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Leaving Home

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

The Brunswick News

Maureen Ahern lives in a modest dream house. 

Like the cabin on Little St. Simons Island that she called home for nearly 10 years, the little red house at Shellman Bluff in McIntosh County is as close as one can get to nature without taking up residence on a blanket of leaves beneath the limbs of a tree in the woods. 

Directed to the house by a friend, she took a ride over to see it on a day off from her job as resident manager of Little St. Simons Island. She took one look and said to herself, "I really think I'm supposed to live there." 

She bought the place on a handshake deal that same day. 

The little house on stilts is filled with mismatched furnishings, lots of weathered wood and warmth and light added half by the sun and half by Ahern herself, who exudes an air of serene happiness with self and life that is exceptionally rare in the civilized world. 

Every spring, painted buntings flock to Ahern's deck like kindred souls cut from the same Technicolor cloth who sense instinctively that her aerie is a safe spot to stop, rest and take stock of life before moving on to the next dream.

The place has been magic for Ahern, too, since every desire she's given voice to there has come true. 

"My dream is to ... " she said before stopping short. "I have to be careful what I wish for because I seem to get it." 

In two weeks, she'll be on her way to living her latest dream when she flies out of Savannah bound for South Africa. Ahern has signed on to spend a year working (as a volunteer) with 97 children orphaned by violence and the AIDS virus. 

"Many of these children are suffering from malnutrition, rape, sickness and disease," she said. 

Ahern learned of such children while listening to the stories told by a young English woman who spent a summer on Little St. Simons Island in the mid-1990s washing dishes. The young woman's parents, who are doctors, would send her to orphanages around the world during school breaks to work with sick children. 

"The stories she told me really touched my heart," Ahern said. 

The young dishwasher reinfected Ahern with the same fever to serve that first got Ahern in her teens. At 15 and 16 she worked with orphans. At 18 she signed on with the domestic Peace Corps. "My life is a story. It's not all been wonderful, but it's turned out wonderful," she said without a trace of rancor for the hard times. "I'd go back and do the not so wonderful again for it to turn out the way it has." 

Ahern has no medical experience. She bluffed her way into a bookkeeping job on Little St. Simons Island and did so well that she eventually ended up managing the 10,000-acre island and its small resort. 

She talked of her dream for several years before finally leaving the safety and seclusion of Little St. Simons Island to pursue it. 

"I was trying not to have a real job so I'd have time for it," Ahern said. So she's done a little work in the hospitality industry and signed on to be a role-player at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center, a gig that's allowing Ahern more opportunity to do things she's never done before. 

"I've been handcuffed, jailed and fingerprinted, and it doesn't go on my permanent record. I yell at FBI agents," she said gleefully. "I've had a very wonderful life." 

Perhaps that's because Ahern is, at heart, an angel filled with enough love and compassion for fellow human beings that she's unruffled by the thought of meeting violence and the cruelest work on earth, that of watching a child die. 

"I just want to hold a child that is dying and there is no mother present," she said. "I really want to hold it like a mother. That's really all I have to give because I have no medical training." 

Although the privilege of sharing that gift is one she's spent the last two years pleading for, it's only been within the last six months that the dream has become reality, thanks to the generosity of friends and strangers. 

Orphanage volunteers are typically given a room to share with five others, but no food. Turned down by several orphanages when she asked for a stipend to cover her food expenses, Ahern stalled until a friend insisted on donating toward the realization of Ahern's dream, turning a reluctant Ahern into a nonprofit. 

Ahern is unafraid of the threats of war and disease and the tangles an English speaker is bound to have with the Zulu language. She doesn't even mourn the pending loss of creature comforts. 

"They said we usually have running water and electricity," she said matter-of-factly. 

What does scare Ahern is the application all nonprofits must submit to the IRS. The application sits on the dining room table, and Ahern points to it with disgust like it's a big hairy spider waiting to pounce. 

There again, friends came to her rescue. 

One with legal experience is volunteering her expertise on behalf of Ahern's charity for AIDS orphans, Our Journey Inc. 

It's just been in the last two years that Ahern reconnected with a pen pal from the third grade who possesses strong Web-design and management skills. The pen pal offered to design a Web site for Ahern and has agreed to maintain and host the site for a year-and-a-half. Since going online, Ahern has received donations from several strangers. 

One friend donated a laptop computer Ahern can take with her to South Africa to keep friends and supporters up-to-date. Another donated a digital camera. 

She'll get four days off a month to travel to Durban, the nearest big city, to stock up on supplies and plug into the world if the orphanage's connections prove too tenuous. 

"It's all just happened in spite of me," Ahern said. "I've never been so poor and so rich at the same time."
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