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The Gift 

Robert Lumsden 

He woke to these words: 

‘The gift has been given’. 

But the day doesn’t stop for voices. He had things to do, a living to make. This was just 

something else to be ignored. He was good at ignoring things. 

Taking his lunch through the old market to the dockside, he readied himself to call the voice 

to account should it interrupt him again. It had seemed to carry an undisclosed instruction. Fine. 

But what? And what was he supposed to do about it? 

The boy when Ricco first saw him was standing looking out over the water in a classic attitude 

of loss, very still, hands at his sides, gazing a little downwards.  

‘My ball’, he said, pointing towards the harbour. 

Ricco was on the point of saying there were plenty of other balls in the world, but he didn’t 

believe it. There was no ball like the ball you’d just lost. That was the one you really wanted. As 

he watched, the boy made a fist and rubbed an eye with the back of his hand – a profile of loss 

transformed into an icon of grief.  

‘You’ll get it back’, Ricco said. 

The boy doubted. 

‘Trust me’. 

What was he saying? He didn’t believe his own assurance  – so why offer it? 

The second encounter came after work, while he was waiting for his bus.  

A homeless person, a middle-aged woman, passed him, then stopped a few yards on and 

retraced her steps, placing herself carefully to one side of the head of the queue so she could see 

him. Ricco was sure she was looking at him though she was careful not to be caught. He hadn’t 

seen her ask for money.  

His bus came and went. The woman still seemed to be watching him.  

‘Are you OK?’ 

‘Do I look OK to you?’ 

‘Anything I can do?’ 

‘I appreciate your concern. Money would be nice’. 

So she had put her hand out, after all. That was disappointing. 

‘You and just about everyone else in town, lady’. 

He took the next bus with a sense of having done his duty by showing an interest. We’re 

bound, aren’t we, to try to make the world a better place? He couldn’t say he felt any better for 

it, though. 

As if he didn’t have enough to deal with, he began to feel a little feverish, and reached into 

his trouser pocket for a handkerchief. He pulled out his wallet with the handkerchief, lay it on 

the seat beside him, then on his lap, feeling the weight of it, warm leather, warmed by him, 

Ricco. Returned to his pocket, it made an unattractive bulk on his thigh. Sometimes he resented 

his image as he moved past it reflected back from a shop window, the way things you carried 

with you made you look uglier than you sometimes felt – though you’d have to be crazy to 

resent money, wouldn’t you? Who was that insane? For the bag lady, money was life and hope 

she didn’t have enough of either.  
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Half of what he was carrying, right now, would set her up for a week. Food and shelter and a 

few luxuries besides. But he wasn’t about to hand over any cash. There are too many bag ladies. 

It’s depressing to think of them. So he stopped thinking of them..  

Sherie was out of bed when he got home, slumped in a chair and staring into the fire. Ricco 

knew there wasn’t any point asking what sort of day she’d had, nor in trying to tell her about 

his.. So he busied himself unpacking groceries onto the dining room table, making a little more 

noise than he needed to. He’d found that a certain, measured, level of activity gave her some 

relief in a way he couldn’t fathom. He wasn’t about to ask questions. You take what you can get. 

He dropped a few more cans onto the table and rustled some packages. Then he went into the 

kitchen to fix dinner. 

Sherie had no control over her illness, though people found that hard to accept. Sometimes 

friends would tell her to get out and about more, as if getting rid of her trouble were no tougher 

than putting out garbage.  

Whatever it was that had a hold on her, resistance was out of the question. They both knew that 

very well, having thrown everything at it they could think of and anything anyone suggested. 

Nothing worked. Neither ancient regimen nor the most recent strategies of training yourself to 

live on reasonable terms with the unacceptable, long walks beside the sea, holidays in foreign 

parts, strange diets and dietary supplements, warm salt baths, the kindness of concerned 

strangers – nothing touched it.  

He imagined some animal substance like the stuff mediums cough up during séances, an 

octopus-like thickened mist sucked back into his wife when she tried to breathe, closing around 

her heart..  

Doctors? Some of the drugs they tried worked for a while, or worked sometimes, or didn’t 

work at all when once they had, so new drugs had to be risked or the strength of the old drugs 

increased.. Their most recent adventure in shock treatment had made Sherie much worse. He 

wondered whether it hadn’t pushed her permanently over the edge.  

In the early days of the illness, he’d prayed often, but God seemed to be snoozing. Now Ricco 

rarely prayed at all, not even under his breath. God had had his chances. 

Recently, though, the idea had begun to take hold that something might be possible – that 

something could be done for his wife after all – and that he was the man to do it. He tried not to 

feel that, because it was disturbing, but he couldn’t shake the feeling. Eventually it took on the 

strength of a conviction.  

Standing between her and the fire, he said: 

‘Honey, listen. You don’t have to feel bad any more’. 

She moved to pull away, but couldn’t. 

‘You know what I’m saying? You believe this?’ 

