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For Luna, who showed me new depths of love in such a short time. May we meet again.

And for Mom, for never—not once—making me doubt your love was unconditional. But, seriously, please don’t read this book. No need to test that theory.
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Preface


IT WAS ONE OF THOSE impossibly long days during the first summer of the COVID-19 pandemic in Washington, D.C.

I took a deep drag on my cigarette before stubbing it out and looking around at the backyard, a decrepit, brick-laden private paradise covered in overgrown ivy, lush flowers, and plants that I tended to myself. It was June and I could smell the mosquito repellent as it evaporated off my skin. I was surrounded by vivid splashes of pink, orange, yellow, and purple, having planted a mix of snapdragons, pansies, black-eyed Susans, dianthus, and other flowers, two months prior.

Nestled in the heart of Capitol Hill, my apartment had the rare luxury of a massive outdoor space. I got lucky finding my one-bedroom when I arrived from Brooklyn the year before.

Even better than the surroundings? The neighbors. They made living through a pandemic a little bit easier. Avery, a nonbinary friend with vivid pink hair who lived in an apartment kitty-corner to mine, peered at me from across the patio furniture.

“What? What are you thinking about?” Avery asked, putting out a cigarette.

“I think I want to have a baby,” I said, surprising myself by letting the words slip out loud before taking a sip of whiskey.

“Oh! You totally should!” Avery loved babies.

I started rolling us a fresh joint as I contemplated the idea. I was a thirty-eight-year-old journalist who had spent the past decade and a half crisscrossing the country for my career, working fifty to sixty hours a week. I had a nearly pack-a-day habit and was a regular at the dive bar around the corner.

My apartment was 650 square feet and littered with half-empty seltzer cans, small piles of unopened mail, and a few take-out containers. I don’t think I could have done a more blatant impression of the whiskey-swigging, workaholic reporter stereotype if I tried. But it wasn’t an act. My lifestyle, especially during the pandemic, was less Lois Lane and more Jimmy Breslin (before he quit drinking).

I was a bit of a disaster.

But that’s not the whole story. I had also rebounded from being a high school dropout and managed to turn my love of words into a successful journalism career. I had gone to community college and a small state school, yet I was scrappy enough to get to work alongside some of the most talented people in the business—most of whom seemed to come from Ivy League backgrounds. I had a reputation for bringing passion and a fierce work ethic to all that I did, which helped me get promoted to senior investigative reporter—my dream job—in the middle of a pandemic. Career-wise, I’d pretty much grown up to be exactly who I always hoped to be.

Beyond that, I tried to be a good friend who conscientiously tended to those relationships across decades and time zones, dropping everything to fly cross-country when someone I loved was in need. I was also a big sister who learned a lot from helping my mom care for my three little brothers.

I was always a nurturer; I just didn’t nurture myself. On some level, I didn’t think I deserved love—romantic or otherwise. Not that I hadn’t tried. I felt ready to settle down and have kids around the age of twenty-five or twenty-six. I had several long-term relationships in my twenties and thirties, spanning one to six years. I was always up front with men about my desire to get married and have multiple children; several men said they wanted that, too, with me. Every time, years would pass, and they still weren’t ready.

The men I connected with in my generation were often in some Peter Pan state of emotional cryogenics that made them want to have the freedom to date and sleep with as many people as possible without ever making a commitment. Polyamory and ethical non-monogamy were now a thing—which, cool. Just not for me. Now I was single and thirty-eight years old, and men my age were looking to have children with women in their twenties and early thirties. Meanwhile, I was still hitting snooze on my biological clock. Time was running out to pursue the one thing I’ve always known I wanted: to be a mom. And maybe, perhaps, something that big could actually be the catalyst for me to sort my life out.

Even if I had to do it alone.

I shivered in spite of the summer heat.

“Nah,” I told Avery. “I could never do it on my own.”

