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Bound by a deadly curse, they must face their demons. . .


For generations, the Montrose women have lived alone with their secrets, their delicate peace depending on the unspoken bond that underpins their family life - Voodoo and hoodoo magic, and a decades-old curse that will kill anyone they fall for.


When seventeen-year-old Nickie Montrose brings home a boy for the first time, this careful balance is thrown into disarray. For the other women have been keeping the curse from Nickie, and revealing it means that they must reckon with their own choices and mistakes.


As new truths emerge, the Montrose women are set on a collision course that echoes back to New Orleans’ French Quarter, where a crumbling book of spells may hold the answers that all of them have been looking for. . .


Rich in its sense of character and place, Black Candle Women is a haunting and magical debut from a talented new storyteller.









To my dad, who read me stories.


To my mom, who encouraged me to make up my own.









PROLOGUE


Augusta


The flight attendant told Augusta Montrose that she would have to remove her purse from her lap and put it on the floor before the plane took off. She realized the man wasn’t joking when he stood in the aisle waiting, moving on only when her granddaughter grabbed the bag and shoved it under the seat in front of her—no place for a purse. She’d wanted to explain that it was her first time on a plane, that she was petrified. Not about the flight itself but the eventual arrival at their destination. When she’d left New Orleans all those decades ago, she’d vowed never to return.


She should have known she’d be called back one day, that the city would never let her rest, even thousands of miles away. She’d learned early on about a certain unfairness in life. Some folks struggled disproportionately, carrying things that others couldn’t even lift. The Montrose women had taken on an overbalance of grief, but the way Augusta saw it, they’d been given what they were owed. And they were strong enough to endure it.


The women in her family lived solitary lives, generations of them under one roof, adapting to their isolated ways, doing fine, they all believed. They were a private kind of people, had to keep others out to keep the secrets in.


But recent events had changed them, shaking up the house, rattling the women within. And it was all because of her great-granddaughter. She didn’t know yet for sure, but she sensed love was the cause of the girl’s recent behavior. This, Augusta understood. She’d swapped one life for another because of love. Because of what had happened all those decades ago in New Orleans. It’s what Montrose women did. And love was why she’d had to tell them her story. . .all of it, from the beginning. She’d held on to these words for years, stuck in her head, unsure how to share them, and now, she’d finally set them free.









PART I


August
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Victoria


In her mellower days, Victoria Montrose sometimes ate two shrimp po’boys just as a snack. Good ones were hard to find near home, but lately, when she got her hands on one, it took only three bites before her stomach convulsed in protest. Hot links, the same. Crawfish étouffée, the same. In cases where she had to pause a therapy session to dash to the restroom, she blamed irritable bowel syndrome. Sometimes diverticulitis. Pain was often how her body spoke to her. A cramp or an abrupt pang forewarned of troubles to come.


But in most cases, an upset stomach simply meant that she’d overindulged. Her body wasn’t as forgiving as it once was. Yet today, she’d ordered one of everything greasy and fried at the most authentic New Orleans restaurant in Long Beach. Her daughter, Nickie, had been born seventeen years ago, and an overdone meal was required. Victoria had kept careful track of the years, but the number still stunned her when the woman at the bakery asked how many candles she wanted.


“I’m sorry, seventeen? Or seven?” The woman’s brow lifted as she eyed the half-sheet cake decorated with a miniature Black Barbie figurine. She had ordered it without thinking—it seemed Nickie had been seven just days go—but luckily her daughter was not hard to please.


It took Victoria four trips to bring the cake and all the food into the house. The moment she no longer needed help, her sister, Willow, joined her in the kitchen, the scent of grease filling the space as Willow took out containers from the bags, opening them as if each needed to breathe, and rating Victoria’s choices. B+ for the sweet potatoes, C− for fried okra.


“You get Nanagusta’s turtle soup?”


Victoria pointed to a cardboard cylinder with the letter T written on the lid.


“Should I wake her?”


“No. Let her sleep until we cut the cake.” Their grandmother could reheat her soup, but she’d throw a book at them if they let her miss Nickie blowing out her candles.


From her purse, Victoria removed a small white box, a purple ribbon wrapped tightly around and tied into a bow. She shook it near Willow’s ear, a faint jangle coming from inside. “You’ll never guess what I got Nickie.”


Willow withdrew a finger from her mouth, a yellow bit of macaroni and cheese on her knuckle. She closed an eye, pushed her lips to one side, and let her face harden, feigning contemplation. “Let me see. . . Oh!” She snapped her fingers. “A necklace with a painted gold talisman for Ayida Wedo.”


Victoria slapped her sister’s shoulder with the box. “I knew someone opened my stuff. I was going to call UPS and complain.” After snooping, Willow evidently had taken the care to match the same tape that had been ripped off the original box and place the package back on the front porch, but she’d done a half-assed job of it. “Why, what’d you get her?”


“What did I get a teenage girl for her birthday? Money. It’s the only right answer to that question,” Willow bragged. Then she stopped to consider something, her lips twisting into a smile. “Does this mean you’ll be teaching Nickie about the loa? Otherwise, she’s just going to think you got her some charm from Claire’s at the Lakewood Mall.”


Victoria ignored Willow’s dig and searched the bags for the blackened chicken salad, wanting to protect it from the warm summer air that had swept into the kitchen. Victoria knew Nickie was capable of simply appreciating the beauty of the necklace, but Willow was right. Victoria hadn’t done her duty to explain things. Over the years, she’d intimated at her reverence of the loa, burning through dozens of candles and keeping vigil for hours on All Saints’ Day, but never had she spoken the words to Nickie: I practice Voodoo. She’d never admitted this directly to anyone, not even the woman who’d first taught her about the loa, her grandmother, though the woman well knew. But she could take some baby steps with Nickie tonight.