His wife looked at him directly and did an astonishing thing. She nodded – he thought she 

had, anyway.  

‘Alright. Listen. When you wake up tomorrow ... ‘ 

But she was wandering again, so Ricco went down on one knee and took both her hands. 

‘Listen to me, Sherie’. 

He willed her to look at him. When she did, her eyes were cloudy, as though she were trying 

to remember who he was. 
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‘This is the way it’s going to be. Tomorrow – are you listening? - tomorrow when you wake 

up, you’ll be feeling better than you have for a long, long time. As good as you’ve ever felt. 

OK?’ 

She seemed to be listening. 

‘That’s the way it’s going to be. OK?’ 

He moved away and she resumed her blank staring into the fire. 

Ricco was so upset with himself he couldn’t touch his dinner – didn’t even want to see it. He 

left Sherie as soon as he could and climbed the stairs to his bed. What was happening to him that 

he could make such a stupid, ruthless, promise?  

 

2 

Next morning the events of the previous day started crowding him as soon as he woke – the boy, 

the homeless person, his wife, what he’d said. He kept seeing Sherie’s face, as he dressed. 

She was still sleeping, he’d thought, as he edged towards the door, but she turned towards 

him just as he reached it. She was asking about breakfast. Speaking to him.  

He managed to ask for details. 

‘The works. Bacon, eggs, sausage, tomatoes. Do we have tomatoes? I think there’s some in 

the freezer. At the back’. 

Astonishing! – that she’d been registering what was happening around her in such detail 

when she seemed not to know what day of the week it was. 

She spread her arms wide. 

‘I want everything’. 

As he was standing at the cooker she came up from behind and hugged him. 

‘You know, I’ve been thinking I’d kind of like to get back to work’. 

‘Sounds good’. 

‘Maybe I could pick up something at the store. Casual. Put my toe in the water. You know?’ 

She meant the three block shrine to merchandising from which she’d often returned pale and 

trembling, to which she woke some mornings distressed to the point of tears. 

‘Sure’. 

‘Only I get bored at home’. 

‘That’s understandable. Hanging about, time on your hands. Who wouldn’t get bored. I’ve 

found that’. 

Wondering if he’d gone too far. But it was alright. 

‘Bored? You? You wouldn’t allow it’. 

‘What I meant was, I can imagine’. 

As she pushed back from the table, he ventured: 

‘You’re looking a lot better’. 

‘I feel better,’ leaning across, laying a hand on his arm. ‘I feel great.’ 

He left for work as soon as he could, hurried by this thing he couldn’t understand, stopping at 

his bank on the way. They were never hard to deal with and he hadn’t anticipated difficulties, 

but the teller frowned at the withdrawal slip as though it had personally offended her.  

‘You’ll be overdrawn’, she said. ‘I’m afraid this will have to go the manager.’ 
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It was inexplicable. He kept track of how much he had in that particular account, the one he 

used for day to day expenses, a habit he’d inherited from his father who’d been raised dirt poor 

and only late in life managed to find ways to persuade money to stick.  

It can’t be, he told the clerk, a woman he’d dealt with many times. Somebody’s made a 

mistake. But she was unmoveable. 

She turned the screen of her computer towards him and showed him details of the most recent 

withdrawal.  

‘I’ll take care of it later,’ Ricco said. 

He made an appointment with the manager for the following morning. Even if there were 

fraud involved, the bank would have a mechanism in place to deal with it. Ricco wasn’t going to 

let something like that trouble him. He was careful never to allow himself to become disturbed 

by events he couldn’t control. 
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‘Look’, the boy said. He was holding a beach ball in both hands, half offering it. The ball was 

still damp in patches and a piece of dried seaweed was stuck to its side. Ricco had imagined a 

baseball when he’d been talking to the boy previously, or a rubber ball of about that size. But it 

was much larger than he’d pictured it, a beach ball, brightly coloured. 

‘Your daddy got you a new one?’ 

‘No.’ Indignation. ‘It came back.’ 

‘That’s good. That’s real nice.’ 

His heart was hammering.  

‘There when you got home, eh?’ 

The boy nodded. 

As he walked away Ricco managed to throw fine, fine, over his shoulder.  

He’d started feeling leaden as he left the house that morning and by the time he made for the 

bus stop at day’s end it felt as though he were walking with weights tied to his ankles. He 

seemed to have no energy when he needed some in a hurry – at a pedestrian crossing, or having 

to side-step some clumsy movement in a crowd. This must have been the way Sherie was when 

she was unwell, the preliminaries of it. He wasn’t fooling himself that he bore, not yet, the full, 

crushing weight his wife hauled about, leaving her just enough life to keep ticking over.  

Even at this early stage everything basic to the way his body worked seemed to be changing. 

But disaster isn’t always instantaneously unkind. Heartbeat? Sure thing, be our guest. Take as 

many of those as you need to keep your suffering in full sight of the misery knowledge of it 

brings. Walk on, as you wish, only more slowly, with more parody of incremental effort dogging 

each step than you’d have imagined possible .  

