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Mercy Work 
 

Where to begin? Over the last six-and-a-half years we have, without fanfare, helped more than 

the children in our care. We’ve helped many staffers who were in desperate situations. We’ve 

covered medical expenses, paid for many childbirths, paid their kids school tuitions, paid rent, 

helped a few take special classes to improve their chances of finding a better job. This the story 

of one woman, a single mom with three small kids. She began working at Santa Chiara in 2018. 

She was the daytime, upstairs nanny who took care of two newborn babies, Peter Francis and 

Clare Marie. In this telling of her story, I’ll call her Lilly. There were three other nannies; two 

worked nights and one worked the weekend. The four nannies became my de facto “sisters.” 

We all lived upstairs with Baby, Carla, Bency, and Naïve. The ladies and babies (and one 

slightly older girl, Tamysha) all lived in the big bedroom while I initially stayed in the small 

room now occupied by Moïse and his nannies, before moving outside the apartment to the 

room that is now the clinic. (The big bedroom is now my office and where I sleep on a couch.)   
 

When Lilly began working for us, she was pregnant. By the end of the year, she had a baby girl. 

She took time off to care for her newborn child. I can’t recall exactly what happened (those were 

very crazy years during which we faced multiple problems and carried a lot of debt) but Lilly 

was terminated. She did not speak English. But whenever she needed help, she managed to get 

someone to write me a note telling me the challenge she faced. From time to time, I gave her a 

little money for food for the children. They lived in Cité Soleil. She once had a severe toothache. 

I escorted her to the dentist. She was in her late 20’s and had never been to a dentist in her life. 

The little help I gave her was in harmony with the help I gave many of women the worked for 

us or were former employees. But Lilly was different. She was very quiet and extremely shy. 

She would barely look at me. She always seemed reluctant to ask for help. When she did ask, it 

was always for something for her kids. I admired the way she struggled to keep her kids safe 

and with her. She would visit Santa Chiara once in a while. While I never met her older two 

kids until very recently, I saw her little girl growing up through her visits to Santa Chiara. 
 

One day in September of 2020, there was a knock at my door at 5:30am. It was the guy who was 

stationed at the gate overnight. He told me Lilly wanted to see me. I went downstairs. When I 

stepped outside the gate, I didn’t initially she her. She had moved about 50 feet from the gate. 

When I approached her, I was shocked by her appearance. She looked dreadful. Her hair was 

disheveled. Her clothes were unwashed and frayed. She handed me a note. She had been living 

in the shack in Cité Soleil that belonged to a woman she knew. The woman’s situation changed 

and Lilly was forced to leave with her three kids. Everything she owned, including her clothes 

and the kid’s clothes, was stuffed into a suitcase. Someone robbed her and ran off with the 

suitcase. She was suddenly homeless with three young kids and had no possessions.  
 

Standing before me in the early morning darkness wasn’t stranger in need. It was someone I 

knew, someone whom I considered my “sister.” I told her to wait. I went back to my room and 

got some money for her. Later she contacted me and said she found a room to rent outside of 

Cité Soleil. It was in another slum that was not as dangerous as Cité Soleil. The rent for the 



room was $400 for an entire year. Her phone had also been stolen. I got her a simple phone. She 

never again asked me for anything. Once in a while, I would check in on her. I’d ask her if she 

was OK and if she needed anything. She lived a long distance from Santa Chiara. It could easily 

take her 90 minutes to reach Delmas, 33. Perhaps once a month, I would meet her by the Shalom 

Church on my way home from Mass at the MC sisters at around 7:30am. She had to leave place 

well before sunrise to be there when I passed by. I would hand her a hundred bucks and drive 

home. Because of all the mindless gossiping, I didn’t want anyone to know about the steady 

help I was giving Lilly.  
 

On my last trip to Haiti, I asked Lily if she wanted to go to the supermarket with me. She came 

with her younger sister. I picked them up at the little market down the hill from us. They used a 

small shopping cart; everything they put into was for the children, included powdered milk. I 

dropped them off where I picked them up. They caught the first of a series of tap-taps they 

would take to get home. The probably spent three hours in transit to get $125 worth of food. On 

this trip, I twice called Lilly with the same offer of going to the market with me. Same routine as 

the first trip, only this time she hauled everything by herself. I actually drove her closer to the 

airport to reduce the number of tap-taps she would take. On the last trip, she stepped out into 

mud and a walkway littered with garbage. It pained me to see her struggle to where the 

crowded tap-tap was parked. The daily struggle people endure always shocks me.  
 

On the second trip this month, I felt she bought too much to carry. I purchased a box of 13-

gallon trash bags to put all the lose plastic bags into for easier transport. The big trash bag was 

so stuffed it barely fit into a big empty box that was in the car. On each of these two trips I 

asked (in Creole) Lilly if she was hungry. The Caribbean Market has an excellent take-out food 

center. I got her a foot-long chicken sandwich with melted cheese. On the drive to Delmas, she 

inhaled the huge sandwich faster than I could’ve imagined. On the drive, I was concerned about 

her ability to carry the box on her trip home. I made a decision. I returned to Santa Chiara with 

her. I was not going to worry about gossiping. The guys brought my two boxes of food upstairs, 

as I needed to put some items in the refrigerator or the freezer. I then asked Robenson, our 

armed security guard, if he would drive me to Lilly’s place. He spoke with Lilly to determine 

exactly where she lived. He said the road was dangerous. Moreover, traffic could turn it into a 

three-hour trip. He agreed to take me. Lilly sat in the back seat…and quickly feel asleep. 
 

