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No one walking through Midtown Manhattan would make eye contact with me that day. That was odd because if ever there was a place to eyeball perfect strangers, this would be it. But the sun was setting behind me and the temperatures were dropping, which forced the men and women, of whom some were foreign tourists with disappointed expressions on their faces, to avert their eyes from the direct beams of sun and my glances. I aimed my gaze up towards the skyscrapers as I paced myself to arrive on time. These beautiful monuments of architecture and civilization will outlive me by hundreds of years. I was meeting Ken for the first time, to see if we could add our genetic descendants to history. 

I count bad biological odds and societal pressures as factors that push me to want to have a baby. I count on them since, if they were to go away, I’d just be single, my fertility test results wouldn't be all that promising, but who would care, and, of course, I’d be another 39-year-old woman. Basically, I’d be one more nameless, mediocre person on the streets. But what’s wrong with wanting more and better? Ken wants more and better. I’m angry, but at who or what? Is he an ally or a transaction, waving at me from the other side of my fertility window? Should I pull him through?

A month earlier, in Dr. Cho’s office, I fixated on his nose. His mask was only covering his mouth, which is typical in our COVID fatigued world so it was no longer remarkable, even in a medical environment. But I like this body part, it's so removed from our reproductive systems. He held the transvaginal probe in one hand, its business end covered with a condom and lube inside me, and pointed at the ultrasound images on a screen with the other. 

Why have I avoided male doctors for so long? He didn’t even look at my vagina! 

I understand that this lack of professioanl duty could be considered problematic, but I liked how my private parts were treated as just an entry point, or perhaps an exit. He seemed a little nervous by the direct confrontation of my genitalia, and that gave me a sense of control. Legs spread, head tilted towards the images on the ultrasound machine, I watched as he swiveled the probe to reveal tiny follicles in my left ovary that could produce mature eggs that cycle. The theme music of Game of Thrones played on repeat in my head.

It was the woman in the texts who referred me to Dr. Cho’s reproductive fertility practice. I've often attempted to figure out how we got to texting, in terms of things like, how did she get my number, who does she work for, what are her interests? I can see where the texts begin, sure, but I haven’t figured out the rest. Once in a while, she texts me things like, 10% off discount code on fertility testing, proving she does have a commercial side, but mostly she’s just been kind and helpful. I know she’s a she because we spoke on the phone once or twice, but I don’t remember her name.

The woman in the texts led me to Dr. Cho who, like a good doctor, leveled with me about my prospects.

“They call it insanity when someone does the same thing over and over again and expects different outcomes,” he said, staring blankly in my eyes, trying to explain why frozen donor sperm, which I had used unsuccessfully four times, shouldn’t be treated as a viable option again.

After a pause, “Live donor sperm lives longer in the cervix.”

“Oh yes, ha, I know. I agree,” I say.

“Oh, OK, you’ve done all your research, then, you know this already.”

I say nothing.

“Do you know anyone who could act as your donor?”

“No!” Would I be in this situation if that were the case?

“There are websites where you can find men who would be your donors. And for free.”

In so many words, he told me to identify one of these men, bring him in, and, if we want to get the job done without needless paperwork, we must say in unison that we are in an intimate relationship. Here, Dr. Cho stressed he would deny ever telling me this, he even plugged his fingers in his ears and said, la la la, shutting his eyes to emphasize that he neither endorses nor opposes this option. All the contracts, testing, financial agreements, etc., would be up to the donor and I to navigate. This might be my last shot at having a baby, and I should act quick, he added solemnly.

He also mentioned that his daughter’s period was so regular. Like clockwork. Good for her.

I shook Dr. Cho’s hand and stepped out of his ground-floor office, the entrance tucked in an alleyway, and back into the throngs of tourists. Some were now rooted into the ground, peering up at the giant electrified billboards at dusk. I looked down, and stepped over a rat before making my way into the Subway.

