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GIFTED 

- R J Burgess - 

 

He slept and his Gift slept with him: bitter and mangled, 

twisted in his gut. Every breath had it rising in his 

chest, thick and oily like mucus. Every turn of the head, 

every spasm of the unconscious had it spiralling up 

through his peripheral vision like detritus in a breeze. 

For hours it had been taunting him until only the drugs 

could shut it away. Now it was silent and so was he – sat 

backstage, his head fallen down, his eyes rolled up into 

the top of his skull as he dribbled thickly out the 

corner of his mouth and dreamt of his Gift. 

Here was Liam Aubrey: man, musician, genius, all-

round great, next big thing, the one, the only, behemoth 

of musical talent, lying crashed out on the sofa 

backstage at the Brixton Academy, his mind turned to mush 

as the rest of his band stood around him in fretful 

silence trying to think of something to do. Sami, his 

friend and drummer slapped him round the face and cried 

out his name. 

“Five minutes,” said the stage manager. 

Slowly, Liam came round, his mind rolling out from 

under the haze, winding itself to wakefulness as he 

stared up at the five people around him and wondered what 

was going on. Sami crouched on the ground before him, his 

brow furrowed with genuine concern. 
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“You okay Liam?” he asked. “Think you can go on?” 

“Yeah,” said Liam pulling himself upright and making 

a quick stock of his surroundings. He was in a dressing 

room. Check. This was the Brixton Academy. Check. His 

band were here as a last minute change of support act. 

Check. They were supporting Audioslave. Check. This was 

their first shot of the big time and they couldn’t mess 

it up. Check, check, check, check, check. 

The air was rich with smoke and the scent of heat 

and beer. It resonated softly with that steady thrum of 

intensity Liam would recognise in an instant. An 

impatient crowd awaited him through those doors. They 

wanted him.  

“Need some water?” 

“No, yeah I’m okay.” He blinked again, forced his 

mind to think. “I just… must have dozed off there for a 

minute.” 

The other’s looked at each other sceptically but 

they said nothing. Sami reached down, helping him to his 

feet, dusting him off gently as someone else found a 

glass of water for him and he downed it in one.  

“Okay,” he said and taking his guitar, freshly tuned 

and cleaned, from over by the wall, he led the rest of 

his band up the flight of short steps. Up and out they 

went into the wash of heat and the droning cheers that 

awaited them amidst the glaring lights. 

# 
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Liam was a man with a Gift. He was born with it – he 

must have been, because nobody had ever given it to him 

and he’d certainly never asked for it. For years before 

he got his hands on a guitar it must have lain dormant 

within him, at peace, unaware. Until that Christmas 

morning when he was just fifteen, sat in his bedroom 

working through those early chord positions. It had come 

to him then, naked and semi-blind. It had crawled through 

the darkness of his subconscious, latching itself upon 

him, connecting him to some higher understanding so that 

he gasped in shock and fear. “You are mine,” he’d purred 

into its ear. He’d embraced it into himself as his 

fingers fought their way over those early frets. The next 

thing Liam knew, he had written a song – the song – the 

only real song he’d ever written, Half of Insanity. It 

was a song of such beauty that as soon as he’d finished 

playing he looked up to find his mother standing in his 

doorway, a look of wonderment spread across her face. He 

hadn’t understood that look back then but now he’d 

recognise it straight away. It was a look of greed; a 

look of potential. Hemsley, his manager, had it on his 

face all the time when he was around him. They all did. 

Everyone knew he had this… this Gift. His mother was no 

different.  

“You have a Gift,” she’d said. “You have to use it. 

We have to hear more.” 
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So he’d played more but it was never the same. Never 

again was it for himself. Never again did he reach out in 

love towards his talent. Never again would he think of it 

and smile.  

# 

“Hi, I’m Liam Aubrey; hope you enjoy the set.” 

“Two, three, four…” 

BLAM! 

The music kicked in as it had a thousand times 

before in rehearsals. Their trademark mix of Prog Rock 

and EMO pulsing out across the dimly-lit arena, reaching 

the ears of the sceptic fans that nodded their heads 

appreciatively and tapped their feet politely in time. 

It was going well until just past the second verse. 

A searing pain suddenly shot across Liam’s head so hard 

that he stumbled back from the microphone, gasping as he 

pawed away at his forehead. Sami and Steve, the bassist 

were quickly in there, helping him back, offering him 

some more water, asking him if he’s okay. There was a 

half-hearted “boo” from the crowd. Someone threw a 

plastic glass at the stage before being thrown out by 

security 

“He’s sick! He needs help.” 

“No. Have to do this. This is our shot of the big 

time!” 

God, he felt ill. Thick and twisted up inside. He 

needed some coke or something, a little pick me up, but 



GIFTED (before), R J Burgess  5 

 5 

there was no hope for that now. It was just him and the 

band on stage. He could see Hemsley, his manager, out the 

corner of his eye, scowling at this PA faux pas. 

“I’m fine, really. Just a spasm or something,” said 

Liam pulling himself forwards to the front of the stage 

where he grinned and apologised for his little moment 

just then. “It’s just so great to be here you know,” he 

gushed. A few of the crowd laughed.  

