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      I thought the day I graduated college would be the gateway to a new life. I mean, I had to move home, and although I loved my parents, the idea of living back with my folks didn’t entirely fill me with joy. My dad was okay, when my mom didn’t dominate him too much. That sounds silly, doesn’t it, but my mom was one of those strong Southern black women who ruled the roost and everyone in it. If I hadn’t known better, I’d say Dad was scared of Mom. I’m sure he wasn’t, but the way he always deferred to her was crazy. I mean, he was the one who earned the money in our household, and that’s where the power was in a relationship, wasn’t it? Mom did a few things like work part-time in a little shop in the French Quarter, but that wouldn’t have contributed much to the household expenses.

      Being away at college had been great. I was mainly able to do what I wanted when I wanted, and as long as my grades were good, there was no interference from home. I was a safe couple of hundred miles from New Orleans, and while I always knew one day I’d have to put my liberal arts degree to some sort of practical use, at the start I didn’t have any idea what that would be. I’d tried to figure it out at college, and the end result was that I graduated with a degree in library science. My love of books was strong…they had been my escape in childhood, and my solace. Immersing myself in imaginary lives helped me stay out of trouble, and there was plenty of that for a girl like me. I was striking and the boys liked me, and I liked them too, but my parents were strict, so there was little opportunity to socialize with the opposite sex. When I went away to college, both my parents constantly reminded me of the sacrifices—their word, not mine—they’d made for that education, and so while I partied, I kept it on the down low, making sure I didn’t do anything to get myself kicked out of school.

      Then, when I went home after graduation, I told myself I wouldn’t stay for long, as I was worried the strict rules would be too hard to take after all the freedom I’d had at college. I mean, I loved my parents, and the last thing I wanted was to fall out with them, right?

      They were proud of me, that was clear when I arrived home, because our modest house in the seventh ward was decked out like it was Christmas. The seventh might not be the sexiest part of the city, but I loved it there. There was nothing beige about the neighborhood we lived in, and there was probably nowhere in the United States you could get a better taste of what it was to have an African-Caribbean heritage.

      “What’s all this for?” I asked. “It looks like you’re having a party.” Even before they answered, the truth dawned on me. “Oh, damn, you’re having a party for my graduation, aren’t you?”

      “Of course we are, Camille,” my mother said. “You’re the first person in the family with a college education, and that’s something to celebrate. Besides, you’ve been away for three years. You need to meet some people, as you’ve left all your friends behind in college.”

      “Plenty of time for that,” I mumbled. Surely my mother wasn’t going to select my friends for me? I’d gotten used to making my own decisions and I’d only been home a matter of hours before I saw the oppressive cloak of parental influence settling over me.

      “We’re proud of you,” my father said, swooping in to give me a huge hug. He smiled at me tenderly and my heart melted. My dad was a happy man, and his sunny personality couldn’t be dampened by anything, except maybe a glare from my mother.

      But she merely smiled at him and nodded, and, excited that she was entertaining, she left us to go into the kitchen. There were a lot of things I loved about New Orleans, and Creole cooking and music were two of them. People in my city knew how to enjoy themselves, whether they were rich or poor.

      Around five that evening, the first of our guests started to arrive. They were people I knew well: the next-door neighbors, whose kids I’d played with since I was little. I had no brother and sisters, so the neighbor’s kids were my family, but all three of them had done the same as me and left New Orleans behind.

      “Lord, Camille, it’s good to see you again.” Mrs. Williams hugged me to her ample bosom and then held me back to get a better look at me. She frowned before saying, “You need fattening up. Candide will see to that, won’t you?”

      My mama nodded and took Mrs. Williams into the kitchen while my dad handed Mr. Williams a beer and they went to the backyard, where Dad was firing up the BBQ.

