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R119: Gift

THE GIFT

How many days, she wondered, had she sat like this, watching the cold brown water
inch up the dissolving bluff. She could just faintly remember the beginning of the rain,
driving in across the swamp from the south and beating against the shell of her
house. Then the river itself started rising, slowly at first until at last it paused to turn
back. From hour to hour it slithered up creeks and ditches and poured over low
places. In the night, while she slept, it claimed the road and surrounded her so that
she sat alone, her boat gone, the house like a piece of drift lodged on its bluff. Now
even against the tarred planks of the supports the waters touched. And still they rose.

As far as she could see, to the treetops where the opposite banks had been, the
swamp was an empty sea, awash with sheets of rain, the river lost somewhere in its
vastness. Her house with its boat bottom had been built to ride just such a flood, if
one ever came, but now it was old. Maybe the boards underneath were partly rotted
away. Maybe the cable mooring the house to the great live oak would shap loose and
let her go turning downstream, the way her boat had gone.

No one could come now. She could cry out but it would be no use, no one would
hear. Down the length and breadth of the swamp others were fighting to save what
little they could, maybe even their lives. She had seen a whole house go floating by,
so quiet she was reminded of sitting at a funeral. She thought when she saw it she
knew whose house it was. It had been bad seeing it drift by, but the owners must
have escaped to higher ground. Later, with the rain and darkness pressing in, she
had heard a panther scream upriver.

Now the house seemed to shudder around her like something alive. She reached
out to catch a lamp as it tilted off the table by her bed and put it between her feet to
hold it steady. Then creaking and groaning with effort the house struggled up from
the clay, floated free, bobbing like a cork and swung out slowly with the pull of the
river. She gripped the edge of the bed. Swaying from side to side, the house moved
to the length of its mooring. There was a jolt and a complaining of old timbers and
then a pause. Slowly the current released it and let it swing back, rasping across its
resting place. She caught her breath and sat for a long time feeling the slow
pendulous sweeps. The dark sifted down through the incessant rain, and, head on
arm, she slept holding on to the bed.

Sometime in the night the cry awoke her, a sound so anguished she was on her
feet before she was awake. In the dark she stumbled against the bed. It came from
out there, from the river. She could hear something moving, something large that
made a dredging, sweeping sound. It could be another house. Then it hit, not head
on but glancing and sliding down the length of her house. It was a tree. She listened
as the branches and leaves cleared themselves and went on downstream, leaving
only the rain and the lappings of the flood, sounds so constant now that they seemed
a part of the silence. Huddled on the bed, she was almost asleep again when another
cry sounded, this time so close it could have been in the room. Staring into the dark,
she eased back on the bed until her hand caught the cold shape of the rifle. Then
crouched on the pillow, she cradled the gun across her knees. “Who'’s there?” she
called.

The answer was a repeated cry, but less shrill, tired sounding, then the empty
silence closing in. She drew back against the bed. Whatever was there she could
hear it moving about on the porch. Planks creaked and she could distinguish the
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sounds of objects being knocked over. There was a scratching on the wall as if it
would tear its way in. She knew now what it was, a big cat, deposited by the uprooted
tree that had passed her. It had come with the flood, a gift.

Unconsciously she pressed her hand against her face and along her tightened
throat. The rifle rocked across her knees. She had never seen a panther in her life.
She had heard about them from others and heard their cries, like suffering, in the
distance. The cat was scratching on the wall again, rattling the window by the door.
As long as she guarded the window and kept the cat hemmed in by the wall and
water, caged, she would be all right. Outside, the animal paused to rake his claws
across the rusted outer screen. Now and then, it whined and growled.

When the light filtered down through the rain at last, coming like another kind of
dark, she was still sitting on the bed, stiff and cold. Her arms, used to rowing on the
river, ached from the stillness of holding the rifle. She had hardly allowed herself to
move for fear any sound might give strength to the cat. Rigid, she swayed with the
movement of the house. The rain still fell as if it would never stop. Through the grey
light, finally, she could see the rain-pitted flood and far away the cloudy shape of
drowned treetops. The cat was not moving now. Maybe he had gone away. Laying
the gun aside she slipped off the bed and moved without a sound to the window. It
was still there, crouched at the edge of the porch, staring up at the live oak, the
mooring of her house, as if gauging its chances of leaping to an overhanging branch.
It did not seem so frightening now that she could see it, its coarse fur napped into
twigs, its sides pinched and ribs showing. It would be easy to shoot it where it sat, its
long tail whipping back and forth. She was moving back to get the gun when it turned
around. With no warning, no crouch or tensing of muscles, it sprang at the window,
shattering a pane of glass. She fell back, stifling a scream, and taking up the rifle,
she fired through the window. She could not see the panther now, but she had
missed. It began to pace again. She could glimpse its head and the arch of its back
as it passed the window.

Shivering, she pulled back on the bed and lay down. The lulling constant sound of
the river and the rain, the penetrating chill, drained away her purpose. She watched
the window and kept the gun ready. After waiting a long while she moved again to
look. The panther had fallen asleep, its head on its paws, like a housecat. For the
first time since the rains began she wanted to cry, for herself, for all the people, for
everything in the flood. Sliding down on the bed, she pulled the quilt around her
shoulders. She should have got out when she could, while the roads were still open
or before her boat was washed away. As she rocked back and forth with the sway of
the house a deep ache in her stomach reminded her she hadn’t eaten. She couldn’t
remember for how long. Like the cat, she was starving. Easing into the kitchen, she
made a fire with the few remaining sticks of wood. If the flood lasted she would have
to burn the chair, maybe even the table itself. Taking down the remains of a smoked
ham from the ceiling, she cut thick slices of the brownish red meat and placed them
in a skillet. The smell of the frying meat made her dizzy. There were stale biscuits
from the last time she had cooked and she could make some coffee. There was
plenty of water.

While she was cooking her food, she almost forgot about the cat until it whined. It
was hungry too. “Let me eat,” she called to it, “and then I'll see to you.” And she
laughed under her breath. As she hung the rest of the ham back on its nail the cat
growled a deep throaty rumble that made her hand shake.

After she had eaten, she went to the bed again and took up the rifle. The house
had risen so high now it no longer scraped across the bluff when it swung back from
the river. The food had warmed her. She could get rid of the cat while light still hung
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in the rain. She crept slowly to the window. It was still there, mewling, beginning to
move about the porch. She stared at it a long time, unafraid. Then without thinking
what she was doing, she laid the gun aside and started around the edge of the bed to
the kitchen. Behind her the cat was moving, fretting. She took down what was left of
the ham and making her way back across the swaying floor to the window she
shoved it through the broken pane. On the other side there was a hungry snarl and
something like a shock passed from the animal to her. Stunned by what she had
done, she drew back to the bed. She could hear the sounds of the panther tearing at
the meat. The house rocked around her.

The next time she awoke she knew at once that everything had changed. The rain
had stopped. She felt for the movement of the house but it no longer swayed on the
flood. Drawing her door open, she saw through the torn screen a different world. The
house was resting on the bluff where it always had. A few feet down, the river still
raced on in a torrent, but it no longer covered the few feet between the house and the
live oak. And the cat was gone. Leading from the porch to the live oak and doubtless
on into the swamp were tracks, indistinct and already disappearing into the soft mud.
And there on the porch, gnawed to whiteness, was what was left of the ham.
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