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Not home for the holidays

By Sandy Pharr
Maureen Ahern will not be spending Christmas with her relatives and longtime friends this year. 
 
Instead, the Shellman Bluff resident will be spending the holidays with her newfound family halfway around the world. 
 
Ahern was working as resident manager on Little St. Simons Island when she learned of a crisis in South Africa. 
 
She found out that hundreds of innocent children on the continent of Africa were being abandoned and orphaned by violence and the AIDS virus. Illness, starvation and sexual abuse is rampant. 
 
The stories she heard from a fellow worker who had been there, ignited a fire in the belly that she hadn't felt since her teens, when she worked with VISTA, the Domestic Peace Corps and Program Project Explore for children in Appalachia. 
 
Ahern wanted to do something. She had no medical training, but she did have plenty of compassion. If only she could hold a dying child in her arms; a child who had no mother to comfort him in the cruelest of situations. That was her dream. 
 
Last spring she made that dream come true despite the hurdles she had to overcome. It wasn't easy finding an orphanage that would allow her to volunteer. And, it was no tea party dealing with the U.S. and South African embassies and governing bodies. Then she had to find a way to raise funds, and that "way" was fighting through the red tape and establishing a non-profit called "Our Journey, Inc." 
 
With a lot of help from her friends, Ahern's year-long journey finally began in May, when she boarded a plane in Savannah and flew 22 hours into a way of life she would endure for one year's time. 
 
She has stayed in constant contact with the friends who made her dream come true. E-mails are shot off frequently, as she keeps everyone abreast of the harsh adventure and the labor of love she lives every day. 
 
Saturday, May 21: "I'm getting settled in." 
 
Upon arrival, she was immediately taken to a round concrete house with a thatched roof. She has three roommates, and they all share one shower with lots of frogs and toads. The orphanage supplies nothing to volunteers, so they have to purchase all of their own food and household items. 
 
Sunday, May 22: "Church was cancelled today . a funeral in the valley. I was looking forward to hearing the children sing at church. They have great voices and sing a lot . usually in Zulu." 
 
Ahern works different shifts, 12 days on and two days off. She works with the youngest orphans in "creche," which pleases her immensely. 
 
Monday, May 23: "The babies, toddlers and preschoolers keep me running all day. I am so thankful to be here." 
 
The orphanage does not disclose which children are HIV positive so there will be no prejudice and no favoritism. They want all children to be treated equally. When the children misbehave, the Zulu women who work at the orphanage become strict disciplinarians. 
 
"They use a switch in a harsher way than I am comfortable with. But, it is their culture, and I'll have to get used to it. But, I hope I don't." 
 
In the evening, Ahern saw two young girls seated on a bench with an older Zulu woman. Two volunteers were standing nearby with tears in their eyes. The woman turned out to be a neighbor who had brought the six- and eight-year-olds in after they had been raped. 
 
"My heart is hurting so much. I had read about such things, and I knew they were happening before I came here. But, reading about them and seeing them happen are two different things. I don't know what happened to the two little girls, but I need to find out in order to focus on why I am here. God is good, and I am so thankful to be here." 
 
The days settled into a routine for Ahern and the other volunteers. In the mornings, the kids get bathed and dressed. 
 
May 24: "It is a sight to behold; children running and crawling everywhere. Then they go to breakfast, another sight to behold. They all sit at the same table. The little ones can barely feed themselves. Food and water gets all over them. There is nothing with which to wipe their faces. It is a mess. I have committed to buying a case of Baby Wipes." 
 
After breakfast, the children are taken to the play area in front of the house. What little grass is out there, it is stiff and filled with briars. 
 
"They crawl in the dirt, without shoes. Use your imagination; snot, dirt, the porridge they spilled at breakfast. The bottles are being constantly swapped between the babies." 
 
About 11 in the morning, the kids are given half a sandwich, and at 1 p.m., they are given another half-sandwich with so little jelly it can hardly be seen. The children go down for a nap at 1:30, and it's a challenge to get the babies to sleep because all the youngsters are in one room, kicking, fighting, screaming, throwing things. 
 
"I know all of this sounds appalling, but these children are really loved by the volunteers. I went to bed a little distraught last night; seeing so much I want to do and feeling a little overwhelmed. I prayed about it, and an angel came to my door." 
 
The "angel" was a young, teary-eyed volunteer, who needed someone to talk to. 
 