Before she could give Willow a good shove, Nickie came into the kitchen, a breeze to her walk. She noticed her daughter’s lips, shiny with a hint of plum. And her eyelids dusted with a shimmery shadow. How sweet that Nickie wanted to look nice for her birthday dinner, even one spent in the company of the women with whom she dined every night.


Willow lifted her plate of carbohydrates, spilling rice on the floor as she opened her arms to invite Nickie in for a hug. “Happy Birthday, Nick. Come over here. I can’t believe you’re seventeen.” Nickie folded herself into Willow’s embrace, the two of them the same height.


The sight made Victoria’s heart leap. Victoria had lived a disciplined life, a consistent life to get Nickie where she was, a straight-A student with a promising future ahead of her. One day, she would even please the loa, be blessed by their ancestor Lanora, and continue the family tradition of performing beautiful deeds for those in need.


“Nickie, we’ve got all your favorites here. And we’re eating in the dining room,” she told her daughter, still overcome with pride. “Real plates. No paper tonight.”


Willow sputtered out a laugh. “Real plates? Oh, it’s about to be a party up in here, I see. Your mama knows how to get things wild, Nick.”


It had been years since she’d eaten fried catfish, and the nuggets on her plate were so richly seasoned, drenched, and crisp that they didn’t need hot sauce. Still, Victoria sprinkled a few dashes before each bite in keeping the celebratory vibe of the afternoon. She’d been so taken by the food that she hadn’t paid much attention to the conversation, tuning out once Nickie and Willow started in on some HBO show that Nanagusta had convinced them to binge. Victoria didn’t watch popular shows or have a hobby that might be interesting to discuss. But it was Nickie’s birthday, and for that she had to try harder.


“Nickie,” she said, picking up the small, ribboned gift from its perch on the cake box. A swift pang set in, jabbing her just beneath her ribs, and she took in a breath to clear it away. The food was worth the pain. “I am so proud of you. You never ask for anything, and you work so hard in school. You do your chores.” She paused. She hated that she always came across as serious, but acting any other way felt awkward to her. “And you’re seventeen now.”


Before she could hand her the box, Nickie squealed, and a new joy overcame Victoria. Could she already feel the energy from the amulet inside? Perhaps. She had anointed it with a mixture of coconut oil, myrrh, a pinch of sugar, and lemongrass.


“Mom, did you get me a car?”


Victoria gripped the box. “A car?” Then she realized what her daughter assumed was inside. What Nickie probably heard as an embarrassed bit of laughter was actually incredulity. The girl thought she was getting a car? “No, not a car.”


“Oh, that’s fine. That’s. . .” Nickie tapped her fork on the edge of her plate.


Inside, Willow was certainly laughing at her, the scene at the table part of a reality show expressly piloted for her entertainment. She fanned herself with a short pile of napkins as she watched the interaction with those resplendent hazel eyes she’d gotten from her father, a different father than Victoria’s. He’d given Willow everything beautiful about him. All the superficial things Victoria had wanted growing up, and even still.


“We can do gifts later, after Nanagusta comes down,” Victoria relented, unable to stand the silence. Hopefully by then, Nickie would forget all about the car.


Victoria assumed her sister would start in on another topic, but her mouth was full of food. To stall, she’d reached for the iced tea when the doorbell rang, the surprise of the chimes causing her to spill everywhere.


“I’ll get it,” Nickie said, pushing back her chair.


Victoria sighed, looking around for something to sop up the mess. Willow handed her the napkins she’d been using to fan herself.


“Ayida Wedo giving you the shakes, Vic?” She’d bitten off a big piece of monkey bread and nearly choked to get the words out.


“Ha ha.” Victoria bent down, getting in between her toes as best she could with the napkins.


Victoria had figured someone was dropping off a package or a neighborhood kid was selling candy, but when Nickie returned to the dining room, she had someone with her. A young man. Tall, not much meat on his frame, hair cut so low you couldn’t tell the kink of it.


“Mom, Auntie, this is my friend Felix. I hope you don’t mind, I invited him to my dinner. He said he hadn’t eaten Southern food before.”


“Good Southern food,” the boy said, chuckling.


Victoria squinted, unable to process the scene playing out before her. Nickie had never had a friend over before, let alone a boy. She knew it wasn’t okay to invite someone, especially without first asking.


“Well, welcome, Felix. Have a seat. I see you know how to get a party started,” Willow said, pointing to the bottle of wine he clutched.


Felix laughed. “Are you Ms. Montrose?”


“We both are,” Victoria said, folding her arms over her chest.


Nickie gestured to Willow. “Felix, this is my aunt Willow.”


She waved to him with her fork. “Nice to meet you, young man. Nickie told you I drink Moscato?”


“And this is my mom, Victoria. Or Ms. Montrose.”


“It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Montrose. Both of you.”


He and Nickie got themselves seated. Nickie explained she’d met Felix in her summer photography class. Victoria had encouraged Nickie to find a hobby, wanting to squeeze some of the sulk out of her when summer began, hoping to get her from under the covers and away from the all the videos she watched online. She’d purchased a swell little camera and then suggested the class at the rec center. Nickie hadn’t seemed very interested in photography initially but, since the start of the session, had spent her days hanging out at the park, taking pictures, and editing them in the center’s computer lab.


Now Victoria understood why. Her insides heated up, a sparkling sensation flying down her neck and arms. Nickie. And a boy. In their house.


“Nickie is the best model in the class. Her face is so. . .shapely. It, like, curves and goes places you wouldn’t think.” Nickie bent her lips into her mouth, put her hands over her cheeks as she rested her elbows on the table, covering the blemishes on her skin.


Victoria believed him, believed he saw what others so far had not, though really it was all the wonderful things about Nickie she always hoped no one would notice. She shouldn’t have bought that camera. She should have let the girl stay in bed, moping. Her skin prickled.