But the idea wouldn’t leave me. It was a whisper, tickling the back of my skull as I tried to fall asleep for several nights in a row. Finally, a few days later, I was watering the flowers in the same garden, observing how beautifully they responded to my care and attention. And I had an epiphany: I could do it. I, Valerie Bauman, could have a baby on my own. No one could prevent me from pursuing this. No one was going to give me permission, either. It was entirely my decision—I’m still not clear on why that was such a jarring realization. But it was. And from that moment, I knew I was going to go through with it.

Making the decision was simple. But I never could have anticipated where this choice would take me, or the lengths I would go to become a parent on my own terms. Nothing about finding a sperm donor, or the journey to motherhood, came easy for me.






Chapter One
Chasing Babies



THEY INSEMINATE THEMSELVES IN CARS, public restrooms, and cheap motel rooms. They pray over urine-drenched sticks, guzzle supplements by the dozen, and sometimes have unprotected sex with men they’ve only just met on the internet, Facebook groups, or dating-like apps—whatever it takes to make their baby dreams come true.

What could possibly drive a woman out of the cool, clinical embrace of the health-care industry for one of the biggest medical decisions of her life? For some it’s the insurmountable costs imposed by the reproductive industry, or discrimination, or a lack of insurance coverage. Others just want to know the person who will help create their child.

I am one of those women. Like most, I started out scrolling through the sperm bank websites, analyzing donor profiles and squinting at their baby pictures. I even made a color-coded spreadsheet (green for positive attributes, red for negative, and yellow for things that gave me pause). But like many women, I soon realized that sperm banks weren’t the answer, not for me. I wanted to know the person who would help me create my child, to be able to give my kid answers and insights into where they came from.

This is a story of spitting in the face of virtually every cultural taboo around family, fertility, and procreation for the sake of making motherhood a reality.



IN JULY 2020, SHORTLY AFTER my revelation that I could become a mother on my own terms, I sat curled up on the couch, computer in my lap, compulsively scrolling through various sperm bank websites. Over several days I built the spreadsheet entitled “Babies.” I added nineteen columns that listed the characteristics I could find on each donor using whatever details the banks provided for free—and what I could glean from photos.

Some of the characteristics were physical: height, weight, build. Eye color and hair color are always listed, but some banks even provide details on the donor’s hair texture and thickness. Race and ethnicity were also included. I added the category of “Lips,” largely based on what I could tell from available photos—purely because I’m a fan of full lips and got a little carried away with the spreadsheet.

Other categories were more practical, including sperm motility and price, and whether the donor had any reported pregnancies or children of his own. Sometimes the gender of the donor’s children was listed, which was helpful, I suppose, for those who had a gender preference. I was more interested in their job and education. I was surprised by some of the information that was available—things I hadn’t thought to ask about, like allergies or shoe size. I was tickled by the banks that listed which famous actor the donor most resembled (according to the discerning opinions of sperm bank staff).

These weren’t necessarily the things I cared about most. But it’s all I could learn from what the banks provided for free. You had to pay more for adult photos on most sites, as well as for a detailed family history and other information on the individual donor. At California Cryobank, which advertises itself as the largest sperm bank in the world, for the bargain price of $145, you get ninety days of access to seeing adult and additional childhood photos of donors, as well as an extended donor profile and a keepsake of some kind from the donor—such as a poem, original song composition, or something else that allows him to express himself. If you shell out $250, you get all of that—for ninety days only—and a detailed report on his facial features, an extensive temperament/personality test result, and an audio recording of the donor’s voice that can be saved for the child to hear later.

My cat, Ruby, watched—heartless in her indifference—as I tossed my computer on the couch and paced around my tiny living room contemplating the options. I ran through the donors in my head, occasionally pausing to review my spreadsheet as I weighed each one. It was overwhelming, because one moment I’d be so enamored with a particular donor (all of whom had fake names assigned to them by the banks), and in the next instant I’d find myself picking them apart.

