
Babushka 

It’s not starting well with the woman they brought next to me. Yesterday 
evening, as soon as she arrived the first thing she did was switch on the TV. A stupid 
foreign series, the kind they play as background in doctors’ waiting rooms. At the 
beginning, I spent a lot of time in rooms like that, until they cleared me to join the 
program. But at least then I could still move as I pleased, so the dreadful background 
didn’t bother me as much as it does now. Besides, there were all these people around 
me. It wasn’t difficult to find a distraction. 

Now, however, that the three of us are hanging in this room next to each other, 
with our head toward the floor all day and all night long, it’s true that the woman next 
to me and the TV on the opposite wall cover the totality of my visual field. The 
woman next to me I’d rather not look at because she annoys me. As for the series, I 
couldn’t watch it even if I wanted to, since reading the letters upside down makes 
them look more like Russian than any alphabet I can recognise. The woman next to 
me says she just likes hearing the actors speak. It makes her feel like there are people 
around keeping her company. I know we’ll likely spend another month hanging next 
to each other, so I choose not to start an argument. I think that’s also what Myrsini is 
thinking on the other side of the room.   

It was so much better while Elisa was still around. Only now that this stupid 
cow is here do I realise how important it is to share a room with someone you actually 
like. Obviously it is not pleasant to be strung up in this position, to be fed with a tube 
while another tube is dripping medicine in you, to have your bowel emptied in a 
pouch, etc. But it all becomes much worse when you also cannot tolerate the person 
that is next to you.  

More than anything I’ve missed water. It will be the first thing I do as soon as 
the baby is born and I come out. A big glass of water. Cold. Perfect. The second will 
be to give my daughter a hug. The third to have a shower and eat, at last, something I 
can actually taste before it reaches my stomach. 
 Enough of that. Like my husband would say, less moaning, more positive 
thinking. It would be a lie to say I wasn’t aware what I was getting into when I signed 
up for the program. And the carrot at the end of the rope remains very tempting. With 
the money they’ll be giving me, the three of us can live comfortably for at least four 
years.  
 The hardest of all is not being able to see my daughter. When I left her three 
months ago, she asked me in how long it will be four months.  
 “From when you were born,” I told her “it’s been once, twice, three times, 
four, five, seven times four months.” 
  Her next question made it very clear that I had been too ambitious to think 
that’s all it would take for a two-and-a-half-year-old to understand the concept of 
time. 
 “Will you and daddy be dead in four months?” 
 “On the contrary, we’ll be better than ever. Mummy’s belly will not be swollen 
anymore and I will have regained my strength. Also, daddy and I have a nice surprise 
for you when the time comes.” 
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 In her face a mixture of joy and curiosity. 
 “What surprise?”               
  “When I come back from where I’m going, you, daddy and I will go and 
spend some days by the sea. You will finally get to see it from up close.” 
 “Yippee!” she shouted, but very quickly the enthusiasm waned, the tears 
returned.   
 The second hardest thing was when we tried to explain to her that the baby in 
my belly was not going to be a little brother or sister. 
 “But it’s coming out your belly, just like I did.” 
 “Yes, but it didn’t get in there the same way.” 
 “How did it get in?” 
 “A nice doctor put it.” 
 I saw her looking at me with blank eyes. 
 “Let’s put it this way. This baby is a favour mummy is doing for a lady who 
can’t have babies on her own.” 
 “Is that lady your friend?” 
 “I’ve never seen her.” 
 “Then why won’t one of her friends do her this favour?” 
 “Because none of her friends can have babies.” 
 “How come?” 
 “Do you remember these pretty and tall ladies we see sometimes on the 
street?” 
 “They have fat husbands and wear nice clothes and lots of jewellery.” 
 “Exactly. Well, all these ladies may have the prettier things in the world, but 
they cannot make babies, unfortunately. So they need someone like mummy to help 
them out.” 
 “And why do you have to be in the hospital for so long?” 

“Because the baby the doctor put inside me will become tall and heavy like its 
parents.” 

“Why is this a problem?” 
“You remember what happened when you put that heavy vase in the paper bag 

I brought back from the market?” 
“It broke.” 
“And the vase?” 
“That too, but we glued it back together.” 
“Well, the baby you can’t glue back together. And I have promised to hand it 

over in one piece. That’s why mummy needs to be in hospital for some time.” 
 “But I don’t want you to be away for four years.” 
 We still weren’t very close to understanding time. 
 “It will pass very quickly, you’ll see.” 
 She started crying again. I tried to comfort her, told her we’d send each other 
videos every time daddy came to visit me. It would be almost like seeing each other, 
really. It seemed to work, but again only for a couple of minutes. 