“She’s modeling for you? I thought you guys just took pictures of trees and buildings and shit.”


The boy turned to Willow. “That’s mostly what we do. But I pretty much mastered the basic stuff the first session.”


“Oh. Cocky motherfucker, aren’t you?”


Nickie’s hands still covered her cheeks. “My aunt Willow has a potty mouth.”


“I was an English major. Can’t help it,” she said, flippant.


In other company and if she weren’t so filled with emotion, Victoria would have pointed out how astute Willow had been with her word choice. How she’d said she was an English major, leaving out the absence of a degree. Willow had also been a theater major and premed a few years back at Long Beach City College and considered careers in environmental law and voice acting.


Victoria stewed as the three chatted on. By the time she heard her name, she felt like she’d been trapped inside a pressure cooker. She leveled her voice. “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?”


“Owning your own business. It’s gotta be tough. My mom’s cousin owned a restaurant in North Long Beach, but it closed after two years.”


Victoria managed a short response. “I’ve heard that restaurants are tough. But I do pretty well.” Felix waited for her to go on, but that was all he’d get.


He broke his gaze and sat up straight, focusing on Willow. “And do you enjoy being your sister’s assistant?”


“Assistant? That’s not my title. Nickie, you told him I was your mom’s assistant?”


Nickie stiffened her shoulders. “I mean. . .aren’t you?”


“Hell, no. I’m just as much an owner of this business as your mother. We built it together. Maybe I don’t have all those letters after my name, but the people that come through that door everyday are our clients. Mine just as much as hers.”


Victoria splayed her hands on the table, feeling the woodsy ridges, and held back from correcting her sister. It didn’t matter what Felix thought, anyway. He wouldn’t be at their home for another dinner.


Her sister seemed to realize that she’d gotten herself worked up. “We’ve been sitting here talking, and you haven’t eaten any food yet, Felix,” Willow said. “I hope you got a big appetite. Ms. Montrose over there bought enough food to feed us until winter.”


Nickie and the boy went into the kitchen, and Victoria could finally breathe again. Willow leaned over the table, wiggling her fingers to get Victoria’s attention. “You better rethink that fertility amulet, Vic. I know you want Nickie to follow in your footsteps, but probably not the teen-mom part.”


Felix and Nickie talked as they served themselves. Victoria couldn’t help but note how blissful Nickie appeared—despite not getting a car—her smile staying put as she made recommendations on what Felix should try. Victoria tossed the crumpled napkins onto her plate, along with her utensils, and slid her glass close to her.


“You packing up to leave or something?”


“Mmm-hmm. Soon as they get back.”


“Don’t tell me you’re tripping about Nickie having a boy over to the house.”


“I’m not tripping about anything. I’m just not feeling well. I’m going upstairs to lie down.”


“And what about the cake?” Willow asked. “We need to sing Happy Birthday.”


Before going upstairs, she would toss the Barbie figurine, hope the bright pink frosting wouldn’t bother Nickie. Victoria shook her head. “Just do it without me. Nickie won’t care. She doesn’t even like cake. It’s more for you and Nana.”


“Now, that’s a lie. If it was for me, you wouldn’t have gotten chocolate.”


A lie indeed, but she wouldn’t admit it, just as she couldn’t stick around to watch Nickie as they sang, the boy joining in as if family. She’d probably make a wish that would involve Felix. But that couldn’t be a reality for Nickie. There were details of their family’s history Victoria had kept from her. A critical fact that all the women had withheld.


When Nickie and the boy returned, Victoria explained as confidently as she could that she needed to go to her bedroom, using her bellyache as an excuse. “Hopefully it will go away if I rest a bit, but if I’m not back down soon, go ahead and do the cake without me.”


Nickie lost her smile. “Are you sure? We can do it whenever.”


“No, no. You all go on, especially if Nana comes down. You know that woman loves cake.” She fixed her eyes on Felix, who had a smear of sauce at the corner of his lips. “It was nice to meet you, Felix.” She stopped short of adding a polite See you again soon.


Victoria flipped the switch in her closet, sharp light finding the carpet between boxes and bags. In the corner sat a small table that maintained the only order in the space, a placemat on top with a few glass vials and a metal jewelry box. And candles, a hefty black one in the middle, blessed with holy water from St. Louis Cathedral. Though it served as the centerpiece to her altar, the black candle stayed preserved, used only in the most extreme of situations, like when her grandmother had suffered two strokes within a week’s time. Even just standing there unlit, it held power. The black candle was Victoria’s go-to stress reliever, the thing she’d clutch during severe weather or when earthquakes rattled her bed, asking the loa to intercede for her, to implore God for protection. She had the ear of many of the loa, and the hearts of a key few. They kept her from drowning, steadied her footing. She thanked them as often and as graciously as she could.


Before coming upstairs, she’d thrown a sampling of items on a new plate: a hot wing, a small filet of catfish, and a couple spoons of bread pudding. Her favorite loa had a taste for the kind of food her mother cooked back in New Orleans. She sat the plate in front of the candle and fished out a pair of scissors from a nearby basket to trim the wick as short as possible, an effort to keep the flame low and help it burn longer. Soon, the space yellowed, casting staticky shadows against the walls and clothes. She kneeled, the spiral binding of a notebook digging into one of her calves, and checked the time—4:22.


“I believe in God, the Father Almighty. Creator of Heaven and earth,” she began, following the creed with the Lord’s Prayer. Both of these she would say again in exactly seven hours, then lift words to Cosmos and Damien, known in the Voodoo world as Marassa, the divine twins. As with other Voodoo loa, the Marassa twins intervened for humankind in matters of love, prosperity, power. After the seventh hour, she’d snuff the flame, and by then, the young man would lose any affections he held for Nickie and with them would go Victoria’s anxiety. It was a ritual of protection. For her daughter and for them all.


