
September 28, 2021 

The Return of Leobel 
 

Long-time readers will surely remember Leobel. He came to us in the early days of Santa Chiara 

when he was on the brink of becoming a teenager. For me, he was the perfect kid: polite, sensitive, 

helpful, and never a problem. He was older than most of our kids. He looked after the toddlers. 

We allowed him to stay because his family was well-known to us. When we moved to Delmas, I 

remember him coming to my office, dressed with a white shirt and tie, to ask me if he could leave 

Santa Chiara to go to a nearby church. When he turned 16, he became part of the staff. He was 

still going to school, but after school he became a de facto apprentice who helped the men during 

a period when we were building and making many physical changes to the property. Leobel was 

a hard worker. He stayed in the men’s apartment. He grew in size and maturity.  
 

As he grew into a young adult, he seemed to become disenchanted with life at Santa Chiara. I 

noticed how the sociable boy was becoming more isolated and brooding. He had a conflict with 

some staff measure over a money-sharing scheme embraced by the staff that made absolutely no 

sense to me. Eventually, Leobel left Santa Chiara to strike out on his own. It had probably been 

nearly a year since I saw him or heard anything about him…until about two weeks ago when he 

knocked on the gate and asked to see me. 
 

I sat next to him on the back bench. Baby joined us to translate. Leobel handed me a typed letter 

in English. The English translation was poor and at times I did not understand exactly what he 

was saying…other then he was in dire need of help. Here is the first sentence of the letter that 

filled a page: 
 

Hello Mr. Gerry, how are you? I am writing you this letter to let you know that since you turned you back 

on me, since I moved away from you, life has led me badly without shelter, I have no place to take refuge, I 

have humiliated myself badly. [I did not make any grammatical or punctuation corrections.] 

 

I stopped reading the letter after that opening sentence because I took exception to his saying I 

had “turned my back” on him. I confronted him with the reality of the situation before he elected 

to leave the womb of Santa Chiara. After much back-and-forth with translation help from Baby, 

Leobel said he understood I never turned my back on him but the problem was the initial 

translation of what he wanted to say. I let it slide and continued to read the letter. The fractured 

language often made it difficult to at least initially understand what he was saying. I will share 

just a few uncorrected fragments from the letter. 
 

…you woke me up to give me everything I need and I am The first child who was raised in your hands… 
 

I am one of those…who always remain grateful to you… 
 

As a father, I think it would be worse than hurting you if you heard a child that you were educating him to 

become a worthy thief. 
 



Actually, after some discussion, Leobel said he did not steal, but he was reduced to one of the 

people “who wiped a car.” He was referring to the army of young people who aggressively 

panhandle by cleaning the windows of cars stopped in traffic. 
 

Mr. Gerry you see my country does not offer young people more than weapon… 
 

I think every young person like me will need someone like you to help them they don’t get a chance in god 

firm… 
 

I am sorry for that did not make you happy…please forgive me… 
 

I’m waiting for dad’s answer. 
 

Essentially, the letter was asking me to pay for him to return to school and to have a place to stay. 
 

He had no idea of the cost of the public school he formerly attended. He was not asking me to 

rent him an apartment; he was asking me if he could move back into the men’s apartment. 
 

I told Leobel I was happy to see him. I said that Gabens is really in charge and I would have to 

discuss this matter with him. I told him to return in a few days to speak with Gabens and me. 

When he returned, I did not meet with Leobel. Gabens and the social worker spoke with him. 

Leobel was asking for more than he told me. He was hoping he could come back to work at Santa 

Chiara.  

 

In their talks with Leobel, Gabens and the social worker discovered that Leobel’s mother kicked 

him out of her house. Why? It seems Leobel was mixing with the wrong guys and, at the least, he 

was on the edge of engaging in some illegal behavior. My hunch is that the mother was giving 

him a dose of tough love. The social worker will be meeting with Leobel and his mother to see if 

the mother and son relationship can be healed. The guys decided against hiring Leobel back at 

Santa Chiara. He owed many of the staff money, and so this was going to be the source of conflict. 

They will try to set him up in a little business. Meanwhile they approved of him staying in the 

men’s apartment, at least temporarily. The goal is to have him return to his mother’s home. These 

things take time. 
 

We did enroll Leobel in the public high school. It cost about $100 for his uniform and supplies. 

We are in the process of getting him the books he needed. The cost will not be that great and well 

worth the expenditure. 
 

Gabens and the social worker will continue to mentor Leobel and do their best to put him on the 

right path. 
 

We are doing this for Leobel because for me he is still the little boy who lived with us for probably 

about five years. As an older teenager, he began to flex his muscles. Things on the outside seem 

more alluring. He thought he could make his own way in the world. He was wrong. We are just 

trying to help one of our kids make a course correction in his life. He needs our help. We will give 

him the assistance he needs…to start making better choices. If I had the time and energy to dig 



up early photos of Leobel holding an infant (now a big kid) I would do so. Trust me, Leobel was 

a really good kid…and he can still become a really good young adult. 

  

Kidnappings 
 

On Sunday, the kidnappers associated with one notorious gang kidnapped a 19-year-old girl. 

When her parents contacted the them, the kidnappers said they were not ready to negotiate 

because they were “having fun” the girl. When they were done having fun, they would be ready 

to negotiate. This is an unthinkable nightmare for the girl and her distraught parents. A pregnant 

woman doctor was kidnapped…and lost her baby. 
 

I had to go out yesterday morning to get bandages for the clinic. I had a nasty cut on my arm, 

which I tried treating myself on Friday night and was confront by the bandage shortage. 

Normally, I’d just drive by myself to the only decent pharmacy, which is located about 20-minutes 

from Santa Chiara. But I was tired and still dealing with some mysterious bout of dizziness, so I 

decided to have Robenson drive me, mostly just reduce the stress level. I really wasn’t too 

concerned about being kidnapped. Most of the trouble happens downtown. The road to the 

pharmacy traverses a very poor area and so it is not a likely place to nab someone for the ransom. 

When someone else drives I get to really see things…and the harshness of everyday life, the 

enormous struggle to just survive the day, really makes me sad. Sometimes I wish I could just 

drive a bunch of Journal readers around Port-au-Prince because there really is no way to imagine 

the bleakness of life without actually seeing it. 
 

I drove to Petionville late Saturday afternoon and again on Sunday morning. There was no traffic 

on either trip, mostly because people don’t have enough gas to operate their cars. We still spend 

a few hours each day searching for gas. 

 

Update: Last week’s Journal featuring the story of “Lilly” and our efforts to move from squalid 

conditions in a slum to a more suitable environment to raise her three children touched many 

readers. One reader said he would cover the full cost of the year’s rent ($1,000). Another reader 

pledged to send funds to help her move forward in life. 
 

When Michel delivered the $400 worth of school books to the “thugs” who were attempting to 

shake us down they seemed genuinely happy. So, they hopefully won’t shot Gabens or me.  
 

Gabens told me that the leadership of the private our kids attend told him they noticed a marked 

improvement in the children’s behavior. That is really good news.  
 

And the really big news: I was giving the kids a cookie when one kid dropped her Birthday Cake 

Flavored Oreo cookie and Bene the dog ate it. It was Bene’s first Oreo cookie. I couldn’t get the 

dog to eat the bone treats I bought for her. Later I saw Peter sharing his cookie with Bene. 
 

 