Approaching the stop, he thought of the homeless lady with dull horror, hoping she wouldn’t 

be there. But she was. 

She stood unnaturally close, not speaking. Then she said: 

‘Money came.’ 

Something fell and jolted. He felt old, and tired. 

‘Hey! Great! How about that?’ 

‘I kept this account open. I don’t know why. Foolishness. Anyway, money came.’ 
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Ricco looked along the road, invoking the bus. 

The bag lady was staring at him. 

‘Out of the blue. Just like that.’ 

He had to ask. 

‘How much?’ 

She was about to tell him but he didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want her words sounding in that 

public place, so he stopped her and tore a sheet of paper from the diary he carried in his jacket. 

He waited until he was three stops clear of her before looking at the paper to see what she’d 

written. Though he didn’t need to look, really, he felt bound to – what was it? – play his part? 

What he saw, as he’d expected, was the amount that had gone missing from his bank account. 

That amount, within a few dollars, exactly. 

The heaviness was more imposing now. When he reached the stop nearest his house, he had 

to drag himself from his seat, then along his street, and up the steps to the apartment.  

At least the bag lady hadn’t thanked him. He’d been spared that humiliation. 

 

4 

 

He returned to a house transformed. Every room had been cleaned top to bottom. All the lights 

had been switched on and surfaces shone like spun glass. The dining room table was set for half 

a dozen guests, and the smell of something delicious followed him from the kitchen as he went 

from room to room, imagining the movements his wife would have had to make, the decisions, 

adjustments, the energy it would have taken.  

He couldn’t reconcile this busy brightness with the woman he’d left that morning ebbing 

nearer absolute inertia. But here she stood, before him, resurrected, the reincarnation of someone 

he’d known well once, long ago, raised from her ruins, guiding him by the elbow to the head of 

the table, in the place of honour, as though she were proud of him for what – for being himself? 

Ricco tried to chime with her mood, but he couldn’t. Everywhere he looked, a mist he knew 

no-one else could see dimmed the light. Wherever he turned, everything – everyone – drew 

back.  

Sherie was talking fifteen to the dozen about what had happened that day, what she’d thought 

and felt about it, what she’d wanted to do and hadn’t quite got to yet, what she had planned for 

the next day and the day after, on and on. He tried to show an interest – he wanted to – but it was 

difficult even to pretend to listen. Her voice was so irritating. Didn’t she know that? Why 

couldn’t she give him some peace? Would it have killed her to shut up occasionally? 

He knew that when he walked from the room the world on the other side of their front door 

would have changed irretrievably. Picturing himself at a favourite place near his shop by some 

stone steps from which he liked to look out across the bay to the sea beyond, he shuddered at the 

very thought of what he’d once taken as read, taken for granted.  

This is what it was to be stricken, then. He’d sympathised, without knowing what sympathy 

meant, what was required of it, not really. This is what it had meant, every day, all day, to his 

wife. This is what it was to feel completely helpless, and blame yourself for it.  

When Sherie, noticing, asked if he were all right and he tried to smile, his face felt as tight 

and shrunken as one of those skulls explorers bring back from jungles to put on show in glass 

cases in museums. 
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He didn’t keep his appointment with the bank manager. He didn’t go to his shop, either. Instead 

he took buses at random, one after another, any destination would have done. He let chance 

decide. 

Once, walking through one of the parks, he stopped and said: 

‘What do you want? I’m not Jesus Christ!’ so loudly some people nearby turned around. A 

jogger in satiny shorts left his iPod for a moment to call over his shoulder: 

‘Good choice, buddy. Look what they did to him, right?’ 

Towards mid-afternoon, Ricco began to think about illness, the mystery of it, after all these 

centuries of trying to cure ourselves, then of particular people he’d known who’d fallen ill and 

their various strategies for managing their decline. Images, at first brief and interrupted, then 

more continuous and coherent, of the living, those easing their way out of life, and those who 

had passed on, kept coming to him, coming at him.  

He walked until he came to a hospital. The images stopped the moment he arrived outside its 

entrance. Standing quite still in front of the massive façade, its concrete steps rising steeply to 

great wooden doors that reminded him of an entrance to some law courts he’d seen somewhere, 

a palace of justice, he felt a calm he hadn’t experienced for years – not since he was a boy, 

before life began to catch up to him, to catch him. 

He saw what had to be done. It wasn’t a choice, more of an obvious direction he hadn’t been 

equipped to notice previously, a conclusion waiting for him all along. It wasn’t that he wanted 

what was coming either, not at all. Everyone has a claim on life, beyond reason or the need for 

explanation. But this was the right, the appropriate, thing as far as he was concerned. There 

could be no doubt of that..  

Ricco walked up the steps to the hospital. Approaching the first nurse he saw, he said: 

‘I want to speak to someone who’s dying’. 