This wasn’t my first toe-dip into the pool of fertility options; I knew about live donors, but I always guffawed at the idea of using a known man who would choose to not be in the known child’s life. The anonymity of a sperm bank donor seemed more transactional, in a good way. Like I’m making a purchase on a genetic marketplace. The line I would toe with my future child would go something like, mommy wanted you so bad and someone helped her to have you. You are mommy’s gift.

But a known donor would have to look me in the eyes and shake my hand as he passed a cup of jiz through a bathroom door. “My job here is done,” I can hear him say, as he pulls his jacket taught at the waist before walking out of my apartment.

Would the offspring of this kind of union develop abandonment issues? I wondered. The kid would know perfectly well that their daddy is aware that they are alive out there in the world, and doesn't want anything more to do with them.

Back at home in my bedroom, I slipped the piece of paper with the URL scribbled on it out of my bag and logged into the live donor forum’s website. I don’t have to add credit card details to get past a paywall, huzzah, open source semen! After adding a few filters, I found 18 potential donors in my area. Not bad. I was mostly concerned about whether they wanted to have sex with me or not. If they do want sex, what do they look like? How many children have they sired, what number would this make me?

From the woman in the texts to Dr. Cho, the divergent path of this shadier side of my fertility journey led me to Ken.

I spotted “Wants to Help”, Ken’s avatar, right away. I clicked on his little, circular picture which enlarged to reveal a dashing older gentleman. But what is his age, I thought, as I leaned closer and squinted my eyes. His about me section revealed an articulate, thoughtful man, new to the platform as well, who hasn’t had any children of his own nor has he helped any other women, yet. I wrote him a message, trying to imply that this is normal, I’m not begging, I’m not shy.

We decided to kick it all off with a phone call.

The next morning, I walked to a farmer’s market to buy fruit and vegetables for the week and to ponder a future with Ken’s child in my life. 

What would it be like with Ken coexisting in my child’s world? I thought, eyeballing a zucchini. 

It was a busy Saturday morning, chillier than it should have been, and there were too many produce options. I did what any good person in therapy would do, and interrogated my thoughts and emotions. I’m overly occupied with what Ken will think of me. The tiny cactus plants caught my eye, as something that would last longer, not perishable, than the week’s food, but I did not buy any. I walked home empty-handed.

He’d be calling soon. I went back to the therapy thoughts. 

Do I feel judged? Powerful? Do I want this older man to fall in love with me? 

And, seriously, what questions should I ask him? What questions would make me sound…smart? 

Why do I want to sound smart? What is wrong with me? 

And how can I turn this into a personal essay that the New York Times’ Modern Love column would want to publish? Start in the middle, with the walk to the farmer’s market…

At noon, the phone rang. I launched into it – though he tried to amicably chit-chat and break the ice first. I told him my story, extolling my virtues. But when there was a lull in the conversation, I blurted out the nut graf of my desires. What’s your eye color? How tall are you? Scratching my head, do you have schizophrenia in your family? Good at math, or art? I didn’t ask him who his favorite Game of Thrones character was.

He told me his story, too. About how he and his ex-wife wanted children, but they waited too long. They tried fertility treatments to no avail. They missed their window, too. 

And finally, he revealed, in a roundabout way, that he was 60 years old…I garbled my thoughts into words, regurgitating things about him dying soon, increased risks of autism in babies born to fathers of his age, and needing to do more research. He took this in stride, though we both knew that the egg-producing partner’s risks weigh just a little bit more in this equation.

On his profile, he selected that he wanted a form of limited relationship, or fun uncle, with the child. What this means is the ultimate question. Everything else, the eye color and height, would be outside our control. I needed him to tell me what he wants with the child, so I could decide what I wanted with him. Maybe the actual filter didn't say “fun uncle,” but that’s how I remember it.

Ken wanted to meet me in person. I wanted to meet him, too. Who asked who first? I can’t remember anymore.

