1

The Gift
After Mama left us, most nights I heard Daddy crying in his room or when sitting on the porch steps near my bedroom window. We didn’t talk a lot but being only six years old, it didn’t bother me.
             One evening, Daddy told me to get a sweater. “We’re going to see someone,” he said. 
Daddy drove down a lot of streets, some had so many lights it was bright as day. Others were really dark. I wondered how Daddy could see to drive. Suddenly the road got narrow like the alley by our house. Bushes rattled against the car and I pushed back into the seat as far as I could. Daddy leaned over the steering wheel, his eyes staring at the road. I placed my head against the back of the seat and shut my eyes.
Daddy finally stopped in front of a small house. The only light around was our car’s headlights shining in the eyes of two snarling, barking dogs blocking the way to the porch.

A lady appeared in the doorway. “Hush Blackheart, hush Puresoul, they friends.”

“Odella,” Daddy said, “I have my daughter with me this time.” We followed the lady inside the house. The only noise now was the swish of her long white dress as she walked ahead. A bright red scarf covered her hair. 
I sat at one end of a long table. The lady and Daddy sat facing each other at the other end. I watched him pull things from a paper bag: one of Mama’s blouses, paper with writing on it, a bottle of perfume; and a hairbrush that Daddy said had Mama’s hair entangled in its bristles.

“Go get a big feather from the chicken coop,” Odella told Daddy. She gathered up Mama’s belongings and put them in a cloth sack. Strange noises came from her mouth as she put in each thing. As she moved about low hanging earrings jangled when they hit against her brown neck.
Daddy handed Odella a feather when he came back inside. She put it in the sack and tied it up with a long black string. Leaning toward each other across the table, Daddy and Odella spoke in low voices. They pushed their chairs back and stood up.
“Remember, do just like I say.” The lady gave Daddy a long look.

Daddy was quiet on the way home.  My mind was full of other things, too: dogs that acted like killers and then made silent by only a few words from the lady. And the strange talk she did—I wanted to keep it all in my head for a while. 
When home, I hurried inside—but Daddy didn’t.  I found him digging a hole in the ground at the foot of the steps of the side porch.
“What’re you doing?” I asked. Daddy kept digging. He finally stopped, picked up the sack Odella gave him and put it in the hole. He started shoveling the dirt back in place. He then did a few whacks with the back of the shovel until the dirt looked smooth again.

“Come here,” he said, “I want to tell you about what’s inside the sack. It has one of your mama’s blouses, an old letter, her perfume, a hairbrush that has her hair in the bristles and also a feather from Odella’s chicken coop. The blouse is to remind her of when she last wore it. The letter is to pull your mama’s thoughts back to us. The perfume is for her to follow her scent home. And the hair is to make her recall the bonding of our family. The last thing, and the most important one, is the feather. Once your mama’s home, it sweeps her tracks from behind her and she has no memory of how or why she left us.”

I stared at Daddy.
“Odella is an Obeah,” Daddy said. “She can help us get your mama home. The sack holds your mama’s ‘inner spirits.’ It is her personal magic sack.  It also has the power to keep your mama here with us from then on.”

Could such a thing, I wondered, as a sack of Mama’s belongings being buried at the foot of our steps really work that kind of magic? Daddy stood up. But I had seen his smile—one that covered his face, like when Mama was home. I followed Daddy inside the house. Could it really happen? My daddy thought it could…
**
Mama’s ‘magic spot’ became my favorite place to be. I’d look down at Mama’s ‘spot’ and wonder if she knew about ‘inner spirits’ and their magic? I also thought about Odella and the way she moved almost without sound. I thought about her dogs, too.
Daddy drove a delivery truck for Colonial Bread Company in Augusta, Georgia. Since Mama left, he began stopping by the house during the day. I’d see him on the porch, an arm curved around the corner post and his eyes looking down at Mama’s ‘spot.’ I seen him rubbing his eyes and then shake his head.
Days added up to weeks. The dirt began to blend in. Doubts slipped inside my mind. Maybe the hole needed to be deeper, or the wrong things were buried and Mama wasn’t getting the message. 

Months went by. Daddy now came home at supper time. Was he losing faith? Mine would have to be strong enough for both of us, I told myself. 

I tried thinking about Mama even harder. I remembered watching her put on makeup and how she’d dab a bit of powder and rouge to my face. We’d giggled as we stood side by side looking in the mirror.

A year passed. I had to search closer to find the exact place. It was as if Mama’s ‘magic spot’ had never been. 

And then, a letter came. It smelled of Mama! I danced around holding it in my hands. I went out and sat on the concrete steps, the bottom one—the one closest to my mama’s ‘magic spot.’ I couldn’t help giggling. Mama had finally gotten the message! 

I waited a long time, watching for Daddy’s car. I even climbed up on the porch rail to look out at the main street. When Daddy finally got home, I ran to meet him. I handed him the letter. “It worked, Daddy. Mama wrote us. Read it to me.”

Daddy sat down on the steps. He opened the letter. His eyes went back and forth across the paper, his lips moving in silence.

“What does it say? Read it to me, Daddy” His brows bowed in close. Something was wrong! I felt cold all over. “What is it, Daddy?” I looked at his pale face, his lips pinched together—I stopped breathing. 
“Your mama won’t be coming home.” He spoke in a voice I didn’t know, hard and cruel-like. “She says I’ll be getting papers to sign this week. She’s to be married again when our divorce is final.” He threw the letter down and walked away. I heard the front door slam—next, a low moaning came. 

I went all quiet inside. What if I just stopped breathing—forever? I could do it! I rolled my tongue to curl back tightly, holding the air inside my throat. I didn’t move. Even my eyelids I made still. I could feel my face heating up. My skin felt about to burst. My eyes stung. My chest started to hurt. I leaned over. I still held on, feeling lightheaded. And the next minute, breath gushed from my mouth. I slapped my mouth for letting the air start up again. My face stung at the back of my eyes, the stinging moved on down inside my nose. No crying, I told myself, no crying—no crying!
I glanced at the letter on the ground. I walked over to it and gave it a hard kick! Mama wouldn’t be coming home. Mama’s wants had been stronger than Odella’s magic. Mama! Mama!
I ran to the garage, grabbed the shovel and got down on my knees in front of the steps. I searched for the ‘magic spot.’ I started to dig, throwing dirt every which way. I spotted the top of the sack. I pulled it out and took the perfume. I was sniffing back tears that made my whole face ache as I tied the sack up again. I tossed it inside the hole and shoveled the dirt in place. I went in the house, my hands holding the bottle of perfume.
On rainy afternoons, I pull the tiny cardboard box from underneath my bed and take out my ‘gift.’ I hurry to the dresser. I open the bottle and dab perfume behind my ears. I preen and lift my chin in a certain way. I lean my head closer to the mirror and pucker up my lips—all of me mimicking her perfectly! 
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