Touching Hearts 
Austin woman aids Children’s Homes 
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NUEVO LAREDO - Increased border violence wasn’t about to make Peggy Gerke disappoint the big-brown-eyed little girl waiting for her at the Casa Hogar Monsignor Enrique Tomás Lozano, a children’s home. Dulce Rocio Amaya, an 8-year-old dressed in a red Casa Hogar T-shirt and jeans, is sprawled out on the floor playing Monopoly with a friend on a late Friday afternoon. 

She perks up and smiles at the sight of Gerke’s entrance, the one-woman band behind Touching Hearts, a program she started in 2000 that brings donations of food, clothing, cleaning products and money to childrens homes in Nuevo Laredo colonias. "¿Como están?" Gerke asks a group of girls huddled around Amaya’s board game. 

Running over to hug Gerke, the girls laugh at the 44-year-old joking about her broken Spanish, followed by Gerke asking the girls what they’ve been doing since her last visit two weeks ago.  Amaya says she loves getting visits and follows Gerke around the home, as Mother Superior Genoveva Malpica Castro, who oversees the children’s home, updates Gerke on what the home needs. 

"We are just trying to provide a place of dignity for these girls. That is what every child deserves," Castro said. Everything seems serene and happy at Casa Hogar as the girls play and prepare for snacktime, but Gerke and the five nuns from the order Hermanas de Mercideria del Santisimo Sacramento that run the home say that border violence is hurting volunteer efforts. 

"Due to travel alerts and media press regarding drug-related killings and kidnappings here, there has been a major decline in the number of individuals and groups from the United States crossing the border to assist with their needs," said Gerke, whose day job is in marketing in Austin. 

Although Casa Hogar receives $1,000 a month from the city government, its not enough to cover the costs of running the home nor finish the $2.8 million project that would eventually house 150 girls.  The nuns and volunteers from the U.S. raised $800,000 to move the home from a cramped, dilapidated building near International Bridge II into a new building in Colonia Las Aztecas in northwest Nuevo Laredo. 

The new space, built on an acre of land donated by the city of Nuevo Laredo, opened in August 2004 and is now home to 37 abandoned, neglected and abused girls ages six to 22, such as Claudia Margarita Ruiz Lozano.  Ruiz was found eating out of trashcans and brought into Casa Hogar with a severe intestinal infection in 1997. 

Now age 15, she is in a special education program, healthy, and her toothy smile adorns one of Gerkes photo albums. "She reminds me of why I started the program, and that there are sadly more cases out there like hers," Gerke said. "We need more outside help."   Nuevo Laredo architect Laura Montemayor designed the new childrens home for free and a local hotel donated used beds and chairs for the dining room. 

The second construction phase, which will cost more than $300,000, will provide a new chapel, sleeping quarters for the nuns, a clinic, an office, reception area and a study room where the girls can do homework. 

"I was hoping this summer to bring groups of students but no one wanted to come because they worried about the violence they saw in the news," Gerke said. "They depend upon missionary groups to help make ends meet." 

Now in her 10th year of missionary work in Mexico and Guatemala, Gerke has intensified her program as a response to the dwindling outreach, visiting Nuevo Laredo at least once every two weeks even if means crossing by herself with 250 pounds of deer meat for one of her mission sites. 

"It took me an hour and half to clear through customs but once you see what these children are lacking, that is your driving motivation to wait in line on the bridge," Gerke said. 

While statistics specific to missionary groups crossing into Nuevo Laredo are hard to define, the City of Laredo recently reported a steady decline of vehicles and pedestrians crossing this summer compared to numbers last year. 

Nearly 83,000 fewer pedestrians and 100,000 fewer passenger cars crossed into Nuevo Laredo between May through July this year, compared to the same time period in 2004. 

City officials have attributed the decline to Nuevo Laredo garnering unfavorable international attention this summer when the citys death toll passed the 110 mark, the police chief was assassinated hours after taking office, and a travel warning to U.S.-Mexico border cities was reissued by the U.S. State Department for a third time this year. 

The U.S. Consulate in Nuevo Laredo, which closed earlier this month for a week to reassess security because of a nearby likely drug-related shootout using bazookas and grenades in late July, sometimes forwards packages of donations to childrens homes like Casa Hogar. 

Last Friday afternoon, U.S. Consulate Shipping and Supplies worker Jesus Franco delivered four boxes of shoes sent from Colorado to Casa Hogar Elim, another one of the sites Gerke assists in the Colonia Union de Recuerdo. 

One of the more well-known childrens homes in Nuevo Laredo, Casa Hogar Elim was started 22 years ago by Guadalupe Carmona, who started taking in neighborhood kids as her own children grew closer to adulthood. 

Casa Hogar Elim moved into an old apartment complex 17 years ago and is dire need of improvements, donations and more volunteers, Carmona said. 

"In the past six months, things have gotten worse, weve had no volunteers except for (Gerke) recently, and we are behind on our electric bill this month," Carmona said. "One of the members of a missionary group was kidnapped so that scared off the other three groups that would come from the U.S." 

Broken windows patched by tape and old equipment mark some of the childrens rooms. 

"Its embarrassing but its all we have to give," Carmona lamented. "Its better than them being out on the streets." 

During a tour of the nursery room, Carmona attempts to fix a broken air-conditioner as 18-month-old Victor Lara is sprawled out on a nearby bed, exasperated from the 100-degree-plus heat. 

Now overseeing 107 children without a full-time staff, Carmona, known to the kids as "Mama Lupita," said she took in 30 kids in July alone. 

She said some were left orphans and others abandoned, after their bread-winning parent was killed in the citys summer crime wave, with one fatal shooting two blocks away from her children’s home. 

"The ones responsible for all this violence have no regard for these children. They don’t even really know how many people they’ve hurt," Carmona said. "Those kids that witnessed their parent’s deaths are traumatized forever." 

Gerke said the children’s homes situations are helping fuel her efforts to establish Touching Hearts as a non-profit corporation. She has developed information packets, is developing a Web site and works only part-time now. 

"Its already fragile enough for these children to overcome the poverty in these areas, and the violence has just made our work harder to do when its needed most," Gerke said. 

Touching Hearts takes both monetary, or needed item donations such as food, school or cleaning supplies. The organizations phone number is (512) 442-6026. 

