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The story in our latest issue is a story that has been 
repeated constantly. Just imagine a girl or boy; 
parents dead or missing, and at the mercy of uncaring 
relatives or hostile villagers or acquaintances. A 
child becoming mysteriously ill, and unable to obtain 
nutritious food, if the child is fortunate, before it 
dies, someone will take it to a clinic or hospital. If 
the physician is competent, the child will be properly 
diagnosed and receive help...but where? No one 
wants the child; no one is willing to help in any way. 
The child is utterly alone, unloved, unwanted and 
abandoned. 

St. Alphonsus founded the Redemptorist 
congregation of priests and brothers. He 
commissioned us to seek out the most abandoned. 
Redemptorists in Thailand have worked with villagers 
in the most inaccessible places; with hill tribes; with 
lepers; with refugees, and with those affected by the 
AIDS virus.

And for this area of northeast Thailand (Issan), this 
means Sarnelli House. For 15 years, we have been 
refuge for both adults and children afflicted by HIV/
AIDS. We also take in beaten, raped and abused little 
people. We now accept from the courts girls about to 
be trafficked, saving them from the unbearable hell 
of life in brothels. We are family. Maybe not the most 
exemplary family, but one of the most loving and 
caring in the northeast.

We humbly thank the good Lord for this opportunity. 
We thank all our donors and sponsors for their help 
in bringing back life to eyes which once glittered 
with tears and desperation. We thank them for their 
interest, generosity and kindness, without which we 
would not be able to do so many things we do to give 
these kids the comforting love and attention they so 
badly need.

God bless you all! 

Message 
from Fr Shea

A journey …. 
This is the story of one little girl and her journey to 
Sarnelli House in 2015. This little girl has been given 
the name Jan. She is 11 years old and lives and 
works with her grandparents and an older brother on 
a rubber plantation. The family tap acres of rubber 
trees for a paltry wage and live in a shack in the 
rubber plantation, far from health care or schools. 
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down and misses her grandmother. Finally after several 
months of living at Sarnelli House, Jan’s composure 
breaks and she cries and cries, begging to go home 
again. Her grandmother visits her and understands that 
the best place for Jan to be is at Sarnelli House, where 
she has access to all the health care and supervision 
that  she needs. But it doesn’t stop Jan from pleading 
with her to take her home. It has been such a big wrench 
to be uprooted from her home, however poor, dirty and 
inadequate it is. Her grandmother stays a few more days 
with her and Jan settles down and accepts that she has 
to stay while she is unwell. 

Jan has good days where she is feeling stronger and 
bad days where she cannot keep her tablets down 
and vomits them up. Soon the bad days outweigh the 
good ones and she is taken to the hospital in Nongkhai 
and admitted for investigations. Her grandmother is 
contacted and comes and visits her and Jan’s face 
lights up. After a week Jan is discharged home from 
the hospital with few causes found for her nausea and 
vomiting. She is taken to the University Hospital in Khon 
Kaen where after more tests they change one of her anti 
TB medications and check for liver infections. Regular 
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Their house has a corrugated iron roof, the walls are 
made of woven grass and the floors are pressed dirt. 
The outdoor kitchen has no walls or roof, just some 
wooden scaffolding to hang up plastics bags filled 
with life’s belongings.  There is no fridge, no stove, no 
sink and everyone sleeps on mats rolled up from the 
night before on a wooden platform. Jan’s mother has 
gone off with another younger daughter to find work 
elsewhere, and the older brother, still at home, has 
never been to school as he is simple and unable to 
talk. He can smile and laugh and it is obvious he loves 
his grandparents and tries to work hard for them. Jan 
has been sexually abused by a family member on a 
regular basis for no one knows how long. 

monthly appointments follow and Jan gradually starts 
to regain her strength. Her face becomes fatter and 
her skin clearer, she is able to take her meals and she 
develops a definite penchant for sweets that has to be 
watched (as she would eat them all day if she could.) 
No liver infection is detected, but Jan must continue on 
her anti TB medication for a full twelve months and her 
ARV medications for the rest of her life. 

The gradual settling in to Sarnelli House for sick and 
abandoned children is a traumatic time that they 
eventually overcome. However grim and brutal their  
previous experience or domestic situation, it’s all 
they have known. Like Jan many of these children 
have attachments to a family member or a place. 
Nor do they all have the confidence to stride in to a 
new environment and make it their own. Afterwards 
when they are healthy and have made friends, they 
are regular noisy, fun loving and happy kids. Running 
up for hugs, eager to give all the news from school 
and full of energy. When one sees the children like 
this, participating in life so fully, it is easy to forget the 
difficult and often heart rending time of adjustment. 
Jan continues to go through hers, and while her 
health is precarious and her losses multiple, the love 
and support of the other girls, the housemothers and 
visitors and staff continues to support her. 
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Jan soon begins to get sick with fevers, a wracking 
cough and weight loss. When the grandmother can 
afford it, she hires a truck or any vehicle she can find 
to take her and her granddaughter to the local hospital. 
There, they merely give her some antibiotics and send 
her on her way. Jan does not get any better and when the 
cold season arrives she finds it hard to keep warm. The 
grandmother has to keep a strict count of her money so 
she can buy drinking water for the family and food, but 
she tries to save enough to buy milk for Jan as well as 
medicine from the local pharmacist. She has chickens 
and ducks for eggs and meat but there are dogs to be 
fed, a husband and two grandchildren to take care of, 
as well as relatives that might turn up and stay for days. 

