
April 30, 2022 

A Not So Sweet 16th Birthday 
 

Tuesday was Naïve’s 16th birthday. Here is the lead of story on Haiti in the Miami Herald for 

that day: 
 

Chaos and violence is once more erupting in Haiti, where armed clashes between warring 

violent gangs are once more forcing residents to flee their homes under a hail of bullets. 

How dangerous are things right now? The head of the country’s disarmament 

commission narrowly escaped harm Tuesday morning along with his driver when their 

car was hit with a spray of gunfire. A United Nations helicopter was reportedly hit with 

a bullet while parked on a runway in Port-au-Prince. A photo of the damage was making 

the rounds on social media. The helicopter is used to ferry UN workers to remote locations 

in the country. The state of siege on the eastern edge of the capital began around 4 a.m. 

Sunday, say residents, and have stalled everything from public transportation to the 

operation of street markets between Croix-des-Missions and Bon-Repon, the sprawling 

encampment where victims of the 2010 earthquake sought refuge after the disaster. 
 

As you will read shortly this has relevance on our celebration of Naïve’s birthday. After the kids 

went to school, Steph and I drove all the way to Petionville to get something special for Naïve. 

On Monday evening, Naïve and I sat alone on a back bench. She seemed sad. I tried to cheer her 

up with talk of her birthday. I told her that when I was a little boy my mom always cooked 

whatever I wanted for dinner on my birthday. “What did you want, Dad?” I told her that I always 

want spaghetti with meat balls and lasagna. I had to explain what lasagna was. I asked, “What 

would you like to eat tomorrow?” Without hesitation she answered with one word: “Pizza.” I 

told her I would try to get her a pizza.  

 

The only place to get a decent take-out pizza outside of a restaurant is the Caribbean Market. 

They also have the best birthday cakes, though they are a tad expensive. I had them write “Bòn 

fèt” with decorative icing. It was beautiful. I spotted a greeting card and bought it. In seven years 

here I never bought a kid a pizza and a birthday card, as well as a birthday cake. I actually bought 

two pizzas. Steph and I ate on the drive home.  

 

When the kids came home from school, I was downstairs waiting for Naïve. I brought her upstairs 

and gave her the card and the pizza. She smiled. She read the card (in French) and gave me a big 

hug. She seemed happy. She left with the pizza. She gave Gabens a slice and shared the rest with 

two other girls.    

 

Birthday parties usually start around 4:00pm. About that time, I grabbed my Canon camera and 

strolled downstairs. When I entered the schoolroom, I was surprise to see two nurses and Dr. 

Steph tutoring some kids. I was told that Madame Francesse, our primary teacher could not come 

to work because of the gang violence. She does not live in one of the areas noted in the above 

news story. We could drive to her home in under ten minutes. The other night we heard a lot of 



gunfire; it was from the teacher’s neighborhood. The violence is more widespread than is being 

reported in most news outlets. The tutoring session lasted until 4:40pm.  
 

The staff that normal prepares the schoolroom for a part (moving seating, a table for the cake, 

some decorating) were tied up with other things. Meanwhile I took photos of the kids playing 

(lots of jumping rope) and Gabens hanging out with some little kids. The room was finally ready 

for the party at 5:30pm. The little kids rushed in. They knew cake would be coming.    

 

When Naïve approached the schoolhouse, I told her wanted to take her picture in a shaded area. 

She would not smile. I put my arm around her and asked what was wrong. She said nothing. 

Clearly there was. I asked if it had something to do with her grandmother, who had not come 

back to talk with us about moving to someplace close to us or talk about Naïve’s younger sister 

coming to live at SCCC. Nurse Rose and a woman staffer sensed there was some sort of problem. 

They spoke with Naïve. They told me that Naïve was upset because she wanted to take a bath 

and put on a nice dress. I tried to explain to her that everyone was in the schoolhouse and that it 

was already late. Someone pointed out that kids celebrating birthdays never get dressed up for 

the party. I sent Bency to go get Dr. Steph to negotiate the stalemate. I was a little annoyed because 

Naïve had plenty of time to prepare for the party, and she did not. I sense there was something 

else going on. Steph and Rose got Naïve to go into the classroom and just celebrate her birthday. 

 

She sat at the table in from of the cake. Olga, the tallest staff woman, began leading the kids into 

singing a series of birthday songs. I wanted to take a picture of Naïve and the cake. Naïve would 

not smile. I walked out of the schoolhouse and told Steph that she looked like she was at a funeral, 

so there was no point in taking any photos for the Journal. I’m not sure which is worse: teenagers 

or toddlers…and I have lots of both.  

 

I went to Gaben’s office and expressed my frustration. He came to the schoolhouse. By this time, 

Naïve had actually left her own party. Then the truth came out: she was sad that her grandmother 

did not come to the party. They had spoken on the phone earlier. Gabens gently explained that 

Cite Soleil had another outburst of violence. A stray bullet even killed her grandmother’s dog. It 

was too dangerous to leave the slum. I told Naïve that as her legal guardian I could never let her 

visit her grandmother in such a dangerous slum. But there was more. Naïve learned from the 

grandmother that her younger sister did not want to live at Santa Chiara. Naïve was devastated 

by that news. Gabens spent nearly 15 minutes talking to Naïve. I took lots of photos of them. 

Finally, we convinced Naïve to go back into the school and cut the cake and have some fun.  

 

She at last smiled a little. Later, outside the school, she laughed a lot with her friends. 

 

In the following few pages, I will share some photos of the party and Gabens talking with Naïve.  

 

And here is some good news. In the 2 ½ hours I spent in the yard I took 573 photographs. In the 

coming days, instead of boring you with pelican photos, I’ll share the best of those photos over 

the course of the coming week. I heard those cheers. I won’t tell my pelican pals. 



 
 

 
Gabens comforting Naïve 



 
This is what makes us different from other orphanages.  

The leadership cares deeply about each child. 

 
 



 
 

 
At last…a smile. 



 
 

Naïve is a sweet, kind child…make that teenager. 

She is also one of our few true orphans; both her mom and dad are deceased. 

She longs for her family ties and misses her grandma and sister. 

While her grandma gave me parental control of Naïve, 

we hope to have the agreement formally recognized by the government. 

When that happens, Naïve would be able to travel to Florida with me…and Steph. 

 

Gabens and I are determined to find and hire a part-time psychologist 

who can help the children deal with their deep emotional wounds. 

 

Meanwhile, I’m back in Florida. But the trip home was a wild adventure…because they had no 

jet fuel. I’m too tired tell the amazing story for todays Journal. I will share it tomorrow. 

 

As usual, I’m happy for the silence. I wrote a friend last Wednesday and said, “Last night I heard 

gunfire, kids crying, dogs barking, and men loudly arguing…all at once. It was a symphony of 

madness.” And yes, I will enjoy the air conditioning and hot water. At the same time, I will greatly 

miss Stéphanie. Hopefully by the time I get back to Haiti on May 8th, she will have received her 

visitor’s visa to the Dominican Republic and we can get away by ourselves for a few days. 

 