Wrapping up the call, he offered to pay for my IVF treatment and for the kid’s college! Ken, you’re my number one sperm donor!

But what’s a fun uncle? A funcle? My friend called this term creepy and that in turn makes him creepy. Isn’t that too obvious, though, that this whole process is inherently creepy? Let’s go back to the transaction of sperm. Dr. Cho even used the word, cells, to describe the male product I was seeking. I liked how removed this word was from the person producing it. I could be a true solo mom, as if a man was not needed at all. It reduces the male component to something involuntary that he has no control over. Like drawing blood. Your cells, my body, a child.

Moving all of two feet from my desk to my bed, I put the next episode of Thrones reruns back on. What’s with this urgency to get the most out of life? Death is everywhere, always. At least in the TV show they openly acknowledge the importance of legacy. They also tortured and raped each other, usually if someone got in the way of their family’s desires.

I’ve seen Instagram reels of cats sitting on top of pregnant women’s bellies, then the videos skip forward to show the cats lounging beside the newborn babe. Are all cats different? Sweet, little OJ, writhing his way out from underneath me as I smush him into my comforter, is charming in his innocent desire to be set free. But the long-since deceased cats of my childhood would try to trick me into letting them loose by faking their purrs so that I might think they were enjoying my strong embrace. Maybe it’s not so much the instinct of all cats that’s changed but how I handle them. I can’t see OJ coddling a new baby, I can only picture him stealing its breath.

I reached for my phone to contact the women in the texts…Sarah, let’s just call her. I asked her about the quality of old man semen, but I was using dictation and the word came out spelled “salmon”. I quickly added, haha, to the text stream. I try not to use lol with people I don’t know well.

I want to impress Ken. I think about how in Jane Austin's world of Pride and Prejudice, women mastered the pianoforte and read novels endlessly, but modern character is traded in creative skills, travel and experiences. I could mention that I’ve spent years overseas, that I like to draw, write and bike ride (more and better than most people, I need to indicate). How to say that I am not an old spinster, without saying that I am not an old spinster?

He must be asking himself similar, insecurity-laced questions. A rich old man should see it as a blessing that I would want to procreate with him. Take his semen and run. That is the ultimate goal in biological life, to reproduce, isn’t it? He should be begging me to do this for him, not the other way around. I am offering a womb and motherhood and my life as a martyr for this child. As it was meant to be?

I tweeted at an editor at the New York Times Modern Love desk, asking him out for coffee, before finding in the details of an interview with him that he is married, even “happily”. I slumped over my computer desk, sighed, then opened another window to search for a female author who I could ask to be my mentor. 

Sarah, my most trusted confident, has given up on me. I don’t think I’m a lead to her anymore. She has referred me to a cryobank after texting she couldn’t help with determining if “60-year-old man salmon” is worth anything.

He said he wanted to be a funcle. Can he please go fuck himself?

Another night in my bedroom, I put back on Game of Thrones, and wonder what he’s watching. I thought about how Samwell Tarly reacted when he learned Daenerys Targaryen burnt his father and brother alive, and how he was meant to bend the knee to this dragon woman because that’s the way it should be. The last season was trash anyways.

But Sarah, my unembodied texting friend, I haven’t forgotten you. I’ll name my firstborn child after you if you can only help me. I want you to use your ethereal powers to scan his inbox, his outbound messages, what is he saying? Am I too good to be true?

I once read that Julian Assange is a pro-natalist, a serial “donor”. He, like Elon Musk, believes strongly in progeneration. The thesis is that we should be adding more children to the earth instead of treating population growth as something to be curtailed. Musk says that “fear of climate change” is one of the biggest factors in declining fertility rates, amongst educated people, he adds. Alas, it’s not my old eggs but rather my advanced brain that got me here. My cleverness found Sarah, Dr. Cho and Ken and my tenacity will sift through the rubble and make something out of nothing, a baby from what is left over. 