I thought to myself:

Shad seems great. He’s had reported pregnancies and has high-motility sperm. Sure, he’s only five feet eight, but I’m tall enough that maybe my genetics could offset that. He’s half-Irish and half-Moroccan and has curly, thick black hair and his lips are, sure, “medium.” That’s still pretty good … Not like Davy, with those narrow, thin lips … But Shad wears a size eight shoe. Is that thing about shoe size and penis size true? Should I be worrying about my future son’s penis size when I choose my donor?! Wait—the bank says he looks like Rami Malek. Hard nope. While an indisputably handsome man, those dead bug eyes kill me … (I shuddered after visualizing Rami Malek as a demonic toddler, wide-eyed and obstinate …)

Achilles. This is the one. Yeah, his build is listed as “sturdy” (a generous descriptor for heavier donors), but he’s got green eyes. How cool would it be to have a kid with green eyes, like me? Full lips—bonus. Great motility. But … ugh. His celebrity look-alike is Vin Diesel and he does multilevel marketing for a living. Hard pass. Thanks for playing, Achilles!

What about Cort? Sure, he’s on the heavy side … but he’s tall, has full lips, high sperm motility, and reported pregnancies. Wait—he’s studying for his MBA and also planning on law school! Damn. My kid could use those brains. The only thing is … he’s Dominican, Hispanic, and Black. I have zero preference, personally, about my child’s ethnicity. But am I equipped to raise a non-white kid in America? Is that fair to the child, when I, a white woman, don’t have a partner or co-parent to help them feel connected to their culture and ethnic background? Could that make them feel more “other” when already they come from a single-parent household with no biological father in the picture? Could it endanger their lives if I’m not capable of preparing them for the reality of having a Black or brown body in this country? Damn it. Cort was supposed to be the one …

I closed my laptop and glared at Ruby. I had money in the bank, ready to spend on sperm. But something felt off to me about this transaction.

It was maddening. The decision was too important to make based on the limited information available.

On the sperm bank websites, when you’re searching for free, you typically get a short bio about the donor’s education, hobbies, and basic medical history. Some companies offer short recordings of the donors’ voices without the extra cost, usually with the men explaining why they want to donate or describing a relationship that has been meaningful in their lives. For me, it just felt so sterile. There was no way to get a real read on these guys. Plus, they were getting paid—was it just about the money? Could they really be prepared to face my kid in eighteen years, if he or she showed up seeking a relationship? And damn, eighteen years seemed like a long time for that kid to wait for answers.

Shopping for a sperm donor at a bank felt a lot like shopping on Amazon minus the real-world reviews. You often can select several donors and then compare them directly on the bank websites with their key stats listed side by side, including height, weight, and eye color. It was exactly like the product comparisons Amazon offers to allow customers to weigh which humidifier or vacuum they want to purchase. But this was so much more important than the average consumer decision.

It was making me scrutinize the men based on physical attributes as if I were shopping for a designer baby. And that made me feel extremely shallow. And creepy. I care a lot less about hair and eye color—and yes, even lip size—than I do about the kind of person these donors are. And damn my journalistic instincts, but I was having a hard time trusting someone else to do the screening for me. I wanted to know this person. I wanted a baby, yes. But it was important to me that the baby grow up to be a kind and happy person. None of this information was going to help me make that happen. I wasn’t totally sure what I wanted, but this wasn’t it.

Restless, I did what I always did (now that I’d quit smoking) when I needed to think: I took to the streets of Washington, D.C.

I walked mile after mile in my New Balance cross-trainers against the brick sidewalks of Capitol Hill. It had been nearly two hours of striding through the city when the sun finally splashed its pornographic palate across the sky and slid below the horizon, giving me a slight reprieve from the oppressive summer heat. My route had taken me almost full circle back to my apartment when something occurred to me. I stopped short, pulled out my phone, and googled: “sperm donor that you know.”

I scanned for a few minutes—enough time to realize that finding a sperm donor who I could actually meet was a thing that could happen. I put my phone away and rushed home.



THROUGHOUT MY TWENTIES AND THIRTIES, especially, I celebrated with my friends as they got married and had children. I attended baby showers with glee, picking out gifts from registries and welcoming new babies with total certainty that my day would come. However, as my early thirties gave way to my mid- and then late-thirties, my ability to feel joy for these momentous occasions had become tempered with anxiety. I resented myself for starting to wonder: When is it my turn?