      They were the first of the guests to arrive, but there was a steady stream of people through the house, all of them congratulating me on my success at college. If the truth be told, there was nothing hard about library science, but I took all of their compliments gracefully, while thinking to myself that I’d have to get a job soon. I needed to be a contributing member of the household if I was living back at home, which I supposed I would be for a short time. Then, once I was working, I could find a place of my own and move out, and resume the independent lifestyle I’d come to enjoy.

      Halfway through the evening, a family arrived that I’d never met before. My mother, not easily impressed by anyone, almost bowed to the ground as they walked in the front door. She shouted for my father, and when he came in, the two couples embraced, as if they were the oldest of friends, while a young man of about my own age, whom I assumed was their son, stood back a little. It was all strange, as I’d never seen any of them before.

      The couple looked around expectantly, and my mother called me over. “Camille, this is Mr. and Mrs. Baptiste.”

      I inclined my head and shook their hands, all the while feeling their eyes burning into my flesh, as if I was a piece of fruit they were buying at the market.

      “How y’all?” Mrs. Baptiste was particularly chilly, but then she unfroze and squeezed my hand, saying to my mother, “She’s a fine looking girl, Candide.” She cast a glance at her husband, who nodded, then she pushed me towards the man I suspected was her son.

      “Hi, I’m James,” he said. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Camille.”

      I stared at him in surprise, wondering what he meant by the word ‘finally’. I’d never even heard of him, and I cast a glance at my mother, who gave me an encouraging smile.

      “And Camille’s glad to meet you too, James. Aren’t you, Camille?”

      “Yes, of course,” I said, pressing the hand he held out to me. I could tell from his soft grip that he was a gentle person, something I liked about him. He was a handsome boy—somehow I couldn’t think of him as a man, even though he was about my own age—with skin the color of milk chocolate, tinged with pink. I wondered if he was embarrassed about something because words seemed to escape him. I was overconfident, I always had been and could hold my own with anyone, but suddenly I felt for James, although I didn’t know why. It might have been the way his parents watched him so carefully, or it might have been the way my folks were. All in all, everyone seemed mighty interested in James Baptiste but I couldn’t work out why. Was it his looks? He was tall and muscular, and looked like he played sport, and there was a mischievous glint in his eyes, even though his expression was nothing but polite.

      “Where y’at, Camille?” he murmured, and I nearly laughed out loud at the casual way he addressed me in the midst of the formality from both sets of parents.

      “I’m doin’ alright, James. How about you?”

      He nodded, glanced sideways at his parents, and then as they didn’t seem to be paying further attention, he walked towards the door that led out to the back yard. “I’m hungry,” he said, “and something out there smells fine.”

      “Why don’t you take James outside to get something to eat?” my mother said. “Your dad and I have a lot of catching up to do with Mr. and Mrs. Baptiste.” A look passed between my parents, but I had no idea that their catch up with the Baptistes would change my destiny so radically.
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      My coming home party was a raging success, so my Mom told me after everyone had left. She told me a lot of other things too, but they were so surprising that even the day after, they were all a blur. Now, many years later, I can’t remember them any better, but the stuff Mom told me—and meeting James—changed my life forever.

      “Did you like James?” was the first thing my mother asked me. “You spent a lot of time with him.”

      “Yes. He’s very nice. And practically the only person here who was my age, so of course I was going to spend time with him.”

      “You have a lot in common.” I wasn’t sure if Mom was asking me a question, or making a statement.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” I said. “James has stayed at home in New Orleans while I’ve been away at college. And he’s very into sports, and of course, I’m not.”

      I’d always been bookish, right since I was young, and preferred reading while the other kids were out playing whatever was popular. I was so ignorant about sports, I hardly knew the difference between baseball and basketball.

      “They are very superficial things. What you have in common is your background.”

      “In what way?” I asked. I didn’t know anything about the Baptistes, and was surprised at the turn this conversation was taking.

      My father came into the room and took a seat as Mom and I were having this conversation. Was it my imagination or was he watching me closely, as if he was trying to gauge my reaction to James?

      “They are a powerful family.” My mother’s words were solemn, but I laughed.

