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Kang Mun-jeong, 44

8:30 a.m. Mun-jeong checked her temperature with the infrared forehead thermometer and rubbed sanitiser into her hands before entering the hospital. Next to the door, a receptionist answered phone calls with one hand and scanned barcodes on patients’ mobile phones with the other to check them in. Across the lobby, other employees took a moment to stretch in their seats or stare at their phones before starting another day of work. A blue-uniformed nurse paused on her way to the blood collection room to take in the waiting area steadily filling with people. Mun-jeong took a deep breath, then went downstairs to the IVF clinic. 

Her husband had come and gone an hour earlier, to deposit his sperm, and was already back in his writing studio. It would have been nice if he’d at least stuck around to hold her hand through the next part. Mun-jeong knew, of course, that IVF meant the baby was made outside of their bodies, but she hated feeling like they were each going through it alone. Ever since recognising an acquaintance at the clinic, her husband had refused to accompany her there unless absolutely necessary. According to him, during their previous, failed cycle, he’d finished doing the big deed and was about to head back to the lobby when he saw a familiar-looking man sitting on a bench right outside the door to the sperm collection room. He said the man hurried to the bathroom to avoid him. The man was wearing a COVID mask, but his eyes were clearly those of an old college friend. Mun-jeong’s husband had run away without looking back, mortified at bumping into someone he knew there of all places. 

Was low fertility really so shameful among men? Why did they have to be so caught up in their own egos when it came to the sanctity of creating life? Sure, a lot of women kept their fertility treatments a secret at work, but less out of embarrassment than fear that their plans to start a family would be held against them. Even if she managed to get pregnant, Mun-jeong intended to keep writing for the magazine right up until she went into labour. She would conduct interviews with her pregnant belly on proud display. Her current assignment, called ‘The Private Lives of Female Professionals’, had her featuring women who were experts in their fields and interviewing them about everything except their jobs. They talked about their hobbies, their travels, and more. With so many women deciding not to marry or have children, they had so much more to talk about than just relationships and child-rearing. A retired volleyball player she’d recently interviewed lived in a mansion with three large dogs and was an animal-rights activist who did volunteer work and donated to animal shelters. Mun-jeong relished each interview, invigorated by not having to listen to the usual banal gripes about feuding with in-laws. It left her wondering if a husband and children weren’t in fact the biggest obstacle to a woman’s success. Yet, here was that same Mun-jeong, standing now in Baby Angel Hospital, the country’s best IVF clinic and one of the top three in the world. 

In vitro fertilisation had gone from something you’d only expect to see in a science-fiction novel to a widely used treatment for infertility. Even in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, Baby Angel Hospital was packed with people seeking to undergo IVF. Word of Korea’s success in the procedure must have spread, because there were patients flying in from abroad.

In 1978, the year Mun-jeong was born, the world’s first test-tube baby, Louise Brown, was born in the UK. Brown later married and had two sons through natural conception, but Mun-jeong, who also came into the world through natural conception, was facing IVF at the age of forty-four. When Brown was born, the Pope expressed his concerns, calling it a slap in the face of God’s providence, and the media prattled on about how it was ‘the greatest threat since the atomic bomb’. The reporter who came up with that particular line would never have guessed that eight million babies around the world would be born through IVF and that an IVF clinic optimised solely for the treatment of infertility would appear in South Korea. For all they knew, that reporter’s own daughter might be pursuing IVF as well right now. 

Mun-jeong undressed from the waist down and pulled on a hospital gown. Outside the changing room, a nurse directed her to a bed, then took her blood pressure and outfitted her with a disposable cap and an ID bracelet printed with a QR code, her name, and that of her husband. The bracelet reminded Mun-jeong of visiting amusement parks as a child and getting those wristbands that allowed you access to all the rides. Would this wristband give her free access to a park full of frolicking children where her own future child awaited? 

Mun-jeong texted her husband. 

—I’m scared of going under.

—It’s not your first time.

—Yeah, and now I know how much it hurts when the anaesthetic wears off. I’m scared.

Despite what she told her husband, the egg retrieval wasn’t actually as painful as she’d heard it could be. For Mun-jeong, it felt no worse than her usual period cramps. She’d been told this was because of her diminished ovarian reserve. Her body could only produce five or six eggs at most per round, and during one retrieval, the doctor had barely managed to collect three. But Mun-jeong wasn’t in the mood to be stoic about it. It wasn’t fair how heavily the burden of IVF fell on women. While they had to endure injection after injection, egg retrievals, and embryo transfers, all the men had to do was roll up to the clinic on sperm collection day and masturbate into a cup. Extracting eggs brought pain, while collecting sperm brought pleasure. Sperm collection was so much simpler. Mun-jeong’s husband didn’t seem to consider giving up after each failure, the way she did, and this aggravated her. 

‘Wake up, Ms Kim. Kim Seon-yeong! Time to wake up!’ 

The woman in the next bed was having trouble coming round. The nurse slapped the woman’s cheek and loudly called her name. Mun-jeong had no idea who Kim Seon-yeong was, but she silently encouraged her to wake up, too. 

On the way to the toilet, Mun-jeong stole a glance at the other woman. Seon-yeong was groaning quietly. Mun-jeong considered herself generally fearless, and yet she dreaded egg retrieval day. What frightened her wasn’t the pain but rather the torture of false hope. General anaesthetic was no walk in the park either, of course, but failure meant having to start the long process all over again. This was her fifth retrieval. She’d undergone at least eight embryo transfers. It was hard for her to believe the lengths she had gone to. Sticking herself in the stomach with scary needles to make her eggs grow. Having those eggs extracted with an even bigger needle. Then getting the fertilised eggs reinserted back into her body. And not just once, but over and over. She’d lain awake half the night worrying about what to do if the few follicles she’d managed to grow turned out to be empty.

The nurse poked her head inside the curtain and said, ‘Two minutes.’

—I’m going in now.

She was hoping for an encouraging response from her husband, but her text went unread.

Mun-jeong followed the nurse to the egg collection room and took a seat on a stool outside the door. After a moment, the door opened. Inside, four nurses were hoisting a woman onto a gurney by her arms and legs in one smooth, coordinated movement. As they rolled her away, Mun-jeong stole a look at the departing woman, who was still groggy and mumbling to herself.

Mun-jeong took off her horn-rimmed glasses and handed them to the nurse along with her mobile phone, then walked into the room and climbed onto the table. Dr Ko Deok-su gazed down reassuringly at Mun-jeong with a look on his face that left her no choice but to trust him. It was a look she only ever saw on him in the procedure room. It transformed his normally brusque manner to one of paternal kindness and confidence. His face said, Trust only in me and do exactly what I say. It was like gazing up at the face of Christ, like he was going to stroke your head at any moment and tell you he understood your suffering. But even that wasn’t enough to stop her from groaning in pain when they propped her knees up and stuffed a wad of surgical gauze into her vagina. Before she could finish thinking, Couldn’t you do that after I’m asleep?! she passed out.

When she came to, she heard someone crying. It sounded like the woman in the next bed.

‘It hurts, it hurts,’ the woman wept. 

She heard the nurse say, ‘I know it hurts, but you have eighteen eggs now.’

Mun-jeong’s stomach twisted with envy. With that many eggs, she would have plenty to freeze and wouldn’t have to go through another retrieval any time soon. Now the woman was calling her husband. She argued with him over the phone, hung up, and wept even harder. Mun-jeong’s gaze fell on a piece of paper taped to the wall:

Be strong, future mums and dads.

Your baby is taking so long to reach you because their feet are oh so tiny.

Normally such emotional platitudes would have her snorting with derision, but Mun-jeong’s eyes filled with tears. She’d only produced four eggs this time, why was her stomach hurting so much? Her egg count was dropping with each round. At this rate, she might find herself retrieving only one egg a month and saving them up for an embryo transfer once every three months. Her doctor might even advise her to ask one of her sisters to donate an egg. 

The nurse returned to tell her she had to stay overnight. 

Mun-jeong grumbled, ‘Last time they took six eggs and checked me out right away.’

The nurse smiled.

‘Even though they only collected four this time, the location of the follicles means there’s heavier bleeding. That can happen when the follicles are too close to blood vessels. We strongly advise that you stay the night.’

Why did the eggs have to hide so close to her blood vessels? Little rascals. They were a mischievous bunch this time. Mun-jeong meekly made her way upstairs to the recovery rooms. Today, the doctors would inseminate the collected eggs with her husband’s sperm, and after two days they would check to see if fertilisation was successful. If so, they would continue to cultivate the eggs for anywhere from two to five more days depending on their condition. Then they would use a very narrow tube to place the fertilised egg in Mun-jeong’s uterus. She would be prescribed Progynova to thicken her uterine lining, and given an injection to help prevent miscarriage. But even with all that effort, the odds were stacked heavily against her in this game.

Her husband stopped by at dinnertime with some rice porridge. When they first started IVF, he had stayed by her side on egg retrieval days and fussed over her, but now he sought every excuse possible to stay away and only put in brief appearances in the evenings. COVID-19 had given him an easy out. Posted at the hospital entrance was a sign that read, Due to the increasing severity of COVID-19, guests will only be permitted for egg retrievals, embryo transfers, and surgeries. Her husband had been blaming himself for their inability to conceive, and despite not giving up, he was looking sadder with each cycle. No sooner did Mun-jeong finish eating and set down her spoon than her husband was out of his seat.

‘I’ll get going.’

‘Already?’

‘I have to write. The deadline is a week away. We need the money.’

‘But you’re almost done now, right?’

‘I still need to come up with an idea for it. Nothing is sticking.’

The sound of the door closing behind him rang in her ears. Mun-jeong was struck by an ominous feeling: were her husband’s parting words a prophecy that their embryo would also fail to stick? What if it took after its father and couldn’t finish its assignment?

They had met in a creative writing class back in college. Her husband, a Korean literature major, was a year older than her and, befitting the stereotype of an aspiring novelist, would show up to class looking hunched-over and dishevelled. Mun-jeong was taking the class purely out of curiosity. When the semester ended, the students all met for drinks at a pub near the university. It was there that her husband invited her to join a writing group he was involved with. She asked if it was only for fiction writers. 

‘We’re open to everything,’ he’d said. ‘We have former members who are now published poets, novelists, dramatists, journalists…’

That was all she needed to hear. She’d always thought that, since the reality they were living in already felt so much like fiction, there was no reason to limit what you read. Her husband published his first novel by the age of thirty, but Mun-jeong had yet to make her debut. Being more drawn to essays, biographies, and memoirs than to novels, she wanted to make a name for herself as a non-fiction writer. But after seven years of working as a freelance journalist for women’s magazines, she’d begun to think that the type of writing that appeared in those places was stuck somewhere on the border between real and pretend. Her celebrity interviews taught her that interviewees could never be completely honest with their interviewers, and it bothered her that so many magazine articles amounted to little more than gossip. She wanted to do something freer. To take her work further. To write articles other than whatever companies assigned her to write, and to put work out into the world as a real author, work that captured her life and experiences. Her husband had declared his desire to devote his entire life to writing fiction. He’d kept writing in his spare time, even while working, and had made the switch to being a full-time writer eight years after his first publication. They’d never wavered in their support of each other’s dreams, but lately they’d hit a sort of dry spell. Now they were two married writers failing to conceive: he, a novelist saddled with writer’s block for two years running and unable to conceive an idea for his next book, and she, a still-aspiring non-fiction writer resorting to IVF after repeatedly failing to conceive a baby. 

Mun-jeong had begun trying out new things this year. If she had to give it a name, she would call it her ‘Mum Cafe Science era’ after the tips she had gathered in her ‘mum cafe’ online forum. She drank lion’s mane mushroom tea every day, because someone online said it was good for your circulation, and she visited a fortune teller with her friend Ji-eun to have a talisman made. She even started attending mass again for the first time since graduating from middle school. She skipped confession, though, since the Catholic Church opposed IVF, which meant she couldn’t exactly share her worries with any of the priests or nuns. When someone posted about finally succeeding at IVF after taking some herbal medications, she messaged them directly to find out which herbal medicine clinic they’d gone to, then travelled way out of the city to bring back the same medicine, which she imbibed with all the reverence she could muster. She even gave up on her midnight writing habit, following the advice of the herbal medicine doctor who told her that she had to be asleep from  10 p.m. to 2 a.m. for her ovarian follicles to grow their best. She embraced the lyrics of the old children’s song: Good children are early to rise. A country without sleepyheads is healthy and wise. 

While checking out of the hospital the next morning, Mun-jeong saw that Jeong-hyo had posted a message to their group chat. She nearly dropped her phone at the sight of Jeong-hyo’s profile pic. It’d been a year since anyone had heard from her. Mun-jeong had assumed that she’d left the chat. 

—Who’s up for dinner at my place tonight? Something simple to ring in Lunar New Year?

A stunned silence followed, until someone finally responded.

—Jeong-hyo Unni, how are you?? I thought you’d moved abroad or something!

That was Ji-eun. She’d been the closest to Jeong-hyo. 

Mun-jeong added her own friendly hello.

—Jeong-hyo Unni! Long time, no see. [image: emoji: laughing face.] I’m checking out of the hospital right now. Egg retrieval yesterday, which means I don’t have to go to my in-laws’ tonight! You can count me in. 

Hye-gyeong was the next to appear.

—Unni, good to hear from you. Mun-jeong, your in-laws let you off tonight?? Must be nice. I have to go to mine. I wish my husband were as good at having my back as everyone else’s. My stomach still hurts from a fibroid surgery a few days ago, so the thought of standing in front of the stove all day is killing me! [image: emoji: shocking face.]

Mun-jeong tried to comfort Hye-gyeong.

—Husbands all seem to think ‘better half’ refers to their mums. Maybe try talking to your mother-in-law directly? Tell her that fibroid surgery requires a month of downtime. Or remind her that private gatherings are limited to five people.

—It’s no use. She said she had the same surgery and that it was no big deal for her. The whole family could be sick with COVID-19 and she would still insist that we get together. 

Ji-eun responded again, but more bluntly this time.

—But seriously, Jeong-hyo Unni, what’s going on? We hear nothing from you all this time, and now you’re throwing a party?

Jeong-hyo’s response sounded like she’d been waiting for that very question.

—As a matter of fact, I just had a baby a few days ago. I’d love for you all to come and celebrate with me.

The group chat fell dead silent again. Mun-jeong’s eyes widened as she read and re-read the text. Jeong-hyo Unni, of all people, was a mum now?

Jeong-hyo was the oldest member of their ‘Hello Baby’ group chat and had undergone more fertility treatments than any of them. She’d stuck at it for fifteen years, from the age of thirty to forty-four, doing twenty-seven rounds of IVF. Thirty, if you included artificial insemination. Then, one year ago, she had abruptly declared that she was done trying and stopped coming to their get-togethers. They’d all thought she’d made a wise decision. Those fifteen years of fertility treatments would have been as brutal on her heart as they were on her body. 

Mun-jeong wondered why Jeong-hyo had decided to recover at home instead of going to a postpartum care centre. She was about to ask when So-ra jumped in.

—Amazing! Jeong-hyo Unni, you had a baby naturally at 46? Congratulations!! 

More congratulatory messages erupted on the screen like fireworks. 

—Are you messing with us? Congratulations, Unni! I can’t believe you’re only telling us now. My surgery nearly killed me, but now my tears are from joy. I’ll be there tonight!

Jeong-hyo added a flower bouquet emoji to her response to Hye-gyeong’s text.

—Hye-gyeong, you should be lying down and keeping your body warm after surgery. And don’t lift anything heavy. It’s only been a few days, are you sure you’re okay to go out?

—I don’t care. I have to see this baby! My stomach hurts a little, but I’ll be fine.

Ji-eun sent several emojis of a girl crying. 

Though they tried not to show it, their congratulations were stained with envy. But they still meant what they said. After all, this was their unni, the big sister of their group. Not only was she older than the rest of them, but she had also experienced every procedure first and had taken care of them even while still suffering through it herself. 

Eun-ha, who rarely posted in the group chat, chimed in. 

—Unni, congratulations! I’m on patrol tonight, but I’ll come by another time to see the baby. Is it a girl or a boy?

—Thanks, everyone! It’s a little princess.

Mun-jeong asked her to post a photo, but Jeong-hyo said the camera flash was bad for the baby’s eyes and to come see her in person instead. But then she posted a video of the baby’s feet. Wiggling on the screen were ten of the smallest, loveliest, most kissable-looking toes. The baby had her mother’s feet. Jeong-hyo’s small, pretty feet that Mun-jeong had seen during a trip together to the sauna. Mun-jeong’s nose stung with tears as she wondered if this baby meant that Jeong-hyo’s in-laws would start treating her right. 

Most of the group members said they would be there tonight, no matter what. Since they were all, every single one of them, currently undergoing or preparing to undergo IVF, they were supposed to be excused from the usual Lunar New Year duties at their in-laws’ houses. That is, if their husbands cooperated. 

Mun-jeong’s phone rang. The screen said, Han Ji-eun.

‘Mun-jeong Unni, did you know?’

‘How would I know? I haven’t had so much as a text from Jeong-hyo Unni for a year now.’

Mun-jeong had wanted to ring Jeong-hyo, but she’d refrained. She couldn’t bring herself to intrude on the peace of someone who’d finally called it quits after fifteen straight years of battling infertility. Now, Jeong-hyo’s unexpected return had brought with it a sense of unease. To lighten the mood, Mun-jeong sent another message to the group with an animated emoji of hearts pouring out of a basket. 

—Hello Baby’s first baby! I’ll see you all tonight!

As the one who’d started the group chat and brought in each of the members, Mun-jeong worried about even the slightest discord. After all, she was their common link, the only reason they all knew each other. 

Mun-jeong hadn’t decided until late in life to have a baby. The year she turned forty-one, she and her husband went to the public health centre for a standard prenatal checkup and then tried for six months to get pregnant on their own. When nothing happened, an acquaintance advised her to see a specialist.

‘Unni, it’s hard to get pregnant naturally after forty. Give IVF a try. Actually, that’s how I had Seo-jun.’

One after the other, acquaintances confessed to having had babies through IVF. Even couples that she’d thought of as DINKs – double income, no kids – revealed that they, too, had been seeking help to get pregnant. Worse, these were people three to four years younger than her. They warned her that most people gave up after a year or two because IVF was so difficult and painful. It was also through them that she learned that pregnancies after the age of thirty-five were classified as ‘geriatric’. 

By winter of that year, Mun-jeong and her husband found themselves heading to a fertility clinic. They were waiting at the intersection across from Baby Angel Hospital, when Mun-jeong turned to her husband and said, ‘Are we doing the right thing?’

The problem wasn’t just the cost of IVF itself. The expenses would really start to add up once the baby was born. If Mun-jeong was honest with herself, it felt crazy to try to raise a child at all in today’s economy. 

‘I don’t know. It just seems like we should have a kid. If I die first, won’t you be lonely?’ 

‘But they say that most people who end up dying alone actually have adult children?’

Her husband scratched his head.

‘Even so, I’d still like to raise a child with you. Meeting you was miracle enough, but I can’t wait to see what kind of stories our child will write someday. One that you and I bring into the world together.’

The pedestrian light turned green, and Mun-jeong ran across the street hand-in-hand with her husband. It felt so romantic to hear those words from the man she’d been married to for a decade already. Even more so because she felt the same way. And he was earning better money than before and worked mainly from home, which meant that she didn’t have to worry about doing all of the childcare on her own. It seemed like everything had finally fallen into place for them to go ahead and try for a baby late in life. 

But when it came to their suitability for becoming parents, everyone else seemed to think otherwise. The response from their own parents took them by surprise. Isn’t it too late? Are you sure you can do this? It’s going to be expensive. Their parents didn’t hide the fact that they thought they lacked the maturity to handle the rigours of child-rearing. However, this only made them more determined. No matter what anyone else thought of her choice, Mun-jeong was ready to board the IVF Express to Babyville. 

As she stepped through the glass doors of the clinic beside her husband, Mun-jeong had been surprised to see the waiting area packed with people. It was the last place she’d expected to see a crowd in a country famed for such a critically low birth rate. After an hour’s wait, they finally met Dr Ko Deok-su, who was so renowned for his ability to help couples conceive that he’d earned the nickname Samshin Halbae, or Grandpa Samshin, a twist on Grandmother Samshin, the goddess of fate and fertility. 

The first thing he said to them was, ‘What took you so long? You should’ve come five years ago. Even three years would’ve been better.’

Mun-jeong told him that their decision to try for a child now had been made spontaneously, but the most honest reason was that they couldn’t afford to wait anymore. At their age, postponing any longer might mean never being able to conceive. Where were she and her husband five years ago? Or even three years ago? Buried under work, no doubt. Still struggling to find their place in the world and with no leeway to even consider starting a family. Without a financial cushion to fall back on, children had been out of the question. But then a glimmer of hope had presented itself. The TV rights to her husband’s novel had sold. Though television deals could fall through at any time, it was exactly the well-timed kick the couple had needed. If the TV series was made, they reasoned, then more copies of his book would sell, and that would cover the cost of nappies.

Neither of them had any major physical impediments. Her husband took antibiotics to clear up an infection in his sperm, while Mun-jeong’s anti-Müllerian hormone test showed that her ovarian age was forty-three, two years older than her actual age. Dr Ko did not mince words. He told them age alone was the reason she was struggling to get pregnant. With age came diminished ovarian reserve, which was another way of saying that as you got older your ovaries produced fewer and lower-quality eggs. Your uterine lining also thinned, which made it harder for an embryo to implant. Mun-jeong felt deflated. She’d already waited too long. 

She hadn’t thought of herself as infertile, because she and her husband had never tried getting pregnant before. That said, they hadn’t tried not getting pregnant, either. Their approach to birth control had been to pull out or to avoid sex when she was ovulating, which was another way of saying they’d practised no birth control at all. The unspoken rule between them was that they were using the rhythm method because they couldn’t afford to raise a child, but they both knew they would have kept the baby if she had got pregnant. The doctor explained that if nothing had happened in almost ten years despite not using contraception, then that meant they were infertile. Mun-jeong wanted to try intrauterine insemination first, but the doctor pushed them towards IVF. He said they had no more time to waste. 