I gravitated toward babies from a young age, and with three younger brothers, I had helped my mom wrangle kiddos for much of my childhood. My connection with my own mother was the singular, most important, formative, and loving relationship I’d ever had, and I wanted to give a child that same sense of unconditional love. I didn’t just want to be a mom. I was certain it was the reason I was put on earth.

When I found myself single at thirty-eight, something clicked, and I mustered the strength to move forward with becoming a mother without waiting for the “right” guy to come along. Doing it without a partner (whom I would presumably be intimately familiar with) created this unnatural pressure to know everything I possibly could about where my baby’s DNA was coming from. This was partially for my own peace of mind, but more importantly I wanted to put my future child first.

Despite the unknowns and my brain’s relentless onslaught of questions about the process, I experienced a tidal wave of relief after having made the decision about motherhood. I had spent years trying to quash this mommy craving or pretending that the urgency I felt as I aged wasn’t a constant buzzkill that I discreetly brought to every first date and long-term relationship, quietly tucked in my back pocket until that moment when I finally dropped the “I seriously need to have a baby” bomb.

I had been successful in my career. It was my personal life that floundered. But everything changed that day in the garden.

I’ve always been pretty hard-core about my work as a news reporter. I’ve moved cross-country half a dozen times in pursuit of that journalism dream. Along the way, I’ve covered all kinds of hot-button issues, including New York State politics, health care, immigration, and the opioid crisis. And I’ve loved it. As a journalist, you never stop learning new things.

For nearly two decades, the thrill of chasing a story was enough for me. Until it wasn’t. I could no longer ignore how unequivocally I needed to become a mom. It was only a matter of time—I had long thought—until I met someone and started a family of my own. But it never materialized. I just never met the right guy.

The first person I told about my decision was my brother Drew. He surprised me with his supportiveness. Not because he’s not a supportive guy, but because I was half expecting anyone I talked to about my idea to tell me I was too flaky, too poor, too single to do this whole thing. It felt really good when Drew said that he didn’t believe I was totally insane.

“I think you would always try to do your best for your child, which, that’s all you can ask of parents, because most parents have no idea what they’re doing. But you seem like the type who would do a lot of research to make sure you were being a good parent.

“If you want to have a kid and it’s going to make you happy—obviously, you’d be a good mom—then you should do it,” Drew told me. “No matter what Mom or Dad says.”

“Thank you. I really needed to hear that,” I said. I meant it.

Drew was right about our parents. I probably would have pursued single motherhood years ago, but my Catholic mother and father would never approve. I may have been a grown-up approaching my forties, but my parents had always had an outsize influence on my life and life decisions. I actively hid this entire process from them, which was particularly difficult with my mom because we are incredibly close and speak almost daily.

I tested the water, though, one day when I was talking to my mother. I brought up the hypothetical idea of having a baby via a sperm bank. She was quite firm in her opposition. In her words, it was “selfish,” because I would be denying the child a father and it would “kill” my own father if I went through with such a plan. That put an end to that discussion. But not to my plans.

Fortunately, all my brothers were supportive. Jack, who is ten years younger than me, also brought up my difficulty letting go of my parents’ expectations.

“What they think and what they believe really matters to you,” he said. “It matters to me, too. But it matters to you so much more in that it affects your whole day … Sometimes you get caught up in that. Maybe I’m right. Am I right?”

“You’re one hundred percent right … And I know they would disapprove. And that’s why I haven’t done it.”

Jack also said he “never had any doubt” I would be a good mom.

“Honestly, I think it’d be great for you as well,” he said. “I think you have a lot of love to give, and it would be good for you to have somewhere to put that love.”

Again, my brother had touched on something very real. I was happy being single, sure. But there was a void in my life. I needed to be very careful, and honest with myself that I was doing this for selfish reasons. This kid wasn’t being asked to be born without a father. I needed to approach my whole plan as thoughtfully and carefully as possible.



FINALLY, BACK FROM MY WALK, I marched across the back patio, flung the sliding door of my apartment open, and lunged for my laptop, landing on the couch across from the fireplace, while only slightly disrupting Ruby. I repeated the Google search that I had started on my walk around the neighborhood.

