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Two Worlds in One House

“In a house built of two faiths and three tongues, love was the only language no one had to translate.”

The Miami sun filtered through a curtain of bougainvillea, casting purples and pinks onto the tiled floors of the modest Coral Gables home. Inside, the scent of fried plantains danced with incense and simmering beans. On one wall hung a wooden crucifix and a strand of rosary beads, glinting in the morning light; on the opposite corner, a carved drum from Port-au-Prince stood like a sentinel. This was not just a house. It was a continent stitched together by marriage, prayers, and a fragile peace.

Jean-Louis Baptiste had arrived in Miami in 1993 with a suitcase full of books, a thick accent, and a memory of Port-au-Prince that was half-music, half-fire. He was tall and stoic, with skin the color of rich espresso and hands calloused from years as a mason and then a dockworker. Every Sunday, he offered prayers to the lwa (spirits in Haitian Vodou (Voodoo) who serve as intermediaries between humans and the Good God) in hushed tones, speaking to the spirits of his ancestors beneath the cover of twilight.

Maria Calderón arrived six years later, from San Miguel, El Salvador, with her mother’s Bible in one hand and a teaching certification in the other. She was sharp-witted, fiercely protective, and tender with her students. She wore red lipstick like a shield and called on La Virgen de Guadalupe whenever things got difficult.

They met at a community ESL potluck—he brought diri kole ak pwa (rice mixed with beans), she brought pupusas (a traditional Salvadoran dish made from a thick, handmade corn tortilla) and curtido (a traditional Central American pickled cabbage slaw). Their eyes met over paper plates, and the rest unfolded like a folk tale told in two tongues. He danced awkwardly; she laughed like wind in the trees. He loved her laugh. She loved his stillness.

Their wedding was a negotiation of tradition. Jean-Louis's family flew in from Port-au-Prince, filling the church with French-Creole greetings and bright Haitian fabrics. Maria’s relatives came in from Los Angeles and El Salvador, carrying baskets of flor de izote (yucca flower), papel picado (a traditional Mexican folk art made by cutting intricate patterns into colorful tissue paper, often used to decorate for celebrations, holidays, and rituals), and the solemn grace of Catholic liturgy.

In Haiti, traditional weddings are both sacred and festive. Jean-Louis’s cousins wore linen suits and passed around clairin and kola nuts. A Vodou priestess offered a quiet blessing before the church ceremony, slipping a red-and-blue scarf into Maria’s bouquet for protection. Drums spoke through the night, and guests danced until dawn.

Maria's Salvadoran wedding traditions brought their own poetry. Her tía (aunt) recited a prayer over rice and coins, tossing them at the couple’s feet to invite prosperity. A rosary was wrapped in a figure-eight around their joined hands. The band played marimba and boleros, and at one point, Jean-Louis found himself being taught to two-step by Maria’s 90-year-old abuela (grandmother).

They married twice that weekend—once in a Catholic church in Little Havana, and once beneath a banyan tree in a backyard ceremony laced with rhythm and rum. Two rituals. One vow.

Their daughter, Amara Celeste Baptiste-Calderón, was born a year later, her name pulled from both Spanish and Creole. She came into the world wailing and brown-eyed, already a question mark and an answer. Her nursery had a mobile with angels and a small painting of Erzulie Dantor. When she cried, Jean-Louis hummed kompa (a popular Haitian music genre that blends African rhythms, Caribbean melodies, and European musical influences into a smooth, danceable style) songs. When she laughed, Maria said it was like hearing the Pacific.

Their home grew into a delicate balance. Maria taught Amara Spanish before she could walk, pointing to things—"flor," "libro," "luz." (flower, book, and light). Jean-Louis taught her Kreyòl (the national language of Haiti.) by singing lullabies and telling stories of Tonton Makout (a folkloric figure used to scare children—like a boogeyman who puts disobedient kids in a sack) and clever tricksters. English came last, from cartoons and preschool.

Faith in their house had two altars. One room glowed with candles and rosaries, where Maria prayed every Sunday morning. Another held the veve drawings (is a sacred symbol used in Haitian Vodou, drawn on the ground to invoke or honor a specific lwa (spirit) during rituals) and handmade rattles Jean-Louis used when calling on the lwa. Amara grew up crossing herself and lighting candles but also pouring water in bowls for spirits and learning to listen to silence. “Why do we have two gods?” she once asked, at age six. “We don’t,” Maria said gently, “just different ways to talk to the same one.”

Cultural celebration came easily—Amara danced at both Carnival (a vibrant, festive celebration held in many cultures around the world, typically before the Christian season of Lent. It's known for its parades, music, dancing, costumes, and cultural expression, often blending religious, indigenous, and colonial influences) and Dia de la Independencia (Independence Day). She wore embroidered Salvadoran blouses to school and joined in when her father played Mizik Rasin (root music that blends traditional Haitian Vodou rhythms + Rock, Reggae, and Funk) during weekend cleanings. They hosted family feasts where tamales sat next to griot, and laughter translated itself.

But identity brought friction. Maria worried when Jean-Louis burned candles late into the night. “I don’t want her to be confused,” she whispered. Jean-Louis frowned. “Confused? Or complete?” There were arguments, some loud and some smoldering. Maria feared that Vodou would be misunderstood, labeled dark or dangerous. Jean-Louis bristled at her worries, saying, “Your Jesus walked on water, too.”