A week later, Mun-jeong went back to the hospital alone for another exam. That was how she met Hye-gyeong. She had stripped from the waist down and pulled on a pink hospital robe, then sat on a sofa in the waiting room, exchanging nods with the other women waiting in the same get-up. She’d looked up the hysterosalpingogram procedure online on the way there and learned that if her fallopian tubes were blocked, the injection of the contrast dye would be excruciating. The woman sitting to the far right was the first to go in; when she came back out, she was grimacing. Mun-jeong and the woman to her left exchanged looks of fear. 

‘Ms Yi Hye-gyeong, you’re next.’

Mun-jeong took a bottle of water and a packet of paracetamol from her bag. She swallowed two pills and offered the rest to Hye-gyeong, who took three for herself. But the pills must not have helped, because her shrieks could be heard from the waiting room. She came back out clutching her stomach with one hand, her face streaked with tears.

‘I guess my tubes were blocked,’ she said.

Luckily, Mun-jeong felt no pain. She didn’t even feel the contrast dye spilling into her uterus. 

She ran into Hye-gyeong again in the dressing room.

‘I guess now I know why I wasn’t getting pregnant,’ Hye-gyeong said. ‘I should have done this in the first place. They say it helps your chances for the next month, because the fluid temporarily unblocks your tubes. Looks like I’ll be busy.’

‘Really?’ Mun-jeong said, pulling on her trousers. ‘In that case, we’ll both be busy this month.’

‘Not that it’s entirely up to us. Our husbands have to be on board, too. My friends told me not to rely only on IVF but to also keep having sex during the off-months. They said you have to increase your odds somehow. Time is precious for people like us.’

Mun-jeong thought Hye-gyeong must be desperate for a baby, given how openly she shared such private matters with a total stranger. 

Mun-jeong pulled on her coat and said, ‘My husband and I have been together for so long that it’s hard to keep things romantic. We met in college. It doesn’t help that we can’t even have a drink first.’

‘My husband and I were a campus couple too. I say go ahead and have a drink, since there’s no baby yet. They say it’s even okay to drink a little during pregnancy, but probably better not to, right? After that first drink, it’s hard to stop.’ 

They bumped into each other again in the bathroom. Hye-gyeong was fixing her makeup and talking to someone on the phone about work; Mun-jeong guessed that she’d slipped out of the office to have the procedure done discreetly. 

Mun-jeong followed Dr Ko’s orders to the letter. He was raved about in the online mum cafe and by Mun-jeong’s personal acquaintances who’d recently had babies. As one of the top ten specialists in the country, Dr Ko was a leading authority in his field and practically infallible. The only complaint she’d heard from the women online was that he could be cold, but she didn’t understand why they were looking for affection from a doctor instead of their own husbands. It was Dr Ko’s strict professionalism that made Mun-jeong trust him. The fact that she never felt uncomfortable or embarrassed around him, even with her legs spread open in the stirrups, was enough for her. On his advice, she stopped eating junk food, started exercising regularly, and took supplements that were supposed to improve her egg quality. She also had a polyp removed because it might interfere with an embryo’s passage, and underwent a procedure in which her uterine lining was scratched to improve the chances of implantation. The theory was that the hormones released in the healing process helped make the lining more receptive to an embryo. She wondered if it was the same as the idea that fighting makes you stronger. During the procedure, Mun-jeong shut her eyes tight against the pain.

A week later, Mun-jeong ran into Hye-gyeong again at Dr Ko’s lecture series on infertility. Mun-jeong sat in the very back with her arms crossed, while Hye-gyeong took notes in the front row. At the break, Hye-gyeong approached Mun-jeong to ask for her notes from the previous week, which she’d had to miss. Mun-jeong handed Hye-gyeong her roughly scribbled notes, and in return Hye-gyeong treated her to a coffee and muffin at the cafe next door. Hye-gyeong ordered a steamed milk, saying that she’d quit coffee since starting fertility treatments, then took a seat and began copying Mun-jeong’s notes. 

Mun-jeong sipped her coffee and said, ‘If I’d known you would need them, I would have taken much better notes. By the way, which doctor did they assign you to?’

‘Shin,’ Hye-gyeong said, her full lips white with milk foam. ‘Dr Shin Ja-yeong.’

‘Ah, I hear she’s extremely thorough.’

‘Yes. She has twins.’

‘Dr Ko, too. It makes sense a lot of doctors would resort to IVF, since they’re so busy. The rumour going around the online mum cafe is that Dr Ko’s wife also struggled to get pregnant in her forties through IVF. But now they have two daughters – twin girls born from IVF – and a son who came along naturally two years later. Something about the way he asked what took me so long to start IVF made me think maybe his wife has him under her thumb.’

Hye-gyeong lowered her voice.

‘I heard the same thing. Actually, my neighbour’s friend’s older cousin who went to the same school as Dr Ko’s wife said she’s too busy running her own business to have time for sex, so Dr Ko had to beg and plead for her to try IVF.’

‘You know what they say, monks can’t shave their own heads.’

Mun-jeong pictured Dr Ko being rejected in bed every night by his wife and laughed so hard that a piece of muffin flew out of her mouth. Who was he to criticise her for waiting so long? Just then, Dr Ko himself stepped into the cafe, stopping their conversation in its tracks. She and Hye-gyeong giggled behind their notebooks. But she was glad to hear that doctors did IVF too, because it meant she could ignore the unfounded rumours that babies born through IVF would have something wrong with them. 

Two months later, Mun-jeong had completed her first egg retrieval and embryo transfer. She was at the hospital for her daily progesterone injection when she saw a familiar, frowning face coming out of the injection room. It was Hye-gyeong. They nodded hello at each other. Judging by the fact that they’d had their hysterosalpingograms done on the same day and were getting their Sugest injections around the same time, she figured their cycles must be the same, too. Mun-jeong felt the muscles in her bottom for a spot free of knots and pointed it out to the nurse.

‘Could you give me the shot here?’

Her buttocks tensed in nervous anticipation. As a child, Mun-jeong had hated getting injections so much that she would try to tough out every illness instead of letting on that she was sick. Even now, as an adult, she still got goose bumps when she saw the needle. 

‘Good thing you still have a soft spot left. I’m so sorry. Here comes the pinch!’

Sugest injections were so feared by IVF patients that the nurses would actually apologise for having to administer them. As the needle went in, the nurse smacked Mun-jeong on the butt to try to distract her from the pain. 

‘Owww!!’

Smack smack smack. From outside, it must have sounded like the nurse was assaulting her. The injection gave Mun-jeong the shivers, and the knots it left behind made her legs numb. The terrifying injections were an intramuscular dose of progesterone that could not be administered on one’s own, so patients had no choice but to leave work in the middle of the day to get them. Beginning five days before an embryo transfer and given daily until the tenth week of pregnancy, the shots helped to prevent miscarriage, so they were a must-have for Mun-jeong, as she would be not only a first-time expectant mother but a ‘geriatric’ one at that. The needle itself was bad enough, but the oil-based formula also left the injection sites as hard as stone, and so women took to calling them ‘stone shots’. 

Each time she got a stone shot, Mun-jeong stifled her pain and thought about the fabled rock formations called Mangbuseok. The stories behind them usually went that the rock had formed from a woman who waited so long in the same spot for her missing husband to return home that she died and turned to stone. The stones of course symbolised longing. Mun-jeong had never imagined that the true meaning of those heart-rending tales would reveal itself to her after the ripe old age of forty in an IVF hospital, of all places. Mun-jeong might not have known the pain of pining for a husband, but she was now all too familiar with pining for a baby. She wondered if her longing for a child would eventually turn her to stone, too. Once her whole body had turned to stone, starting with the hardening flesh of her buttocks, would a baby finally come? 

Thinking about Mangbuseok also reminded her of the poem ‘Bride’ in Seo Jeong-ju’s collection Legends of Jilmajae Village. The poem tells the story of a bride on her wedding night, dressed in her green and red wedding gown, with her long hair undone. The nervous groom runs out of the room to relieve his anxious bladder and accidentally catches the hem of his jacket on the door handle. He mistakes the tug on his clothes for the bride grabbing him eagerly from behind and, unable to bear the thought that he married a loose woman, he runs away without a single look back. Many years pass, and one day he happens to be walking by the bride’s family’s house and remembers his wedding night. He opens the door to her room and peeks inside. And there is the bride, still sitting in the same position, wearing the same green and crimson gown as on the day they wed. Feeling sorry for her, he steps forward and touches her shoulder, whereupon she turns grey and crumbles into a pile of ash, a conclusion so preposterous that it could only have been told from the male perspective. 

Mun-jeong came out of the injection room and sat on a bench in the hallway, gingerly rubbing the side of her butt. This time, Hye-gyeong was the one to offer her a paracetamol.

‘I can’t. I just had a transfer two days ago.’

‘I always take one when the pain gets too bad, even if I’ve had a transfer.’

‘Is that allowed? I thought it was bad for the embryo.’

‘I would think that the stress we go through affects the embryo more. I don’t see the point of suffering, and frankly I think it’s bullshit when they say that natural birth strengthens your maternal instinct. I bet if we could make pregnancy and childbirth easier, we’d decrease child abuse.’

‘Huh, you know, I’ve only worried about childbirth and hadn’t considered what pregnancy itself might be like. Same as how I’ve only heard about how hard it is to raise a kid but had no idea that having a kid could be this tough.’

Hye-gyeong took another paracetamol.

‘My mum claims that a mother’s love for her children comes from having carried them in her body for nine months, but I don’t buy that either. Whoever manages to invent a perfect artificial womb outside of the female body truly deserves a Nobel Prize. If that were to happen, I could visit the lab and talk to my baby and watch it grow without having to slow down at work. If pregnancy via artificial wombs were to ever take off, the divorce rate would probably go down, too.’

‘You’re probably right. That’d deserve not only the Nobel for medicine but also the Nobel Peace Prize. I can’t tell you how much my husband and I have fought while doing this.’

Hye-gyeong laughed and asked, ‘Which mum cafe did you join?’

‘Mamma Mia.’

‘Me too. Oh, by the way, I switched to Dr Ko.’

‘Really? Now we’re in the same class.’

The two of them chatted a little more before leaving. Mun-jeong offered her a business card; Hye-gyeong had left her own cards at home but said she would message Mun-jeong on Instagram. Sure enough, two days later, Hye-gyeong followed her. Mun-jeong learned that Hye-gyeong was a lawyer. Not just any lawyer, but a divorce lawyer at a big, fancy law firm on Teheran Boulevard in Gangnam. Mun-jeong clicked over to the firm’s website and read Hye-gyeong’s profile; her jaw dropped at Hye-gyeong’s accolades. She also learned that they’d attended neighbouring middle and high schools and were the same age. She asked around and, through a friend of a friend, found out that Hye-gyeong had been renowned for her genius. She was what you’d call ‘your mother’s friend’s daughter’; in other words, the girl your own mother unfavourably compared you to. She had excelled at school, sports, and even looks – in a nutshell, the complete package – which had made her the object of envy among their peers. Mun-jeong closed her laptop and pondered this new acquaintance. Was pregnancy the first time that Hye-gyeong had failed at something? 

Mun-jeong’s own life, on the other hand, had been one obstacle after another. According to her mother, she was a late bloomer. At school she hadn’t excelled at anything in particular. Getting into college wasn’t easy, and while everyone else seemed to have at least one thing they did well, she thought of herself as entirely lacking in talent. Thus it was no surprise for her to learn that she was unexceptional at a time when fewer and fewer women were expecting. Mun-jeong recommended Hye-gyeong to an older female cousin who was preparing to file for divorce, and together they went to visit Hye-gyeong at her law firm. Mun-jeong’s eyeballs nearly popped out of her head from her strained efforts to take in Hye-gyeong’s luxuriously decorated office, with its view of Namsan Tower, without swivelling her head around and gawking at it all. Her cousin ended up quietly killing the divorce proceedings because she wanted to try one more time for children, but they lasted long enough for Mun-jeong and Hye-gyeong to become good friends. 

When Mun-jeong’s very first round of IVF resulted in a successful implantation and a view of the gestational sac on the ultrasound, she let out a cheer and bragged to Hye-gyeong, then posted about it on Mamma Mia:

First Try After Forty: Success!

No sooner had she posted than the moderator messaged her to move her post to the ‘Preggo’ forum. The moderator explained that because most of the members on the public forum were still ‘Trying To Conceive’, her post could be seen as showing off and even construed as hurtful. As befitted someone who’d succeeded on her first try, Mun-jeong immediately moved her post. Of course, she had no idea at the time how quickly she would find herself demoted back to the TTC forum. 

She was barely able to celebrate her pregnancy before she ended up in the hospital again. She’d gone back to the clinic after shedding enough blood to require a menstrual pad. Dr Ko urged her to stay overnight, but Mun-jeong waited to check in until after she’d attended an editorial meeting at work the next day. 

At the hospital, Mun-jeong was assigned to a four-person room. She set her things down on the available bed before chatting with the women she’d be sharing the room with. Like Mun-jeong, the woman on the bed farthest from hers said she’d been having heavy bleeding early in her pregnancy, while the woman with the bed by the window said she was there due to excessive fluid in her abdomen following an egg retrieval. Both said they were using their holiday allowance from work to be there, and yet they each had their work laptops out on the tables across their beds. Mun-jeong shuffled back to her bed so she could give them their space. Her gaze fell on the bed right next to hers. The woman there was accompanied by her husband, an attractive man, tall and slender, who stayed glued to her side and listened patiently to her grumblings until she suggested he head home. After he was gone, Mun-jeong introduced herself. The woman shyly shared her own name, as well. It was Han Ji-eun. She said she’d lost her baby due to a blighted ovum.

‘What’s a blighted ovum?’

‘It’s where the embryo implants but doesn’t grow. I came in for an ultrasound, hoping to hear the heartbeat, but the doctor said there was no baby. Only the gestational sac. The nest was empty. But he said it was a nice, big nest, at least. Well-built and everything. Our baby must’ve known that Umma and Appa can’t afford a nest of their own yet, so he or she worked hard to build one…’

Mun-jeong was lost for words and could only nod.

‘This is my second miscarriage,’ Ji-eun added. ‘But with the first one, at least I got to hear a heartbeat and see their arms and legs.’

Ji-eun added that she was thinking of staying a few extra days. She offered Mun-jeong some of the bananas and tangerines that her husband had brought her, and mentioned that they lived out in Wonju. She’d been taking the express train to Seoul for each of her fertility treatments. Mun-jeong marvelled at the idea of a husband making that trip just to bring his wife fruit. Meanwhile her own husband was at a wake for a relative of an older acquaintance, completely unaware that his wife was lying in a hospital bed. She couldn’t help feeling irritated at him. 

After midnight, the only sound in the hospital room was the clacking of keyboards. Mun-jeong balanced her laptop on her stomach as she typed. Her editor-in-chief, who had no idea she was in hospital, was rushing her to turn in her latest interview. She hovered over the text message window, debating whether to admit what was going on, but she stopped herself. She worried that her editor would think she was some kind of throwback, clinging desperately to traditional values. But most of all, the last thing she wanted was to stop getting writing assignments. 

The next morning, Mun-jeong saw Dr Ko. His face fell at the sight of the ultrasound.

‘Where is it?’ he murmured to himself.

Dr Ko stuck out his lower lip and exhaled hard, making his hair flutter. 

‘I’m so sorry to tell you this, but it appears that you’ve miscarried. You don’t need surgery. Just a day of rest here, then you can go home tomorrow. Or you can stay and rest for an extra day or two.’

Mun-jeong swallowed her tears as she left the examination room. She was certain it was her fault, she should have listened to Dr Ko when he’d told her to come to the hospital immediately. Was it because she’d been working too hard? It seemed as if the baby had slipped away while she was busy writing.

Back on the hospital ward, Mun-jeong told Ji-eun, ‘It’s gone. I lost the baby.’

She couldn’t hold back her tears any longer. 

‘If you’re going to miscarry,’ Ji-eun said, ‘you’re better off if you don’t hear the heartbeat first. Miscarrying when the embryo is bigger can require a dilation and curettage, which is not fun, and it takes forever to find yourself again.’

If anyone else had said that to her, Mun-jeong thought, she’d have been hurt by it. Only someone going through the same thing could offer that kind of consolation. The bitter consolation that if the baby wasn’t meant to stick around, then better it should go before the sac appears, before the yolk is formed, before the heartbeat sounds. 

That evening Mun-jeong had no appetite for hospital food. She and Ji-eun slipped past the nurses and snuck out in their hospital pyjamas, bought an armload of snacks from the convenience store, and laughed at the TV while they ate. No one seeing them would have guessed that they’d both just lost their babies. 

That was also the night she met Jeong-hyo. Ji-eun was the first to approach the dazed-looking newcomer sitting on a bench in the hallway.

‘Are you okay?’

But Mun-jeong already knew. The newcomer had lost a baby, too. 

‘She only made it to ten weeks. I went in at week eleven for a checkup, and they told me her heart had stopped. I was hoping to miscarry naturally so I could bury her in the mountains, but she couldn’t even give me that. The doctor said I had to have a D&C, that she wouldn’t come out on her own. And if they left her where she was, it would make it difficult for me to get pregnant again. If only she could have held on for two more weeks … Everything’s supposed to be okay after twelve weeks, that’s when you graduate … I thought I was going to be a mother this time…’

Jeong-hyo turned to them with a forced smile.

‘The nurse said my real baby will come next time,’ she added. ‘She said this baby just wasn’t strong enough. They say that every time. I know they’re trying to comfort me, but it’s no comfort at all.’

Had she cried so much already that she’d used up all her tears? It felt even sadder to see Jeong-hyo speaking so calmly. Mun-jeong raised her hand to her own stomach and wondered, had her baby been pretend, too?

When Mun-jeong posted online that she’d miscarried, someone tried to comfort her by saying that a miscarriage this early meant it was nothing more than a clump of cells and not a real pregnancy, and so she should put it behind her and focus on preparing for the next round. But Mun-jeong couldn’t shake the feeling of having met her baby. The night after her first ultrasound, a baby had come to her in her dreams. The baby, who looked just like her and her husband, kept gazing at her, eyes sparkling with mischief. 

The next day, Mun-jeong left the hospital with Ji-eun and searched through a nearby store for incense. Then they went to Jeong-hyo’s private room, where the three of them burned incense and prayed for the souls of their departed babies. Afterwards, strangely enough, their appetites returned and they were able to eat again. The lingering sense they’d felt that their babies were still nearby, unable to move on, gradually lifted. And that was how Mun-jeong had found herself bonded to Ji-eun and Jeong-hyo through miscarriage. 

Mun-jeong decided it was time to rewrite the story of the stone bride that she’d so detested. Surely there was an untold backstory. The groom, who knew he was probably infertile, ran away on his wedding night for fear of failing to impregnate his bride. The bride survived for a hundred years, a thousand years, met another man, and, with the help of modern medicine, tried IVF, but waited so long for a baby that her longing burned her up from the inside and turned her to ash. (As if she’d have turned to ash over some cowardly loser!) A mother who’d waited so long for her child that she crumbled to ash and blew away. A mother, who’d endured the pain and stress of IVF, only to be left with a heart so desperate that the slightest breeze threatened to topple her, scattering her into pieces in the air. 

It took a barrage of needles – the daily hormone injections, the anaesthesia, the egg retrievals and embryo transfers, and the blood draws to determine whether any of it had worked or not – for Mun-jeong to realise that she needed friends. Friends who would understand when she got emotional or overreacted, who were as eager as she was for a baby. One by one she found these friends and added them to her group chat. The name of the group had come from a conversation she’d had in the hospital with Ji-eun and Jeong-hyo. Jeong-hyo had talked about a dream she had where she held her newborn on her stomach and looked into its eyes for the first time, and Ji-eun said she often daydreamed about standing at the window of the hospital nursery and waving at hers. Aga-ya, annyeong? Mun-jeong believed that she too would one day get to look in her baby’s eyes and say, Hello, baby. Hello, my baby.

And so the mothers who were still waiting for their babies gathered together. Mun-jeong found out that her friend Yu-ra’s younger sister, So-ra, whom she’d known since childhood, was going to the same IVF clinic to freeze her eggs. She invited So-ra to the Hello Baby group chat too. So-ra must have felt awkward about coming alone, because she brought her friend Eun-ha, whom Mun-jeong had also known from way back and who was likewise a patient at Baby Angel Hospital. The group chat members ranged from newbies like Mun-jeong, who’d been going to the clinic for only three months, to veterans like Jeong-hyo, who’d been trying for over a decade. Their bond was strong, because it was based on the one thing they all had in common. Outside the chat, they had different jobs, personalities, and financial backgrounds, but inside, they were all mothers-to-be anxiously awaiting their babies. Mothers-to-be who were called ‘geriatric’ because they were over thirty-five years old, and classified as ‘fertility-challenged’ due to their diminished ovarian reserves. Mothers, waiting for their babies, who were taking so very long to toddle home to them on their oh-so-tiny feet. 




Han Ji-eun, 38

Ji-eun’s husband dropped Ji-eun off at Manjong Station in the taekwondo studio van and apologised for not being able to drive her all the way to Seoul.

He added with a smile, ‘I think it’ll work this time. I have a good feeling about it.’

Ji-eun looked at her husband in the driver’s seat and marvelled, Does he not age at all? His skin was still fair and free of wrinkles, and his body was trim with no discernible belly fat, thanks to his job teaching taekwondo. Back at university, where he’d studied physical education, he was a shining presence who made Ji-eun’s heart skip a beat every time he won a medal at a tournament. Through him, she had learned that taekwondo was more art than sport. He moved like a butterfly on the mat. He turned taekwondo into a dance. When that butterfly landed on the flower named Ji-eun, she was helpless to escape. She wrapped her petals tightly around the butterfly to keep him from flying off. Though they were barely making ends meet, the sight of her husband’s handsome face and beautiful physique kept her happy. But who would ever have thought that such a fine specimen of a man would have no sperm? 

