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Leaving Home

Volunteer on journey to help orphans in South Africa
By AMY HORTON CARTER 

The Brunswick News
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 It took Maureen Ahern 57 years, four days and 22 hours to find her purpose in life.  "I have no doubt I am where I am supposed to be," she wrote May 21, four days after leaving her home at Shellman Bluff in McIntosh County and flying 22 hours to reach the KwaZulu Natal province on South Africa's Indian Ocean coast.

"I am working with the babies and love it. My heart melts. One baby in particular is 2 and looks like she is one. She can’t walk, very frail. I love her to pieces."  Ahern traveled halfway round the world to spend a year loving sick and motherless Zulu children served by an orphanage kept filled to overflowing by the HIV/AIDS virus.

Ahern's education in the ways of the world began upon her arrival. "I have learned that (talk-show host) Oprah (Winfrey) sponsors about 10 of the 90 children here”.  Ahern's first entry in her online journal reads. "These 10 children go to a private Christian school in the city and board there from Mon to Friday and come back here on the weekends and when school is not in session, they have new stylish clothes, modern toys, walkmans, etc.designer shoes and look like they come from a well to do home. The contrast saddens me. The other children they live with here barely have enough to eat and wear clothes that have seen better days."

The next day, Ahern learned how little sanctity there is for African childhood.  "Not sure I know how to begin this letter, my heart is hurting so much tonight," she wrote that Monday night, May 22. "About 5 o'clock this evening I stopped by the office and saw two beautiful little girls sitting on the bench in front. They were sitting with an older Zulu woman. There were also a couple of volunteers standing by with tears in their eyes; no one would say what was happening. I found out a little while later. The two children were from the nearby valley and were brought here by their neighbor (the older Zulu woman) the little girls 6 and 8 had been raped. Someone here was calling the police. I am not sure what will happen next but I am sitting here now typing this to you in disbelief.

I read and knew of these things happening before I arrived here. But reading about them and seeing them are two different things. I am so sad inside."  Far from being overwhelmed or repulsed by the challenge she was facing, Ahern quickly cut the task at hand down to a simple but attainable goal.  "There is no child here more or less needy. They don't have to be real sick or have a real sad story. They are children just needing the comforting sounds of a mother. The simplicity of it all almost overwhelmed me when I realized this," she wrote June 8 in her online journal.

Ahern is a volunteer who took no other skills to South Africa besides those she learned being a mother to her own two children, who are now grown. She offers those skills enthusiastically to young children who've lost their own mothers, and those who've never known a mother's love.

"One of my babies in crèche (nursery) is real sick, I held her most of the day," Ahern wrote June 22, a Tuesday morning. "I spent most of the afternoon and evening holding her in a blanket close to my heart. I know I said I could do this and I can, but it touches the deepest part of my soul."  Eleven days later, she posted a small celebration of the good that exists even in one of the bleakest corners of the world.

"The children seem to respond the most to me after reading them bedtime stories," Ahern wrote on July 2, a Saturday night.  "Usually I am real strict until I get them calmed down and settled in, but I would trade nothing for the feeling I get when I put the lights out. Lay down with them on the pushed together four cots smelling of urine and begin singing stories to them until they fall asleep. They fall asleep touching me in some way. My hair. My hand. My breast. My face. I am a mother with a mother's love. I don't need to make this any more complicated than that. This time always brings me back to the reality of why I came here. That’s all they really want from me is a mother’s love and I can do that with my terrible singing and singing about how wonderful and special they are to me. This brings me such joy."  At the end of that day, another small victory.

"One of the babies in a crib is sickly and is usually asleep before I read my stories. But on this one night I looked over and she is sitting up and pointing to me... (she does not speak) she wanted to be on the cot with me and the other children while I read. You have to know this brought tears to my eyes and joy to my heart."

Within a month of her arrival, Ahern had cleaned up a rondavel similar to the thatched-roof hut she and two other volunteers call home. Ahern christened the newly cleaned hut, "The Itsy Bitsy Crèche School."  A nursery school for babies and toddlers, Itsy Bitsy is a haven away from the dirt playground they share with preschoolers.

With the help of volunteers here in the states, she's filled the yard with sand and toys. Six laundry baskets she bought shortly after arriving in South Africa remain favorite toys for the babies and toddlers who now have a school of their own. At the orphanage in KwaZulu Natal, it's the little things - like baby wipes - that mean the most.

Ahern's efforts to better the lives of Africa's forgotten children bore fruit barely two months after her arrival, when the toddlers schooled at Itsy Bitsy Crèche bonded with a shipment of baby dolls donated by supporters of Our Journey, the nonprofit organization Ahern founded to fund her work.  The children carried the baby dolls on their backs, just like Zulu women do, and sang Zulu songs to them while feeding them their bottles.  "Then they laid their babies down for lala (naps) on the blanket and laid beside them on the concrete floor still singing to them. Talk about warm fuzzies. I was having tons of them!" Ahern wrote July 20.

Music fades with fashion. Ink only lasts as long as the paper it's printed on. Even the names inscribed in a family Bible lose their identity in the end, but the woman, who takes a sick and motherless child in her arms, providing comfort and love and safe haven from the big, bad world, creates a legacy that will endure for eternity.
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