"Lo and behold, she was just what I needed, an angel sent from God. She shared her frustration; wanting to do so much and yet being so limited. Before I knew it, I was trying to uplift her spiritually by telling her to always remember why she came here. Sometimes, the love and caring we have for these children might be all we have to give. Our God will use that to his glory." 
 
A few days later, Ahern jumped at the chance to work at a preschool in the valley, where none of the children spoke English. There was only one interpreter for a big bunch of kids. 
 
May 27: "I was able to teach the children Six Little Ducks in English. It was funny to hear. I can not hold a tune, and I hope this is my legacy: 40 children in the valley singing Six Little Ducks out of tune and in a Boston accent. When they left, they were blowing me kisses and calling me Teacher Maureen." 
 
Ahern learned that several of the children belonged to a grandmother who had no income and was trying to raise a total of 12 siblings. The volunteers began sending home all the bread left over from the daily children's snacks. 
 
May 29: "I have been sick with the flu for the last couple of days. So many germs here. My body needs to build up immunity." 
 
Ahern was back in tip-top shape by the first week in June, so much so that she was able to teach her charges to do the "Hokey-Pokey." She reads them bedtime stories, and sings every happy song she can think of. But, then she had an experience that made her cry. 
 
June 4: "A little boy named Kwanele came to where I was taking care of some babies. I began to scratch his back without realizing it. A week later, he came up and asked me if I would do what I did before. I was ashamed because I couldn't remember what I'd done. I said I would scratch his back if he would scratch mine. He said OK, and it went on for 15 minutes. He smiled as we talked about my own children. He asked how to spell my name, and he wrote it on his hand. He then wrote his name on my hand. Later that evening, Kwanele handed me a note; 'I hope God is with you, because you are so special to me. I will keep you in my heart until I die.' He included a hand-drawn picture of us holding hands. Under the picture of himself, he wrote, 'Thank you for being my friend.' Under the picture of me, he wrote, 'Your welcome.' I will cherish this memory forever." 
 
Ahern got excited in mid June, when she climbed into the back of an old pickup truck and sat down on one of the benches with a couple of locals. 
 
June 10: "It was payday for them, and I hitched a ride to go shopping. They were talking about me in Zulu, but it didn't matter. I was going to town!!!!" 
 
Ahern mothered the children, and they responded. This was especially obvious at bedtime. 
 
July 2: "I would trade nothing for the feeling I get when I put the lights out. I lay down with the children on four cots that are pushed together and smelling of urine. I sing to them; songs about the day; songs about how I can't remember their names yet, but I love them anyway. All they want is a mother's love, and I can give them that with my terrible singing about how wonderful and special they are to me. They finally fall asleep, touching me in some way . my hair, my hand, my face. That brings me so much joy. I am a mother with a mother's love. It is no more complicated than that." 
 
Cold weather was beginning to set in, and Ahern rumbled through a warehouse looking for socks and warmer clothes. She and one of her roommates, Libby, took walks in the crisp air. They thought they would investigate a dump that was supposed to be a place where the monkeys hang out. They saw four ragged children sorting through the rubbish. 
 
The roommates walked through nearby valleys, and often passed cows, as well as men carrying bundles of wood on their heads that would be used as kindling for a fire to warm the cold night. 
 
Libby took her roommate to the home of one of her students, a shy preschooler named Thabiso. 
 
Aug. 7: "The five-year-old was shoeless, poorly clad and perpetually hungry. He arrived at school each day, walking barefooted on an empty stomach for more than an hour each way because his family was too poor to pay for public transportation. He never spoke, smiled or laughed. He looked on longingly as the other children played, but he was too timid and withdrawn to join them. 
 
"Slowly I gained his trust, and he would sometimes come up and sit close beside me. He never spoke, but there was a connection. One day, I was able to wrap his frail body in a new woolen sweater. I knew how much it meant to him, because he was still wearing it three days later when the weather got steamy. I was so touched by this gentle child that I decided I would sponsor him, which required that I visit his home. 
 
"We walked to the small mud house at the bottom of a steep rocky hill. The hut, which had a tin roof and a cow dung floor. was divided into two rooms that were separated by a pink floral curtain. We were given the seats of honor on an old, worn-out red sofa. The only other furniture in the room was a chair and a cupboard. The wall was graced by a wedding picture and a broken clock. The smell of kerosene pervaded the atmosphere. 
 