Ji-eun got out of the car, waved goodbye to her husband, and headed into the station. Up ahead, a little girl walking hand-in-hand with her mother tripped and fell. Instead of hurrying to help her daughter up, the mother got angry and scolded her to stop crying. Aboard the express train, Ji-eun sat down, closed her eyes, and leaned her head back. It might have been her lack of sleep, but the wail of a crying baby a few seats away grated on her nerves. Even with her eyes closed, there were children everywhere. And, strangely enough, their own mothers seemed irritated by them. Ji-eun wondered for the first time why she wanted a baby at all. She had no ready answer. She marvelled at how little thought she’d given the matter. She simply wanted what she wanted and couldn’t give a clear reason why. She wished for a baby the way she wished for a necklace, a car, a house. 

Ji-eun had married at thirty. She’d used birth control for the first year, so she could enjoy newlywed life. When she came off contraception and three whole years passed with no baby, she’d jokingly asked her husband if they were infertile, and together they’d gone to a local ob-gyn clinic. At that point, Ji-eun was still assuming that if there was a problem, she’d be the reason for it. Yet despite preparing herself for bad news, she was dumbfounded by the diagnosis. The doctor asked if she’d gained weight recently and told her she had something called polycystic ovary syndrome. 

The doctor showed Ji-eun her ovaries using a transvaginal ultrasound and said, ‘See how they look like honeycombs?’

Sure enough, the ovary on the screen was packed with follicles and looked remarkably like a honeycomb. The doctor explained that PCOS was caused by a hormone imbalance that prevented the follicles from maturing and releasing egg cells; the accumulated follicles were what gave the ovaries their honeycomb-like appearance. He added that PCOS meant you could be menstruating without ovulating, which of course made it extremely difficult to get pregnant. The shock didn’t end there. The doctor took one look at her husband’s semen analysis and grimaced. 

‘I don’t see a single sperm cell,’ he said. ‘It could be azoospermia. You’ll want to follow up with a urologist for a more detailed examination.’

Her husband snorted with laughter.

‘You’re kidding. I have no sperm?’

Ji-eun, too, thought the results must be wrong. As if a man as healthy as him could have a problem with his semen. He didn’t even have small testicles. According to a urologist on YouTube that she found while panic- searching the condition, the chances of having azoospermia were much higher in men with small testicles and watery ejaculate. But when she calmed herself down and thought it over, she admitted to herself that her husband’s semen was rather watery. 

She wasted no time in taking him to the Han Gyeong-taek Urology Clinic, the best-known clinic in Seoul. 

Her husband had looked around the waiting room and said, ‘I didn’t expect to see this many people here.’

Ji-eun’s nerves had her crawling out of her skin, but her husband seemed comforted by the fact that so many others were in the same boat. He took a seat and was soon laughing over webtoons on his phone. 

The urologist explained that her husband had obstructive azoospermia. They were lucky it wasn’t non-obstructive. Obstructive azoospermia meant his body still made sperm, but it was blocked from coming out. The urologist said they could extract it directly from his testicles instead. Her husband immediately agreed to the procedure. His ego seemed to have taken a blow. He’d always said that he didn’t care about passing on his genes and would be perfectly happy adopting, and would often add that it felt irresponsible to bring a child into this harsh world when he had so little to leave to them. But apparently that had been empty sentiment, because when the time came for his sperm retrieval, her husband went to the hospital alone without even telling her. The procedure, which involved numbing his testicles and making an incision, had to have left him in quite a bit of discomfort, but he didn’t say a word about it after he got home. That was how they’d managed to collect and freeze six vials of semen. 

The following weekend, when Ji-eun’s widowed father-in-law came for a visit and to give her a hard time yet again about not delivering him any grandchildren, Ji-eun’s husband had laughed and said, ‘Dad, I’m the one shooting blanks.’

His father’s face had hardened like concrete.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 

‘That’s right. Your son is a seedless watermelon. So leave Ji-eun alone from now on.’

Her father-in-law’s face went from red to purple and he left immediately, claiming he had a stomach ache. Ji-eun found herself falling even more in love with her husband that day. 

Ji-eun decided to find an IVF clinic in Seoul despite the extra effort the distance entailed. She and her husband took their test results from their local neighbourhood clinics and headed to Baby Angel Hospital with its impressively high success rates. Without any hesitation, she chose Dr Sohn Yeong-su, who’d gained a large following on YouTube. If she was going to be making the long ride back and forth between Wonju and Seoul, then it had to be a likeable doctor whom she would look forward to seeing. 

The doctor did not disappoint. He had her smiling the moment they met.

‘What’s wrong? You look like the world is ending.’

‘Our scores are so low. We had no idea we were dealing with PCOS and azoospermia, so we kept trying to get pregnant on our own with those ovulation sticks. But we’ve failed every blood test.’ 

Ji-eun explained that she could never trust those simple at-home pregnancy testers with their single lines staring back at her and would rush to the nearest clinic to have her hormone level checked to confirm that they’d failed. 

‘So we’ll bring your scores up. No big deal. It’s all just guesswork anyway. What’s important is that you don’t wait until there’s only three minutes left. You have to fill in the bubbles fast, like this.’ He pretended to colour in an answer sheet with his pen. ‘The baby will only come quickly if the mother is happy. You got this!’

That brief consultation left her feeling better. Just guesswork? She figured he meant that pregnancy was in the hands of the gods, so she may as well relax. 

‘Just do everything I say and don’t listen to anyone else. Last month one of my students who had PCOS and a husband with azoospermia successfully graduated with twins who made it past the first trimester.’ 

It was amusing to hear him refer to his clients as students rather than patients. She found that she warmed to him immediately. She couldn’t wait to smoothly graduate from Dr Yeong-su’s IVF primary class and move up to the secondary school of a maternity hospital. The doctor suggested she start a course of IVF right away and instructed her to transfer storage of her husband’s frozen sperm from the urology clinic before her first egg retrieval. 

The procedure for transferring frozen sperm was more complicated than she’d thought. She’d assumed she could just pay a courier, but instead she and her husband were the only people authorised to make the transfer, which meant taking a liquid nitrogen tank themselves to the urology clinic for the frozen sperm to be placed inside, and lugging it back to the IVF clinic. 

Ji-eun headed to Seoul alone on a Monday. She had no choice but to make the trip herself. Though her husband normally didn’t work on Mondays, he’d sacrificed his one day off per week to work part-time at a college friend’s restaurant in order to save up for the baby. His friend was paying him under the table, as reporting the extra income would have disqualified them from receiving government subsidies for IVF. Even with the subsidies covering part of the treatment, the remaining costs were still an enormous expense. Ji-eun had also applied for a debit card that allowed them to split their hospital bills into seven interest-free monthly instalments. 

The first thing Ji-eun saw when she arrived at Baby Angel Hospital was the large nitrogen tank inside a black sack. The hospital employee placed the tank with its padlocked lid onto a folding handcart.

They tightened the cord that kept the sack closed and explained, ‘We added this because a lot of our clients feel self-conscious about carrying a nitrogen tank on the subway with them. Make sure you don’t let it tip over. Have a safe trip.’

Ji-eun had planned to take a taxi but changed her mind and boarded the subway instead. It was a thirty-minute ride to the urology clinic, but the trains wouldn’t be crowded at this time. She walked carefully, pulling the heavy tank behind her. She stuck to elevators to minimise jostling. The other passengers stole curious looks at the large, black sack. 

At the Han Gyeong-taek Urology Clinic, an employee unlocked the tank, opened the lid, and placed the frozen sperm inside. The return trip was far more nerve-wracking. Ji-eun couldn’t stop fretting about what would happen if the hot weather melted the sperm, and the rattling of the cart over the uneven pavement left her just as rattled. She tiptoed along, arms flexed, until every muscle in her body was rigid with tension. Fearful of stumbling, Ji-eun handled the tank as gingerly as if it contained her most profound wish. 

Ji-eun got back on the subway. Two boys in kindergarten uniforms were chasing each other in the train car. Their exhausted-looking mother was staring at her phone and doing nothing to stop them. The boys dashed by Ji-eun, nearly running into the tank. She shooed them away and told them to play somewhere else. At last, the boys’ mother stood and came over. 

‘Why are you yelling at my kids?’ 

When she got off the subway, Ji-eun patted the nitrogen tank and muttered, ‘She thinks her children are the only ones that matter.’

Ji-eun exited the station and headed up the hill to Baby Angel Hospital. Though the path was not that steep, the heat made her forehead break out in sweat. She realised that she’d missed lunch. Dizziness overcame her; in the distance, she saw a distorted figure with a baby’s face looking right at her. When she got closer, it turned out to be a cute baby resting in its father’s arms. She walked past them and into the hospital to deliver the tank of frozen sperm. 

Ji-eun returned home exhausted, took a shower, and lay on the sofa to wait for Dr Yeong-su’s livestream on YouTube. Finally, he appeared on the screen, dressed in pyjamas in his bedroom. 

‘Hello, everyone. I’m your friendly fertility specialist, Dr Yeong-su.’

Ji-eun’s mood lifted at the mere sound of his soft, melodic voice. 

His talk was followed by a Q&A in the chat.

—We’ve been told to abstain from sex for several days before sperm collection, but my husband refuses to follow doctor’s orders. How can I get him to resist temptation? Please give me some tips based on your own personal experience. 

—Our doctor has assigned us ‘homework’. Could you give us some tips on how to spice up scheduled intercourse?

The doctor blushed when he saw the women’s suggestive questions. Since he was known for being cheeky himself, it was refreshing to see him get flustered. Another message appeared in the chat.

—Did you all see him blush just now? So cute!

The doctor looked straight into the camera, right into Ji-eun’s eyes, and said, ‘It’s time for Dr Yeong-su to turn in now, but I wish you all luck in making some healthy babies this month.’

Ji-eun’s joy at succeeding on her second round of IVF was undercut by an ominous sensation that swept over her in the ninth week of her pregnancy. She was due for a checkup at Baby Angel the next day, but instead of waiting, she went immediately to the closest ob-gyn clinic in her neighbourhood and was dumbfounded to hear that she’d miscarried. The doctor said that there was no heartbeat and that the baby had probably been dead for two or three days. Ji-eun couldn’t believe it. The cheerful thumping of its heart during the first ultrasound still rang in her ears, the budding hands and feet nearly too precious to behold still dazzled her eyes. Her chest ached at the thought of her child travelling lifeless inside her for the last few days, its limbs dangling. She felt as if someone kept piercing the pit of her stomach with a long, slender needle, over and over again. She agreed to return to the hospital for a surgical procedure two days later and went home. There, she got straight into bed and curled herself around the baby in her belly. She reported to work the next day, still carrying her deceased child, as if nothing were amiss. On the walk home after work she had to stop several times to wipe away tears. 

Ji-eun had one day to rest after the D&C before returning to work. No one there knew that she’d even been pregnant, let alone that she’d miscarried, so she had to keep acting as if nothing were amiss. That day, the company’s online bulletin board was abuzz. Someone had posted an anonymous attack on a coworker who had been using infertility leave to pursue fertility treatments. Legally, employees could request up to three days per year for this purpose. 

TO THE PERSON WHO’S BEEN DOING IVF FOR THE LAST THREE YEARS

Ji-eun reflexively clicked on the post.

—Let me guess. Next you’ll use up all of your free maternity leave and childcare leave too, then take your severance pay and run, right? I swear, you people act like giving birth is some sort of public service. You should be ashamed of yourselves. 

Ji-eun turned bright red, as if the post were aimed at her specifically.

—If your husband’s sperm is that unfit, don’t stick it in a wheelchair and force it over the finish line. Just let natural selection deal with it. 

—For three years straight, she’s been using IVF as an excuse to disappear from the office whenever she wants and has even refused to take any business trips because she claims she has to ‘rest’ after the embryo transfers. If she’s this difficult before even getting pregnant, can you imagine what she’ll be like if she actually has a kid? 

—She needs to go home to her husband, instead of forcing us to deal with it. Why do we unmarried women have to make sacrifices just so they can breed? Or are all married women this shameless? 

—She had the nerve to say to me, What about when you have kids? Lady, I am never having kids! 

The company Ji-eun worked for had a majority female workforce, and while a lot of the women there were married, very few were trying to start a family. Ji-eun snuck a glance at her manager, Section Chief Kang. He was popular among her coworkers because he was a good manager and got on well with everyone. His wife, whom Ji-eun had never met, had just given birth to their second child. Ji-eun could only imagine what she must have been experiencing at her own job. 

Eventually, Ji-eun had decided to quit. It had become too difficult to balance IVF with working there. She’d been coming up with plausible-sounding excuses to use the monthly leave days she’d accrued to schedule egg retrievals and embryo transfers. But she couldn’t bring herself to tell anyone that she was even trying to get pregnant, let alone be so bold as to officially request infertility leave. In the end she left without offering a single word of consolation to her coworker who’d been targeted by the anonymous sniper on the company bulletin board. 

The woman being wheeled out of the operating room was oblivious to everything but the Polaroid print of her embryos. Ji-eun was wheeled in after her. 

Dr Yeong-su looked down at Ji-eun and said, ‘We’re transferring two frozen embryos today.’

Ji-eun propped her knees up and spread them apart, readying herself to receive the embryos. The thought flashed through her mind that, even before being born, her children were already suffering the ordeal of being frozen and thawed because of their parents’ infertility. Her heart ached, and she felt an urge to apologise to them. She took a deep breath and tried not to move as the speculum was inserted. Next she felt the embryo transfer catheter. 

The transfer complete, Dr Yeong-su showed her the image of her uterus on the monitor and said, ‘Safe and sound!’

The embryos on the screen were the tiniest of dots. But she could definitely see them. Blinking and trembling, as if to say, We’re here! A tear fell from Ji-eun’s eye. 

‘Don’t cry. You’ll be a mother soon.’

Ji-eun smiled at the nurse, who had encouraged her every step of the way, and wiped away the tear. Her emotions swelled as she recalled every excruciating injection she’d endured. Dr Yeong-su handed Ji-eun her own Polaroid print of her embryos. 

‘They look good. We’re rooting for you!’ 

Ji-eun stared hard at the photo. One was shaped like a potato; the other, like a snowman. The snowman embryo with its two circles stuck together seemed to be looking back at her, as if it had something to say. 

Ji-eun asked, ‘Do you really think it’ll work this time, Doctor?’

‘It’s up to them now. There’s nothing more you can do as their mother, besides cheer them on.’

Before he’d even finished talking, the nurse was rolling her out of the room. Maybe it was what he’d said, but now the embryos in the photo seemed to be smiling at her. They looked so cute and bubbly. She listened to the gurney wheels creak beneath her as she stroked the photo with her finger. 

Back in the recovery room, the nurse pointed at the snowman and said, ‘That’s the zona pellucida. The embryo is about to break through it. It’ll hatch soon.’

‘What grade is it? A? B?’

The nurse held a finger to her lips and whispered, ‘Shh, they can hear you. One is a B and the other is a C.’

Ji-eun covered her mouth with her hand and nodded. She felt sorry again. To think she was ranking her children before they’d even been born. 

The nurse attached an IV bag to the needle catheter in Ji-eun’s arm and told her it would take about an hour. The IV contained Lipofundin MCT, which had been nicknamed ‘bean drip’ for its main ingredient of soybean oil. After the nurse left, Ji-eun changed positions on the bed, lying with her legs raised against the wall to keep her hips elevated. She’d learned about this trick from a member of her online mum cafe who’d finally succeeded on their tenth try. It was an embarrassing position but worth it as long as it helped her to get pregnant. Ji-eun took deep breaths to relax her stomach. 

She texted a picture of the embryos to her husband. 

—Aren’t they pretty? 

Twenty minutes later, he finally responded.

—They’re circles.

Circles? That’s all he had to say? How could he be so unfeeling? To Ji-eun, they looked like dancing snowflakes, like water drops brimming with stories. 

—Look again! Don’t you think there’s something different about these, compared to the ones we’ve seen before? 

There was another long pause before he texted her back.

—I guess they look a little more disciplined, kinda soldierly? Maybe because they were frozen? 

When had they not used frozen embryos? Ji-eun had never had a fresh embryo transfer. Having PCOS meant that she yielded a high number of eggs with each retrieval, but it left her ovaries too swollen to transfer the fertilised embryos a few days later, like others were able to do. Instead, she had to wait a month for her next cycle to try getting pregnant.

—Now that I look at it again, I think they look like you. 

—Really? 

—Yeah. They’re cute and lovable, like you. 

—Well, I think they look like you, Oppa. They’ve already got your athletic swagger. 

Ji-eun knew what others would say about them discussing their embryos this way, but she also knew that moments like these, where they could laugh together despite the rigours of IVF, were all too few. These moments that only they knew, moments spent marvelling over the mystery and love that precede life, were precious to them. 

They’d collected twenty-five eggs last winter; of those, thirteen were successfully fertilised. Because her ovaries were too swollen for her to endure an immediate transfer, all of the fertilised eggs were frozen. Only three survived. It was hard to stomach the disappointment of ending up with so few after all that they’d gone through. The two embryos she’d just had transferred had come from this batch.

—Could you give them a name?

—You mean, like, Frosty?

—Isn’t that a little too on the nose?

—They’re frozen embryos!

—Be serious.

—Then how about Sticky? To encourage them to, you know, stick around?

Ji-eun let out a long breath before responding. 

—In that case, let’s go with Chaltteoky. Because we want them to stick to the uterine wall like sticky chaltteok rice cakes. Since there’s two of them, we’ll call them Chaltteoky the First and Chaltteoky the Second.

They went through this with every embryo transfer. Ji-eun would ask her husband to name their embryos, and he would get annoyed at her. She never liked the names he begrudgingly came up with and would end up having to pick one herself. But now she wondered, if this round succeeded, would they have to discard the remaining embryo? This bothered her for some reason. She hadn’t originally planned on having an additional child, but now she was considering it, as she couldn’t quite bear the thought of throwing out that last embryo. Her husband said one child was enough, but what if they held onto their last embryo and tried for another pregnancy in three years?

Ji-eun had been raised by her paternal aunt. Her father had died in an accident when she was six, and two years later her mother had passed away after an illness. Her aunt had told her that one of her mother’s favourite things to talk about before she’d died was her pregnancy with Ji-eun. One day, her mother had felt suddenly nauseated by the smell of food and went to the hospital, where she found out she was pregnant. She waited in front of Ji-eun’s father’s workplace so she could tell him the news as soon as he got off work. He jumped up and down and shouted with joy. Ji-eun liked to kick, and her mother would get nervous if she went too long without feeling a kick from Ji-eun. 

Ji-eun repeated these simple stories to herself that she’d heard from her aunt and played them out in her head. She was confident that she’d be able to give her own child a much richer story. Something like: 

‘You were just a tiny embryo the day you were transferred into Umma’s tummy. The weather was lovely and clear. You climbed into my tummy through a long, thin tube. On the monitor, you looked like a flashing white dot. Like you were winking at Umma. The doctor handed me a picture of you as an embryo. In it, you were pushing through the wall of the egg and looked just like a little snowman. I tried not to get my hopes up too high – you were a grade-B embryo, and the look on the doctor’s face wasn’t encouraging. Then, I think eight days went by? Just as I’d feared, I had no symptoms at all. I’d had symptoms with every previous round. The others always let me know they were there by poking at me from the inside – poke! poke! poke! – or by sending down a pink drop of blood to let me know they’d landed safely. Of course, they each ended in chemical pregnancies and silent miscarriages. So, this time, when I didn’t even get those signals, I cried, figuring it had failed from the get-go. But on the day of the blood test, the doctor smiled so widely and held out his hand to shake mine. Congratulations, he said, you’re pregnant! You came to me so quietly, with no fanfare. Then, about a month later, the morning sickness started.’

Ji-eun had met her child a little sooner than her own mother had met her. She slowly lowered her now-sore legs. Just then, a familiar face popped up in the group chat. 




Yun So-ra, 37

So-ra shoved open the bathroom door, stepped inside, and sat on the toilet. She had ten minutes before the next pet owner arrived for their dog’s scheduled tooth cleaning. She was about to leave the bathroom when the KakaoTalk app on her phone dinged. She took her phone out of her pocket and unlocked it to see the message from Jeong-hyo. She scanned the other messages she’d missed before responding.

—Amazing! Jeong-hyo Unni, you had a baby naturally at 46? Congratulations!! 

So-ra’s eyes grew hot with tears as she recalled the taste of the abalone porridge that Jeong-hyo used to make for her. Then her phone rang. It was her veterinary assistant, Hyeon-ju. 

‘We’ve got an emergency patient!’

So-ra threw herself back into work, with no time to spare for thinking about Jeong-hyo. A dog had been hit by a car, and there were more spaying and neutering appointments than usual. At the end of the day, after all her employees had left, she sat alone in the empty veterinary hospital, massaging her legs and drinking water. For the first time since she’d received Jeong-hyo’s text, she wondered how Jeong-hyo had managed to have a baby after quitting IVF. She couldn’t wait to see her. They had so much to catch up on. But as excited as she was to see her again in an hour, she couldn’t help feeling a little sore at Jeong-hyo for going no contact for an entire year. 

So-ra looked at herself in the operating room mirror and shouted, ‘You got this!’ She had done everything she could do. Through five egg retrievals over the past two years, she had banked a whopping fifty-two eggs. It had been a difficult journey, but she felt secure. She had insurance. Now all she had to do was find the right sperm to meet her frozen eggs. 