Quashing things between Nickie and this Felix kid wasn’t something she’d take pride in, even if it were just a temporary fix until she could explain the way of their world. Victoria had been in denial all these years, not fully convinced that she’d ever have to share their family secret. But her daughter had gotten older, had become a young woman. Which meant soon, she’d have to tell her about the curse, put into place by a bitter woman named Bela Nova—the curse that left dead any person with whom a Montrose woman fell in love.


But how would she ever explain to her daughter that, as a Montrose woman, she didn’t get to fall in love?


As she sat at the altar, her belly knotted, a sharp tightening rushed her breath. She closed her eyes and exhaled, pushing the air from her abdomen the way the woman on her fitness app had instructed. Hopefully, her family didn’t eat all the catfish nuggets. She knew now they weren’t the cause of her bellyache. It was the boy.
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Nickie


Felix hadn’t said anything about liking her, but Nickie had picked up something. Maybe he enjoyed her work in the classroom. Her intuition with light, the movement in her shots. But could her photographic savvy really be the reason he arrived early to the park’s bungalow each morning to save her a seat in class? He would offer her a bag of Funyuns or a Twinkie—her choice. One day, she’d gone for the Funyuns, slipping them into her bag instead of opening them right away so if for some reason they happened to kiss, neither would have Funyun breath. But they hadn’t kissed that day or any other. Didn’t touch each other either, not even by accident. But the possibility of that kiss stayed with her.


It had been a risk, bringing Felix over when she’d never so much as mentioned a boy’s name to her mother in her life. He’d wanted to meet her family, learn about her world. Hanging out with him the past few weeks was the closest she’d come to a relationship. Not that she hadn’t wanted one before. She was just very selective. She recalled the poster on her third-grade teacher’s wall, the one with the purple owl, bespectacled and holding a book. Aim High, the poster read. That she always did. If she’d known having him over for dinner would be so nice, she’d have invited him the first week they met.


“Nickie said that’s your molcajete in there,” Felix said to Willow, on his third helping of étouffée.


Her aunt’s eyebrows squished together. “My what?”


Felix laughed. “Oh, your bowl that’s in the corner on the counter. I’m guessing you must make a lot of guacamole to have such a nice set.”


“Oh. Sometimes, yes.”


Nickie couldn’t recall her aunt ever making guacamole. She always said she wasn’t a fan of it, seemed like baby food.


“Well, my godfather has an avocado tree in his yard if you ever want some. They’re way bigger than the ones at the grocery store.”


Willow smiled but didn’t respond, which Nickie took as a sign to change the subject. The three of them went on for another hour, her aunt’s voice growing louder, her stories more hysterical with every glass of wine she poured herself. Willow had turned the conversation to her recipe for tuna fish salad when Felix’s phone vibrated. He checked the screen and sprang up, saying he had to leave to do something for his mother.


“We didn’t sing Happy Birthday to Nick. Hold on, I’ll go upstairs and get Nana,” Willow said, waving him back into his seat.


But he grabbed his plate and glass. “No, no, that’s okay. You all can go ahead. I really need to get going.”


“Put those down, then. We’ll clean up. And Nick will save you a slice.”


Nickie walked him to the foyer, disappointed. Ever since agreeing to have Felix over, she’d daydreamed of the moment she blew out her candles, of him clapping along with her family. Now, if her mother didn’t come back down, her tipsy aunt would be a soloist, her voice cracking as she reached for notes out of her range while Nanagusta danced along. She wondered how they’d part ways. He wouldn’t dare kiss her, not with her aunt just down the hallway. Not that he would want to kiss her at all. But just in case, she swallowed, trying to erase the earthy taste of greens, the jambalaya’s garlic from her mouth.


At the door, he stopped and took her gently by the wrist, the contact giving her goose bumps. “Happy birthday,” he said as he took a gift card from his back pocket. Chipotle.


Had she ever mentioned liking Chipotle? She didn’t think so. Still, it was a good sign that he’d gotten her anything at all. “Thank you,” she said, suppressing the grin that was sliding into place. “Next time, you can meet Nanagusta.”


“Alright. Next time. Tell your mom it was nice to meet her. Wish she didn’t have to bounce like that. And your aunt’s cool.” He narrowed his right eye, not a wink yet still intentional. “And make sure you save me that piece of cake.”


Nickie didn’t want to have such strong feelings for him. She just wanted to have a good time with somebody, to connect with someone outside of her family. She’d spent all these years at home studying, hanging with her aunt and Nanagusta. Until sophomore year, basketball at least had given the facade of a social life, her teammates respecting her skills, friendly enough. But then she’d injured her knee, losing the one thread she had to a community. She hadn’t anticipated how hard it would be to make friends, to find belonging. Thanks to the photography class this summer, she’d met Felix, and before she knew it, the longing in her heart had taken root.


She closed the door once he left, then observed from the peephole to catch if his walk somehow hinted at any emotions. She hoped that after this visit, he’d ask about her current situation. Maybe that’s what they’d discuss later—he’d mentioned calling her once he helped his mom. Though they spoke every day in class and by text afterward, she knew little about his home life, what he did in the hours between their classes and outings. He didn’t have much of a presence online, only a dead TikTok account and two pictures on his Instagram—one of him holding a pet iguana, the other of Colin Kaepernick tagged #father.


With their rec class now finished, she’d do whatever she could to spend the last full week before school with him, even if it meant eating Chipotle. This was her final year as a kid, and she looked forward to doing all the things she should have been—chilling after classes, going to dances, even ditching to get fries at the Jack in the Box a few blocks from campus. And fine, she hadn’t gotten a car. But she had a bus pass. And an entire school year to land a kiss with Felix, though she hoped it wouldn’t take nearly that long.