Over the next few months, Jan’s health is not improving 
and she is always hot or sweating, her cough is getting 
worse and her little stomach is swelling. On another visit 
to the hospital, an attentive nurse notices her condition 
and decides to help her and her grandmother. She is 
taken for blood tests and x-rays. Eventually the results 
come back that she is HIV positive and that she has TB 
as well. 

Jan is referred to the Thai Welfare team who try and 
investigate the cause of her illness and the current family 
situation. Jan is in need of supervised health care now, 
as she has been started on a rigorous regimen of anti TB 
and Anti Retro Viral (ARV) medications. The welfare team 
looks around for alternate accommodation, as access 
to good food, clean water, adequate shelter and nursing 
and medical care for Jan is essential, and she is referred 
to Sarnelli House. 

House another 12 year old girl, also with TB, is placed 
there. Miss Noo is a survivor and has a one million watt 
smile. Although desolate at being separated from her 9 
month old brother who she has been caring for since 
her mother left them after his birth, she makes the most 
of the situation. Her brother has been taken into care 
at House of Hope and Noo will be able to visit and play 
with him when she is well again. Noo and Jan both share 
the room in the clinic that is designed to house any 
infectious children. Noo is eager to try out everything in 
the room, and to see how far she can go with bargaining 
for sweets and spending money. The room has three 
beds and two bathrooms, there is a refrigerator and 
a TV and a housemother stays with the girls at night, 
while Miss Jai who works in the clinic Monday to Friday 
looks after them during the day. Jan has to take her ARV 
medicine at 6am and 6pm and her anti TB medicine at 
8pm – handfuls of tablets - big ones and small ones, 
different colours and different smells. She takes them 
one by one followed by a mouthful of water. Afterwards 
she sits still and quiet, as if willing all those tablets to go 
down easily and not make her feel sick or vomit. If she 
vomits, she has to take them all again. She bears all this 
patiently, never complaining, but rarely speaking. 

After two weeks the girls are given the all clear and are 
no longer considered infectious. They attend a party held 
at the Joseph and Mary Hall with all the other children 
from Sarnelli House. A family from Nongkhai has put on 
noodle soup for lunch and there is dancing and music. 
The two little  girls walk in shyly and sit at a table where 
there are other girls sitting and talking. The other girls 
soon get up and leave. Fr Shea arrives and sees Jan and 
Noo alone amidst the noise and the organised chaos of 
serving lunch. He immediately pulls up a chair and sits 
with them, gets them some noodle soup and drinks, and 
has them laughing and shouting in outrage at some of 
his teasing. Eventually his  example of acceptance and 

love is noticed, other children crowd around them and 
join in the laughter getting to know the girls. 

Even though the girls are no longer infectious, Jan must 
stay at the clinic a bit longer as she needs supervising 
with her medicine and her meals, she also needs 
moisturising lotion  rubbed into her dry itching limbs, and 
lots of tender loving care. Noo stays on as well refusing 
to leave Jan alone or go to St Patrick’s House to live 
with the other girls. During the day they wander over to 
the empty playground at Sarnelli House and sit on the 
swings under the shade of the big mango trees. When 
the boys arrive home from school, Noo is over like a shot 

The bright pink van belonging to the welfare team takes 
three hours to arrive at Sarnelli House carrying Jan 
and her grandmother and Jan’s few belongings.  Jan’s 
grandmother is welcomed and encouraged to stay as 
long as she can to help settle Jan in. However she can 
only stay two or three days and then she must get back 
to care for her husband and of course, her grandson 
who can’t be left on his own for too long.  Because Jan 
is newly diagnosed with TB, she has to be quarantined 
from the other children living  at Sarnelli House. Luckily 
for her, at the same time as she comes to stay at Sarnelli 

to play, tease and flirt with them, Jan follows but says 
little and gently smiles at her friend’s antics. 

Visits to the hospital continue for Jan with blood tests, 
x-rays, examinations all to check that she is responding 
to her medications. Finally she is considered strong 
enough to go and live with the other small girls at St 
Patrick’s House under the care of Grandmother Wan. 
Noo now agrees to accompany her friend.  They are a 
bit nervous to be leaving the security of the clinic but 
when they find out they are going to be resuming school, 
they look forward to the move. After some organising, 
both girls are kitted out in new school uniforms, shoes 
and school bags and clamber on board the school truck 
to school at 7am every morning. Noo takes to school 
as everyone expected her to, and comes home regaling 
all with her tales. Jan is not so communicative and after 
a while it turns out she is exhausted and she is falling 
asleep at her school desk. She is also far behind the 
others in her class and there is no extra help as the 
teacher already has her hands full with 30 other students. 

Despite Jan’s protestations, going to school is stopped 
and she stays home during the day with grandmother 
Wan. Jan is not yet able to join the other girls riding their 
bikes or going swimming as she is simply too fatigued. 
She also still has problems keeping her medicines 