She’d become interested in freezing her eggs three years ago. Seeing all her married friends going to IVF clinics had got her worried about marrying late and she’d started looking up information now and then about freezing eggs as a single woman. Ironically, she wasn’t single at the time – she was engaged. But she and her then-fiancé kept finding reasons to postpone the next obvious step of actually getting married. She’d known for a while that he had been losing interest in their relationship. She’d felt the same. And yet, what had kept her from simply ending things was the problem of parenthood. She’d worried that if she didn’t marry soon, she would never be able to have children. But what was this? You could pause the aging of your eggs? You could put a freeze on your fertility? So-ra’s ideal situation was to postpone motherhood for another five years. That was how long she needed for her fledgling veterinary hospital to get off the ground. She broke up with her fiancé via text message and officially launched her egg-freezing project. Step one: a consultation at Baby Angel Hospital. 

On her first visit there, an intake nurse directed her to enter the consultation room alone to fill out a questionnaire. Unaware that So-ra was already on her own, the nurse reassured her that her answers would be kept private from her husband. The form included questions about whether she’d ever had a miscarriage or an induced abortion. On the abortion question, So-ra confidently circled the word yes. She’d had two, one of which was a medical abortion at five weeks. For the question of which doctor she preferred, So-ra had already decided on Dr Shin Ja-yeong. She assumed that Dr Shin, as the youngest female doctor on staff, would be more supportive of an unmarried woman freezing her eggs. But as luck would have it, Dr Shin was out of the office that day, so she ended up seeing another female doctor, Dr Na Ye-ran. While waiting in the lobby, So-ra logged on to the mum cafe to search for information on her. She learned that Dr Na was unmarried and childless. A comment on the post described her as a relentless workaholic. She was apparently famous for specialising in extremely impaired fertility cases. Patients who’d been turned away by other doctors had managed to get pregnant under her care. 

When So-ra’s name was called, she cleared her throat and entered the examination room. Dr Na, with her stylishly cropped hair, looked old enough to be So-ra’s aunt. Of course, had she been So-ra’s actual aunt, she would have scolded So-ra to look harder for a husband instead of doing this.

‘I’m single but thinking of freezing my eggs,’ So-ra said nervously.

Apparently unbothered, Dr Na explained the egg-freezing process to her.

‘The purpose is to preserve healthy eggs before your ovarian reserve declines. When you’re ready to have children later, you’ll have a better chance at getting pregnant by using the eggs you froze ahead of time. You’ll self-inject hormones to increase ovulation, and when the follicles are matured, the eggs will be retrieved under general anaesthesia. Since you’re not married yet, the eggs will be immediately frozen and stored in liquid nitrogen rather than fertilised and transferred. The full procedure costs around three million won.’ 

‘Does that mean that I can use the eggs I freeze now to get pregnant at forty – no, make that forty-two years old? I’m at a point in my career right now where I have to be all in.’

‘It buys you time, but not indefinitely. Your ability to get and stay pregnant still declines after thirty-five.’

The doctor answered all of So-ra’s many questions, recommended some nutritional supplements and told So-ra to return on the third day of her next period. 

While waiting in the ground-floor lobby to pay, So-ra saw an employee walk by pulling a large canister on a cart. It was labelled ‘liquid nitrogen’. She stared at it and thought, I’d better not leave you guys in there too long. 

So-ra still hadn’t told her parents that she’d broken up with her ex, which meant she also hadn’t told them that the engagement dinner was off. The thought of how heartbroken her mother would be had kept her from admitting it. She dragged herself to the fancy restaurant where her parents were waiting.

Her mother, who’d had her hair and makeup done so as to hold her own with her potential in-laws, asked, ‘Why are you here alone? Are they on their way? They must be stuck in rush hour.’

So-ra sat down across from her mother and pushed the button to page a waiter.

Her father said, ‘We can wait for the others to arrive. We’re not starving.’

The waiter slid open the room door.

‘It’ll be just the three of us,’ So-ra said.

‘Didn’t you say the reservation was for six people?’ the waiter asked.

‘The engagement is off. Just three servings, please.’

The waiter nodded awkwardly and left, while So-ra’s parents’ eyes grew pathetically wide. But So-ra spoke calmly.

‘We broke up last month.’

Her mother practically choked on the news and had to sip water before she could speak.

‘What are you talking about? Why did you two break up? Is it because of money? Tell him your father will help if he can’t afford to buy you two a place. We know he just started working, why would we expect him to afford something on his own right away?’

So-ra didn’t respond but just calmly ate each dish as it was brought to the table. The reviews had been right about the place. Everything was delicious, from the crisp salad with its tart dressing to the bossam kimchi made with nuts, the chiljeolpan with its harmony of colourful ingredients, the Chilean sea bass that melted in her mouth, the appetising abalone, the spicy eel, and more. The food would surely improve the quality of her eggs. 

So-ra’s mother set her cup down hard.

‘If he wasn’t serious, he should’ve broken things off right away. Why drag it out for eight years? Just wait, I tell you. He’ll end up washed up and alone.’

So-ra’s father gave them a forced smile.

‘Honey, don’t talk that way. You make it sound like she’ll never get married. It’s a hundred times better to marry late than to force a marriage and end up divorced.’

Her mother waved him off.

‘I wouldn’t be saying this if you were at least three years younger, but at this rate, how much longer is it going to take for you to find a husband and have kids?’

So-ra ate the grilled eel on her mother’s plate.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘I’ve stopped aging. I won’t get any older.’

She was so tired of talking about her age. 

‘Why? Did you eat some wild ginseng or something?’

‘I’ll take my time finding the right man, and in five years we’ll marry and have a baby.’

‘Do you know how old you’ll be in five years? Your older sister married late too, and look at how she struggled to get pregnant!’

Her mother snatched So-ra’s plate away.

‘Why are you eating so much? You act like you’re eating for two.’

So-ra met her mother’s eyes and laughed. Dr Na had told her to eat like she was pregnant. To eat a healthy variety of foods and not be picky. Keeping her mind on egg freezing made the broken engagement dinner with its empty seats bearable. The food meant to celebrate the meeting of the parents went instead to her frozen-egg project. 

So-ra and Mun-jeong had grown up together. Their mothers, who’d gone to the same high school, lived in the same neighbourhood and had become even closer friends when they had So-ra’s older sister Yu-ra and Mun-jeong around the same time. So-ra’s father was a construction worker in Saudi Arabia during the Middle East construction boom, and Mun-jeong’s father, who worked for a state-owned enterprise, was doing a rotation at a branch in the provinces, leaving the mothers to raise the children on their own. So-ra had nothing but warm memories of her childhood. It was no exaggeration to say that it was those memories that sustained her still. 

Three days after So-ra’s first egg retrieval, she met Mun-jeong for dinner. Over coffee afterwards, So-ra casually said, ‘By the way, Unni, I’ve been going to Baby Angel Hospital to freeze my eggs...’

She hadn’t even told her actual unni, Yu-ra, about it yet. After So-ra gave a brief rundown of how it went, Mun-jeong sounded hurt. 

‘You already completed the egg retrieval? Good for you. But why didn’t you say anything? I would have gone with you. Call me next time.’

Mun-jeong said it as if she was suggesting they swing by the supermarket to pick up some menstrual pads. But when So-ra thought about it, back when her first period had started, Mun-jeong was the one who’d taken her to the store and bought pads for her. 

‘I’m doing a few more retrievals, so you can come then if you want.’

That day, Mun-jeong’s mobile phone buzzed continuously with text message alerts. When So-ra asked who kept messaging her, Mun-jeong explained that she’d created a group chat for women who were patients at the same IVF clinic and that they talked regularly to share information and let off stress. 

‘You should join Hello Baby, too. It’s like how joining a writing group helps you get published, or joining a hiking club helps you conquer new peaks, right? Only a matter of time. Join Hello Baby, and soon enough you’ll have a baby.’

‘Even without a man?’

Mun-jeong gave her one of her playful smiles. 

‘Why not? Join our club and your unnis will explain how you can have a baby without a man.’

‘Like the Virgin Mary, huh?’

Mun-jeong laughed out loud. 

‘IVF’s got a long and hallowed history! After all, wasn’t Mary the first woman in human history to conceive a baby without intercourse? Maybe there was some genius doctor back then who figured it out but left no records, so the next generation missed out on the procedure.’ 

Come to think of it, many well-known IVF clinics seemed to borrow the names of biblical figures, such as Mary, who conceived without intercourse, or Rachel, who struggled to conceive. Did Rachel also swap tips with her friends on overcoming infertility? Maybe they’d started their own support group too.

So-ra asked Mun-jeong to send her an invite to the group chat. She decided to forget for the moment that Rachel had died during the difficult birth of her second son, Benjamin. So-ra was immediately added to the group and introduced herself to the other women. She participated in their chat on her way to and from work and on her lunch breaks, and quickly grew close with all of them. This was possible because of how willingly they shared intimate details of their lives. Their uteruses, their sex lives, their in-laws … nothing was off limits, and secrets were held in the strictest confidence. They knew that the day every last member became pregnant, the Hello Baby group chat and its archive would be deleted forever. 

Two years ago, So-ra had finally taken the leap from participating only in the group chat to meeting them in person for the first time. On a summer day after work, she’d gazed up at the twenty-five-storey, mixed-use, luxury apartment complex that Mun-jeong had told her to go to, before taking the elevator to the nineteenth floor and ringing the doorbell. A woman in a house dress opened the door.

‘Please come in. I’ve heard so much about you.’

So-ra handed her the box of macarons she’d bought on the way there. This kind woman with an elegant way about her had to be Jeong-hyo Unni, the eldest daughter-in-law of a high-society family, the one Mun-jeong had talked her ear off about. As So-ra stepped inside, another woman with bobbed hair gestured for her to sit next to her. The woman was striking: her curves and charisma gave off a powerful allure that commanded attention. This was definitely Hye-gyeong, the lawyer. Hye-gyeong smiled warmly and set a glass of wine in front of So-ra. Ji-eun kept one eye on her phone the whole time, busily fussing over her husband’s dinner even while keeping up with the women’s conversation. Watching over them all was Mun-jeong, looking completely at ease as she kept the conversation flowing. 

When Mun-jeong pulled a bottle of red wine out of her bag, Hye-gyeong snatched it from her excitedly and got to work removing the cork.

‘That’s not for you,’ Mun-jeong chided her. ‘You’ve got an egg retrieval in five days. You wouldn’t want to stunt their growth.’ 

‘It’s fine! It’s not an embryo transfer. And besides, you’re eight days away from an egg retrieval yourself. You think I don’t know your schedule too?’

‘Dang, you caught me.’

‘One glass won’t hurt. And anyway, we should treat ourselves tonight.’

Ji-eun pulled a bottle of soju from her bag.

‘Mun-jeong Unni, let’s have a shot of this too,’ she said. ‘I’ve been craving it so much, I even dreamed about it.’

Hye-gyeong clapped with excitement. She held out her glass and said, ‘Come to think of it, none of us are in the two-week wait right now. Let’s drink!’

Glasses half-filled with wine tipped merrily towards each other. Mun-jeong skipped the toasts and went straight to downing her glass. As So-ra watched Mun-jeong’s lips turn a purplish red, she felt a sudden, sharp twinge in her stomach and grimaced.

Jeong-hyo noticed and asked, ‘When was your retrieval?’

‘Four days ago. It was my second round.’

‘How many did you get?’

‘Thirteen.’

‘I’m jealous. It’s good to be young. I had a few rounds where they couldn’t get any eggs because the follicles were empty.’

So-ra smiled awkwardly at the look of bitterness that briefly crossed Jeong-hyo’s face. Sure, they’d retrieved thirteen eggs, but it wasn’t that many compared to other women her age. 

Hye-gyeong refilled So-ra’s glass and said, ‘You’re single, right? What made you decide to freeze your eggs? Sorry, I guess that’s kind of rude to ask the first time you meet someone?’

Mun-jeong took the wine bottle from Hye-gyeong and refilled her own glass.

‘What’s rude about it? The whole point of this get-together is to have these conversations.’

So-ra took a sip of wine before answering.

‘Same reason as everyone else here. I want to be a mother.’

Everyone was looking at her now, their eyes filled with curiosity, so she went ahead and shared the details she hadn’t originally planned to share.

‘I broke up with my long-term boyfriend at the start of this year. He’d proposed, even though it wasn’t clear we had a real future together. I mean, I’m pretty sure he was going on blind dates with women that his parents were trying to set him up with the whole time. I’d taken it for granted that I’d end up married to him, but when I pictured what it would actually be like to have a baby with him, I got cold feet.’

So-ra laughed uncomfortably. The way she told it made it sound like the decision to break up had been hers alone. In truth, her ex had been waiting for her to drop the bomb so he could avoid having to be the bad guy, which meant their relationship had simply expired, like canned food that had sat on the shelf for too long. 

‘Why the cold feet?’ Ji-eun prodded. ‘What was the main reason?’

‘We dated for eight years, but I never felt like his family approved of me. We’re the same age and have the same job, so I don’t know what the problem was. If anything, my family seems to be better off than theirs. But right before our parents were supposed to meet to formalise the engagement, his mother made a comment that rubbed me the wrong way. She said something about how I’d have trouble getting pregnant at my age.’

‘What a joke!’ Hye-gyeong scoffed. ‘So her precious baby doesn’t age?’

‘I know. But we’d been dating so long that it made it hard to break up. I think he felt the same. It was a relief when I finally ended it.’

So-ra had no interest in dating ever again. She’d lost all faith in love. She’d seen too many times how love could change. And not a pleasant change, like wine improving with age. A foul change, like water left to stagnate. 

‘I do want a baby though,’ she added. ‘To be honest, I want a baby more than I want to be married. I’d be perfectly happy being single the rest of my life, but I think I’d feel empty without a child. I kept hearing that it’s a good idea to freeze your eggs before you turn thirty-five, so after a lot of thought, I decided to go ahead with it. I’m turning thirty-five this year. I don’t know what will happen later – maybe I’ll end up never inseminating them and will have to discard them – but for now at least I feel reassured.’

Mun-jeong nibbled on a cracker and explained to the others, ‘So-ra here owns a veterinary hospital. She makes more money than my husband does. She can support herself, so I don’t think she needs to worry.’

Jeong-hyo nodded.

‘I get it. I think a lot of women have the same dream: they want children but hate marriage.’

Ji-eun refilled her glass. ‘But financial security isn’t the only reason to get married. It might be because my parents passed away early, but I hate the idea of being alone.’

She turned towards So-ra.

‘Which makes me sympathise with what you’re saying even more. The thought of being childless just feels so empty. I wonder, wouldn’t it have been easier to marry your ex and have a baby, then break up? Or even just stay together if the marriage part wasn’t as bad as you thought?’

‘Yeah, I mean, I guess that’s one way to do it, but I don’t want to be tied to him for the rest of my life. Staying friends with an ex? I don’t think I could do it. I’ve actually been thinking about sperm donation. I’m planning to look into it after I freeze as many eggs as I can.’

So-ra had researched sperm donation when she first made up her mind to freeze her eggs. In foreign films, it was easy to see lesbian couples undergoing artificial insemination or single women going to sperm banks to get pregnant, but in Korea, sperm donation was only accessible to legally married heterosexual couples. Under the current system, you could not go to a sperm bank without a legal spouse. Not only that, but for a woman to receive donated sperm, she had to have her husband’s consent, the donor’s consent, and if the donor was married, the sperm donor’s wife’s consent. Why was it so complicated? Ultimately, the fastest way for her to get pregnant was indeed to sleep with her ex-boyfriend. But that would mean being shackled to him for the rest of her life, like the heroine in some cheesy made-for-TV movie. His mother could show up at her door one day and take the baby from her. Since other countries allowed single women to use donated sperm, she figured she had no choice but to go abroad to get pregnant. 

Jeong-hyo took another sip of wine.

‘If I could afford it without being married, I’d have a baby on my own, too. The baby and I could form our own bond, just the two of us, without the interference of in-laws or a husband. I envy So-ra. I got married right out of college and never pursued my own career.’

Ji-eun ate a bite of cheese and asked So-ra, ‘Are you going to all these lengths just so you won’t be alone when you’re old?’

‘I guess that’s one reason, but to be honest I haven’t thought that far ahead yet. I’ve been thinking more about life than death. About having someone to love while I’m still young and healthy, rather than someone to be there with me when I’m old and dying.’

Everyone looked at her in agreement. Hye-gyeong refilled So-ra’s glass. 

‘By the way,’ Hye-gyeong said, ‘You don’t have to stand on ceremony with us. Feel free to use informal speech. We’re all practically the same age anyway.’ 

With her usual mischievous expression, Mun-jeong added, ‘That’s right. Our ovaries are equally old.’

Everyone laughed. Jeong-hyo shook her head but laughed along, too.

‘What time is it?’ Mun-jeong asked. ‘I forgot to take my meds.’

Upon checking the time, she pawed through an oversized bag stuffed with files and books and took out a brown vial. While she was opening it, Hye-gyeong went to the refrigerator.

‘You’re drinking it straight again?’ Hye-gyeong asked Mun-jeong. ‘You know you’re supposed to take it with water.’

Mun-jeong swallowed the liquid contents of the vial and followed it with the water that Hye-gyeong brought her. She put her arm around Hye-gyeong’s shoulders and said, ‘Every time I take one of these, I get so frisky that I can’t resist whoever is sitting next to me.’

Hye-gyeong laughed.

‘That’s the booze, not the meds.’

The brown vial contained Bioarginina, which was prescribed before egg retrievals. Though its primary use was to treat liver-dysfunction-induced indigestion, Bioarginina was said to improve egg quality by increasing blood flow to the uterus, which made it a must-have despite its high price. 

Jeong-hyo stood and looked around at the group.

‘Hang on,’ she said. ‘I’ve got something to show you all.’

She returned from the veranda carrying an enormous sack. She turned it upside down, and dozens, if not hundreds, of the small brown vials came tumbling out. The high-pitched clink and clatter of them hitting the floor and each other sounded like the voices of children at play. Then the sound stopped all at once, as if some unheard voice had ordered the children to be silent. 

‘What is all this?’ Mun-jeong was wide-eyed.

‘Can’t you tell? This is all the Bioarginina I drank.’

‘And you kept the bottles? Why on earth didn’t you throw them away?’

‘I started saving them so I could show them to my child after they were old enough. I was going to say, ‘Look at how hard Umma worked to meet you.’ But I didn’t realise I’d end up with this many.’

Ji-eun crouched down and ran her hand over the vials.

‘You drank all these?’

‘Actually, there were more, but I didn’t start saving them right away. I was also collecting all the syringes, but that started to get gross so I tossed them out last month.’

The mood in the room turned melancholic, and the women began talking about their husbands. The men were guillotined that night. Hye-gyeong had the women howling with laughter at stories of her husband, the honourable justice of the court, Mr Serious, Mr Perfect, who was really just a hopeless mama’s boy who couldn’t even quit smoking. So-ra had thought she knew everything about Mun-jeong’s husband, who was always rattling off the old saying about how children practically raise themselves, but now, with all his flaws laid bare, he seemed like a stranger. She was shocked to learn that he was impotent and unable to get Mun-jeong pregnant even with the help of Viagra. Ji-eun said she’d thought that marrying a taekwondo master would guarantee her a life of sexual bliss, only to learn that men who exert that kind of energy during the day have nothing left down there for their wives at night. She added that they should have seen the look on his face the day the doctor told him he’d have to get a follow-up exam to confirm that this macho man obsessed with his own masculinity might be shooting blanks. Thanks to the brown medicine vials, the women had stopped quizzing So-ra about her ex. 

So-ra mused to herself that maybe the men needed to start their own group chat. If what her unnis were saying was true, then going to a sperm bank seemed like the most rational choice. Everything they said indicated that their husbands’ uncooperative, or at best indifferent, attitudes got in the way of their getting pregnant. If they’d gone to sperm banks instead, they wouldn’t have had to fight with their husbands over the men’s smoking and drinking habits or insensitivity to their wives’ feelings. Raising a child without a husband meant not having anyone to resent. Anonymous sperm donors wouldn’t file for custody after the love had faded and they’d gone their separate ways. So-ra was curious about Jeong-hyo’s husband, but Jeong-hyo wasn’t saying a word.

Their get-together ended ahead of schedule when Jeong-hyo’s mother-in-law barged in without warning. So-ra was taken aback. Not because of the woman’s unannounced visit at ten o’clock at night without so much as a phone call first, but because she looked nothing like So-ra had imagined. From what she’d read in the group chat, she’d expected a hag with a face covered in boils, but instead what she saw was an urbane beauty, looking easily ten years younger than her real age. Jeong-hyo’s mother-in-law flashed a warm smile at her daughter-in-law’s friends, then looked pointedly at Jeong-hyo as she said, ‘Oh dear, I hope I’m not interrupting anything. Please don’t keep my daughter-in-law up too late now, girls.’




Yi Hye-gyeong, 44

Late last autumn, Dr Yang had pulled up the MRI scan on the monitor.

‘With so many, there’s nowhere for the baby to go. The ultrasound only showed four, but from the MRI, we can see there’s easily a dozen. They’re all quite small, but what matters is their location.’

Hye-gyeong’s uterus was festooned with black grape-like growths. They looked like alien life forms exuding an ominous energy. 

‘Will I get pregnant if they’re removed?’

Dr Yang raised his white eyebrows.

‘Your odds would improve considerably.’

‘I’ll take the first date you have open.’

The next available surgery date wasn’t for another three months. Just as she’d heard, a great many people were eager for Dr Yang to operate on them. On her way out of the exam room, Hye-gyeong chided herself for not getting the MRI sooner. According to the online mum cafe, Dr Yang excelled at removing fibroids without damaging the uterine lining. Now in his seventies, Dr Yang was a world-renowned authority who had even helped women diagnosed with endometrial cancer to succeed at getting pregnant. Hye-gyeong had put off getting her fibroids removed because she was already over forty. Dr Ko had warned her that she would have to wait three to four months after fibroid removal surgery to try IVF again, and during that time her ovarian reserve would continue to drop, which made recommending the surgery tricky. But now her body had stopped responding to the hormonal medications meant to stimulate her ovaries, and so she could not put it off any longer. 

Hye-gyeong stopped herself from texting her husband the surgery date. They’d argued last night and still hadn’t made up. As if she had anything to make up for. Hye-gyeong had decided not to speak to her husband again until he apologised. She still couldn’t believe what he’d said to her, that he would even dare ask her that. She had told him that she would start the long protocol after her fibroid surgery. 