Still, their love persisted. In their conflicts, there was passion. In their silences, there was respect. Then came the phone call from Haiti. Jean-Louis’s younger brother had been found dead under suspicious circumstances—possibly political. Jean-Louis spiraled into grief, and for weeks the drum stayed silent. Maria tiptoed around him, unsure whether to reach out or wait. Their different ways of mourning clashed. She prayed with candles. He stopped praying altogether. Around that same time, Maria received notice from the school board that she had been reassigned to a lower-performing school with less pay. Her union fought it, but whispers of discrimination followed her—she was "too vocal," "too ethnic," "not a team player." At home, she masked her anxiety with brightness, but Amara heard her crying in the bathroom.

At school, Amara learned to switch tongues like changing clothes. English with classmates. Spanish with Mama. Kreyòl with Papa. But when asked, "Where are you from?" she always hesitated. She felt like a house built of two stories—firm, but not quite flush.

Her tenth birthday was the first time she realized that others might not see her family the way she did. A classmate had asked if her dad "did voodoo stuff" and laughed. Another said she didn’t look “full” anything. “Are you Latina or Black?” they asked, like it was a multiple-choice test.

Amara went home that day and cried into her arroz con leche ("rice with milk" — a beloved dessert made of sweet, creamy rice pudding, popular across Latin America, Spain, and the Caribbean). Maria stroked her daughter’s hair and said, “Mi amor (my love), you are the best parts of many people. Don’t let them shrink you.” Jean-Louis knelt beside her. “People fear what they don’t know. You don’t need to choose. You just need to be strong.” They kissed her cheeks, one after the other. The scent of sage and cinnamon lingered in the air.

And so, in the house with two traditions, two languages, two ways of speaking to God, Amara learned to live not in-between—but across. Her home was not a battleground of difference. It was a workshop of becoming.

Outside, Miami pulsed. The city was a mosaic of borders and beginnings. And within that small house on a quiet street, one girl held two worlds in her hands and didn’t let them drop.

That, too, was a kind of miracle. "When your home carries more than one story, you learn to read between the walls." Amara would carry these lessons with her, even as the world outside tested them. As she left home for college, she thought she was bringing both her parents’ voices with her. But in Atlanta, she’d find her voice cracking—and then strengthening—in the noise of other expectations.
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Becoming Amara

"In a world built on labels, I carved out space for my whole name."

The road to Spelman College began with trophies, straight A’s, and scholarship essays written by lamplight. Every accolade Amara earned felt like a small shield against invisibility. She wasn’t just her parents’ daughter—she was a scholar, a debater, a state science fair finalist who once argued the ethics of CRISPR with a judge twice her age. She won the citywide essay competition three years in a row, reciting words about justice and history in a voice trained not to waver. Her desk at home was covered in color-coded index cards, application deadlines taped to the wall, and old family photos pinned above like silent cheerleaders.

But late at night, when the house was silent and her pen scratched over application forms, her mind wandered: Would any of it be enough? Not just to get into college, but to be seen there? She wasn’t naïve. She knew that names like hers caused hesitation. She knew the boxes they made students check didn’t always have room for her whole story.

She had mastered the art of code-switching, of shifting her tone and rhythm depending on who was listening. In classrooms, she was eloquent and confident; at home, she curled into the warm melody of her parents' voices. Still, she could sense the invisible weight she carried—proving, always proving. The cafeteria was a negotiation. The locker room, a guessing game.

Her skin told one story, her last name another. Even her guidance counselor had once asked, "Do you want to apply to Hispanic scholarships or African-American ones?"

Amara had answered with a tight smile, "Why not both?"

At Spelman, the red clay of Atlanta felt unfamiliar beneath her feet, but the campus welcomed her with open arms—or so it seemed. Her dorm room was a box of future possibilities, decorated with family photos: her parents’ wedding, her grandmother’s kitchen in San Miguel, a tiny altar with both Guadalupe and Erzulie smiling.

At a cultural affinity mixer, she introduced herself in Spanish and was met with raised eyebrows. One girl, tall and mocha-skinned with thick braids, chuckled and said, “You aren’t no real Latina. That’s just your mom’s side, right?” Another added, “Girl, you aren’t even got an accent.” Amara froze. She had been taught to respect everyone’s roots, but now hers were being pulled apart.

Later that night, she found herself walking the quad alone. The laughter from the dorms echoed in a language she didn’t fully speak—Black identity not as a broad tent, but as a guarded gate. For the first time, she questioned if her upbringing had made her fluent in everything but belonging.

Classes began, and Amara shone. In political theory, her insights bridged Frantz Fanon and Rigoberta Menchú. Her professors praised her clarity, her intensity. But brilliance didn’t shield her from whispers.

In the sophomore year when she applied for a Black Student Union leadership role, she lost to a classmate who later admitted during drinks, “Some people just didn’t feel you were rooted enough in the struggle. Like... where are your receipts?”

Receipts. As if her parents’ struggles with racism, immigration, and faith wars weren’t valid because they had accents. As if growing up translating bills and hospital forms didn’t count.

Amara turned inward. She stopped attending club meetings. She spent more time in the library and on video calls with her mother. “Don’t you dare shrink,” Maria told her. “Don’t you dare.”

She joined the Latinx Women’s Collective next—but even there, she was a question mark. Too dark, too Afro. “Are you sure you’re not just saying you’re Latina?” one girl asked during a meeting. “I mean, your name sounds West African.”
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