmail sticker, and stamp. And that’s what we did. For four months, as he finished up his travels around the world, I would post letters to his next destination several times per week and he would send his profoundly romantic testimonies of love to my Boston apartment. (We would occasionally cheat and opt for Skype calls and G-chat, but it was the letters we cherished most.)

We reunited in June, and Amsterdam’s Schiphol Airport instantly became one of my favorite places on earth, because it was there that I was finally able to run into the arms of the man I loved. Our summer together passed by beautifully with lazy days strolling along Amsterdam’s charming canals, a long road trip through Ireland, and several weeks of touring through mainland  Europe in Mark’s camper van. I should stop for a moment here and inform you that if you ever need to put your relationship to the test, try going on a camper van trip through Europe together. Living in such close quarters is bound to bring up all the painful intricacies of your relationship and, if you can survive it, I’m pretty sure you’re meant to last. We, unfortunately, didn’t survive it as perfectly as I had hoped. But even if I could ignore the camper van–induced challenges we faced, there was something deeper that was triggering some worries or doubt about our long-term potential.

If I had to be honest with myself, the arrival of some challenges in our relationship could have been predicted from day one. I knowingly fell for a guy who brought with him more baggage than most. When Mark was twenty-five years old, he fell deeply for a Dutch woman named Sofie. But his euphoria soon got a reality check when three months into their newly budding relationship she was diagnosed with a serious blood disease. It wasn’t clear what the path might look like, but the prognosis was bleak. Yet when faced with this difficult situation at the prime of his life, Mark cast aside any shred of selfishness and promised Sofie from the bottom of his heart, “I’m there ’til the end.” The next eight years were filled with many long hospital stays, debilitating treatments, and a deeply soulful bond between the two of them that somehow kept them smiling through all the pain. She finally lost her battle with the disease in 2007, with Mark by her side. I met him one year later, which we soon discovered was far too soon for either of us.

The love between Mark and I was profound, but I also knew he still had a significant amount of grieving to do, and my presence wasn’t helping. We were starting to get signs that the closer I was getting to his heart, the more he was unconsciously pushing me away. He hadn’t sufficiently dealt with his past to be  able to open up fully again to ultimate love. The lyrics of a Ben Harper song kept playing over in my head: “They say if you love somebody, then you have got to set them free.” It was the hardest decision of my life, but setting Mark free to tackle his grief head-on was the most loving thing I could do for him. The tears were flowing as we hugged each other goodbye on a street corner in Berlin last fall, terminating our ten-month relationship. And as I turned to head down the street, I had a sinking feeling that I might be walking away from the only man I’d ever love.

I distracted my heart for a few months with work and travels, and in many ways it felt like I was moving on. But a nagging uncertainty about our decision just wouldn’t go away. When I couldn’t stand the silence any longer, I gave Mark a call to see how he was doing. It was immediately clear that the uncertainty was mutual. We soon reunited and spent one of the most blissful weekends of our lives together, prompting us to decide to get back together and give it another try. I told him about my plans to return to East Africa in search of the refugee kid who changed my life. And, much to my surprise, Mark informed me that he’d recently accepted a new job in agricultural finance, and he would be in East Africa for the summer, as well. I took it as a sign that fate was bringing us back together.
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Ever since Mark and I got to Nairobi ten days ago we’ve fluctuated between total serenity and needless arguing. The unfortunate big fight that ensued the night before I left for the camp was at the far end of needless arguing. He was in a pissy mood after a hard day at work, and my attempts to cheer him up were apparently the opposite of what he needed. The disagreement escalated and his rather unkind words and aggressive tone left me in tears. I found myself on familiar terrain: Had I made the wrong  decision in getting back together with him? I kind of want to blame him for it all, but I am self-aware enough to know that I need to spend some time considering my own culpability here.

Wallowing in my current romantic melodrama is probably not the best use of my time on such an important day. I’ve come so far to find this boy. I need to be in the right frame of mind for my search. Now the sun is almost ready to show itself over the nearby buildings, but sunrise from a tin roof doesn’t have as much appeal to me compared to seeing it crest over the horizon. I take another swig of water and go inside to get ready for breakfast.
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I start picking at my simple breakfast of toast and hard-boiled eggs, while watching a trickle of aid workers file into the mess hall rubbing sleep from their eyes. It looks like it might take a few cups of coffee before some of them are ready for whatever’s on their agenda today. Fortunately, I’ve always been a morning person, and I’m grateful to be feeling functional at this time of day.