He turned to the band to count him back in but this 

time, when he looked out across that sea of black-clad 

bodies, his Gift was out there too. 

# 

How it had escaped he had no idea. Since he first 

came to realise that he had a Gift he had done everything 

he could to suppress it, to hide it away. Since then it 

had lain at the very depths of his soul, pushed down, out 

of sight, chained up and left to rot underneath years of 

angst and hurt. He didn’t need it, he didn’t want it. He 

feared what it could do.  

But sure enough, it sat out there now – the Gift he 

had been born with – staring at him silently, its form 

coated in shadows. In the smoky gloom, the Gift’s eyes 

were the only things that could be seen – those narrowed, 

yellow slits that seemed to burn into the back of his 

head, seemed to whisper to him, “You are mine.” 

This time he only managed one verse and a chorus 

before stopping and now the crowd really were starting to 
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get impatient. Someone tried to spit at him. Someone else 

cheered in mockery. Most just started to walk away. 

“Sorry about this. I’m not feeling a hundred percent 

so please bear with me.” 

“You’re shit!” thundered someone from the crowd. 

Liam just ignored them. He turned away to take 

another sip of water. 

“You really are,” said a voice from behind him 

suddenly.  

He spun and there was his Gift. He was face to face 

with it.  

# 

He recognised it instantly, even though the years 

had been poor to it. No longer was it the delicate thing 

it had been six years ago when it had shown him 

everything he knew. Years of neglect had worn its body 

away to the point of emaciation. It was foul; a dripping, 

husk of festering sores, clumps of fur clinging to 

lifeless yellow skin that hung about his frame like a 

deflated balloon. Every inch of it was sinew and bone but 

its eyes burned with a hatred so intense that Liam felt 

himself backing away in fear from that stare alone. 

“Hideous aren’t I?” it sneered, its breath coming 

hot and sulphurous upon the air. “But we both know you 

are nothing without me. Embrace me again; we can be one 

together.” 
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Liam blinked and shook his head. He had a gig to do; 

he couldn’t be caught up in this now. The band were 

getting worried now. They were forming themselves around 

him, hands resting on his shoulders in concern as the 

crowd continued to throw bottles and Hemsley jumped up 

and down with rage in the wings. Liam just stared. 

If he could only focus it would all be over soon. 

Just five more songs and the set would be over. Five more 

songs…  

“You won’t even get that,” taunted his Gift. “The 

crowd hate you. Your one shot of the big time is going to 

be your last. You hurt me Liam but I don’t care. You 

locked me away but still I stand here before you with 

this chance. You are Gifted Liam. The world’s crying out 

for another Hendrix or Buckley and you could be the one 

to fill that void. But you have to use me!” 

“Never!” hissed Liam. 

“Sorry?” asked Steve. 

“Nothing…” 

“Nothing always nothing. I can save this gig from 

being a disaster – I can make the whole world love you 

again.” 

“I’m going back up there to play.” 

“Are you sure, Liam?” 

“I’m fine.” 

“Of course you are,” snarled the Gift. “And I’m 

coming up there with you.” 
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He was just in time to see the blur flash before his 

eyes, to feel a rush of air as his Gift launched itself 

toward him – into him – where he felt it clawing away at 

his insides, warping his mind until he had staggered back 

up to the front of the stage and stood there, his mind 

like dry ice. 

“Now, play!” it screamed from within him. 

And the next thing Liam knew, he was playing.  

# 

He had no idea what he played. An E at first, 

strummed out, crisp and clean upon the air. Then a C 

minor 7 but still the Gift wasn’t satisfied. It bore down 

upon him so that Liam’s mind was full of clarity for the 

first time in years, the drugs forced aside, his starved 

cells aching – itching for music. He craved it like 

oxygen. The Gift grinned. “Come on, you can do better 

than that – use me!” It bore down again and inspiration 

flooded from within him. The chords began to break up, 

dissolve away as all ceased to be mere rules and logic 

and became more, transformed itself to pure music, genius, 

art… 

He played.  

Feverish drops of sweat stood out on his forehead 

like crystals, shimmering there as he strummed away, his 

back arched over his guitar like he were cradling a 

newborn and the Gift continued to force his hands to move, 

to pump inspiration into his starving mind so that every 
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note was one of genius and every chord a thing of beauty. 

Twice he felt he blacked out to the whirling swirl, the 

ebb and flow of the music. Twice he came back round, 

found himself still playing, his band still trying to 

second-guess him and keep up, looks of confused 

wonderment passing between them. Hemsley had stopped 

raving in the wings; the crowd had stopped throwing 

things, their bodies standing, their mouths agape.  

He started to sing. Words tumbled from within him, 

saying what he knew not. Someone in the crowd started 

crying. They were genuine tears of love.  

“I have to stop,” Liam pleaded. “I can’t do this.” 