She smiled as she skipped back to the dining room. She was ready for her aunt’s inevitable interrogation. In fact, she couldn’t wait for it.
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Willow


Willow had never had the desire to bring a boy home to meet her mother. She’d have been embarrassed to show her family any of the knuckleheads she tended to attract, yet just as ashamed to acknowledge her mess of a mother, Madelyn Montrose. Even if she had brought someone home back in her preteen years, before her grandmother had moved her and Victoria out West from New Orleans, her mother wouldn’t have cared about her having a boyfriend, just like she hadn’t cared about the straight Ds on Willow’s report card or her rides up and down Canal Street on Sharkey Clark’s motorcycle.


Madelyn hadn’t put up much of a fight when Nanagusta had packed up their home in the Seventh Ward and driven herself and her granddaughters some nineteen hundred miles to Carson, California, a city they’d only heard of a week before. “Just make sure they call me. And don’t rent no two-story house. They got earthquakes out there,” Madelyn had said before hurrying out to an awaiting car, not giving Willow or her sister kisses goodbye.


Once in California, Willow still hadn’t thought to bring anyone home to meet her grandmother—her goal had become devising ways to sneak boys in without Nanagusta knowing. Their grandmother had warned them to stay away from boys.


“We Montrose women weren’t made for love. We’re too much, you understand?” she’d said to them one day, not good at being direct. “Your grandfather died young. So did your dad, Willow. You don’t want the same thing happening to some poor fool you bring home, understand?” She hadn’t mentioned Victoria’s dad, at times referred to by Augusta as a sack of shit, not worthy of discussion.


They both nodded, though Willow was apprehensive at first, figuring her dramatic, only worried about them getting pregnant out of wedlock like their own mother had. Twice. But the more she thought about it, the reality scared her. As boy crazy as she’d become, she would do what she needed not to fall in love.


Nickie entered the dining room as Willow collected their plates and glasses. “You think Mom will be back down?” she asked.


Willow groaned softly, annoyed with her sister for leaving her with a mess, though she knew Victoria would return soon. She’d have heard the front door close, watched Felix’s departure from Nickie’s bedroom window upstairs. “You know how her stomach is. Probably took some Pepto and passed out,” she said, not wanting to upset Nickie with the truth. Victoria was clearly freaked out about Felix, but that wasn’t Nickie’s fault.


“Oh, yeah. All this fried food.”


Willow looked at the table. Did they even have enough space in the refrigerator to keep everything? Nanagusta would eat her soup and a helping of red beans and rice, but that was about it. Nickie and Victoria would go back to their regular diets—cereal and Pop-Tarts and frozen microwave meals—forcing Willow to finish off all that remained.


At least she could use the seafood from the po’boys to lure some of the neighborhood cats to the backyard, where she’d brush off clumps of their fur as they ate. She currently had no use for cat hair, but it was nice to stock up on ingredients when she had the chance. She stored an assortment of implements under her bed—blessing oils and wild sage, thin legs plucked off dead spiders, petals of jasmine, and dried berries—so that she could intervene when her services were needed.


She put the cleaning aside and sat down. Though this thing with Felix had no legs, couldn’t have legs, the least she could do was give Nickie the chance to be excited about it for one night. “You didn’t do too bad for yourself, Nick.”


Nickie froze, a smile mid-bloom, and then she let the full one slip. She joined Willow at the table, tucking her feet underneath her on a chair. “Felix and I are just friends,” she said matter-of-factly.


“That’s fine. I got lots of friends. I don’t pick ’em good as you, though.” Willow smirked.


Nickie leaned in on the table. “What does that mean, Auntie?”


“Nick, that boy’s what I like to call tall, dark, and ripe.”


“Not handsome?”


“Well, he’s handsome too. But that’s the thing. He doesn’t know how handsome he is yet. Doesn’t realize all that art shit will be attractive as hell once he hits his mid-twenties. Plus, he’s got a little bit of a chip. He’s dealt with some stuff.” Willow knew this from experience.


“Dang, I thought my mom was the therapist.”


“You see there, and you wanted to label me an assistant a minute ago.”


Nickie tilted her head to one side and pressed together her lips. “You think Mom liked him? I feel like maybe she didn’t.”


“Your mama isn’t going to like anyone, Nickie,” Willow said kindly.


“Why not? What, she expects me to be solo all my life. . .like her?” Nickie hesitated, but Willow could hear that invisible question, Like you?


“Nick.”


“Doesn’t she want grandchildren one day?”


Willow didn’t know what to say. Whatever came out would be wrong. They should have anticipated this day. She stood, her movement abrupt. “You know, I’m getting worried about Nana. I should go wake her. We need to sing before it gets too late.”


Their grandmother wasn’t old, not in Willow’s mind. But she worried about the woman having another stroke, or a heart attack, or just not waking up. to counter these possibilities, she stored a vial of youth potion in her closet, spritzing her grandmother’s sheets once a week, a mixture of amethyst, lavender oil, and a couple drops of holy water from St. Lucy’s. While Victoria wasted her time extolling the forces of the loa, fangirling, and buying jewelry depicting them, Willow’s efforts were more practical, and she had the receipts to prove they worked.


Nanagusta napped frequently but not usually for long spells like this. Willow’s heartbeat quickened as she approached the door, both in a hurry and hesitant to rouse the woman, scared she wouldn’t respond to her touch. She knocked softly, sprigs of light bursting from the crack in the door. Pushing it open, she discovered Nanagusta sprawled out and bare, soft folds of skin, chest rising then collapsing with a wheeze. She typically took her mid-day nap on the living room couch but apparently had gone to her bedroom instead so she could lie naked, likely her method of combating the day’s heat. Willow let her eyes linger on the woman. She hoped that once she reached her later years, her body would look as beautifully weathered as Nanagusta’s. She grabbed a robe from the floor and covered her before nudging her awake.


“Nan, you gonna sleep the whole day? It’s your third nap.”