Then he had asked, ‘What’s the difference again between long protocol and short protocol?’

Hye-gyeong couldn’t believe what she was hearing and moved in closer, like she was getting ready to hit him.

‘What did you just say? Do you really not know? Hang on. Do you know the difference between artificial insemination and in vitro fertilisation?’

‘Of course.’

‘What is it?’

He opened his mouth and sheepishly scratched his head. 

‘I have been trying to get pregnant for us for the last three years. You were no help even when we were trying naturally. Each time I was ovulating, you complained that you were too tired and you refused to have sex. That’s why I switched to IVF. Seven fresh egg transfers. Two frozen egg transfers. All nine failed. Not two – nine failed attempts. I went through seven terrifying egg retrievals. But you know nothing about that, do you?’

Hye-gyeong tipped her head back to try to keep her tears from spilling.

‘Not everyone knows this stuff…’ her husband muttered.

‘For two straight years, I’ve been going to that IVF clinic, hiding in the bathroom at the office so I can stick myself in the stomach with hypodermic needles, going under anaesthesia to have eggs harvested out of me, then transferring the embryos back inside me. I’ve gone through this painful process over and over again, and yet somehow you are totally clueless about all of it?!’

Hye-gyeong wanted her words to come out as sharp as knives, but her tears and snot kept getting in the way. Her husband put his hand to his forehead.

‘Knock it off,’ he said. ‘This is hard on me, too.’

‘Hard on you? Your only job in all of this is to comfort me. What the hell is hard about that?’

The muscles around his eyes tightened.

‘This is! This is what’s hard! Figuring out what you’re feeling and having to just take it. That’s the hardest part for me.’ He sighed. ‘You know, you’ve been really emotional ever since you started IVF. Is it because of the hormones?’

Emotional? Then, what? He felt nothing at all? As her glare sharpened, her husband said that he’d been too busy with work to follow all the details but he was sorry if she’d mistaken that for a lack of interest, and he hurriedly escaped into his home office. Hye-gyeong was furious. Her husband had always had a passion for learning new things. He was the type to stay up all night researching whatever caught his interest. So for him to say that he didn’t know meant that he didn’t care. For the first time since starting IVF, Hye-gyeong cried. 

That night, after their party was cut short, the evisceration of the husbands was moved to the group chat. Eun-ha said that her husband probably had no idea that artificial insemination was even any different from in vitro fertilisation, and Mun-jeong said she’d be okay with her husband not knowing any of that if only he’d quit smoking and drinking. Ji-eun said a husband’s worth was better measured after the child was born. According to the responses she read later in the mum cafe, some of the men who were warm and loving to their wives and stood by them throughout the IVF process turned out to be deadbeats who financially abandoned their families after the child was born, and so it was better to be with a man who was focused on making money to support his family even if it meant he was less involved. Hye-gyeong had posted her woes to the mum cafe when griping in the group chat wasn’t enough to calm her; she woke in the morning to over fifty comments.

—Your post reminded me of my own experience. My husband is as thoughtless and selfish as they come. So, on my third round of IVF, I made him give me the hormone injections. I wanted him to feel my pain for himself. But did that actually help him to understand what I was going through? I don’t think it did. I think sticking needles in his wife’s stomach was no different from sticking needles in a doll’s stomach. I still want him to be in the delivery room with me though. We’ve got a month to go. 

—Please don’t let it get to you. We aspiring mothers need to open our hearts. After all, the worst thing for IVF is stress, right? The Lord punished Eve with the pain of childbirth and Adam with the pain of toiling all the days of his life. The husband who offended you will get his punishment by working to feed and support you and your baby who will soon be born. Assuming, of course, that he’s not a deadbeat who’ll run off and ditch you, Lord knows the world’s got plenty of those, sheesh.

—Oh man, even after six straight years of IVF, my husband still wouldn’t know a test tube from a hole in the wall. You’d think he’d like anything that starts with his favourite word, ‘I’, but I guess there are exceptions. Now I hate everything that starts with the letter I – IVF, in-laws – I’m done.

—Divorce him. Imagine how much worse it’ll be after you have a child?

After reading through all the comments, Hye-gyeong found herself thinking that maybe her own husband wasn’t so bad after all. ‘Giving relationship advice to a divorce lawyer? Seriously?’ she muttered to herself, as she typed her response to the last comment:

—I can’t divorce him yet because I need to get pregnant this year. 

On the day of her uterine fibroid removal surgery, Hye-gyeong called in sick to work and headed for Somang Women’s Hospital. She’d told her husband she was fine going alone, but he insisted on accompanying her. She puzzled over what had inspired her husband, who worked 365 days a year with no break, to suddenly take a day off. He had his briefcase with him, so she assumed he planned to work from there.

The humiliation began before the surgery. While the nurse was shaving Hye-gyeong’s pubic hair, her husband waited right outside her hospital room. During Hye-gyeong’s enema, he hovered around the entrance to the women’s loo. When she took too long to finish, he came into the toilet, stood in front of her stall door, and whispered, ‘Are you okay?’

‘Oh my god, get out of here. This is the ladies’ room.’

She heard him scramble out. Her enema complete, Hye-gyeong boarded the elevator with her husband and nurse to go up to the operating room. The moment the doors closed, fear rushed over her. 

‘If I die,’ she told her husband, ‘don’t remarry.’ 

He laughed.

‘Scared, huh? You always joke when you’re scared. Don’t worry. You’ll just take a short nap and then it’ll all be over.’

The nurse laughed too, and added, ‘It’s not cancer surgery. You can relax. The procedure is much simpler than you think.’ 

Hye-gyeong entered the operating room and climbed onto the table, the lower half of which was divided into two sections to separate her legs. She’d thought the enema and pubic shaving were as embarrassing as it got, but lying spread-eagled on an operating table as if to be drawn and quartered was just as humiliating. The nurse untied the strings of Hye-gyeong’s hospital gown and began applying disinfectant from her genitals all the way up to her stomach. The liquid chilled Hye-gyeong’s skin, and she was struck with terror. She felt like a fish on a chopping board. Once the disinfectant, which reminded her of the colour of soy sauce, had set, the doctor would poke a hole through Hye-gyeong’s belly button and two or three more holes below that, then make a four-centimetre incision above her pubic bone. Hye-gyeong vowed to herself that once the COVID restrictions were lifted, she would treat herself to a vacation somewhere warm. The doctor had better keep the incision below her bikini line, she thought. 

A young nurse with a babyish voice came into the operating room and said, ‘I’ll page the chief of anaesthesiology now.’

‘Not yet. Not until we have everything prepped perfectly. Don’t you know? The chief is a grouch.’

The nurses were whispering to each other, but Hye-gyeong heard every word. 

‘Brace yourself,’ the younger nurse said.

The silence that followed was briefly broken by the sound of footsteps approaching and resumed when the person – the chief anaesthesiologist, Hye-gyeong assumed – entered the room. The person, hidden behind a surgical mask and plastic cap, cleared their throat a few times but said nothing. It was a young woman. Her voice when she addressed Hye-gyeong was soft.

‘Take a deep breath and relax.’

Hye-gyeong felt good about entrusting her body to this perfectionist who was in charge of putting her to sleep. 

When Dr Yang entered, the chief anaesthesiologist stood next to Hye-gyeong’s head and fitted her with an oxygen mask. Hye-gyeong tilted her head back, hoping to catch a glimpse of the other woman’s eyes, but the moment she did so her consciousness was already halfway to Andromeda. 

The moment she awoke, she was hit by a wall of pain. Hye-gyeong became aware that she was crying, her mouth wailing the words It hurts. She saw her husband looking down at her. Her throat was parched and aching. 

‘I quit,’ she said. ‘No babies for us. This is killing me. If fibroid surgery hurts this much, how can I possibly have a baby?’

Her husband’s eyes welled with tears as he said, ‘Then let’s stop here.’ 

The tears spilled down his cheeks. For a moment, Hye-gyeong’s agony lifted. She’d first met him when she was twenty-two and he was twenty, and in their two decades together since then she’d never seen him cry. 

‘I’m thirsty. My throat is killing me.’

Hye-gyeong wanted to drink water right away, but the nurse told her she couldn’t ingest anything until after she’d passed gas. 

‘Don’t cry, you’ll only lose more fluid,’ her husband said with a sigh and added, ‘seeing you like this makes me want to stop trying too. We’ve had a good life so far without kids.’ 

Hye-gyeong heaved out a sigh. Of course she didn’t want her husband bullying her to get pregnant, but somehow, seeing him this timid felt even more disheartening. Besides, how could he say, yeah, let’s quit, after she’d had the surgery and suffered all she could suffer? There was nothing he could say now that wouldn’t irritate her. 

When she was moved to her private recovery room and was starting to feel a little better, her husband said while massaging her feet, ‘Let’s keep our visit short this Lunar New Year.’

‘Do we really have to go?’

‘My mother said she had the same surgery and that it wasn’t a big deal. She wants us to come so we can pick up the herbal medicine she made for you. You can throw it away when we get home, but we should at least drop by.’

The words ‘mama’s boy’ made their way up Hye-gyeong’s throat but stuck in her parched mouth before she could fire them off. Her stomach suddenly felt like a wet rag being wrung out.

‘More painkillers!’

Her husband pressed the button on the analgesia pump, and the sensation began to slowly subside. Trembling, Hye-gyeong thought to herself, Not a big deal?! But then again, what her husband’s mother considered ‘a big deal’ was her son visiting less often or not calling her enough. Her mother-in-law wasn’t incapable of reason, but she clearly struggled to be objective. The hardest part was that she blamed Hye-gyeong for their infertility. Hye-gyeong couldn’t understand why she had to put up with this treatment, not in this day and age, when daughters-in-law were no longer mere vehicles for grandchildren. 

Back when Hye-gyeong was first married, her friends had told her how lucky she was to have found the perfect man. He was indeed ideal husband material. He was tall and handsome, smart but humble, and never so much as glanced at other women. When he entered the Judicial Research and Training Institute, he was beset by offers from matchmakers, but he never wavered. He was still strong and fit from his time spent in a weightlifting club at university. And, even better, he was two years younger than her. If pressed to identify a flaw, she would say it was his weakness for his mother. The group chat wouldn’t have believed it if she had told them that her husband spent three to four hours on the phone with his mother every single weekend. He would rush out in the middle of the night at her beck and call. His mother had pursued a career as an elementary-school teacher even while devoting herself to her son’s education, like many mothers of gifted children. If it hadn’t been for her fostering a love of learning in him from an early age, creating the perfect environment at home for studying, and preparing a hearty and heartfelt breakfast for him every single morning, her husband probably would not be where he was today. His mother had surely played a part in his getting accepted into law school at Seoul National University and passing the bar exam while still an undergraduate. However, what Hye-gyeong could not abide was her mother-in-law muscling in on their attempts to procreate.

‘I had your fortunes read before you two got married, and learned that you’re compatible. But I guess your fortunes didn’t include whether your sperm and eggs were compatible, too. They say that the woman’s age is the single most important factor when it comes to pregnancy. It doesn’t matter how healthy a man’s sperm is if the eggs are too old. So it comes down to you.’

Her mother-in-law was constantly getting under Hye-gyeong’s skin with comments like these, always yammering on about whatever nonsense she’d heard about IVF. During their last round, she’d even called Hye-gyeong, who at the time was standing in the waiting room of the clinic on the morning of her embryo transfer, just to tell her that she’d dreamed about an old tree bearing fruit. Her mother-in-law stressed the word ‘fruit’ of course, but all Hye-gyeong heard was ‘old’. There was no budging her from her conviction that the only reason her son still lacked offspring was her daughter-in-law’s biological age. Her mother-in-law was a watering can. A big old tin can pouring water over the embers of Hye-gyeong’s love for her husband – embers that still held some good heat in them – and ruthlessly turning them to ash. Every time her mother-in-law opened her mouth, Hye-gyeong had to seal hers shut to avoid blurting out the truth. She fantasised about going to her in-laws’ house on Lunar New Year and dropping the bomb on her, the secret she’d kept for all this time: 

‘Your genius son who got a near-perfect score on the College Scholastic Ability Test got the lowest score on his semen analysis in the entire country, maybe even the whole world!’

Her mother-in-law wouldn’t faint, would she? Her husband must have suspected the guilt lay with him, because he had told Hye-gyeong he would get a semen analysis before their visit to Baby Angel Hospital. Though he’d insisted on going alone to the urology clinic, she had accompanied him anyway, only to regret it in the end. The results were awful. The urologist let out a small sigh when he showed them the monitor. The screen was filled with tadpole-like sperm, but something was off about them. They were moving much too slowly and leisurely, almost as if they were in slow motion. They reminded Hye-gyeong of her husband himself and the way he’d potter around, feet turned out like a duck’s and arms folded behind his back, whenever he was fed up with her nagging. 

‘The number of abnormal sperm is too high. Less than one per cent are showing normal morphology. And the motility is also quite poor.’

The doctor muttered his next words, as if he were speaking directly to the sperm on the screen. 

‘Look at that. Can’t even take a single step forward. No direction at all.’

Just like her husband, who’d hovered around Hye-gyeong for a good three months before finally working up the courage to ask her out, his sperm just stood there, too timid to make a move. 

The first time she and her husband went to Baby Angel, she felt like a schoolchild, head hanging low as she prepared to be scolded by her teacher for her terrible grades. But then again, this was a first for the both of them. They’d always been straight-A students who held their heads high in the presence of teachers. 

To their surprise, Dr Shin announced that Hye-gyeong’s ovarian age was five years younger than that of her peers. Dr Shin took a look at her husband’s semen analysis results and said, ‘Don’t worry about the low sperm quality. We’ll select for normal sperm and do ICSI.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Usually, with IVF, fertilisation takes place naturally with the egg and sperm placed in a petri dish for a set amount of time. But when sperm function is this low, the sperm cells can’t penetrate the egg on their own. Instead, we select a healthy sperm using a micropipette and inject it directly into the ovoplasm.’

The doctor’s explanation had weighed heavily on Hye-gyeong. Was it okay to summon forth a child who had so little intention of being born? Were they changing fate? But after a moment’s doubt, she’d shaken off the worry with a laugh. Of course their child wanted to be born. It would just take a little help from medical science to bring them into the world. 

Hye-gyeong was sure that her husband would use work as an excuse to leave right after her surgery, but he turned out to be a diligent nurse. Even during a brief nap, he sprang up instantly at the sound of her voice and helped empty her urine bag. He tugged up the compression socks that she’d half pulled off, reminding her that the nurse had said she needed to keep them on to prevent her feet from swelling. He told her that he would spend the night there and return to work in the morning, then fell asleep again on the camp bed, all curled up like a shrimp. She gazed down at her sleeping husband before taking out her phone to catch up on the Hello Baby group chat. She snapped a pic of her urine and blood bags and posted it to the group. 

—Made it through fibroid surgery.

Supportive messages poured in. Hye-gyeong thanked everyone, then posted a question.

—By the way, what’s ‘natural cycle’? Dr Ko said I could try a natural cycle instead of the long protocol after my surgery. And that the hormone injections won’t work now.

Ji-eun responded like a living Wikipedia page.

—Natural cycle IVF is where only one egg is collected following the body’s own ovulation cycle, rather than artificially inducing ovulation. The egg is fertilised in vitro, and the embryo is cultured for three to five days then transferred to the uterus. Since only one egg is retrieved per cycle, it can take longer to reach implantation, but skipping ovarian stimulation is easier on the body. And the whole thing costs less. 

‘Natural cycle IVF’ sounded very much to Hye-gyeong like ‘last chance’. Ji-eun added more information.

—Unni, if I fail again this time, I’m transferring to Dr Ko’s class. Though it’ll be a shame not to get to look at Dr Yeong-su’s handsome face anymore.

Every time her friends in the group chat talked about their doctors like they were teachers, Hye-gyeong was reminded of being back in school, cramming for the bar exam, and sharing intel with each other on which hagwon had the best instructors. Was trusting Dr Ko and doing everything he said really enough for her to pass the IVF exam and be accepted into motherhood? The longer it took, the less confident she felt. 

—Hye-gyeong Unni, if your next round doesn’t work out, you could switch classes, too. What do you think? They say Dr Na Ye-ran specialises in cases of extremely low fertility and never drops her patients or gives up on them, no matter what. Or there’s Dr Woong-hwan, who’s a Christian who holds hands and prays with his patients before each embryo transfer. An unni of mine who’s the same age as you switched to him and immediately got pregnant.

—Oh yeah? I’ll give it some thought. 

Hye-gyeong didn’t care for Ji-eun’s meddling. And how dare she bring up age. She resented the implication. The urge to write back, ‘You’re almost forty yourself,’ was hard to resist, but she managed, thanks to the patience she had cultivated while undergoing IVF. Hye-gyeong may have been infertile, but she was not yet an extreme case. She’d never had an empty follicle and once or twice had even managed to freeze an extra embryo. Not only that, Dr Woong-hwan wasn’t much older than Hye-gyeong herself. Why on earth would she switch? Dr Ko was clearly the best doctor at Baby Angel Hospital, no matter what anyone else said. He had the most experience, and his dexterity was excellent. Patients like Hye-gyeong, who had no time to waste, needed seasoned doctors who would never abide even a single mistake. They needed doctors who used their extensive clinical experience to cultivate high-quality eggs, extract them with minimal blood loss, and empower their patients to never cower in the face of failure but rather to dust themselves off, get back up, and try again. A veteran who knew how to gently place an embryo in the best spot for implantation with the least amount of damage or disturbance. Hye-gyeong believed in science. She put her faith in doctors who used the time that others spent holding hands and praying to look up more research papers and scrutinise embryos more closely. 

The next message was from Mun-jeong.

—Hye-gyeong, do you really plan to change doctors? As important as the doctor–patient relationship is, we don’t have the leisure to keep switching teams. Put that thought out of your head and ask Dr Ko to do an EmbryoScope instead. It’s pricey, but they say you get better embryos out of it. 

—Em – what now? What on earth is that?

—It’s where they use time-lapse monitoring. Normally, the lab workers have to take embryos out of their incubator each day to check them under a microscope. But with this, the incubator has a built-in camera that takes pictures around the clock so they can get a better idea of which ones are the healthiest without having to move them. Think about it – how stressful that must be for the embryos every time they’re pulled out of bed. They say the Scope-thingy is less stressful for them.

—Really? Then, yeah, I have to ask for that. But if they’re being watched twenty-four hours a day, how must the embryos feel about that? Kind of weird to have them under surveillance before they’re even born. I want my children to grow up freely.

—I just wish they’d let us into the incubation room. They say plants grow better when you talk to them, so you can imagine how much our budding humans would appreciate it. They must be so scared and lonely in that dark lab.

Hye-gyeong laughed out loud at the absurdity of Mun-jeong’s text, but at the same time, it had a weird sort of logic. And if simply talking to her embryos had meant she could finally graduate from IVF to a maternity hospital, she would have paid whatever it cost and done whatever it took to acquire visitation rights and be at the lab every single night. 

Then Ji-eun took it a step further.

—Unni, if you don’t get pregnant this year, how about seeing Dr Bak in Busan? My friend’s older sister stayed in a hotel there for a month and did everything Dr Bak told her to do, and she got pregnant on her first try. He’s the best in Korea. 70,000 IVF procedures in 26 years, and over 40,000 pregnancies. 

—Oh yeah? So he’s Korea’s Top Grandpa Samshin, huh?

—They say he recommends inositol and ubiquinol. A lot of Koreans living overseas fly back to see him too.

Mun-jeong jumped in.

—One of my older friends had a consultation with him while she was in Busan for something else. All she did was shake hands with him, but it gave her confidence and she got pregnant right away at a clinic in Seoul. She gave birth to a beautiful, healthy girl. 

Hye-gyeong looked up the recommended supplements and put them in her shopping cart, then thought to herself, It’s become a religion. No, a cult. And the doctors are basically cult leaders. Dr Bak had an actual fan club. He reminded her of one of those rock-star hagwon instructors. From what she’d heard, he could inspire hope even in those with severely low ovarian reserves. He was said to do three cheers of ‘You got this!’ with his patients before their embryo transfers. She wondered if his high success rate was all thanks to the Pygmalion effect – in other words, the sheer force of their belief in him pushed him to get results.

—I’ve heard about Dr Bak, but really? Going all the way to Busan just to get pregnant?

Ji-eun responded.

—Unni, I’m planning to do the same if I don’t succeed this year. Remember the saying: Mencius’s mother moved three times.

Hye-gyeong questioned whether the legend of Mencius’s impoverished, widowed mother uprooting her family – first to move away from a cemetery, then away from a butcher’s, and finally settling next to a school – in order to find the best environment for her son was even appropriate to the situation, and further wondered if it wasn’t wrong to apply it to a child who wasn’t even born yet. Hye-gyeong’s teen years had been awful thanks to her fanatical mother who’d insisted on enrolling her in all sorts of after-school classes for gifted kids, starting from when she was very young. Hye-gyeong was confident that she could have succeeded on her own, that she would have been accepted to a prestigious university and aced the bar exam all the same, without the expensive extra classes and her mother’s unrelenting meddling. 

Nevertheless, she decided that if she failed again she’d have to get herself to Busan for IVF, even if it meant taking time off work. Maybe, given her current physical and mental exhaustion, rock star Dr Bak would be better than strait-laced Dr Ko. Considering that she wasn’t even a mother yet but was willing to travel any and everywhere in search of the best specialists in the country, it seemed that one Madam Bae, the Tigerest Mom in all of Gangnam, a.k.a. Hye-gyeong’s mother, had left her genetic mark after all. 

The day Hye-gyeong was discharged from the hospital, Dr Yang showed her a photograph of the twelve fibroids that had been removed from her uterus. She wrinkled her nose at the bloody, potato-like scraps. So these guys were the reason no babies had managed to get in there?  Hye-gyeong gloated. Now her uterus had that much more room in it. Dr Yang held up a 3D model of the organ. 