So many interesting things appeared before my eyes … something called the Known Donor Registry, which allows people to search for sperm donors. Facebook groups where sperm donors listed their services—for free? And an app called Just a Baby, where I could swipe left or right on potential donors?!

As I scanned through the various links, a warm sense of certainty came over me. Then I had to suppress a gleeful giggle, because … I was definitely going to find a sperm donor on the internet. And that was crazy, but I was going to do it anyway.

This revelation meant that I could stop ignoring the nagging fears and uncertainties that were preventing me from pulling the trigger on a bank donor. When my kid asked me who their biological father was, or why he helped me make a baby, I wanted to have good answers.

This was a path that would allow me to get to know the donor and potentially allow the child to meet him before age eighteen. I could make sure that the biological father of my child was someone I would feel confident introducing to my future kiddo. Even better, I discovered some donors had private Facebook groups for the parents of the donor children to connect so half-siblings could meet each other and have a sense of family.

This was extremely enticing to me as someone who was going to be raising a child without a father. The more family, the more love, the better.



I SOON REALIZED THE WORLD of unregulated sperm donation is as fascinating as it is seedy. In the months that followed, as I interviewed men who had been donating for decades, I learned that the whole movement first emerged on Craigslist and on Yahoo message boards in the early 2000s before migrating to the newer websites and apps of today. Back then, donors would list their availability to donate sperm, and occasionally they would have a taker. Even more occasionally, a woman or lesbian couple would find these online discussions and post that they were seeking a donor. Often these arrangements were anonymous meetups with no way for either party to stay in touch. Sometimes the exchanges involved sex; other times it was just a hand-off of a sterile cup full of sperm in a brown paper bag.

Now, two decades later, unregulated, gray-market sperm donation was exploding online, just as I started dipping my toe in. My reporter senses were set ablaze. This was going to be a huge story. And I was living it. I started taking screenshots of interesting posts on the pages and noting different donors and recipients who seemed to be particularly active in the Facebook groups. I spoke to the people who dominated the world and asked questions as I tried to grasp the nuances of this bizarre social interaction.

Eventually one of the high-volume donors and administrators for several of the groups reached out to me. He saw I was a journalist and said he wanted me to write a story about him.

Sweetheart, I thought, I’m gonna write a whole damn book.

But this story is bigger than that donor, me, or any one player. It’s about the confluence of demand and supply—especially at a moment when millions of Americans were sitting at home, quarantined during a pandemic with nothing to think about but their mortality. All of these factors spurred an online baby boom.

In 2021, nearly 3.7 million births were recorded in the US—a 1 percent increase compared to 2020, according to CDC data. That may seem small, but keep in mind that the prior five years before this uptick, birthrates were steadily declining by roughly 1 percent a year1.

Despite the turnaround, the number of births in 2021 failed to catch up with the 2019 total due to a drop in births between 2019 and 2020.

One of the most popular sperm donation Facebook pages saw its membership grow by thousands per month at times, tripling between June 2020 and June 2022, and eventually reaching about 24,000 members. By August 2023, membership had grown 175 percent. As more recipients flocked to the page, the donor population has grown, too.

One factor that resulted in this boom in the unregulated market is that many fertility clinics closed their doors as “nonessential” medical procedures were put on the back burner during the pandemic, and as sperm banks had to pause accepting new donations—leading to a shortage. Even after clinics reopened, people who couldn’t afford to spend thousands of dollars on sperm from a bank, or costly fertility procedures, increasingly went online to find free or cheap sperm. Another upside to a freelance sperm donor is that you’re getting fresh sperm (which lives up to five days in a woman’s body), and sometimes receiving multiple donations per cycle. By comparison, frozen sperm is almost exclusively administered once per cycle, and it only lives in a woman’s body for up to twenty-four hours—making timing around ovulation incredibly critical.

Many of these women, like me, seemed to be in their late thirties and realizing that they were in a now-or-never moment. There’s data to back up this existential crisis: In 2021, new births among women ages twenty to twenty-four declined by 3 percent, but they rose as much as 5 percent for women ages twenty-five to forty-four2.