 
 



Sure enough, just as Robenson predicted, traffic was had come to a dead stop. Robenson said 

the police station located at the major intersection had been invaded by a gang and all the cops 

were killed. Without any police presence to control traffic, people drove any way they wanted. 

After 15 minutes of not moving and seeing people drive on the sidewalk and in the opposite 

lane, I thought we should return home and have Lilly take a tap-tap. Robenson had another 

plan. Somehow, he pulled off a few risky maneuvers and found an alternate, backroad route.  

 

 
This is one of the back roads we took to reach Lily’s place. 

 

When we turned off the main road, which was lined with slums on both sides, we drove very 

slowly down the bumpy dirt road. It was long drive. I figured it would have to take Lilly 15 

minutes to walk to the main road to catch a tap-tap. The main road was lousy. No stores, no 

shops. Nothing beyond a few street vendors. Lilly rents a room within a larger structure 

occupied by a family. She has a private entrance; there was no access to her space from within 

the main house. The room is small. Maybe a 12-foot by 12-foot square. No windows. No toilet. 

No electricity. Two of her kids, both girls, including the youngest were naked. When I stepped 

inside the “home,” I became overwhelmed by sadness. Someone I knew for more than three 

years, someone I’ve tried to help, could be living is such squalor. Robenson stayed outside with 

car, guarding it. The help I had given her was far short of what she needed for survival. 
 

I only stayed about ten minutes, mostly snapping some cellphone photos. When I returned to 

the car for the drive home, I was on the verge of tears. I later learned that Lilly’s lease ends on 

October 10th. Gabens, Robenson, and I are committed to find a better place for Lily and her kids 

to live, a place closer to Santa Chiara. We must get her out of that slum before I return to Florida 

on September 30th.  

  



 
This the approach to her place. 

 

 
Lily’s three kids entering their home. 

 



 
The three kids plus a child who lives nearby. 

 

 
The small space is divided into two areas by a thin curtain: one for sleeping, the other for living. 

 



 
 

 
 



 
Lily was all smiles as she lugged the heavy box of food for my Xterra. 

 

 
This is the family toilet. It is located a short distance from the house. 

 

My hope is to find a place for Lilly for $1,000 a year. I also hope Lilly’s kids could stay at Santa Chiara 

during the day, as she tries to find work. We want her to have the means to sustain herself, to keep her 

family together. She is so far down the economic ladder, it is not possible for her to climb up and into a 

safer, more secure, environment without a helping hand. Offering that hand is the work of mercy. 



Addendum: I began writing this Journal late Thursday afternoon. I made some changes and 

additions before going to bed that night. On Friday morning, I finished it. I was antsy to find a 

place, but felt I really couldn’t search on my own. Robenson was off on Friday. Gabens was out 

searching for gas. My gas tank was nearly empty. I could see the days slipping away without 

finding a place for Lilly. I could not sit in my office doing nothing. I decided to get in my car 

and just look for signs advertising a room or rooms for rent. The problem was I could not really 

talk to anyone if I spotted a sign. I called Baby. I asked her to come with me. She was happy to 

do so. And so, we set out. No clear direction in mind. My hope was to find something within 

walking distance of Santa Chiara. I drove a poor neighborhood surrounding St. Clare of Assisi 

Church. Did not see a sign. Without words, I asked God to help me. Suddenly I recalled a really 

bad road that I rarely use. It winds around down into the somewhat small slum below. The 

road down was muddy and bumpy. But it is lined on both sides with modest but poor homes. 

Half way to the slum (which has decent outdoor market) there it was: a sign saying a two-room 

apartment for rent. I stopped the car. Baby rolled down the window and spoke with an old man 

seated in from of the gate to the property. She asked if we could see the rental. I parked the car 

and we followed the man inside. 
 

He looked very old and had trouble walking. I asked him how old he was. I was ten years older 

than him. I joked that he was just a kid. On either side of the pathway were a series of 

apartments. The vacant one was at the back of the property. The apartment had a gated portico 

entrance. Inside were two large rooms. No toilet. No running water. There was a small external 

shower area and a toilet area. The man and his wife seemed very friendly. It felt like a little 

community of renters behind a wall.  
 

Baby negotiated the price without my knowing. The woman said the rent was $1,400 for the 

year. That was certainly the “blanc” price. Baby said it was too much. She told them about Santa 

Chiara and Lilly. They settled on a price of $1,000. I said I could give them half now and the half 

in two weeks when I get back to Haiti.  
 

I was really excited. I felt like a real Haitian. I knew where to look and I found what I was 

looking for. When we got into the car, Baby said, “I’m proud of you Dad.” 
 

For me, it was the work of the Spirit to help do something good and pure. We returned to Santa 

Chiara and called Lilly, telling her we found a place and she needed to come immediately to 

seal the deal. When she arrived, the three of us, along with Dr. Stéphanie, drove the short 

distance to the new place. The big negative was that the outdoor toilet and shower areas were 

for all the tenants, not just Lilly. Lilly seemed overwhelmed by it all. Perhaps she could not 

believe it was happening. She showed little emotion until we were back at Santa Chiara. The 

good news it is just very short walk to an outdoor market and to the main road (Delmas, 33) 

where she will have easy access to transportation and small shops. 

 

Photos on the last three pages…. 

 



 
Lilly and a hooded Baby enter the compound. 

 

 
I was impressed by how clean the place was.  

Lilly’s two-room apartment is at the read on the left 



 
It is more than double the size of where she currently lived. 

 
The gated exterior portico. 



 
The landlady reviews the contract with Baby, Dr. Stéphanie, and Lilly. 

 
Lilly signed the contract; I paid the rent…and the deal was done. 