I look up from my eggs and a tall, brown-haired man in khaki pants and a blue button-up safari shirt is approaching. “Mind if I join you?” he says in a kindly British accent.

“Of course, feel free,” I say, motioning to the chair across from me.

“Hi, I’m Tori,” I say, offering my hand.

“Pleasure. I’m Richard. Did you just arrive?”

“Yes, I came on the charter flight from Nairobi yesterday. The last time I was here was eight years ago when I was working for Save the Children,” I say as I peel my egg.

“Eight years, huh? Well, you might be surprised to find that a lot has stayed the same. There are more refugees here, though. About 260,000 now, which is almost double what it  was the last time you were here. That’s a noticeable difference. And it’s a problem we’re trying to deal with every day because the existing space has been exhausted. This camp was only built to accommodate 90,000 refugees but the problems in Somalia continue.” I give a sympathetic nod as he continues, “We’re desperate for more land, and we are currently negotiating with the Kenyan government. There is some concern from them that if we add a fourth camp it could attract more refugees. But as I see it, if we had more space we would be able to organize everyone better.”

He takes a sip of coffee, nods good morning to an aid worker who just sat down nearby, and continues, “We’ve tried everything. We even had Angelina Jolie here last September. But unfortunately, the ‘Angelina factor’ didn’t help our efforts. We hoped her presence in Dadaab would allow us to bring attention to the land issue, but it didn’t really work.”

I stay silent, holding back my own cynical beliefs about the so-called Angelina factor.

“It seems celebrities often have more impact in donor countries than in the countries they’re trying to help,” he adds. “In Kenya using more formal and official channels can be more effective.”

As the conversation progresses, I soon discover that I’m sitting with the UN director for the entire refugee camp. But this fiftysomething British man who has spent the past two decades working for UNHCR in both the field and at headquarters certainly doesn’t strike me as director material at first glance. He’s too nice. I later discover that it’s rare to ever see Richard not smiling. He has a positivity that seems unreal in light of his demanding job.

“So, are you coming to Quiz Night this evening?” he asks with raised, hopeful eyebrows.

“Quiz Night?” I reply.

“It will be in the Pumzika Club after dinner. It’s just a chance for us to relax and have fun while testing our trivia knowledge. It’s usually a fairly good time.”

“Sure, it sounds like fun,” I say.

“You know, the UN considers Dadaab a ‘hardship post,’ but when you’re in the compound, it rarely feels that way,” he says, wiping the crumbs from his toast back onto his plate.

“Yeah, it sounds like the only thing you’re missing here is a swimming pool,” I joke.

He laughs. “Yeah, we often daydream on those really hot days about how great it would be to have a pool on the compound. But can you imagine the backlash we’d get as soon as the first journalists got photos of something like that?” He stands up to take his plate to the dish area, turning briefly with a big grin. “Nice to talk with you, Tori. I’ll see you at Quiz Night.”
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I put my empty dishes away and start heading toward the front of the compound where the convoy of Land Cruisers will depart for the camp. I’m still too early, so I walk slowly down the sandy path, lost in thought. It bothers me that Richard has indicated so little has changed in the camp over the years, but it matches the feedback I received yesterday afternoon from the senior operations officer, a bright and compassionate man from Malawi named Bornwell Kantande. By total chance, Bornwell was the first person I’d interviewed in 2002, and back then he told me the problems in the camp included a lack of teachers, low educational standards, poor health facilities, inadequate rations, problems with water access, and cases of rape when the women would go into the bush to collect firewood. When I asked him yesterday how things had changed since we last sat across from each other, he bluntly informed me, “It’s worse.”

Bornwell revealed that some of the hospitals and schools are now collapsing due to age and lack of upkeep, the influx of new refugees has led to an incredible strain on the camp’s resources, the quality of education has gone down with only 15 percent of the current teachers having been trained, rape cases persist, and now camp managers are dealing with a new set of challenges including solid waste management issues and seasonal flooding. It sounds bleak.