‘In a month or two, your uterus will be fully healed and will look like this one.’

The nurse followed Hye-gyeong out of the doctor’s office and whispered to her, ‘He removed all of those with his fingers. So as not to damage your uterus. No other doctor in the country is capable of that.’

Now all Hye-gyeong had to do was wait for the fertilised embryo to pass through her cervix and find purchase in her now-perfect uterus, so smooth and fibroid-free. 

Hye-gyeong called a taxi and went home. She spent the next three days in bed, doing absolutely nothing. On the fourth day, Lunar New Year, she was able to do some light housework. In the middle of loading the dishwasher, she pictured her husband’s mopey face and decided she’d have to stop by her in-laws’ in the evening. 

She finished the dishes and went to the living room to grab her phone from the coffee table. That was when she read the text in the group chat. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Jeong-hyo Unni was pregnant? A tremor ran through her from head to toe. But it was a different emotion from what she usually felt. This wasn’t the dark feeling that arose from some place deep inside her each time she saw another, younger woman coming out of the doctor’s office unable to hide a victorious smile. Hye-gyeong was jealous but also genuinely happy. So happy she could cry.

She had to find out Jeong-hyo’s secret. She couldn’t remember the last time she and her husband had slept together because they wanted to. The passion that had once driven them to sneak into each other’s rented rooms, back when they were studying for the bar exam, flashed through her mind. What she was dying to ask her was how on earth she and her husband had managed to rekindle their flame. 




Jang Eun-ha, 37

At 3 p.m. Eun-ha was investigating a possible child abuse case. Reports always spiked during the school holidays. The person who’d called it in said that a terrible smell was coming from a flat where they thought a young child lived. Eun-ha rang the bell for the semi-basement flat. She couldn’t hear anything, but her gut told her that someone was in there. She retrieved the key from the landlord on the second floor and went back downstairs. 

The moment the door opened, she was hit by an awful stench. Eun-ha covered her mouth as she stepped inside, jumping at the sight of a cockroach. Then she saw the child lying on the floor. With their eyes locked on each other’s, Eun-ha bent over to pick up a piece of bread sitting next to the girl. It was covered in mould and had a child-sized bite taken out of it. Eun-ha used her feet to push the alcohol bottles that littered the floor to one side, then picked the child up and held her in her arms. She looked to be no more than two, three at the most, but had a strangely adult expression. She didn’t whine or cry. Eun-ha pulled back the child’s clothing to check for bruises. Fortunately, there were none. The child’s mother, who was barely twenty herself, was tracked down at a nearby internet gaming cafe. She had been dropping by the flat every couple of days to leave food for the child. Eun-ha asked her where the child’s father was. The mother hung her head and didn’t answer. Eun-ha transferred the child to a shelter and returned to the station. 

Before she’d entered the semi-basement flat, Eun-ha had felt afraid. Not for the neglected child, but for the child in her own stomach. She had worried that coming face to face with evidence of brutal abuse might cause a successfully implanted embryo to let go. Last year, a police officer had miscarried in her first trimester after responding to a call about an abused child. The officer had found the child unconscious, covered in bruises and foaming at the mouth. She had sobbed at the scene and began haemorrhaging on her way back to the station. Her superiors had said that if they’d known she was pregnant, they never would have sent her, but Eun-ha wouldn’t have told anyone either. The force wasn’t very welcoming of pregnancies.

In the locker room, Officer Kim So-hyeon greeted her with a smile. 

‘Sergeant, could I borrow a pad from you? It finally came.’

Eun-ha understood then why So-hyeon had been looking so glum the last few days. She was dating Officer Kang from the same station and became anxious every time her period was late. 

As soon as she got home and went to the bathroom, Eun-ha saw two drops of blood in her underwear and let out a long sigh. Another failed round, she thought. But when she took a closer look, it didn’t look like menstrual blood. The colour was different, closer to pink or brown. It reminded her of the traditional nail dye made from balsam flowers. Could it be implantation bleeding? Mun-jeong claimed that implantation bleeding was a picture drawn in your underwear by Grandmother Samshin, goddess of fate and fertility. In actuality, it was caused by the fertilised egg latching on to the uterine lining. Because implantation happened around the same time that menstruation normally began, distinguishing which type of blood it was could be tricky. 

Eun-ha dabbed the blood with a tissue and brought it to her nose. There was no odour. She had heard that implantation blood didn’t smell. She took a picture of the pinkish liquid she’d collected on the tissue so she could post it later to the mum cafe. She used to think it was unusual when other women would post photos online with captions like: (Sensitive Content) Can you tell me if this is implantation bleeding? But now she was doing it, too. She’d had a hard time understanding the fuss the women in her group chat were always making. She didn’t get why they would cry over photos of embryos or name their foetuses. But after her own embryo transfer, she struggled to keep her cool. She resented the fact that there was no compensation for all the time and effort she’d put in so far. She couldn’t wait to finally get pregnant so she wouldn’t have to go back to the IVF clinic. 

Eun-ha went out to the living room, sat on the sofa, and caught up on all the unread messages in her in-laws’ group chats. She normally kept the notifications off and seldom checked them. Her in-laws invited her to events via chat as a formality but never used it to talk with her, as they knew she worked shifts. But her husband had alerted her to the fact that, yesterday, her mother-in-law addressed her directly for the first time.

—Eun-ha, how is the treatment going? Take it easy, and don’t get too stressed. We’re all praying and waiting. 

Eun-ha’s husband must have let it slip that they’d been trying IVF. The mere fact that they knew stressed Eun-ha out. Her own mother was no better. She kept pressuring Eun-ha to hurry up and get pregnant, saying that married couples without a child to keep them together would drift apart as they grew older. Yet Eun-ha’s parents-in-law were divorced, despite sharing a son and a daughter. That was why Eun-ha had two separate group chats for them. It was difficult balancing her father-in-law, a quiet man who occasionally exploded with anger, and her mother-in-law, an otherwise pleasant woman who interfered in every little thing. For all Eun-ha knew, their divorce might have been the reason her husband wanted a child, whereas Eun-ha’s motivation had more to do with her job. The ugly things she saw in the field often left her feeling unbearably sad, and for all she knew, that sadness was what had grown into a desire for an unbreakable family. 

In two years of trying, Eun-ha had never made it to the implantation stage. The doctors cultured her fertilised eggs and placed them in her uterus, but not once had an embryo left its footprints in her. She had never seen two lines on a pregnancy test. Her husband, who was three years younger than Eun-ha, had been praised by Dr Na Ye-ran for having exceptionally healthy sperm. Which was another way of saying that the problem was Eun-ha. The IVF clinic made her uncomfortable. Not because anyone there treated her poorly. The doctors and nurses were all so kind and considerate, but that only worsened her discomfort, the way they treated their patients like they were made of glass and might shatter at any moment. 

Eun-ha had taken the recruitment exam for police officers at the age of thirty-one and passed with flying colours. When she told people that she was quitting her job to prepare for the exam, they’d all tried to stop her, but it took her only a year to pass the test, become a police officer and get promoted to sergeant. The fact that she’d achieved this dream relatively late in life seemed to make it easier to handle the hard work of being an officer. 

It took longer for her to think about starting a family. She married at thirty-four, a little later than her friends, but seeing her colleagues who worked while pregnant or after having kids convinced her that she couldn’t do it herself. Sexism against female officers was already so rampant that the thought of fielding complaints and negotiating conflicts with the public while visibly pregnant made her head spin. But then her mother and mother-in-law told her that they would work together to help raise her child, and she began to reconsider. Her husband also had lengthy holidays thanks to being a middle-school teacher, which meant she wouldn’t have to worry as much about childcare as her colleagues did. Would she be able to balance work and family? What if she regretted having a baby? Eun-ha, who’d been pressured into starting IVF despite a wellspring of reservations, was too busy now to pay any serious attention to her inner voice. The more time she spent trying, the more she wondered if it was really necessary to go to these lengths just to have a child. 

Another text arrived. This time it was from the Hello Baby group chat. Eun-ha put her phone down without reading it. The women in the group texted constantly, regardless of what time it was. There were days when her notifications pinged nonstop all day long. The chat was filled with stories about other people’s uteruses. Before trying to get pregnant, Eun-ha had never given any serious thought to her own; it was only recently that she’d even registered its presence. The first day she met Dr Na, she was shocked to learn that her uterus was ‘retroverted’. When she asked what on earth that meant, Dr Na explained that the organ was tilted towards her spine and that it was nothing to be too alarmed about. Eun-ha had spent the rest of that day searching for articles about it in the mum cafe, learning how it could reduce the effectiveness of abdominal ultrasounds or worsen back pain in labour. Despite the fact that the condition seemed more prevalent than she’d have thought, it still bothered her to think of herself as different. 

When she finally logged back in to the mum cafe to see if her photo had got any responses, the comments made her heart race. 

—That looks like implantation bleeding. Mine was a similar colour before I got a positive blood test. Congratulations! 

—Wow! Your little angel’s on the way!

—Congratulations on becoming a mother!

Obviously a little blood wasn’t enough to confirm whether she was pregnant. The next morning, on Lunar New Year, she got a home pregnancy test and debated whether to actually take it. With every round of IVF, Eun-ha had found herself shackled to those testing sticks. She had squeezed out a few drops of urine every three hours to wet another stick, and then waited, unable to blink, for the results. The window would slowly turn red, like the glow of the evening sky, then the colour would vanish, leaving behind a one- or two-line judgement. Eyes wide open and staring, she endured those long, lonely minutes, which seemed as endless as the universe itself. 

Eun-ha didn’t feel pregnant yet. Last summer, three of the group chat members had undergone embryo transfers around the same time and bragged over text about all manner of symptoms: twinges of pain in the crotch, tingling nipples, frequent urination, shooting pains in the lower abdomen, feeling like their bottom was falling out, diarrhoea and constipation, and even itchy armpits. Yet none of them had ended up pregnant. Eun-ha had heard that real babies sneak in quietly. Most pregnant people couldn’t tell this soon. Still, she couldn’t stop playing the ‘Is this a symptom?’ game. Unable to resist temptation, she peed on the tester stick but the result was only one clear line. She carried the tester to the kitchen and examined it under the light fixture, then went out to the veranda and looked at it again in the sunlight, but the stick refused her even a shred of hope. 

She looked up at the photo of the embryo on the refrigerator. ‘Hanging in there?’ she asked.

The three-day embryo was the prettiest so far. As pure and lovely as a cherry blossom in full bloom. 

All at once, her phone was flooded with group chat messages. She picked it up to turn off the notifications, only to jump out of her seat. She couldn’t believe her eyes: Jeong-hyo Unni, whom no one had heard from in ages, had just had a baby. Eun-ha texted congratulations. But her phone rang before she could read or say anything more. The name ‘Officer Kim So-hyeon’ was on the screen. The instant Eun-ha accepted the incoming call, So-hyeon was shouting down the phone.

‘Sergeant, you better get down here!’ 

Eun-ha rushed to the police station, four hours early for the start of her shift.

Everyone was on edge. A newborn had gone missing from a hospital nursery, and instead of immediately calling the police, the hospital staff had wasted precious time by trying to find the baby on their own. News of the missing baby had been leaked online, led by the mum cafes, then it was reported in the press and the police station was besieged with calls. The captain had called in every officer and mobilised the full force of the precinct. They combed every corner of the hospital, but no witnesses had seen the baby or seen anyone with the baby. A potential suspect was spotted in the hospital’s video surveillance footage, but the poor resolution wasn’t helping. 

Eun-ha went to the hospital nursery to talk with the woman whose child had been stolen. The woman seemed to have exhausted all her tears. She stood listlessly in front of the nursery window, her eyes moving from baby to baby lying on the other side of the glass. It took until seven in the evening for the police to finish analysing the CCTV footage and identify the location of the missing baby. On the drive there with Officer Kang and Inspector Bak, Eun-ha couldn’t stop thinking about Jeong-hyo. The whole situation was so strange. When she met the mother of the missing baby, her first thought then, too, had been of her friend’s long, ardent wait to become a mother. 

Eun-ha had met Jeong-hyo in person only once. The year before last, in the late autumn, she had gone to her first offline meeting of Hello Baby. Accustomed to spending all her time either at home or at work, she’d felt unusually thrilled to find herself hanging out in a fancy hotel room, on a day off and out of uniform, with other women for a change. As So-ra drove up to the hotel, Eun-ha had asked, ‘They rented a suite for this?’

‘The husband of one of the unnis reserved it for us. Apparently her in-laws are loaded.’

At the time, the person Eun-ha had most looked forward to reconnecting with was Mun-jeong, as Mun-jeong had always been kind to her when they were kids. That was when Eun-ha was a fourth-grader, so Mun-jeong must have been in high school. Mun-jeong had been friends with So-ra’s older sister, Yu-ra. So-ra and Yu-ra’s family had lived in a house with a small yard. The living room was always filled with sunlight, and the girls’ bedroom had bunk beds. That was where all of the girls would get together to hang out, including So-ra’s older cousin Ji-yeong. Their busy house had seemed strange to Eun-ha who, as an only child, was used to filling the hours before her parents came home from work by talking to the household appliances. Over the years she had come to miss those times spent with other girls. She’d loved the jokes and the conversations that always managed to hover somewhere between light and heavy, but she especially missed the quiet moments. Sometimes they had just hung out without saying anything at all, simply sharing the same space while each did whatever they felt like doing, and it was those unremarkable hours that had etched themselves so deeply in Eun-ha’s memory. 

In the hotel room, three other women had already arrived. They all welcomed Eun-ha. The moment she saw Ji-eun, she could tell that she’d been up all night crying, despite her trying to hide it behind eye makeup and a bright smile. Ji-eun kept worriedly checking her stock trading app. Hye-gyeong, with her strikingly pale skin and dark red lipstick, gave off instant badass vibes. She was like a loaded gun. Lurking behind her soft gaze was a sharpness, her eyes like bullets ready to fire at any moment. Mun-jeong was as warm and friendly as ever, as if no time had passed. Other than a few more wrinkles around her eyes, she even looked the same. 

Eun-ha had excused herself to the bathroom, but really she just wanted to get a look around. Not long after she’d completed probation and become a full-fledged officer, she’d been called to a hotel like this. A woman had been found stabbed in the stomach with both arms tied to the bed. The attacker was her ex-boyfriend who’d stalked her for a year. During the investigation, Eun-ha was too busy to take in anything beyond the crime scene, but even if she’d had time, guilt would have stopped her. Back then, for Eun-ha, a fancy hotel suite was just another room covered in blood. She blamed police incompetence for women falling victim to crime. 

The last person to arrive at the Hello Baby get-together was Jeong-hyo. Eun-ha watched as she hung her jacket in the closet and walked over to the sofa. Their eyes met. Jeong-hyo looked around at each person in turn before greeting them. 

‘So sorry I’m late. My mother-in-law dropped by again without calling first.’

Jeong-hyo had seemed like she’d stepped out of a different time period. It wasn’t just her graceful appearance and gentle voice. There was something circumspect in her demeanour. She reminded Eun-ha of Joseon-era white porcelain: too dignified and elegant to touch. Instead Jeong-hyo approached Eun-ha first.

‘It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person, Eun-ha.’

Mun-jeong butted in, ‘By the way, Unni, I bet it’s nice not having to live with your in-laws anymore. They should’ve let you two get your own place from the get-go.’

Ji-eun answered for Jeong-hyo.

‘What’s the point? Her husband’s still out of town for work half the year anyway. Her in-laws must’ve thought she’d get pregnant as soon as they moved out, because they call every single week asking if there’s news. They drop by all the time, too, even though Jeong-hyo and her husband purposely moved all the way to Songpa District to put some space between them. This morning, as well, she said her mother-in-law called and asked why there’s no baby yet when it’s already been two years since they moved out.’

Jeong-hyo gave a bashful smile in response. It was good they’d finally moved, but her in-laws only seemed to take that as more reason to expect a pregnancy.

They were enjoying their room service meal and chatting, when Jeong-hyo asked Eun-ha, ‘Are you doing another round this month?’

‘I have an egg retrieval scheduled next week.’

‘Retrievals scare me, but I like the sedation part. At least you get a good nap out of it, you know? I’ve had trouble sleeping lately.’ 

Sure enough, Jeong-hyo’s eyes were a little bloodshot.

After dinner, the women alternated between speaking privately and talking as a group. There was no clear agenda to the meeting, which might have led some to wonder why they needed to get together in person at all. They would all be in the same conversation, then one would whisper to the person next to her, or they’d open the sliding glass door and slip out onto the balcony, or you’d see two or three heads tipped together, whispering. They snacked on whatever they wanted from the refrigerator as if this were their own home and laughed until they were clutching at their stomachs even as their eyes reddened with unshed tears. At one point, Ji-eun was doing yoga off to the side, while So-ra lay on the floor watching TV. Someone mentioned they were hungry again, so they ordered pizza, then turned on a popular TV show to watch together. Once it ended, they broke out the non-alcoholic wine. 

The evening had reached peak cosiness when Jeong-hyo surprised them all by saying, ‘I’m quitting IVF. I told my husband I’m done.’

Their eyes widened. Hye-gyeong smiled, and Ji-eun’s eyes teared up. Mun-jeong clasped Jeong-hyo’s hand. 

‘You did your best, Unni.’

They all nodded and didn’t say much further. A brief silence fell over the room, but they continued to eat and drink. As she gazed at Jeong-hyo, Eun-ha pictured a well. A well that she would never reach the bottom of, no matter how far down she went. She found herself thinking, too, of the women she met at crime scenes, of how they would repeat their victim statements over and over, only to suddenly revoke them. She saw that and more in Jeong-hyo’s eyes. 




Choi Seol-ju, 40

Seol-ju spotted her on the way back from buying groceries. Walking ahead was her downstairs neighbour who lived one floor below hers. Her neighbour had a bounce in her step. Had something good happened? Just then, Seol-ju heard a baby cry. She looked all around, trying to figure out where the baby was, then realised the sound was coming from her neighbour. Her neighbour paused in the entryway to their building and abruptly changed direction, sitting instead on a bench to the right of the entrance. She opened her padded coat, which had been zipped all the way to her throat, revealing a newborn baby’s bare head. The woman tried to soothe the baby. Seol-ju walked past the bench to get a better look. Her downstairs neighbour was a mum now? Since when? She searched her memory, but couldn’t recall having seen the woman pregnant. Not that that meant anything. She hadn’t really bumped into her at all in the past five months. Her neighbour would hardly be the first pregnant woman to stay with her parents or avoid going out once she was showing. Back when Seol-ju was pregnant with twins, she’d fought with her husband and ended up moving back home until the middle of her second trimester. The fight had started because her husband wouldn’t stop smoking indoors. No matter how many times she asked him to stop, he would open the veranda door and do it behind her back anyway. Her husband had scolded her to stop nagging him because his smoking on the veranda wasn’t hurting her, and yet when their next-door neighbours complained about the smoke blowing in their window, somehow she was the one who had to apologise to them. 

She suddenly remembered the group of women who’d boarded the elevator with her last summer. They’d got on at the nineteenth floor. They kept giving each other loaded glances. 

Then one of them, a short, heavyset woman, had said, ‘I wish they’d leave her alone. She just had a miscarriage. It’s her second this year. You know, she told me that when she had that ectopic pregnancy last year and had to have a tube removed, her husband didn’t even come to the hospital. She wasn’t even healed from her operation before her in-laws were already going on again about grandsons.’

The woman in the horn-rimmed glasses widened her eyes at that and said, ‘That is such bullshit. What century are they living in?! The way they treat her should be illegal.’

Then the curvy woman with the bobbed hair said, ‘Unfortunately, it’s easier to change the law than your in-laws. If she ever does get pregnant, she’ll be in an even bigger hell. They’re already so worried that it might not be a boy.’ 

Seol-ju knew the women had been visiting her downstairs neighbour, and yet it hadn’t occurred to her at the time that that’s who they might have been talking about. The couple living below her had struck her as militant DINKs. She was convinced that her female neighbour, in particular, hated children. She was always calling in noise complaints about babies crying, and on more than one occasion she’d fixed Seol-ju with a glare that said, If you can’t control your own children, why the hell did you have three of them? They’d bumped into each other in the elevator once, Seol-ju’s mischievous twins were hanging from the railing like they were doing pull-ups. The neighbour had said to go ahead, that she would catch the next one, but her tone meant that the last thing she wanted was to share the same space with two hyperactive toddlers. Seol-ju’s youngest was wailing her heart out in the buggy, so she understood, but it still didn’t feel good. Other mothers would have at least smiled sympathetically. They wouldn’t fix her with that cold sneer like her downstairs neighbour did. Still, she couldn’t help pitying her a little. After all, how could anyone who wasn’t a mother ever understand? You carried life inside you for forty terror-filled weeks, then endured the worst pain of your life, which threatened to tear you apart, and had your baby, after which the nightmare that no one warned you about began. Your skin cracked and cratered like the surface of Mars, your rectum bloomed with haemorrhoids, you peed yourself constantly and then there was the depression that came and went as it pleased. But did that woman know that there was also joy enough to offset all those things? Seol-ju was shocked at her own thoughts. Before she’d got married, Seol-ju had sworn up and down that she’d never become one of those women. The type of women who could only talk about pregnancy and child-rearing, who thought that becoming a mother was some unbelievable feat. To make matters worse, it didn’t seem like her neighbour even cared about knowing that kind of joy. Seol-ju couldn’t help feeling hurt by those who looked down on childbearing. Sometimes she even felt hostile towards them. Seol-ju had assumed her downstairs neighbour was one of those people. People who compared having babies to learning Chinese. 

Last winter, during the holidays, Seol-ju had left her kids with her mother so she could meet up with some old college classmates. One who’d worked her way up to an executive position at a large company by the age of thirty-nine waved her hands around elegantly as she said, ‘To me, having a baby is like learning Chinese. I know it would be edifying and would enrich my life, but I still don’t need it. Besides, you know I’ve always been a huge Europhile.’ 