Her eyes blinked open, and Willow couldn’t help but feel a little relieved.


“It’s time for cake,” she told her grandmother. “We’re going to sing for Nick, even though Victoria went and got chocolate from that bakery in Belmont Shore. Only time she leaves the house is to get that dang cake.” Willow knew she was ranting, but it was fact, and Nanagusta knew it too. “You’d think she would ask me to bake or cook. Had me eating that bright yellow mac and cheese. I mean, it wasn’t bad, but nothing like mine. Oh, and Nickie brought a boy over.”


Her grandmother raised herself up on one elbow at this, nodding, wanting Willow to continue.


“He’s gone now. Vic made him uncomfortable, said she had a stomachache.”


Nanagusta pursed her lips.


“I know, right? It’s like, deal with it—we have a guest. But I’m sure she’s in her room, calling out to Lanora. Anyway, let me get you something to put on.”


Victoria was back at the table, inserting thin candles too deeply into the shiny shellac of the cake’s glaze. Once they were lit, Nanagusta clapped and swayed as the women sang the birthday song. Willow bumped up to a loud falsetto on the final refrain. She couldn’t believe Nickie had almost reached adulthood, her baby, or as close to one as she’d ever have. Being a mother had never interested Willow and still didn’t, especially the part about sharing her body with another human being, but she loved being Nickie’s aunt.


“Make a wish,” Victoria said, and Nickie closed her eyes as she sucked in air, ready to blow out her candles.


If she so desired, Willow could guarantee Nickie’s birthday wish. Or steal it away. But she’d do neither. She wanted the world for her niece but had no idea what the girl might ask for. Perhaps for something romantic to happen with the Felix kid—Nickie must have liked him to ask him over. But she wasn’t getting involved in that type of thorny issue. If she could go back in time, Willow would have wished for something very useful at Nickie’s age. Foresight. Courage. The gumption to speak up for herself.


Willow fanned away the wispy smoke as Nickie pulled the candles from the cake, then served slices to each woman around the table.


“You aren’t going to eat any, Nickie?” Victoria asked. Willow could tell she was putting on a brave face.


Nickie shook her head, leaning back in her chair after handing Willow a plate. “My skin’s broken out bad enough. Chocolate will make it worse.”


Willow tried to lighten the mood. “So you’re just gonna sit and watch us eat? At least open your presents.” She wiggled a small envelope from her back pocket and gave it to Nickie.


“Thank you, Aunt Willow.” Her niece had been trained well, pretending to be moved more by the card’s cheesy words than the three hundred dollars inside.


Nanagusta slapped the table to draw Willow’s attention, pointed her index finger toward her own chin.


“Oh, it’s from Nanagusta too—did I forget to add her name to the card?”


Her grandmother threw a balled-up napkin, getting Willow on the nose.


“Nana, it was an oversight.” Truly it had been. She wasn’t one to hoard credit, even when it was warranted. “And where’s the box from your mom?” Willow hoped Victoria would finally share their family history with Nickie. She couldn’t fumble around another conversation like the one she and Nickie had just had.


Victoria licked her lips, clearly nervous. “Here, Nickie. Happy birthday.” She slid the gift across the table.


Nickie pulled the end of ribbon, disentangling the bow, then removed the top. Nanagusta peered over to see what was inside.


“Oh, thank you,” Nickie said. She didn’t pick up the necklace to get a better look or show it off.


“It’s the symbol of Ayida Wedo,” Victoria explained.


Nanagusta’s mouth formed an O, her brows perked up in surprise. She nodded her approval.


Victoria went on, a stilted explanation about Ayida Wedo, that she was in the spirit world, born from the serpent Damballa, later becoming his wife. The rainbow loa. A mother and a protector. “People will probably think you’re supporting LGBTQ+ rights. But the rainbow has been Ayida Wedo’s for centuries.”


Willow kept quiet as her sister continued. Her words must have seemed nonsensical to Nickie, Victoria going on about Voodoo saints without using the word Voodoo, talking around things as if sharing about St. Francis of Assisi or Joan of Arc in a catechism lesson. Nickie had stopped feigning interest, and Nanagusta had dozed off. It no longer felt like a birthday celebration but instead a college class, the lecturer with zero self-awareness of how monotone she was.


“Here, let me help you put it on, Nickie. Stand up,” Willow said to end Victoria’s rambling.


She walked around to the other side of the dining room table and lifted the soft gold braid holding the amulet. Her fingers fumbled with the delicate clasp, but once it was refastened around Nickie’s neck, Willow twirled her gently around. “It’s lovely,” she said, and she recognized that she meant it. She took in Nickie anew, tall and pretty. Her niece would have had an inch or two on her father if he’d been alive to join them.


Willow reached for the charm resting just below Nickie’s collarbone and rubbed it with her thumb, hoping to stoke a warmness in the metal, but it remained unchanged. Over Nickie’s shoulder, she caught Victoria’s gaze. Willow wasn’t a sentient being, didn’t perceive things the way her sister did. The way her grandmother did.


But she had something. Something valuable. Something the rest of the family didn’t give credence to, which was just as powerful for Willow because it meant she didn’t have expectations on her. Someday, they would see how she’d helped their family all these years. And no one would ever call her Victoria’s assistant again.
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Augusta


Each time Augusta awoke offered another battle with gravity. Earth had held onto her loosely in her youth, occasionally grabbed her by one of her belt loops or gripped a sleeve, but it had never stopped her from leaping high when her body so wanted. Never tripped her up. With age, gravity’s company had become ever present. It tried to keep her in bed, shoved her back down in the mornings. She only hoped that by the time this enemy had gotten full control of her, overpowering her feet, her arms, and her head, she’d already be dead.


