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    For those who persevered through challenges and to our amazing friends who provided unwavering support, you represent the calm after the turmoil.
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Chapter 1: Little Haiti, an Island on the Mainland


[image: ]


Little Haiti captured our hearts—so quickly it almost felt unreal. It wasn’t merely a part of Florida’s sprawling city life; it was a vibrant enclave in the Millennial area of Florida’s sector, a place that refused to be explained by geography.

One street. One turn. And suddenly, the world changed—voices drifting in with their own rhythm, the air vibrating with something I couldn’t quite name. The “mainland” felt less like home and more like a border, a doorway to something far greater.

So I'm walking into this new scene with my son,  and it's not just any neighborhood, you know? It's like the whole place was waiting for us, holding its breath. I am Solange Olivier, by the way, and I'm here with my kid Ronaldo. Were those first few days? Totally disorienting,  like trying to pick up a new language, but not just with my mind, with my entire being: soaking up the sounds, the sights, the vibes... and honestly, just trying not to get overwhelmed by all the emotions I couldn't quite put into words. But here's the thing: Little Haiti doesn't make me jump through hoops to prove myself,  it just... opens up, made space for me, no questions asked.

The language was my first real challenge. It wasn’t cruel or distant—it was alive, moving just ahead of me, always almost within reach. I’d catch fragments and feel the meaning hover there like light I couldn’t grasp. I’d try to speak, and sometimes my words stumbled in the dark—and I hated that feeling—until the warmth around me softened it. In worship gatherings, especially, people didn’t correct me like I was wrong; they steadied me like I was growing. They made space for my effort, not just my understanding.

People didn’t just welcome us—they adopted us with kindness. They shared parts of their lives as if we had always been part of the story. They invited us into cultural traditions, not to impress us, but to include us. They explained the “why” behind the words, the reason behind the laughter, and the love behind the food. Slowly, I realized something that made me emotional every time I thought about it: I wasn’t only learning their language—I was being taught how they lived.

Some nights my son and I made language practice feel as a ritual. We repeated phrases until they stopped sounding like homework and started sounding like us. We laughed at our mistakes. We tried again. We got it wrong, then got closer, and even when we didn’t understand, people's smiles told us we weren’t failing—we were being welcomed into the learning.

In just five months, the barrier began to disappear. Words stopped being something I translated and started being something I reached for naturally. With every new step, Little Haiti felt less like a place we were adjusting to and more like a place that had already decided to love us back.

I found myself beaming at the smallest stuff - like how laughter would ricochet from porch to porch, all unbridled and joyful, kinda like a secret being shared. And the colors? They're insane - ridiculously vivid, even under the scorching Florida sun, which just can't seem to dull them down, you feel me? It's as if the entire community is grooving to its own beat, with this air of confidence that's pretty rare elsewhere.

It's not about "us" versus "them" here,  it's all about that warm, fuzzy sense of belonging, you know? Like, family, and homemade meals that just make your heart feel all cozy inside... and just being together, no fuss. Honestly, it's ridiculously easy to forget you're still in the States - this crazy, infectious Caribbean energy is right at your doorstep, pulsing through the streets like it's alive or something.

And then, there's the food,  oh man, the food. My first real taste was like a wake-up call, you know? Every dish is like a flavor bomb just waiting to blow your mind,  all these flavors exploding in your mouth, speaking this language that's both familiar and totally alien at the same time. It's like the food is telling this story that's... well, it's hard to explain, but it's like it's speaking directly to your soul or something.

Neighbors would spin these crazy stories about where the recipes came from, what parts of the country they reminded them of,  the coast, the north, the south,  and how all those different places just come alive in every single bite.

The meats were rich and savory, with deep, complex flavors that drew you in. The spices lingered just long enough to make you want to go back for seconds—not just because they tasted good, but because they felt like a key to this whole other world of memory and experience. Like a taste of home.
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IT’S THAT CRAZY-COZY feeling you get when you’re lounging around the table for hours, chatting away, and suddenly the world doesn’t seem so overwhelming. It’s like everything feels safer and more welcoming.

We stumbled upon more than just a roof over our heads in Little Haiti; we found a real home, a community that enveloped us in warmth and made us feel like we genuinely belonged. It was as if we'd discovered this tiny, hidden gem nestled in the heart of the mainland, a place where we could unapologetically be ourselves and bask in the love and support that surrounded us. And the best part? Immersed in this vibrant tapestry of people and experiences, it subtly yet profoundly shaped us into the people we were destined to become.
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Chapter 2: Riding the Streets
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Settling into our new neighborhood was like finding a cozy corner in a bustling city. Familiar faces and friendly greetings made us feel at home, yet the moment we venture onto the main roads, a different reality emerges. The island's vibrant energy collides with the frenzied pace of Florida's traffic as soon as we ease out of the driveway.

Every drive feels like embarking on a whole new adventure. Our sleepy suburb morphs into a crazy maze of roads in the blink of an eye, all under the scorching Florida sun. You gotta stay on your toes, constantly scanning the traffic patterns as they shift and swirl around you.

Some drivers, though, are a whole different story. Speed limits? More like loose guidelines. They zip through lanes without so much as a flicker of their turn signal, cutting others off for that extra inch of advantage. And then there are the ones who seem to be making it up as they go along—slamming on the brakes or taking sharp turns out of nowhere, no warning whatsoever. It’s a wild ride, fast and unpredictable and sometimes downright hair-raising.

The air is electric with the rumble of engines, the squeal of tires, and these collective senses of urgency that’s almost palpable—everyone’s racing to get somewhere, and fast.

Amid this chaos, my son and I found a moment of peace. Our friends are like calm oases in the storm. Unlike the surrounding madness, they drove with composure that is both remarkable and reassuring. Their serene confidence behind the wheel was something to admire.

When they offer us a ride, the tension from the highway madness melts away. Stepping into their cars feels like entering a different realm. Soft music often plays in the background, or a relaxed conversation ensues as we practice our phrases. I can sink into the seat, watch the scenery drift by, and truly enjoy the ride. With them at the helms, I feel completely secure, knowing we are in capable hands while the hectic world outside blurs past. It is a comforting reminder that no matter how wild things get, our newfound community always knows how to keep us grounded and safe.
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