Seol-ju had felt flames igniting one by one inside her. Her friends had already moved on to another topic, but her anger kept growing. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard successful women talk that way. Learning Chinese wasn’t a bad metaphor, she thought. It was like acquiring a luxury car, or a designer bag, really anything like that. Seol-ju was determined to keep all the things she wanted to say to herself, but the next thing she knew, the words were flying out of her. 

‘But you should learn Chinese. It’d be good for you, don’t you think? I mean, think about it. Studying the language would help you to understand Chinese culture better, and that in turn would help you to understand European culture better, too. Cultures communicate with each other, you know? The whole world is interconnected!’

Embarrassed at her reaction, Seol-ju had grabbed her bag and rushed out. She didn’t have to look at her friends’ faces to sense their shock. That day, none of her other mum friends were there, so she had no one to take her side. She was sure that the moment she was gone, they’d all burst into laughter and said something like:

‘Having babies is all she has to brag about.’

‘Of course she thinks her own kids are cute.’

‘All she does is bitch about how hard it is being a mum, but she went and had three kids.’

The whole way home in the taxi, Seol-ju had stared out the window, replaying these imaginary comments in her head; when the driver pulled up to her apartment building, she snorted and muttered to herself.

‘What? Chinese? Babies aren’t a language! How could a baby be a language? A baby?!’

Yet, as much as she tried to shake it off, she had to admit that it was women like her, women who tactlessly yammered on about their babies at every social gathering, who’d driven her friend to say that. Before becoming a mum, she’d thought that those women were doing it deliberately. Nothing they said could have convinced her to want one of those troublesome little time bombs for herself. But after she became a mother, she too couldn’t bear not talking about her children. 

When she first found out she was pregnant, Seol-ju was so overcome with surprise and awe that she uploaded a video of the heartbeat to her social media account. Then she hurriedly deleted it. She’d once wondered what compelled mothers to share such personal information online, but here she was, doing the exact same thing, without even realising it. Then she found out the sex and couldn’t resist announcing that too. It was a kind of public notice. A way of letting the world know that she was carrying something precious inside her. It struck her as unnatural to post about her daily life without mentioning it. But then her number of Instagram followers gradually decreased. She even got a DM from a follower asking her to cut back on those posts as they didn’t want to be linked to someone who could only talk about pregnancy, birth, and parenting. Was that really all she talked about? She immediately reviewed everything she had posted over the course of a day, and sure enough, they were right. Ever since she’d first discovered she was pregnant with twins, motherhood was all she posted about. Because that was her life. Even after returning to work from maternity leave, every nerve in her body was tuned to her babies at home. Pregnancy, birth, parenting. That was the entirety of her life now, no more, no less.

Seol-ju had landed a job at her dream company, learned the ropes, then started dating a man she’d fallen in love with at first sight, and after three years of passion, they got married with both families’ blessings. She was pregnant before they could fully enjoy their honeymoon. As surprised as she was to find herself pregnant despite using birth control, what really felt like a smack over the head was the news that it was twins. 

Even after the twins were born, she’d had no intention of quitting her job. She’d confidently put in for maternity and childcare leave. Then she’d used nearly all of the combined fifteen months of leave, in spite of the whisperings she heard behind her back, before returning to work. (In fact she returned one month ahead of schedule.) From that point on, each time she came home late due to a work dinner or event, her husband was openly displeased. After sending the nanny home, he would complain that she was only spending four or five hours a day with the kids. What kind of mother stays out so late? Are you coming home late on purpose? If Seol-ju pointed out that she hadn’t made those kids all by herself and why couldn’t their father look after them, he would say that the children only wanted their mother. She felt guilty every time. It broke her heart to think that she gave birth to them only to abandon them when they needed her. 

Less than ten days after returning to work, a familiar yet foreboding sensation came over her. The shadow of her hand on the floor of the staff bathroom shook as she peed on the tester stick. It felt like barely a year had passed since she’d given birth to the twins. It was so unfair. She’d been so careful about birth control this time. Her third child had found its way through a double layer of condoms. Her head spun at the thought of applying for maternity and childcare leave again. 

She didn’t miss a day of work during her second pregnancy, handing over the entirety of her salary to the nanny in order to do so, but when the nanny, whom she’d struggled to find in the first place, suddenly quit because looking after twins was too much, she had no choice but to start her maternity leave with only twenty days left before her due date. In a pinch, she left the twins with her mother while she recovered in the postpartum care centre. 

When she told her husband that she planned to return to work again after her maternity leave ended, he said, ‘You can’t even find a nanny but you think you can go back to work? How much money would you be making anyway? Just leave it to me and stay home. I’ll make enough so that you don’t have to. Let’s leave the work to the men and the housework to the women.’

She hated what he said, but she couldn’t argue. His salary had increased every year, and by a lot. She figured that if only one of them could work then it should obviously be the one who made more money. Especially now that they had three children to raise. To make matters worse, her toxic new boss was making work hell. She couldn’t complain for fear of getting demoted, and no one went easier on her just because she was a mother. Her only choices were to either ‘dine and dash’ – that is, wait until her paid childcare leave had run out before submitting her resignation because she couldn’t find a nanny – or keep her job but leave work exactly on time every day and suffer the complaints of her coworkers who would label her a ‘mum-chung’, a pest who expected everyone else to support her and pick up her slack just because she’d pushed out a kid. 

Standing outside the apartment building, Seol-ju wondered if her downstairs neighbour’s new baby might mean the two of them could become friends. She was exhausted from full-time parenting and wanted someone to talk to about it. She stared at the back of the other woman’s head while debating whether or not to approach her. Just then, the woman got up. Seol-ju followed her into the building.

‘Wait for me!’ she called out. 

But the downstairs neighbour merely stared at her as the elevator door closed. 

‘What is her problem?’ Seol-ju huffed as the elevator left without her. 

Seol-ju had once ridden the elevator with the downstairs neighbour and her husband. It was around this time last year. The husband must have just returned from a business trip, because they were acting like they hadn’t seen each other in forever. The husband wrapped his arm around the woman’s waist and pulled her close to him. They gazed into each other’s eyes. Seol-ju had been unable to look away, every nerve on edge, worried that the twins were about to see something they shouldn’t. The eleven-week-old in Seol-ju’s tummy was also watching, through Seol-ju’s eyes. 

Paying no heed to Seol-ju staring at them, the husband from downstairs had spoken to his wife in a voice dripping with lust.

‘Didn’t you miss me? It’s been two weeks.’

They had to be DINKs. One of those married couples who’d sworn off ever having kids. That had to be why they acted more like boyfriend and girlfriend than husband and wife. She didn’t know if the husband was some kind of ladies’ man, but he had the same roguish quality that attractive men in American TV shows always seemed to have. During the short ride to the nineteenth floor, the downstairs neighbour laughed twice at her husband’s jokes. Seol-ju could never see herself being okay with a husband as attractive as that staying away from home for two weeks at a time, but when she imagined how romantic their lives must be without kids, she didn’t hate the idea either. 

The elevator returned to the ground floor, and Seol-ju brushed away the memory as she stepped inside. At her apartment door, she was reaching for the knob when she heard a loud clatter coming from inside. What were her naughty kids up to this time? Why wasn’t her mother controlling them? The first thing she saw when she opened the door was her mother sitting on the floor with Seol-ju’s youngest on her lap. The older twin was throwing his toys at the wall, and the younger twin was eating scrambled eggs with ketchup smeared all over his hands and face. Seol-ju’s mother shooed the youngest off her lap, then stretched her back and sat on the sofa. To Seol-ju’s surprise, her mother started crying. 

‘I can’t do it anymore,’ she said. ‘If I keep this up, my cancer’s going to come back. Why on earth did you have three of them? Especially when you can’t even control them.’

Seol-ju made a sad face. ‘I know this is hard for you, but couldn’t you just help us out a little bit longer? You looked after Oppa’s kids.’

‘I was younger then. You should have married early like your brother did. Maybe I could do it if it was one baby, but your youngest is walking now, too. How am I supposed to watch three kids who never sit still?’

Her mother got up and put on her coat.

‘You’re leaving now? At least stay the night.’

Her mother said she would call a cab and sprinted out the door. She certainly didn’t move like a cancer patient. She was in complete remission. But as long as she lived in fear of a relapse, she would forever be a cancer patient. 

‘I’m sorry, Umma,’ Seol-ju said to the front door. 

She had always thought that even if everyone else in the world turned their backs on her, at least her mother would still be on her side. But her mother’s health problems left her with nowhere to turn. 

Seol-ju cleared her throat and steadied her voice before pulling up her mother-in-law’s number on her phone and glaring at it for a moment. That morning, she’d avoided going to her in-laws’ for Lunar New Year by claiming that she and the kids were sick and that she was worried it was COVID. She’d sent her husband there alone, but she doubted he could keep up the ruse all day. She was sure her mother-in-law had caught on by now. Maybe she was better off heading straight there with the kids and begging her mother-in-law to look after them for just six months. 

Blunt honesty was her mother-in-law’s strong point. Back when Seol-ju was first pregnant with the twins, her mother-in-law had declared, ‘I’m not watching them. You raise them yourself.’ 

She had spoken of them as if Seol-ju was carrying some other man’s babies. But as much as Seol-ju appreciated the merits of having a mother-in-law who mostly stayed out of her business, the babies’ arrival had left her desperate for even the smallest help. It wasn’t easy to keep respecting her mother-in-law’s avowed desire to live her own life after sixty.

When the twins were born, Seol-ju had found a Korean-Chinese nanny through a childcare staffing agency. The nanny, who was the same age as Seol-ju, didn’t talk much, but Seol-ju liked her. At the interview, the nanny asked if she could read the Bible when the babies napped. Seol-ju trusted the woman, but she still took her friend’s advice and hid a voice recorder in the babies’ room. She was shocked when she checked it. The recording was filled with swear words. The woman was a complete potty mouth. For the next sitter, Seol-ju was much pickier and interviewed a half-dozen candidates before deciding on one. This time, Seol-ju’s husband installed a nanny cam. Seol-ju felt confident that she would find nothing alarming on there. The sitter was an older woman, a reliable and kind-looking Korean national, and Seol-ju had treated her with respect and always addressed her politely. But Seol-ju’s chin trembled the first time she played back the footage. The so-called kind older woman treated the twins like they were strangers on the street. She didn’t acknowledge them even when they called out for her, and when they cried, she raised a hand at them as if threatening to hit them. The children ended up playing off to one side of the room while keeping a wary eye on the nanny, before falling asleep on the floor. The nanny yanked the sleeping twins up and dropped them in their beds. The short video made Seol-ju feel like she was watching a crime film. She went through at least five more babysitters, but the worry she felt every time she went to work was unbearable.

Seol-ju griped about it on the online mum cafe only to be scolded that the problem was her. More commenters piled on, as if everyone had only been waiting for someone to go first. They said that people like her had no business hiring nannies, and that she should watch her own kids. Which was precisely the problem. Seol-ju had lost faith in other people. She couldn’t bear to leave her children with anyone else. Whenever her worries let up for even a moment, yet another story about an abusive babysitter or daycare worker would hit the news and rekindle her anxiety. This anxiety wasn’t recent. It had started around the time she’d returned from the postpartum care centre following the twins’ birth. Seol-ju had trouble sleeping through the night and couldn’t relax until she’d personally checked every single thing. She was terrified that the babies might die of SIDS and woke repeatedly to check whether they were still breathing. She was thrilled, of course, the first time they rolled over, but she was never more than half-asleep, for fear that they might roll over in the night, bury their faces against the mattress, and suffocate to death. 

The day she brought her third child home, Seol-ju decided not to hire another nanny. She would handle it on her own. The decision to quit her job didn’t come long after. She made the decision not as an individual but as a mother. She would stop working and raise her children herself. There was no one in the world who could have eased Seol-ju’s mind. Even if it killed her to look after three babies alone, she couldn’t trust anyone else with them. The one who’d thrown her into this prison wasn’t her husband or the company she worked for. It was the shapeless incorporeal monster called anxiety. And because no one, absolutely no one at all, had stepped forward to save her. 




Kim Jeong-hyo, 46

Jeong-hyo laid the baby down on the living room sofa and grabbed the large bag of supplies from the nursery, but she didn’t know where to begin. She tried changing the baby’s nappy, but when that didn’t stop her crying, she cradled her in her arms, lifted her shirt, and offered her breast. Ouch! The baby’s suckling was stronger than she’d expected. She pulled her away from her chest, and the little girl’s wails grew louder. Jeong-hyo set her in the crib, took the new formula dispenser out of the bag and washed it. 

‘How does this thing work? Hang in there, Thumper!’

Jeong-hyo thumbed through the instruction manual and hurriedly prepared a bottle of formula. She picked the baby back up and offered her the bottle. The baby drank greedily. Jeong-hyo let out a long sigh of relief. Now that she could hear herself think, she realised she hadn’t even greeted her properly. She stroked the baby’s head and whispered to her.

‘Hello, baby.’

The baby gazed into her eyes.

‘You’re finally here. My baby.’

Tears spilled from her eyes. While the baby drained the bottle, Jeong-hyo laughed and wept, and didn’t bother to wipe her tears. She thought about who she could call to tell about the baby’s arrival, then remembered the women with whom she’d once chatted practically every day, right up until she quit IVF and turned off notifications. Her ‘younger sisters’ from the group chat were still her closest friends. Though they’d lived half their lives without knowing each other, the fact that they’d come together through something as big as trying to get pregnant made her feel closer to them than she did to the people she’d known since childhood. 

Jeong-hyo hesitated. Would they understand her for not having told them she was pregnant? She mustered up her courage, tucked the baby back into her crib, and opened the group chat. The list of members hadn’t shrunk, which told her that most likely none of them had succeeded in getting pregnant. This was worrying. She couldn’t bring herself to message them for fear that someone would be hurt by her news. She started to scroll up through unread messages but realised it would take her at least half a day just to read them all. She gave up on that and sent her message anyway. 

Her worries were unfounded. They all happily congratulated her. Other than Eun-ha, who was working overnight, everyone eagerly agreed to come see the baby today, on Lunar New Year’s.

Jeong-hyo glanced at the baby and murmured to herself, ‘This isn’t really the time for me to be doing this.’ But she opened a food delivery app anyway and spent a long time searching through the options. It was hardly her first dinner party, and yet it had been so long since her last one that she couldn’t think of where to begin. She texted the group. 

—I might order Chinese. Would that work for everyone’s dietary restrictions?

Mun-jeong responded.

—Sounds great, Unni. Don’t forget the sweet-and-sour pork and eight-treasure vegetables!

Jeong-hyo scheduled the delivery for everyone’s arrival time and went to check on the baby. As she stared down at the sleeping newborn, she thought that after her daughter turned one, she’d have to take her with her to see Dr Yi Wan-seok. 

Her period had stopped last summer. She assumed the multiple rounds of IVF had taxed her body, so she rested and took herbal medicines. She delayed going to the doctor for two months before finally visiting an ob-gyn clinic in her neighbourhood. It was a new clinic in a small storefront on the ground floor of a low-rise building. 

‘You’re in menopause. It seems to have come a little early.’

Jeong-hyo had smiled brightly at the young doctor and walked straight out of his office. Menopause?! Who did he think he was? No one knew her body better than she did. Yi Wan-seok? Jeong-hyo committed the doctor’s name to memory. He was so obviously a rookie. Clearly he’d misdiagnosed her. She was only forty-five, there was no way she was already in menopause. Jeong-hyo briefly considered getting a second opinion from Dr Kim Su-hyeok, the last doctor to treat her at Baby Angel Hospital. Not that it mattered which doctor she saw. All of the doctors at Baby Angel knew her. Na Ye-ran, Ko Deok-su, Sohn Yeong-su, Cha Woong-hwan, Shin Ja-yeong… She had been treated by every single one of them. And not just the doctors. The nurses all knew her well, too. Nurse Bak, who assisted Dr Ko, looked at Jeong-hyo with pity in her eyes each time she ran into her at the hospital. She must have thought, Wow, she’s still here. But it had been hard enough to walk away from that place, Jeong-hyo wasn’t about to return now. She let two months slide by without much thought. Her period didn’t come back, and she began to feel nauseous. Was it possible…? When she thought about it, she realised it wasn’t the first time that she’d felt queasy. She’d been practically living on digestive medicine for the past month. Her nausea was noticeably worse than it had been last week, and she was peeing frequently. Those were all pregnancy symptoms. Jeong-hyo did a web search on morning sickness and saw that it typically starts in the fourth or fifth week of pregnancy and gets worse in the eighth week. On her blog, she wrote, ‘Eight weeks pregnant.’ Her followers flocked to the comments to share their congratulations. Jeong-hyo responded to each one with her sincere gratitude. 

She’d heard there was a medication that could ease morning sickness, but even cold medicine could be risky during pregnancy. Despite having been pregnant before, it was her first time experiencing this much nausea. She assumed from the severity of it that the embryo had implanted properly this time. At any rate, morning sickness was clear evidence that she was with child. Jeong-hyo wanted to rush to Dr Yi Wan-seok’s clinic that very moment and show him, but she talked herself out of it. She had no intention of even telling her own husband, let alone that incompetent doctor. Until she was actually showing, her plan was to keep the pregnancy secret from her husband, who’d been no better than a bystander in all those years of her struggling to get pregnant. As for her mother-in-law and grandmother-in-law, both of whom had put her through hell, she’d decided she wouldn’t even let them see the baby until it was walking on its own.

Now that she was home from the hospital with her baby girl, all the days gone by flashed before her eyes. The hours spent married to her husband and living as the eldest daughter-in-law of his family. 

Jeong-hyo had met her husband when she was a junior in college. They’d noticed each other several times at the library before he asked her out. The two of them were an ordinary couple who took the same classes, studied at the library together, and strolled around campus holding hands. Her feelings changed after she learned his family was wealthy. The more she liked him, the more afraid she felt. The gap between their two families was so great that she was sure it was impossible for them to marry. Because there was no way a family like his would welcome her in as a daughter-in-law. Jeong-hyo’s father had worked as a deliveryman until a traffic accident left him unemployed years ago, and her mother worked in a restaurant. Back then, Jeong-hyo’s husband was so handsome that her heart raced whenever they so much as looked at each other, but he could be self-centred, probably due to being the spoiled son of wealthy parents. Whenever he got angry, Jeong-hyo would have to beg and plead to get him to calm down, and he could be as stubborn as a child sometimes. Jeong-hyo also had no desire to be some rich boy’s plaything for him to toy with before his real marriage. She broke up with him over the phone and changed her number. When he came to her rented room, she didn’t open the door. After that, she could barely get out of bed.

About a month later, someone came to see her. It was an older woman who oozed sophistication. 

The woman took a look around Jeong-hyo’s humble room and said, ‘You are Miss Kim Jeong-hyo, correct?’

She told Jeong-hyo she was her ex’s mother. Jeong-hyo was surprised. His mother was nothing like how he’d described her all that time. He’d called her narcissistic, materialistic, a witch who cared only about herself. And yet he’d also called her pitiable. 

She took Jeong-hyo’s hand and said, ‘I came to set a wedding date. This autumn would be nice.’

Jeong-hyo was too stunned to respond.

‘My son says you’re the woman who forgives all his flaws.’ 

She mimicked his voice. ‘I feel like I could build a happy family as long as it’s with her. Jeong-hyo never lets anything get to her.’ 

She laughed loudly and added, ‘I was so surprised to hear my son say those words.’

Jeong-hyo had heard it before. Jeong-hyo the peacemaker. Thanks to you, family peace has been restored. 

‘I think he dated a few girls before you, but none of them lasted more than three months. I should have been there more for him when he was growing up. His father was having an affair with a younger woman, and I was too busy chasing his father down to pay attention to him. He saw a side of me that no child should have to see in their mother. In our family, you’re supposed to marry young and start a family right away; I fear I may have damaged his view of marriage. I was worried that meant he would never settle down, but then he told me he’d been seeing the same girl for over two years. I started to get my hopes up. Then something happened, and he told me that that girl refused to see him. He looked so miserable. He did nothing but drink for several days straight. I thought, at that rate, he was bound to die of a broken heart, so I put away my pride and came to see you.’

She said she wanted a daughter-in-law whom she could live with and treat like her own daughter. That she didn’t need some spoiled rich girl with no manners. She knew all about Jeong-hyo’s family. Jeong-hyo’s ears rang with her complaints. 

‘My husband and I live in the same home, but there’s no love between us. I have three sons, but the two younger ones live in the US and never call if they can help it. They were my babies, and now they’re like strangers. He’s all I have left…’

She’d heard most of it from her ex. How his father was an incorrigible philanderer and his mother a jealous stalker. Their home was always filled with the sound of his mother’s crying. His younger siblings couldn’t stand the tension anymore and left home as soon as they could to study in the US and ended up making new lives for themselves there. He was the only one who had sympathy for her. Growing up, he had seen up close how badly his mother had suffered because of his father, and he seemed convinced that it meant he had to take care of her in his place. 

For Jeong-hyo, keeping her lonely mother-in-law happy was all too easy. Ever since she was young, she had excelled at reading other people’s emotions. Between her highly strung, authoritarian father, timid, beaten-down mother, and soft-hearted, sensitive older brother, there was never a moment’s peace in their house. Whenever her father got upset, he would unleash violence, and the police would be called. Someone had to play mediator, and Jeong-hyo voluntarily took that role. She did it to survive. First, she put away her own feelings. Then she took her time observing and analysing her family. She read books on psychology and interpersonal relationships. She was skilled at listening and conveying her opinions carefully. Everyone’s thoughts were communicated through Jeong-hyo. Her job was to find gentle ways to say the things her family members, who were clumsy at dealing with emotions, couldn’t say. Jeong-hyo decided to marry this lonely woman’s son. She figured that marriage would be her escape from her own exhausting family and immediately pivoted from career planning to wedding planning. 