Many people gain access to unregulated sperm donation through the Known Donor Registry, a website where donors and recipients can draft profiles and seek each other out. The KDR describes itself as a free community resource and platform for connecting donors and recipients. As such, it has a lengthy “terms of use,” in which it makes clear that members are responsible for vetting the accuracy of donor profiles, and for any interaction that may take place. I don’t think it’s clear how legally binding the terms of use are, but I’ve heard that people have been kicked off and blocked from KDR for not complying with the rules. The site’s code of conduct requires users to be respectful and abstain from using illegal drugs and transmitting STIs. It also recommends legal contracts and bars any requests for payment in exchange for gametes. Members may not “state or imply” that sex is a more effective way to get pregnant than artificial insemination methods.

I found it unwieldy to use the website on a cell phone but appreciated that the site allows users to filter their searches by method of insemination (think: artificial versus sex). In the end, I moved on pretty quickly from KDR because after I created a profile on my laptop, it seemed impossible for me to check or send messages from my phone, which was my primary tool in the search for a donor. I gave up.

I soon started lurking on the Facebook sites and cruising the Just a Baby app, which is like Tinder for getting knocked up. Sperm donors and recipients can post profiles with photos and a brief description, and then they swipe right or left on each other until they find a good match. In my experience, Just a Baby is an extremely unregulated setup. Men who send dick pics or have pregnancy fetishes aren’t screened out, so it can require a lot of work for women to filter through those with ulterior motives (though some boldly declare their “preg-fet,” donating only to women who will still have sex with them after the second line on the pregnancy test appears). I’ve found it can also be tough to find a local donor on the Just a Baby app because many of the guys are in far-flung states. Plus, the majority don’t include photos or thorough descriptions.

In my experience, Facebook groups are the real lifeblood of this world. Unlike Just a Baby, the Facebook groups allow recipients and donors to exchange information on a semi-public forum, so there’s a little bit more accountability. The posts range from insemination advice to pregnancy announcements. Recipients looking for sperm will frequently post a picture along with their location and a few details about what they want in a donor.

Similarly, donors will post photos of themselves and/or their successes. Think: cute baby pictures and positive pregnancy tests. All of this is a bid to attract new recipients.

The groups are also a place where everyone is encouraged to video chat first before meeting in a preferably public place for the first time. The moderators are mostly donors, but there are a few recipients, too.

Moderators do their best to screen out the creeps and trolls. But like any other internet community, I quickly learned that it’s tough to keep up with sometimes.

All of this was wildly new territory for me. But there was a palpable sense of empowerment among successful recipients: They had gamed the system, found a shortcut around the reproductive industry, and still wound up with a baby—and a complete family. It intrigued me, particularly in the larger social context of humanity and how we define families. Increasingly, women are becoming parents without a father present, and LGBTQ+ couples are finding ways to build families on their own terms. These online spaces make it possible for many people in marginalized groups to have biological children since the conventional health-care system largely favors coupled heterosexual people with plenty of financial resources.

This is a moment when people are talking more openly about what it means to build different kinds of families and reproductive rights are at the forefront of politics and culture. Along my personal journey, I’ve explored the psychological, legal, and ethical ramifications of finding free or cheap procreation assistance online and going through with the process of starting a family with the help of a stranger. Could this be a critical moment of empowerment for new kinds of families? Or a risky prospect with myriad complications to consider?

What does it mean if the answer is both?

Either way, more Americans are turning to this world to build their own unconventional families, whether driven by cost, fear of assisted-fertility institutions, or a desire to know the biological other half of their child. Nearly 171,000 American women used sperm from a bank to get pregnant in 1995. By 2016 that number had risen to more than 440,0003. As more US women wait longer to marry and have a child, the demand for donor sperm has grown. Rosanna Hertz, author of Single by Chance, Mothers by Choice: How Women Are Choosing Parenthood Without Marriage and Creating the New American Family, estimated that approximately 2.7 million American women are single mothers by choice.

Never before have these unconventional paths for building families been more prevalent or compelling. I knew I had to delve deep into this world to learn everything I could about the most unusual road map out there for becoming a parent.
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