This recent fatigue aggravated Augusta, who had such a determined desire to carry on yet an inability to do very much. It wasn’t like her inability to speak, which she’d eventually acclimated herself to after the strokes. Still, often she missed the sound of her own voice, the underhum to it like an organ.


If she had her voice, she’d use it now, as they sat around the table, to tell her granddaughter to make her another drink. Willow had stirred together a batch of tea with several shots of whiskey to perk up Nickie’s birthday dinner. Augusta would also tell her to stop with the yammering.


“He was good-looking, Nan. And smart. Didn’t you think so, Vic?”


Willow, ever the circulator, had started in again about the visitor who’d come and gone while Augusta had slept, a young man there for Nickie. Aside from Victoria’s therapy clients, she couldn’t recall the last time they’d received a guest. It had become the norm, their isolation, not even the neighbors coming over to warn them to move a car parked along the curb on street-sweeping days. Sometimes Augusta considered finding her way over to the seniors’ center, how nice it might be to play cards with a group of ladies, to get lunch or even a drink with a girlfriend. But none of them had friends, not even Nickie, whose invitations to slumber parties or trips to the mall had fizzled away years ago, back when the girl was in middle school. This development had seemed fine with Victoria, who never encouraged playdates and such like other mothers. She empathized with her granddaughter, knew it had to bother her to take such an extreme stance.


Victoria stayed silent as if she hadn’t heard her sister’s question, but that didn’t faze Willow. “Tell Nana how fine that boy is, Nickie.”


“Auntie, no!” Her great-granddaughter’s eyes grew big. “I mean, he’s a very nice person, Nana. He’s really smart. He’s an artist.”


Victoria cleared her throat.


“I told him that story about you meeting Madonna at your retirement party. He thought that was cool.”


The singer had been at the same restaurant as they celebrated Augusta’s last day as a billing clerk with South Bay Counseling Services. She’d seen the woman’s photo in a magazine before, Michael Jackson’s date to the Oscars one year. Someone had taken a picture of her with Augusta, the singer’s lips painted a stunning red, but Augusta didn’t know where it was anymore.


“He really wants to meet you, Nana. I told him that you are the most important person in our family,” Nickie said earnestly.


Sometimes the way her family spoke of her worried Augusta. Her reputation approached sainthood in their home, Victoria at times even hinting at her eventual idolization as a loa, just like Lanora, a great-great-grandmother of hers. But her past knew better.


Hearing about Nickie and the boy made Augusta think back to her seventeen-year-old self in Louisiana and how infinite life had seemed then. These days, it was difficult for Augusta to recall what she’d had for breakfast sometimes or when her favorite TV shows aired, but those long-ago days were clear, almost tangible. How adventurous and confident she’d been, and how boring and unimaginative she’d believed her mother to be. There was no reason, Augusta had felt, to go to college or supposedly culture herself with haughty books or piano lessons, only to become a miniature version of her mother. On misty summer evenings, she often slipped away from the coziness of her parents’ home and headed down to the club in the Quarter on Conti, the sound of hard bop filling her ears, jazz twisting itself in a swanky new way.


She’d gone to the club—the Dew Drop Inn—for the first time with a man named Clarence who was seven years her senior and father to twin girls living with their mother in what was then the Iberville. He had a narrow gap between his front teeth, always on display with his roaring hyena laugh. She liked that he took her places, showed her off. But she didn’t consider him attractive. After declining his many requests for blow jobs in the bathroom, he’d given up and left her high yellow ass, as he’d said, alone. But she’d returned to the club without him one night, bribing the stubby fellow at the door to let her in with the coins she’d lifted from her father’s desk drawer.


The second time without Clarence was when everything changed. It was a stormy night, the sky ripped to pieces by fingers of lightning and fists of thunder. As she entered the club, her eyes searching for a dark nook, a piece of wall to blend into, a fiery voice made her jump. “You alone tonight, pretty young girl?”


Augusta looked around for the source. Wisps of stage light floated through the dusty air, carving out a face a few feet away. A woman moving toward her, with shiny eyes, penciled-in lips, and woolly hair long enough to swing on. She came close, too close, the mint of her breath not concealing the smoke on it. She didn’t smell much different than the club, its walls soaked with nights of booze, cigars, and reefer. The woman drew near enough to kiss Augusta, and for an instant, she thought the woman might do just that. But she laughed with tiny yellow teeth, then turned and beckoned for Augusta to follow. The brightness from the nearby coat-check window revealed a silky red scarf and a chaotic print of spirals on her purple dress, a pairing that might have seemed odd on anyone else. But it was right on this woman—the red, a color Augusta eventually wore every day, for it brought love and energy. Passion.


Augusta trailed the woman out of fear as much as a bizarre attraction, a magnetism pulling her along. The door in the corner where the woman sat some nights watching folks opened to a narrow set of steps leading to her workshop. Once upstairs, Augusta took off her damp jacket and sat down on a shopworn chair as instructed. The room flickered, lit by a few hundred candles, it seemed, both tall and melted down to their roots.


“Look at me,” the woman said after introducing herself as Bela Nova, and Augusta did, the tiny fires all around them reflecting off the shapely bottles lined up on shelves. The walls were dark, with painted pictures of Catholic saints and snakes and odd symbols, and what looked to be a shrine in one corner. The woman’s eyes widened, her lids and eyelashes smeared with makeup, blues and smoky blacks. “You know why I called you here.”


She couldn’t be sure if this was a question or statement, the woman’s inflection oddly placed in the middle of the sentence. When Bela Nova raised one of her eyebrows and leaned in close, Augusta shook her head no.


The woman laughed. “Of course you do. You know why you’re here. You just don’t know that you know.”


The young Augusta gripped the side of the chair, still not averting her eyes from the woman.


“You are Augusta Marie Laurent?”


“Yes. I am.”