“You will do this,” said the Gift and Liam found 

himself over again, moving up through the scales and the 

notes and the harmonies to some greater cohesion far 

above. It felt as though he were soaring through the 

music itself, rising up far above all the rules and 

sounds so that everything was seen as tiny and 

insignificant. All music became a simple, glowing jewel 

down on the ground of such obvious perfection that a 

single breath had it scooped up into his lungs, 

nourishing him, sustaining him forever. “This is what you 

could have been,” the Gift mocked. “This is who you 

really are.” 

And Liam breathed and the music flowed in; he arched 

his fingers, his mind filtering it out into sweet, sweet 
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heaven to the ends of his fingers, to the strings and the 

frets, to his ears. 

And when he felt he could take no more – that the 

harmonies had gathered him up within their complex 

structures and the melody was blowing him like a breeze 

into the far flung reaches of his mind. When he felt as 

though he were in free fall and all he could do to slow 

himself was to play and warble as furiously as he could – 

finally the song ended and there was silence there at 

last.  

The last note hung suspended in the air – a perfect 

note of E, an open string that filled the arena with its 

simplicity before fading away to a perfect silence. Even 

the walls seemed to be listening after that. 

Silence reigned for a moment too long as the crowd 

came back from the daze they had fallen into. Then the 

applause began – applause like Liam had never known as he 

stood there looking down at his fingers not believing 

what they had just produced. He felt his soul reverberate 

inside. His Gift rolled away, satisfied that this, truly, 

was his all.  

He released the breath he hadn’t even realised he 

was holding. He stood back. He felt faint.  

“My God,” he said. 

The crowd were gazing up at Liam now as though he 

were God Himself. The rest of the band, Hemsley, even the 

members of Audioslave were standing in the wings, their 
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mouths hung open as they looked to one another mouthing, 

where the hell did that come from? And cheered along with 

the rest. 

They started mobbing the stage, their arms reaching 

out towards him, the air filled with chants for, “More! 

More!” The security did their best to keep the surge down; 

they failed miserably. Several people clambered up onto 

the stage, running towards Liam only to start fighting 

amongst themselves as to who could get to touch him first. 

Bottles and glasses started to be thrown. Fists started 

flailing. The crowd were going frantic. 

“My god, they’re going to kill us,” breathed Liam. 

The Gift laughed. “You’ll be famous after this – 

everyone will wonder what could have been. This gig is 

recorded; sales of your album will quadruple overnight. 

You’ll be one of the biggest ‘what if’ names on the 

circuit. I shall live forever through legend!” 

And then Liam found himself playing again. Something 

upbeat and heavy. Music to kill people by. He fought 

against the urge to play but his Gift had a stranglehold 

on him and it was all he could do to keep up with its 

demands less he collapse under the weight of harmony. 

The crowd were in a frenzy: a mass of heaving, 

jumping, flailing fists. Bottles and chains started 

whirling through the air. A tribal sound of hatred burst 

forth from their lungs as one, incomprehensible sound as 

Liam played and sung. Their sweating bodies crashed 
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against one another, the smaller forms trampled underfoot 

mercilessly as the whole arena erupted in a fountain of 

movement and energy directed solely by his finger’s 

movement on the guitar. The power! The strength! He 

backed away in fear. No… No, this cannot be.  

When he thought he could take no more; when the 

music had grown to such a level that all the world seemed 

to be resonating with its hum, suddenly with a scream of 

fury, Liam tore himself away from the microphone, his 

guitar swinging up and smashing down upon the stage so 

that it shattered there, splintered and useless. The 

world dissolved with a discordant jarring sound. The 

crowd fell back in pain, grasping their ears.  

Liam fled.  

Turning from stage, from his band, from his 

worshiping admirers, from the music he ran back down into 

the changing rooms not stopping until he was back in 

front of the light-bulb framed mirror, his eyes dilated, 

his head pounding, his stomach sick with bile and filth. 

The illusion was shattered.  He was gone.  

# 

Sami found him several minutes later bent over table 

as he snorted up lines of coke one after the other like 

they were the only thing between him and death. 

“I have to shut it away; I have to get rid of it!” 

He stood there rambling to himself as Sami took him by 

the shoulder and patted him lightly.  
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“What’s going on?” he asked, slightly in awe of this, 

his friend and colleague who had just become a god on 

stage. “You were incredible out there.” 

“But I wasn’t me,” he said, a trail of blood running 

out of one nostril like a tear. “Don’t you get it? It 

wasn’t who I am. I’d die someone other than me!” 

Sami looked at him askance. “They’ve calmed the 

crowd down now. Hemsley wants us back out there.” 

“I don’t know, let me think. It wasn’t me!”  

With a nod and a sigh Sami left him then, 

withdrawing silently from the changing room leaving Liam 

alone staring at his blood drained reflection in the 

filthy mirror. He’d be remembered now, but not for being 

himself. He would spend the rest of his life forever 

living in the shadow of his talent. No one would care 

about the man, just the art he created. He would be rich 

but forgotten. He might as well be dead. 

“I guess you’ve won,” he said to his reflection 

before bending over to snort up another line.  

# 

And somewhere deep inside him, hidden under years of 

drugs and shame, Liam Aubrey’s Gift saw everything and 

smiled. 
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