"I looked around in wonder - not a speck of dirt to be seen. There was such a sense of quiet pride in this humble abode that houses 16 people. We explained that sponsoring Thabiso would help support him financially, and the family was overjoyed. They could not contain their smiles. Before we left, I gave Thabiso the first present he had ever received: some pencils and crayons and a little book to write in. He clutched them tightly to his chest, and then rewarded me with a huge smile and a spontaneous hug." 
 
Thabiso's mother was very sick, with 11 children to care for and no income to feed them. Ahern and her roommate took the sickly woman to the hospital. 
 
"After waiting in line for a whole day suffering with unbearable pain, she was told there was nothing they could do for her. Life can be so hard for these people. I can understand why they feel so hopeless." 
 
A month later, Ahern learned that Thabiso's mother had been in a hospital for the very poor. She and her roommate decided to take the woman to a better hospital, where she found out she had severe liver damage that would prove to be fatal. 
 
"I had the privilege of attending her funeral, which was held at her home in the valley. The casket was a simple, wooden box placed in the middle of the room with a blanket draped over it. Five women were holding lit candles, and everybody else had a handmade wooden staff with a cross at the top. Anyone could start a sad, grieving song or a joyous hymn, and the people would sway back and forth. 
 
"All of a sudden, the preacher's eyes rolled back in his head, and he went running through the crowd, waving his staff. Everybody started waving their staffs over the body and yelling in Zulu until a stampede started. I was later told that the preacher saw evil spirits above the woman, and they were all trying to kill them with their staffs. About four hours after everybody had said words over the body, they began to produce blankets and straw mats that were to be buried with her. The funeral was still going on when I had to leave. I saw 12 young men digging the grave next to the house. I am so blessed to have had this opportunity to get a small peek into their culture." 
 
In late August, a three-day holiday came and went, and several "Oprah-sponsored children" enjoyed a wonderful weekend. When they got back to the orphanage, their arms were loaded with gifts, and they were wearing new clothes. 
 
Sept. 4: "They showed off their wonderful new gifts to the children who'd had no place to go for the holiday. There was not a single outward sign of jealousy. I wanted to cry. I know there is a lesson in this, but I have not figured it out yet." 
 
There will be many more lessons for Ahern to figure out before she comes home next May. She describes her life in South Africa as being on "an emotional roller coaster." 
 
Sept. 17: "At first, I was alarmed thinking I am loving these children way too much. And, it is not going to be healthy for me when it comes time to leave them. I can not imagine leaving any of them behind. So, my conclusion is that I will love them with a mother's love and consider it a blessing that I had the opportunity and the ability to feel this love so strongly My heart hurts, wanting all babies to have the opportunity to be babies." 
 
There was one baby in particular - Phila, who had spent his entire 18 months of his life in the hospital. He came to live at the orphanage four months into Ahern's mission there. 
 
Sept. 2: "I will remember this day the rest of my life. I've had butterflies all week in anticipation of Phila's coming. He is precious, and we bonded immediately." 
 
Three days go by rapidly. 
 
Sept. 23: "Phila has captured my heart, but he is not adjusting very well. At times, he is sad and will only play by himself. I am told that he wakes up at night, crying out 'Mama.' I did not teach him that word, but they believe he is crying out for me. I have been talking with my daughter and son-in-law, and they have a desire to adopt him. I have prayed long and hard about this, and if it is God's will, I know it will happen. If not, I will have to accept it." 
 
Unfortunately, it's not happening. Ahern was told that the would-be parents would have to live in South Africa for two years so that officials could determine if sufficient bonding had taken place. Then and only then, would they consider an international adoption. 
 
The two-year stretch was not a possibility for her daughter and son-in-law, so Ahern began to pursue adopting Phila herself. She was willing to stay in Africa for as long as the process might take, but she was warned that the government is not likely to allow an adoption if the parent is more than 40 years older than the child. The United States is not a Hague country, and that is a problem. Ahern will have no viable income when she first returns home; and that is a problem. 
 
Nov. 7: "I just can not imagine leaving here without Phila." 
 
Editor's note: Follow Ahern's struggle to adopt the two-year-old, and follow her other South African adventures, both happy and sad. Log onto her website, where you can read her frequent e-mails and learn how to make donations to her non-profit to help provide for children who have nothing: www.ourjourneyinc.org. 
Darien News~Review





DARIEN