It doesn’t surprise me to hear this, unfortunately. Dadaab has always been treated as an emergency situation, and as a result, the camp administrators are only able to submit budget requests year-to-year. But this “emergency” has been going on for eighteen years now, with no end in sight. An entire generation of refugee children has grown up here, knowing nothing but this camp. Yet even in this protracted situation, camp officials are not given the opportunity to strategically plan for the possibility of having to carry out this mission a decade from now. It sometimes feels as if the United Nations hopes that if they don’t plan ahead too far, maybe the refugees will go home tomorrow.

I hear the Land Cruisers starting up as I approach the loading area for the eight o’clock armed convoy to the camp. The first step is to find the correct vehicle because, although Dadaab is the name used to refer to this refugee camp, it’s technically only the name of the nearby Kenyan village. The “camp” itself, which is situated in the semiarid Kenyan desert about sixty miles from the Somali border, is actually composed of three separate large camps: Hagadera, Ifo, and Dagahaley, each with their own systems, leadership, and structures. The camps are located within an eleven-mile radius of the UN compound, with Ifo being the farthest, requiring a forty-minute ride. Today I’m heading to Hagadera camp, the site of my fateful encounter eight years ago.

Usually when people imagine a refugee camp, they conjure up visions of endless rows of white tents and fragile people standing in line for a bowl of food. But Dadaab hasn’t been like that since the very early days. The camp has turned into three desert towns of sorts, each one complete with semipermanent houses, open air markets, small stores, a police station, schools, and a hospital. However, in contrast to their Kenyan neighbors, the refugees are officially not allowed to work—other than helping out the Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)—movement outside the three camps is not allowed, and their basic needs are provided for by international aid organizations. The camp’s population is made of up 95 percent Somalis, but in many ways it looks and feels like any Kenyan town. The UN is the coordinating body for all camp activities, although the actual aid work, like distributing rations or running the schools and hospitals, is carried out by contracted international NGOs who typically get their funding from large donors like the US Agency for International Development (USAID). It’s a complicated and imperfect system that, as far as I can tell, hasn’t changed much since I was last here.

I eventually locate the right vehicle and I jump in the back of the covered truck, which has padded benches on either side and capacity for eight of us. Two UN workers are already in there, and I take my place next to a protection officer reading a newspaper. My excitement is building.

As I sit here waiting for the rest of the truck to load, I have a flashback to my first day on the job back in 2002. The Swiss consultant I was assisting had explained to me as we sat in the truck, “When they start shooting at us, you need to get down like this, okay?” as she demonstrated the best way to protect myself from gunfire in a moving vehicle. When they start shooting? I hoped she meant if. It being my first day in  the field, I would have preferred simply being told where the water cooler was instead of how to protect myself from a hostile attack. But her concerns weren’t unfounded. There had been a lot of violence and security concerns around the compound and camp at the time, including some threats against aid workers. In fact, at one point during our stay some disgruntled locals set fire to the fence surrounding the UN compound while we were inside. Fortunately, no one got hurt.

I get the impression that security issues have lessened significantly here these days. As the truck approaches the convoy staging area, joining four other vehicles from the UN, World Food Program, CARE, and Handicap International, I discover the convoy is a lot less “armed ” than I remember. Eight years ago, we had to closely follow a Kenyan police unit that posted vehicles in the front and back of our convoy, including one with six men standing in the truck on lookout with seriously big guns in hand. It always felt like an attack was imminent. But today, I only see one police vehicle with two guys in the cab of the truck, and one guy lazily sitting in the back. He likely has a weapon somewhere, but I can’t see it. Though it doesn’t really matter how well armed the convoy is because I honestly doubt that these police patrols would ever take a bullet for the aid workers. They’re probably not paid enough for that.

We hit the road for the ten-minute ride to Hagadera camp, following a plume of white dust stirred up by the convoy, and my heart starts to beat faster as I prepare myself for what I hope will be a reunion with the boy I’m looking for. I start counting the camels we pass by to distract myself from my nervous excitement.
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