“I know you are.” And the woman began speaking, foretelling. As she did, her hands kept busy, reaching out to touch Augusta’s hair, then emptying a velvety bag onto the table: some sort of root, three dried-up peas, a playing card. She lit a candle without breaking her gaze from Augusta, poured oil over it from a tiny green bottle. She did these things naturally, effortlessly, the way fingers that know how to play the piano don’t hesitate.


“You weren’t born to live your own life, Augusta Marie. No. You’re a daughter of Lanora. A blessed one. A special one. Not all are.” The woman waved a crooked finger back and forth close to Augusta’s nose. “Your life, like mine, belongs to the people. For the right price, yes. But doing work for people, our people, who deserve to get a splinter of happiness in this dreadful place we call a world, you hear? Your life will be dedicated to helping them.”


Against her judgment, she nodded. She could discern a sparkle of truth in the older woman’s words, confirmation that what her mother desired for her was a future she’d not been intended to live.


“So you will come here. Stay with me. You’ll be my student.”


And right then she agreed to be Bela Nova’s apprentice. That choice, to learn from Bela Nova both the religion of Voodoo and the practice of hoodoo magic, all in the name of serving their people, was one she wished she could revisit. Not the part about helping others. But everything that happened because of it. Might she have done differently with her many decades of life now behind her? Perhaps. But of course, one of the first lessons she’d been taught by her mentor was that folks didn’t really have choices, just their fates. Even if she hadn’t said yes that night, she would have said yes someday.
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Victoria


A dull pain right in the center of her forehead woke Victoria. She’d forgotten to set her alarm. She tightened her grip around her pillow, longing for a few more minutes of rest and a redo of the previous night. She let a minute pass by, then sat up and stretched to get a better look at the clock, the harsh yellow light of the morning already a clue to how late she’d slept in. “Was last night a dream?” she asked the emptiness around her.


No, it was a nightmare. But it had been real, the headache told her. She only got them with stress. With too much spiked sweet tea. And with a bad hunch about someone. The reason for this morning’s pain? All of the above.


Victoria pushed her hair down, brushed it back toward the band holding her strands in a messy bun, the frizzy edges framing her face like rays of sunshine. This was her attempt at freshening up, but it really didn’t matter how she looked. It was her words on which she needed to concentrate. The Marassa, she was confident, were already at work, chiseling away at Felix’s affections, but Victoria had to work on Nickie too to ease the burden.


The hallway was cool when she stepped out of her bedroom, air blowing from the vents above. Willow had painted the walls a light purple to harness protection and control energy, part of her belief in color symbolism. Her sister put so much faith in her hoodoo, rituals, works, magic. But Willow seemed to forget about the mysteries of the spirit world, her ancestors, and the saints, probably because Victoria had been chosen as the ostensible favored one.


“The women in our family have a gift, given to us by our grandmother from generations ago, Lanora,” Nanagusta had told her and Willow when they were teenagers, sitting them down one day out of the blue. “One woman in each generation is bestowed with this blessing. One of you will learn in time that she has a unique power to help people.” Victoria hadn’t really listened but would come to realize in her late teens that she was the favored one, when her life took a hard turn. In the years since, Victoria had built her therapy practice by sensing her patients’ needs, figuring out solutions to help them. The loa were pleased with her work and blessed her clientele accordingly. Now, she’d help Nickie understand too, talk to her about the gift that had been bestowed on her as her only daughter, as Willow vowed to never have children. Victoria originally planned to share it once Nickie turned eighteen and was ready for such a heavy responsibility. But her daughter had proven herself to be mature, and more importantly, the gift could serve as a sturdy distraction from this Felix.


Victoria didn’t knock before opening Nickie’s door. As she walked in, her eyes swelled with the mephitic sweetness of nail polish. Nickie was on the bed painting her fingernails the color of blackberries. She sat up straight and smiled, Ayido Wedo’s rainbow flipped the wrong way on the chain. At least she was still wearing it. Victoria stepped close to turn it right, ignoring the fact that her daughter appeared indisputably happy, probably assuming she was there to gab about Felix. Which was the truth, in a way.


“So Nickie, tell me about your friend. I’m sorry I didn’t get to speak with him longer.” Victoria perched herself on the edge of Nickie’s bed, trying her best at taking it easy. Playing therapist with your kinfolk wasn’t comfortable.


“He’s really cool, the best one in our class.”


“Oh. That’s nice.” She patted the worn blanket covering Nickie’s legs. “So you two are. . .dating?”


“Mom!”


“Friends?” Fuck buddies? She’d heard that term before but couldn’t fathom saying it out loud. And more, she couldn’t imagine wanting to just be friends with someone she’d been intimate with. Sex was everything or nothing to Victoria. Technically, right now it was nonexistent. But she knew that blissful promise of a new love, how it kicked aside all else. She remembered the days when she danced for no reason, sang the songs Nickie’s father, Jimmie, would belt out for her when they were together, his rendition of his favorite love song by DeBarge, an R & B group he’d listened to in elementary school. Silly, Nanagusta called her, not yet knowing the source of her giddiness. Victoria hadn’t told her after all her cockamamie warnings about boys.


Nickie suppressed a smile, looking down at her wrist, her shoulders lifting up and down. She could see that Nickie liked this boy, even if she didn’t admit it.


She eased more of herself onto the bed, leaned over on a stray pillow. It was time. “Nick, there’s something else I want to bring up.” Victoria cleared her throat, loosened her neck as if she were about to run a hundred-meter dash. “You remember back when I used to tell you about Lanora, our ancestor from over a century ago?”


“The one in the song?”


“That’s the one. You remember?”


“How can I forget? You used to sing that one part all the time when I was little, when she flipped herself inside out or something like that. Although I didn’t realize she was related to us.”


“Yes. On Nanagusta’s side. You probably remember from the song how she helped people.”


“Not really. I just remember her getting all upset over some guy—her best friend or something?”
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