      “Well, that’s something we don’t have in common.”

      Dad winced, while Mom looked affronted, but only for a second. Then something else came into her eyes: understanding and determination. “It’s time,” she said.

      “Time for what?” I asked.

      “Time for you to understand your heritage.”

      “I think I might leave you ladies alone,” my father said, and he practically ran out of the room.

      “What’s going on, Mom?” I asked.

      “Come and sit down.” She patted the couch next to her and began to speak in a singsong voice that I remembered from when I was a child. Memories came flooding back, and as she told me the most incredible tale I’d ever heard, everything started to make sense.

      It seemed that through the years, I’d been sheltered from the family business. While some kids were groomed nearly from birth, I had no idea what my mother actually did for a living. After all, her answer was different every time the subject came up. If she was running late, she could be teaching a craft class. I thought she meant basket weaving, since we had plenty of baskets around. When she told me she was going to work early to do a reading, I thought she might be an author, since she was constantly writing in books. I mean, that made perfect sense given my own love of books, which I assumed was from her.

      And when I overheard her talking about whipping a batch up, naturally I imagined she was a baker...not that she’d made so much as a cookie around our house.

      But that night, she told me the truth about what she did.

      “Camille, I’m a voodoo priestess, from a long line of them.”

      My mouth hung open, so I snapped it shut. I thought for a moment, looked at her face, and finally said, “You’re not joking, are you?”

      “This isn’t the sort of thing you joke about.”

      Not once had I ever imagined my mother was a voodoo priestess. Never did I imagine she expected me to take over her shop and replace her when she was ready to retire. I mean, I thought she worked in Tarot & Taboo, which I remembered from when I was a child. I hadn’t imagined she actually owned the place.

      “So, you expect me to take over the shop?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yes. It’s an important part of our heritage. There are many people who need advice and help.”

      “But how am I going to give it to them? I don’t know a thing about voodoo.”

      “But you will,” my mother told me. “And you’ll have James to help you.”

      “James?” My voice came out high and squeaky. “The James I met today? James Baptiste?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why would he help me? He doesn’t seem like the sort of person who would want to work in a shop.” The idea was so ridiculous, I nearly laughed out loud. “For heaven’s sake, Mama, he’s athletic. He’s not a shopkeeper.”

      “But ma chérie, he will want to support his wife.”

      “I thought he was single. He never mentioned a wife.”

      That’s when I noticed the tender look in my mother’s eye, and I knew what was coming.

      Mama nodded. “Your marriage to James will unite two of the most powerful voodoo families. It was decided years ago, when you were both tiny.”

      My blood pounded in my veins, traveled to my heart, and swished through the chambers, then came back into my arteries with a rush. Despite all the blood and adrenaline traveling through my body, I felt faint, and wondered if I would pass out. Sweat broke out on my forehead and I put my hand to my head, wishing I was dreaming. But I wasn’t. This was as real as anything that had ever happened to me, only nothing prepared me for it.

      “Mama, this is crazy. You can’t do this. I’m an adult, and I’m able to make my own decisions. I’m going to marry for love. Not to unite our family with another. That might have happened centuries ago, but not today. Not to me.”

      Mama explained further that James and his family were from Haiti and our merger...I mean...our marriage, would unite two of the most powerful voodoo families. Of course, I had never imagined any of this, not the arranged marriage, not magic, and not our family history. I had an entirely different path planned. For years, I’d taken solace in books. That was how I managed to stay out of trouble. When I didn’t lose myself in a story, strange things happened. Now, I realized that was probably magic. All I knew for sure was that I wanted no part of it.

      But my mother wouldn’t accept my decision. She cajoled, and she begged, but all she did was make me more and more determined to live the life I wanted, and I deserved.

      I mean, you can’t send your daughter away to college and then expect her to throw away her education and work in a shop, can you? No more than you can make her marry someone she’s only just met. I was a modern, independent woman, and I was going to live the life I wanted.
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