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At Christmastime, a mother, unhappy her son is gay,
turns to an Obeah practitioner to change him with surprising
results.
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Vi


 


Mama Black Widow sat at the table and
waited. She was a powerful Obeah woman and fierce as a lioness in a
cage. It was rare for Mama to visit a client. Usually they knew to
present themselves at her kitchen door when they were in need. But
when Vi had called and asked her to come, she had sounded
different, desperate. And that was how Mama came to be sitting in
Vi’s vast white kitchen, with its heated limestone floors and wide
cast iron range that had been handmade in a small village in
France; waiting.

Through the kitchen’s arched opening, Mama
could see an enormous Christmas tree decorated with silver
ornaments and gold lights, standing in a hall lined with gilt-edged
mirrors. Vi followed her gaze. “Versailles,” she said. “Have you
been there?”

Distracted, Mama shook her head. No.

“That hall is modeled after Versailles’ Hall
of Mirrors.”

Mama nodded again, a pained expression on
her face. In the mirrors, she could see the reflections of rooms
wrapped in antique wallpapers; rooms shimmering with gold dust and
light; rooms so delicately balanced their designer forbade anyone
to enter them while wearing perfume. The rooms were paneled and
furnished with woods so rare, so impossibly beautiful, that were
you to strip them of their priceless works of art, bibelots and
objets d’art, you would have found yourself in an enchanted forest.
It was these woods, kidnapped, split and stripped and nailed and
twisted into grotesque shapes for human comfort that caused Mama to
close her eyes and cover her ears; she could see their agony, in
the elaborate grains of their woods; she could hear their anguished
screams in the perfect silence of those rooms.

Mama closed her eyes and covered her ears.
Vi stared at her. Mama looked different here, outside of the grimy
gray light of her cramped, overheated kitchen in the cottage behind
her brother’s house. Her thick, coarse hair, twisted into
dreadlocks, and laced with gray, showed here and there beneath the
kerchief she wore, as she moved her head. She was dressed in black
wool against the winter cold. Vi had only ever seen Mama dressed in
black, except for once or twice when she’d seen her during the dog
days of August. Then, she’d been dressed in dark gray, in deference
to the unbearable heat of a New York summer: her only concession to
the physical world.

Vi’s father, the admiral, had trusted Mama
implicitly—had insisted, in fact, he owed everything to the old
Obeah woman. Now if the spell she was going to ask Mama to cast
worked, she, too, would owe her everything.

“Mama? Are you alright? Do you need
something to drink? I could make you a cup of tea.” Her voice
trailed off as she looked around the room and her eyes came to rest
on the enormous locomotive that was her stove.

Mama nodded, turned her head away from the
hall of mirrors and opened her eyes. “I’m fine. What do you need
help with?”

“My son is in trouble. He has been asked to
leave school because of…an incident…”

Vi hesitated and Mama’s gimlet stare,
contemptuous and cajoling at once, bore into her; the truth
squeezed reluctantly out of Vi as if it were her last breath.
“Because of an incident involving another boy. My son
is gay,” Vi whispered.

Mama waited.

“I don’t want my son to be gay.”

“Then you do not want your son,” Mama
said.

“What do you mean?”

“You cannot separate who he is from what he
is. He is who he is because he is what he is. Do you see?”

Vi looked down at the table, admired the
shape of her pale hands with their perfectly manicured light pink
nails and flashing diamonds. “I suppose if he wasn’t my only child
I wouldn’t mind so much.”

Mama touched her hand lightly, pulled back,
and looked into Vi’s purple eyes. The screams of the barely formed
girl-child rang in her ears, as the child was ripped from the one
place she should have been safe. “You had another child,” she
said.

Vi started. “Yes. Yes, but I
miscarried—”

“Violet! Lie to your husband, lie to
yourself, lie to the world at large, but do not lie
to me!” Mama was suddenly angry; her fury was as limitless and as
uncontrollable as the wind.

Vi winced. “I—I had no choice—”

“Tell me what you want?”

Vi straightened in her chair. When she spoke
there was steel in her voice. “I want you to free my son of the
demons who are trying to twist him into something he is not!”

“Are you sure about that?”
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