How much more informal could this get, to make a human being? Is it just another social construction that a man and a woman should fall in love and make another person, born of the bonds of that love? Does that deep, devoted compatibility manifest in the genetic embodiment of their souls? Clearly. My child my child my child. It’s not my child. It’s half my child. It makes me feel less. The woman is burdened with offspring and the man has enriched his life.

As I slowed my pace, I saw Ken. At first, I noticed the flowers. I flushed. He was there before me, too, and I always arrive first. He fumbled getting up and a tiny espresso wobbled obtrusively on the table where he was seated, outside in the open air. We locked eyes. I lifted my arm to wave, just the part below the elbow, smiling and keeping my bodily extremities by my core. But once I was close enough, we hugged. I think he reached out first to take me in. He was tall and broad, so I fit into his embrace like a baby.

He was the image of a dapper older man through and through. Maybe he had a facelift, or veneers? Full head of hair for sure. The checklist checked itself. I did sense a mild tension, like an awkwardness meter ticking up, when I talked about semen and insemination, almost like we were in the Victorian era. As if our creation would be done via stork dropping a baby down the chimney. It was like talking to a sexy but well-mannered grandpa. 

He was actually most interested in talking about…climate change. After retiring from something in finance, maybe he said asset management, he set his attentions on climate change awareness. I did wonder if he was forced to retire from banking due to his age, like a cog in a bottleneck, only the top dogs moving up to the C-Suite, but maybe I don’t really know anything. Now he passes his time financing documentary films and traveling the world to stop climate change in its tracks, or something like that, it wasn’t clear. I was overly focused on conveying that this topic was of interest to me, trying not to dart my eyes around as I panicked in my chest. He was just oozing money, he had a Ferrari hat perched on the third seat at our table. 

There’s mostly trash on the live donor website, but he and I are perfect together! We both have great educations, families, genes. I think either of us could’ve met a real piece of junk, but instead, we met each other. We are meant to be. 

Hours passed, it grew dark. I pictured myself floating above the table and looking down at Ken and me. Two strangers laughing and drinking coffee in the fall. I caught myself rehashing an old story about myself that might have been a bit too detailed and maybe I was being a bit too coy telling it, tilting my head down and smiling. He listened, allowing me to finish all my thoughts before commenting or asking another question. 

Though the details are a bit of a blur now, I did not bring up the word funcle once. We decided that logistics should be secondary to things like genetic testing, background checks and, of course, more coffee dates to come for us to figure it all out.

But they wouldn’t come, and we didn’t. I’d never see Ken again. I was lying in bed when he sent the breakup text about a week later. I first heard the vibration coming from my phone as it lay in bed beside me, and somehow I knew. He broke up with our child and a future scenario that had panned out 100 different ways in my mind.

He said he put a lot of thought into it and decided to put things on hold for now. He thinks I’m a great person and will make a great mom one day when I’m ready.

It wasn’t my uterus, it was him, he could have just as easily said. This was a death. He sent the message at night. I was in the final throes of the last season of Thrones. I put my phone down after reading the text twice. It ended with, I hope you find what you’re looking for.

I asked him to meet me first, anyway. He said he wanted a child, but he didn’t say it had to be mine. Maybe I appeared too desperate, and that it was clear that my true intentions weren’t to transact in bodily fluids passed through a syringe in a doctor’s office, they were for what I shouldn’t have desired. I tried to turn him from a fun uncle into a willing participant in parenting. I made it too real, that was my error. I wanted to be less alone.

Now I’m left with a Ken-shaped hole in the puzzle of my baby. I wanted cells and someone to take care of me. I feel like a medieval character in my own series right before the executioner is set to chop off my head. Nevermind, I’ll find another donor and add this to the list of rejections to discuss in therapy. 

No more college for you, kid.

I turned off the TV, shaking my head. Ned Stark wasn’t your father, Jon, he was your funcle. Good luck with that.