 Manos is particularly late today. Last time this happened, he said he was stuck 
for three hours on Kifissias. The protesters outside the maternity ward had set up 
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makeshift roadblocks. I would ask from the cow next to me to put the news on, but I 
know there will again be no mention of the demonstrations. The last few years, a 
positive discrimination campaign has brought more people of our kind on the screen, 
but when it comes to the news nobody is naïve enough to believe the information isn’t 
filtered. Even in here, I am blocked off from whatever is happening, if it’s happening, 
just outside the building. They say they keep the windows closed to protect us from 
germs, but I’m certain the real reason is to keep the voices of the protestors out. 
 I wonder how all this is going to end. For a while now people have been 
complaining, but nobody ever organised something of this scale before. I certainly 
don’t mind that people seem to be waking up. As a mother, I too dream of a better 
future for my daughter. And nothing would please me more than seeing my 
grandchildren grow as tall as the rich. It’s just a bit strange that all these 
demonstrations are taking place right outside the hospital, right at the moment that 
I’m participating in the program. I don’t like to think that my kind is fighting to stop a 
process I’m lending my body to help prolong.    
 Not that I’m going to feel guilty about it. If a rich lady wants to pay me to give 
her the baby she’s been dreaming forever, I’m willing to endure it four months of this 
for the sake of my daughter. At least now it is only that. At the beginning of the 
program, they were stringing women up for the duration, for fear of the cervix 
opening. Luckily, at some point a doctor sat down and calculated everything, and 
arrived at the conclusion that a baby having the genes of rich parents, will reach at 
five months the weight our own babies will have at birth. Since then the policy 
changed, and we’re only hospitalised for the last four months. Truth be told, they take 
very good care of us here. I couldn’t possibly complain about the service. And the 
hospital is a million times cleaner and nicer than the one where I delivered my 
daughter.    
 On the other hand, I can also understand the protesters’ argument. If, without 
us, the rich are unable to reproduce themselves, then ending the program will mean 
that they will gradually be extinct, leaving us alone to becomes masters of our fate. 
But what good is gradually, when you have a child to feed and raise? When Manos 
and I decided to take part in the program, we both agreed that we do love justice and 
what’s right, but more than anything else we love our daughter.  
 Now that I think about it, Manos is not the only one to be late today. My watch 
says five o’clock. The nurse should have come in for the medicine. The kitchen lady 
to put our food in the tube.  
 “Myrsini?” 
 “Yes?” 
 “They’re later today, aren’t they?” 
 “I was just thinking the same. Something is up.” 
 The new woman glimpsed at us, but didn’t go so far as dropping her series for 
our sake. 
 “I’ll ring the bell,” Myrsini said. 
 And she did. And we waited. And nothing happened.  
 “Something is definitely up,” I said. 
 We now had the cow’s full attention. 
 “What do you mean?” she said. “They just left?” 
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 I saw the panic in her eyes. I tried to calm her down, even though she was a 
stupid cow. 
 “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation.” 
 “Has this happened before?” 

“No, actually.” 
 “So maybe they did leave? Maybe the forgot us?” 
 “Remember whose babies we’re carrying.” 
 “Help! Help!” 
 Her screams blended with the fake voices coming from the TV screen, 
creating a horrible cacophony.  

So when Manos entered the room with a youngish looking guy dressed in 
black, I felt like I was delivered from several ills at once. 
 “Come,” Manos said. “We’re leaving.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “The program has been terminated. Time to go home.” 
 “And the baby?” 
 “They’ll take it out.” 
 “We have made a deal with a doctor,” said the black-clad man, who turned out 
to be in the demonstrators’ organising committee. “We will deliver all babies 
immediately.” 
  “But I’m only eight months along.” 
 “That’s not too bad,” Manos said. “Other women are still on the sixth.” 
 “But it’s not safe.” 

“It’s all about natural selection at this point. The strong ones will survive.” 
“That’s a crime,” I said, and the cow next to me agreed.  She in fact started 

repeating the word crime at the top of her inverted lungs.  
“No bigger than those committed by their parents,” the activist insisted. 
“The babies are innocent.  They’ve done nothing wrong.” 
“That’s a matter of perspective. They are the oppressor’s heirs. Guilt is 

transferred to them genetically.” 

“What do you think about all this,” I asked my husband. 
“It’s time we went home. Our daughter is crying every day. She needs you.” 
I looked at him, more surprised at his sudden change of heart than incredulous 

at the words he was saying. I know this is the time to decide, but what exactly I’m 
meant to be deciding still eludes me. 

“Take me down,” I tell him, my voice drowned amidst the cow’s curses. 
“Me too, when you’re done,” I hear Myrsini say. This will be the first time I 

will actually see her face. 
“You have to help me,” I tell Manos. “My legs have forgotten how to carry 

me.” 
He picks me up and takes me to the window. 
“Look,” he says. 
The street in front of the maternity ward was full of people. From my window 

I could see the crowd flowing all the way to Kifissias, where it blended together with 
a mass of bodies, voices, stopped cars. I opened the window to let the voices in. They 

!  4



immediately obliterated the plastic TV sounds and the screams of the cow, who was 
now declaring she had no intention of allowing a bunch of idiots blow her chances to 
a better life.  

“Are you sure what we’re doing is right?” I asked, without really addressing 
the question to someone. 

“We need to stand by our own people, don’t you think?” Manos jumped in. 
I brought my hands down to my massive, moving belly and gave it a stroke. I 

didn’t feel it was an enemy that replied with a kick. My head was heavy as I nodded 
yes.  
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