
The Gift

She gave me life. She then offered me 
death, a daily ration of it. This life-then-death was a 
precious and wonderful gift; in fact, it was the only 

gift worth giving.
For years, I had resisted the gift. However, she never 

stopped offering it, seeing beyond my stubborn resistance 
and my overwhelming fear.

Her gift was a true offering: the possibility to witness 
suffering the way she had observed it, the opportunity 
to have a glimpse into a slice of her story, the way she 
recalled it.

A gift I could not refuse. Oh, I tried. I would not listen, 
blocking the words from penetrating my consciousness. I 
would shut my eyes and imagine being on the beach, on 
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the Baltic. When the wind would blow, the grains of sand 
would hit me very hard on my face, on my body, all at 
once. Like her words. Wicker shelters with benches were 
dispersed on this northern beach. I would imagine hiding 
in one of those shelters. I would plead with her to stop, I 
would explain that I had already heard it.

Now I think that I could have tried, perhaps, telling 
her that I just was not able to bear the cruelty of it all. 
Now I wonder whether I could have, maybe, said to her 
that I was too little (she started ‘gifting’ me, the first time 
I recall, when I was perhaps four years old). I suppose I 
could have pointed out to her that it all happened before 
I was born, so I could not really relieve all that suffering. 
Because I thought it was my duty to relieve it. Her suffer-
ing and that of the others.

Yet, at the time, it did not occur to me to explain any 
of this to her. At the time I must have already felt, without 
being able to articulate it ’til much later, that I was respon-
sible for what had happened. I now think that all those 
who belong to the human race were and are responsible 
for each crime committed. It did not occur to me ’til much, 
much later, that my listening to her, however imperfect, 
offered her perhaps a form of momentary relief. If it did, 
she never acknowledged it.

I was little, and she was relentless. She just kept on 
gifting. A daily gift of life and death. The death she car-
ried in her belly. The death she carried in her soul. And her 
monumental and crushing resilience. The gift was tightly 



T H E GI F T  5 

wrapped. It was hard and cold. Like a rock. The rock we 
traditionally place on the graves of those we loved and 
whom we miss.

When she exhaled for the very last time, when her final 
long breath was released into the silence which followed, 
it was yet another gift. The gift of life wrapped in the belly 
of death wrapped in the belly of life.

Perhaps she had said, “I will talk and tell you the story, 
and you must listen.” She may have said, “I will talk ’til my 
breath is gone, ’til there is nothing left but ashes, the ashes 
of millions of children, women, and men—your ashes and 
mine. And you will listen.”

Could she have said, “I will tell you what really hap-
pened; your duty is to listen,” she could have added, “You 
will listen ’til I stop talking, because this is why you were 
born. You were born to listen to this story and to this story 
only. You were born in the belly of this story.”

She could have added, with a characteristic mixture 
of righteousness and scorn, that there would be no silly 
fairy tales, no imaginary creatures, no talking trees, and no 
elves. No happy endings either. Just the unfolding horror 
of the gruesome story.

And I listened; I hardly ever dared ask her to please stop 
the telling, to please, please let me go to the safety of my 
doll corner, behind the cabinet, to please let me hide there 
quietly and sing soothing lullabies to the dolls, covering 
up with those tunes the harshness of the story which was 
echoing and reverberating in me, like an unwelcome guest.
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The story that still echoes now, as I, an old woman 
(much older than she was when the telling began), am 
writing these words.

However, there was no hiding from the story. Even 
now there is no quiet shelter from it.

I was swallowed by this dark tale, and I would, over and 
over, hit my fists against the walls that enclosed me in the 
bloody belly of the leviathan.

There was no way out.


