
August 21, 2020 

Could You Say No? 
 

Yesterday morning I noticed some food in my refrigerator that would soon go bad. So, I put the 

unused food in a bag, which I intended to give to Jarline’s grandmother who lives in an apartment 

adjacent to Santa Chiara. Jarline actually walked down the dirt road with me, as she wanted to 

see her sisters and her niece. When we entered the yard, we saw a woman seated along a wall; 

she was breastfeeding an infant. Emanuela said the woman was Walencia’s mother. When I took 

a closer look, I could clearly see it was Wally’s mother because of her one bad eye. I had no idea 

she had another child, though that fact came to no surprise to Jarline, Emanuela, or the 

Grandmother.  
 

 
 

The infant’s name is Erhlanda (I’m guessing at the spelling); she is eight months old. I asked why 

mother and child were there. The answer shocked me. About four in the morning there was 

intense gunfire outside their shack in Cite Soleil. The woman was petrified. When the shooting 

stopped, she grabbed her child and fled to the one safe haven she knew: Santa Chiara. Rather 

than knock on our gate, she knocked on the gate outside Emanuela and Grandma’s apartment. 
 

Emanuela, who has a heart as big as Texas, gave me a look which was easy to translate: can you 

take the baby? With translation help from Jarline, the mother said she was very scared and 

wanted to flee to the countryside. She was hoping there was room at Santa Chiara for her 

daughter. Could you say no? I couldn’t. I didn’t. The Jarline whispered to me: “She needs a little 

money to get out of Port-au-Prince.” I said I was going home to get my camera and some money. 

I took Walencia back with me so she could see her mother and say goodbye. 

 



 
 

I asked Wally if she would help care for her sister. She said yes. 

 

 
This is the moment when Wally, who is only 10 years old, became a surrogate mother. 

 



 
 

 
All the woman had was that one small bag. Most of the contents were baby clothes. 

 



When we told Walencia that her mother was going to go away for a while, she began to cry. We 

helped her understand that when the danger in Cité Soleil dissolves, her mom will come back. I 

urged the mother to stay in touch with her daughters. Emanuela was crying at the sadness of the 

situation, but she was very happy I was taking the child. The mother thanked me in Creole and 

English. There was no way she could protect her child. She knew we would surround the child 

with love. I gave the woman about $100 in Haitian gourdes. After a little while, Jarline and I left 

with Wally and Ehrlanda. Later, Jarline and I went to a local market for baby formula, diapers, 

and an assortment of baby things; we spent about $140.  
 

  
 

 



 
 

I had just finished placing the above photo in the Journal, thinking I was done with this sad tale, 

when Robinson, the security guard, knocked on my door. He said that Peter’s mother was at the 

gate claiming she had an appointment with me. I was puzzled. I said that I had never met Peter’s 

mother, though I know a few days after Peter had been rescued from the garbage dump (when 

he was just one day old), that some staff had actually located his mother. This is now 2½ years 

ago. I vaguely recall she was not interested in her son and that local authorities basically told us 

the child was ours. I named him and gave him my last name. 
 

Robinson let the woman into the front yard and I asked her to sit on a bench near Billy’s office. I 

spoke with Billy. He knew the woman and said she had visited once or twice before. But her visit 

was not exactly about Peter Francis Straub. It was about the child we had just rescued. This is 

really a twisted story…and I’ll do my best to convey it. 
 

It seems that Erhlanda’s father did not know the mother had brought her to us. They do not live 

together. The father wanted the child. Billy and Robinson told the woman (Peter’s mother) that 

according to Haitian law the mother is in complete control of the child. If the father wants to visit 

his daughter he must come with the mother. This is when the story started to go off the rails. I 

had not realized or forgotten that Walencia already had a younger sister living with us. Her name 

is Ernscia. She is about four years old. Walencia, Ernscia, and Erhlanda all have different fathers. 

When Walencia was brought to us by her mother, we learned that the father was in jail. Over all 

these years, we never heard a word about the father. The father was a notorious member of a 

gang. He was recently released from prison. In Cité Soleil, there are many gangs, each controlling 



an area. Walencia’s mom lived in an area controlled by a gang that was in opposition to the gang 

in which her father belonged and was now back as an active gang member. The gang that 

controlled Walencia’s block figured out that she was passing information to Walencia’s father 

while he was in prison. They decided to visit her during the night. The beat her up and kicked 

her out of the area. Robinson said she was lucky they did not kill her. This is why she ended up 

at Emanuela’s home with nothing but her child and a bag filled with baby things. But there is 

more. Walencia’s father is now looking for the mother with the intention of killing her. This is 

why she is on the run. She also is a drug trafficker. These three kids did not have a chance…except 

for Santa Chiara. 
 

This is all deeply troubling. We are now somehow connected to gang violence in Cité Soleil. We 

do not know if Walencia’s father will attempt to come to Santa Chiara looking for trouble. 

Meanwhile the mother has fled the area. 
 

I made a huge mistake by taking the third child without first bringing the mother to Santa Chiara 

and have her meet with Billy so she could sign some papers.  
 

I said to Billy, “I can’t understand the Cite Soleil culture.” He said, “No one can understand it.” 

 

 
Jarline and Erhlanda 