Newlywed life began in her in-laws’ house – a mansion in a well-heeled neighbourhood of northern Seoul, the kind of place that she had only heard about and never seen. Jeong-hyo’s second-floor bedroom alone was larger than her parents’ entire flat. The allowance her husband gave her was so ample that she was able to send some of it to her mother. Having grown up wearing hand-me-downs from her older cousins and never having enough school supplies, she had not thought of herself as materialistic. Conditioned to poverty, she couldn’t remember ever having coveted luxury goods. She struggled to adjust to the joy of following her mother-in-law around, enjoying posh cultural activities and being gifted clothing from upscale department stores. Her in-laws were generous with her. They lavished her with expensive gifts to compensate for the loneliness they worried she was feeling because of their son’s frequent business trips. When she accompanied her mother-in-law to the Buddhist temple, she met a lot of women who complained of their stingy in-laws, even though their families were wealthier than Jeong-hyo’s. 

Her husband travelled all over the world for business. Though she’d mentally prepared herself for that, she still spent far more time with her mother-in-law than with her own husband. That time increased, the more immersed in work he became. He made so much money that Jeong-hyo didn’t have to work. Whenever she asked him if it wasn’t too stressful, he would smile. 

‘It’s tough sometimes,’ he would say. ‘But when I think about you and my mother enjoying yourselves, I don’t mind it. If anything, that thought gives me more strength.’ 

Before she knew it, Jeong-hyo had grown used to life with her mother-in-law. She didn’t hate her, not in her newlywed days. Rather, she felt sorry for her. At least with her mother-in-law, the relationship wasn’t one-sided like it was with her own family, and Jeong-hyo’s efforts were rewarded with money and gifts. Not even in her college days could Jeong-hyo have pictured herself living this kind of life. A life spent in a palatial house surrounded by trees, where every day felt like she’d stepped inside a still and serene landscape painting. Where her only task was to pass the time knitting, filling the quiet hours, and waiting for her accomplished husband to come home. 

Jeong-hyo had started making her own money in middle school, and she’d kept her grades up even while working. Everyone had expected great things of her. Her family, as well, was sure that she would make something of herself. Instead, she settled into marriage. After a life spent staggering under the burden of excessive responsibility, Jeong-hyo was finally able to shrug it off like a bag of rocks, with no regrets. 

If there was one thing that bothered her, it was her in-laws’ impatience for a grandchild. Every holiday, her grandmother-in-law would visit and go on and on about grandchildren. The pressure from her in-laws to get pregnant was harder to bear than the holidays and memorial days spent cooking for thirty people. Whenever she thought about the first time she’d met her grandmother-in-law, she laughed bitterly. Her husband’s grandmother had studied Jeong-hyo like she was appraising a piece of jewellery. 

‘You look fertile. Your shoulders are round, and your hips are wide. You seem docile, but you’ve got sex appeal. No man wants to bed a woman who looks like she’s carved out of stone.’

Jeong-hyo kept her eyes down to hide her embarrassment. She imagined what her mother-in-law’s life must have been like. Was she also required to spend every minute of the day with her own mother-in-law? Did she gain approval as a daughter-in-law by bearing three sons? Jeong-hyo’s mother-in-law hated her own mother-in-law. Whenever Jeong-hyo’s grandmother-in-law came to visit, Jeong-hyo’s mother-in-law would get too tense to eat. 

One evening, after having some alcohol with dinner, she told Jeong-hyo about the time her mother-in-law took her to get an abortion. She had forced her to go, saying that the doctor was very skilled at the procedure. 

‘That sort of thing was common back then. Both my mother-in-law and father-in-law said that three kids were plenty. I wonder if they still would have made me abort her if she had been a boy. I’ve never told anyone this before, but I wanted to keep her.’

Nevertheless, she seemed to be hoping her first grandchild would be a boy. She’d avoided any overt nagging at first, saying she would leave it to them to figure out, but soon Jeong-hyo’s infertility became the family’s official concern. When five years passed with no baby, Jeong-hyo also began to worry. She wanted a child, too. She thought it would be nice to have someone in the house who was on her side. If she had someone she felt closer to, then maybe the terror that sometimes overtook her, the tears that welled up for no reason, maybe all of that would go away. 

On her first visit to the IVF clinic, she was accompanied by her mother-in-law instead of her husband. Dr Ko was the first to treat her. At the time, he was a young doctor in his early forties. Her mother-in-law had bowed her head to him and asked him to please take good care of her daughter-in-law. Dr Ko had advised against starting with intrauterine insemination or in vitro fertilization. He told Jeong-hyo not to rush things, as thirty was still young, and instead to try natural conception by figuring out when she was ovulating. When natural conception and later IUI both continued to fail, Jeong-hyo underwent her first round of IVF at the age of thirty-two. 

Following others’ advice that ‘changing hands’ would increase her chances of success, she switched doctors every year. But even as the doctors grew older, got pregnant, went on maternity and paternity leave, returned from leave, and new doctors were hired, Jeong-hyo remained childless. While she was doing IVF, her brother-in-law’s wife and her friends all had babies. It was natural, of course, for married couples to have babies, but Jeong-hyo was shocked by the news every time. It felt like everyone but her was getting pregnant easily. 

Bit by bit, cracks began to appear in her marriage. Every time her husband stared at a child on the street or was extra nice to a neighbour’s child, Jeong-hyo grew dizzy, her head crowded with displeasure and anxiety. When an elderly neighbour told her to consider adopting, she felt humiliated. At one point, when three days passed without any contact from her husband, who was away on business, she convinced herself that he must have fathered a child in that faraway country. Her husband urged her to see a psychiatrist. He told her he didn’t want children anymore. The more he insisted, the more suspicious she became. Her husband’s work trips grew longer and longer. They stretched from one week to two, until at one point he was gone for a month. The more he stayed away, the more determined Jeong-hyo was that she had to get pregnant. She convinced herself that the only problem in their marriage was their lack of children. 

Jeong-hyo plugged her nose and drank the tonic made from black goat extract that her mother brought her. She refused at first to even look at the pair of baby booties that her grandmother-in-law sent, but later she tucked them inside her pillowcase, and then in her everyday handbag. She went with her grandmother-in-law to the Buddhist temple to perform the 108 prostrations, but no baby came. All she was left with were the indelible wounds of multiple early miscarriages. 

After Jeong-hyo turned forty, she was finally spared the visits from her grandmother-in-law, who’d ended up in a nursing home without getting to meet her great-grandchild. Even so, Jeong-hyo couldn’t give up. Another year and still another passed, and the more her ovaries aged, making it harder and harder for her to get pregnant, the more her desire for a baby grew. Jeong-hyo truly wanted to meet her baby. She longed to hold that baby in her arms, nurse it from her body, and gaze into its eyes. 

One day, her mother-in-law by her side as always, Jeong-hyo was treated to a smile from Dr Na Ye-ran.

‘Congratulations. You’re pregnant. Your hCG levels are high, too.’

Her mother-in-law was even happier than Jeong-hyo, as it was the first time her hCG levels had been that high. She had aced the IVF exam at the age of forty-four. Her mother-in-law said that if she’d known, she would have had Jeong-hyo and her husband get their own place from day one, and she escorted Jeong-hyo to all of her doctor’s appointments like she was Jeong-hyo’s personal chauffeur. But the gods eventually deserted Jeong-hyo. She had gone in for her ten-week checkup. She would never forget the look on Dr Na’s face. The doctor’s expression was even tenser than usual, because she knew that the person accompanying Jeong-hyo each time was not her mother but her mother-in-law. 

‘Ma’am, would you mind stepping outside for a moment?’

After her mother-in-law left, Dr Na said, ‘I’m so sorry. There’s no heartbeat.’

Jeong-hyo took the news more calmly than she would’ve expected. She didn’t even cry. Her first thought was of how her mother-in-law would handle the shock. Dr Na scheduled a D&C for Jeong-hyo and sent her out to the waiting room, then called in her mother-in-law. The nurses kept giving Jeong-hyo looks of sympathy. They reminded her of Pierrot the clown. Their faces as they tried to comfort her, with the corners of their mouths so stiff and awkward, were pathetic. Instead, she comforted them.

‘I’m fine. I’m just sorry to disappoint everyone who tried so hard to help me.’

‘Try not to take it too hard,’ one of the nurses said. ‘Sometimes the baby just isn’t strong enough. Next time, your real baby will come.’

Without quite realising what she was doing, Jeong-hyo snapped sharply at the nurse.

‘Real baby? So you’re telling me I imagined this baby? And that sound that I heard? That was a pretend heartbeat?’

The nurse fluttered her eyes nervously and said, ‘I didn’t mean…’

Jeong-hyo sat on a bench in the hallway and wept. Even Dr Na came out of her office to try to comfort her, but she couldn’t stop crying. Pretend baby. Ever since the embryo was transferred into her, or maybe even before that, maybe ever since the first hormone shot, a conversation had begun between mother and child. And now they were saying that long conversation had all been in her head. 

The moment they got in the car, her mother-in-law started the engine and said, ‘Jeong-hyo, I know your heart is hurting, but you can put it behind you and start over.’

She hadn’t even had her D&C yet and already her mother-in-law was talking about the next pregnancy. 

‘Please don’t talk that way. She’s still inside me. She can hear you.’

Jeong-hyo wept silently as they drove away. When they stopped at a traffic light, she pulled herself together enough to see that her mother-in-law had tears in her eyes, too. It wasn’t her first miscarriage after hearing a heartbeat, but it was the first time she had carried a baby all the way to ten weeks. 

The day of her procedure, Jeong-hyo took a taxi to the hospital alone. She was on the operating table while a nurse inserted an IV needle into her arm. The nurse kept poking her because she couldn’t find the right spot, and Jeong-hyo shrieked. The sharp sting of the IV needle on top of the loss of the baby, an open wound that would never stop haemorrhaging, made her feel like she was being tortured. Then came the next part. The nurses strapped Jeong-hyo’s arms out to the sides. Her legs were spread open and pinned down like a frog being readied for dissection. Every little mistake that Jeong-hyo had ever made as a child flashed through her mind. She wondered sadly what she’d done to deserve being crucified. Jeong-hyo looked up at the nurse standing near her head.

‘Would you mind wiping my eyes for me? I can’t seem to move my arms.’

The nurse, whose own eyes were brimming, smiled gently and wiped her tears away for her. The doctor comforted Jeong-hyo before administering the anaesthetic. 

When she awoke, a wave of pain hit her. Jeong-hyo was sure she was in hell. A place of unending suffering that not even death would release her from. 

Jeong-hyo had been transferred to her hospital room and was resting in bed when she noticed a strange sound. Thump-thump. Thump-thump, thump-thump. It was a baby’s heartbeat. She plugged her ears, she even tried covering her head with the blanket, but it was still there. So you haven’t left yet, after all. I’m sorry, Snowflake. Umma’s sorry… The sound went away briefly when Jeong-hyo met Ji-eun and Mun-jeong, who were also in the hospital for miscarriages at the same time as her, but it came back as soon as she returned home. She saw a therapist for a while. 

The cruel nightmare continued. An ectopic pregnancy led to the removal of a fallopian tube. After that surgery as well, it was her mother-in-law who drove her home from the hospital.

‘You have to hurry up and put this behind you so the new baby can come,’ her mother-in-law reminded her. ‘If you keep thinking about the baby you lost, then the real baby won’t come. You think I don’t know what it’s like to lose a baby, too?’

Jeong-hyo stared blankly at her. The last time she’d felt this way was when she’d gone to an art exhibition with her mother-in-law and wondered aloud why some piece of art was so expensive. Her mother-in-law had gazed in clownish wonder at the painting worth hundreds of millions of won, then scoffed at Jeong-hyo’s question. 

‘It’s obviously a masterpiece. They wouldn’t charge this much for it if it weren’t.’

Jeong-hyo disagreed, but she’d lowered her eyes and nodded. To be honest, she’d felt amused. She suspected that her mother-in-law would not know true art even if it was staring her in the face. 

She normally never let on that she despised her mother-in-law. But that day, after losing a fallopian tube, she couldn’t hide it. Before they got out of the car, Jeong-hyo told her mother-in-law, ‘Don’t you ever say that to me again. You can’t even explain why a painting has value, what right do you have to say whether my baby is real or pretend.’

She walked away from her mother-in-law, who was too taken aback to speak. 

From that day on, a change came over Jeong-hyo. It hadn’t been so bad even three months ago, when her baby’s heart had stopped beating. Now, she felt like a gaping hole had opened up in her own heart. Riding in elevators with other people’s children depressed her, and she cringed at the mere sight of baby products at the department store. One night, when the evening news reported that a baby had been found dead stuffed inside a subway locker, Jeong-hyo wailed aloud. 

Jeong-hyo detested her in-laws. To say nothing of the constant hum of her mother-in-law’s nagging, the mere sound of her grandmother-in-law’s voice during the old woman’s moments of clarity in the nursing home, when she would call to scold Jeong-hyo for allowing her fertility to decline, made her skin crawl. She couldn’t stand the sight of her father-in-law and his fake gentleman act. She’d even begun to question whether the medical staff that she’d trusted and relied on all this time weren’t just running a scam on her. Maybe they knew she had no chance of getting pregnant but kept lying to her and saying she’d have a baby eventually just so they could make more money. Dr Ko was a pigheaded member of the corrupt elite and, growing old with him, his assistant Nurse Bak was a sly nine-tailed fox. Jeong-hyo was in hell. A place where no one could be trusted, that was hell. Jeong-hyo had made up her mind. She was done, she would never set foot in Baby Angel Hospital again, she wouldn’t even go anywhere near it. 

Tears fell from her eyes. She had walked through fire to have this child. She’d quit IVF, and yet Thumper had come to find her anyway. She whispered to the baby in front of her. ‘Thank you, Thumper. Thank you for choosing me to be your umma.’

Jeong-hyo put her ear to the baby’s chest. Thump-thump, thump-thump. This was her fifth baby whose heartbeat she’d heard. Albami, Teunteuni, Chotbuli, Nunsongi, Kongdaki – Chestnut, Strong One, Candlelight, Snowflake, and now Thumper had all graced Jeong-hyo with their presence. Tonight’s party, which was only an hour away now, would be the most exciting yet. 




Kang Mun-jeong, 44

Mun-jeong walked into the Starbucks closest to Jeong-hyo’s apartment building and grabbed a table before looking around. This was where she used to meet Jeong-hyo and Ji-eun, before Jeong-hyo quit IVF. Despite Dr Ko telling them that a cup or two of weak coffee was fine, Jeong-hyo had always firmly refused caffeine. She must have chosen this as their meeting spot out of consideration for Mun-jeong, who loved coffee. 

Mun-jeong opened a file on her laptop for an interview that was due by midnight. Her interviewee this time was Bak So-yeong, the CEO of an online clothing store that was about to be listed on the KOSDAQ. So-yeong was famous for being a workaholic who could be found at the office even on major holidays. Hers was such a perfect success story that it nearly seemed unreal, so much so that Mun-jeong couldn’t even be jealous. They were the same age, yet So-yeong didn’t seem to have encountered any of the hardships – no hills to climb, no slippery ice to navigate – that by all rights should have been there. The daughter of a famous fashion designer, she had started an online boutique for fun and within ten years had grown it into an online mall with sales in the hundreds of billions of won. Her husband was a handsome TV anchor who hosted a current affairs programme.

‘Will you be working on Lunar New Year again this year?’ Mun-jeong asked.

‘I’m thinking about it. I feel more comfortable at the office than at home. I can’t help it. It’s just the way I am. And now, with COVID, even hanging out in coffee shops feels risky, so I’ll probably work from my office.’ So-yeong pulled her mask down to take a sip of coffee, then added, ‘Honestly, isn’t that better than going to the in-laws? If it isn’t work stress, it’s in-law stress. Now that I’ve found a good work–life balance, I’m happy.’

The interview was so overly perfect that it ended up feeling incomplete. 

They followed it up with a brief private conversation, in the middle of which Mun-jeong’s bag accidentally fell to the floor and its contents spilled out. A ziplock bag filled with vials of injectable Prolutex progesterone solution and Crinone vaginal gel applicators landed on So-yeong’s foot. She’d had no use for them since her last round had failed. So-yeong leaned down to pick up the bag. 

‘Are you doing IVF?’ she asked as she handed the bag to Mun-jeong.

‘I am,’ Mun-jeong smiled awkwardly. ‘Wait…?’

To her surprise, So-yeong told her that she’d tried IVF around three years ago. So-yeong said that she, too, had carried needles in a ziplock bag so she could inject herself with hormones in the company bathroom, away from the eyes of her employees. It was hard for Mun-jeong to believe that none other than the famous Bak So-yeong had perched on the closed lid of a company toilet to poke herself in the stomach with hypodermics. 

‘The doctor said there was no apparent cause. Sperm, eggs, everything was perfectly healthy. They literally call it “unexplained infertility”. Which only made it harder to accept. I did six rounds in two years before giving up. I could tell that clinging to it any longer would have only made me miserable.’

So-yeong took a sip of coffee before continuing.

‘The hardest part of doing IVF was quitting coffee. I gave up on babies, but I can’t give up my coffee. But life without children isn’t so bad. My husband and I are happier than ever.’

Mun-jeong thought she heard the phantom sound of fingers typing on a keyboard in the middle of the night. Tadadak tadadadak. It was hard to believe that the one thing the flawless Bak So-yeong couldn’t have was a baby. But the fact that she knew when to stop seemed like proof that she really was perfect. 

So-yeong had gazed out the window and said, ‘If I’d had a baby back then, I might not have been able to do this interview.’

There were only a few hours to go before Mun-jeong was supposed to send the interview to her editor, but she opened another file and started writing something new. The title was IVF in the Age of COVID. 


South Korea, a country that boasts a cutting-edge healthcare system, renewed its record for also boasting the world’s lowest fertility rate of 0.84 in 2020. It has ranked lowest in the world for two years running. In the 2006 State of World Population Forum, David Coleman, Professor of Demography at Oxford University, warned that South Korea might be the first nation in the world to go extinct and further predicted that if its low birth rate were to continue unchecked, this extinction would happen by 2750. Despite this, South Korea’s Baby Angel Hospital, one of the world’s top three infertility treatment centres, is crowded with couples trying to have babies even in the midst of the global COVID pandemic. 






Han Ji-eun, 38

After Ji-eun had rested for an hour from her embryo transfer at Baby Angel Hospital, she called Mun-jeong, who invited her to join her at the Starbucks where she’d just finished an interview. There was still plenty of time before the party for the new baby started, so Ji-eun said she would head there after buying a cake. On the way to a nearby bakery, she passed Myeongseong Maternity Hospital. A police car was parked  out front.

Ji-eun headed down the subway station stairs with the cake box in one hand and her phone in the other. She called her husband to tell him that she wouldn’t be at her in-laws’ tonight because something important had come up. While waiting on the platform, she remembered that Jeong-hyo used to blog about her experiences with infertility. She’d kept her posts going for fourteen years and six months straight, starting in 2005 and ending in June of 2019, when she’d lost a baby due to an ectopic pregnancy. Ji-eun looked it up on her phone. The posts were organised by year under the heading Until We Meet. But now, a new heading had been added, Pregnancy Diary. Ji-eun clicked on it. 

The blog entries had been restarted in November 2020. It hadn’t occurred to Ji-eun that Jeong-hyo might have kept writing after quitting IVF. She read the posts in Pregnancy Diary. But something was off. The most recent was dated from a few days ago and said, ‘Twenty-one weeks pregnant.’ Why only twenty-one weeks and not forty? And why did the entries only begin in November? Ji-eun puzzled over it, then decided she would have to ask Jeong-hyo about it in person. 

An only child, Ji-eun adored Jeong-hyo and Mun-jeong like they were her actual big sisters. She’d grown especially close with Mun-jeong because their financial circumstances were the most similar. They were the only two group chat members whose household incomes were low enough for them to qualify for government subsidies for fertility treatments. 

Ji-eun would never forget the first time she’d visited Jeong-hyo’s apartment. She’d had to take a deep breath to stop her jaw from dropping. Jeong-hyo’s home was beautiful and luxurious. It even smelled expensive. She wondered how it was possible for a place that people actually lived in to smell so good. Whenever her egg retrieval days overlapped with Jeong-hyo’s husband’s business trips, Ji-eun would travel to Seoul a day early, spend the night at Jeong-hyo’s apartment and go to the hospital with her the next day. Jeong-hyo chauffeured Ji-eun around as if that were her job. 

On the train, Ji-eun confidently set her butt down on one of the seats designated for pregnant women. Even though she was still in the two-week wait, she figured she had a right to it. She logged on to the Mamma Mia mum cafe. At the top were several posts mentioning Myeongseong Maternity Hospital. Ji-eun clicked on the first one: 

—A newborn was kidnapped from Myeongseong Maternity Hospital today.

It said that someone had entered the hospital nursery and stolen a baby when a nurse had briefly abandoned her post. Now the baby’s whereabouts were unknown. The post blamed the hospital for dragging its feet in calling the police. The suspect was caught on the video surveillance system, but their face was concealed by a COVID mask. What scared Ji-eun even more were the comments on the post.

—Could it be the work of those gangs that traffic in newborn organs?

—I bet the nurse colluded with them. They need to start by wringing a confession out of her. 

Ji-eun couldn’t help wondering if the kidnapper was a current IVF patient. The reason for Baby Angel Hospital’s popularity was that it specialised in IVF. Some women complained of feeling like bodies on a conveyor belt because of how systematised everything was there. But if there was one proof of how Baby Angel took its infertile patients’ feelings into consideration, it was the fact that it did not have a delivery room. Which meant there was also no nursery.

When she walked into Starbucks, she saw Mun-jeong tapping away on her laptop in a seat by the window. Ji-eun took the table next to her so as not to disturb her. At least three minutes went by before Mun-jeong looked up and was startled to see Ji-eun. 

‘How long have you been sitting there?’

‘I just arrived.’

Ji-eun moved over to Mun-jeong’s table, lowered her mask, and took a sip of coffee. She stuck out her tongue. 

‘Eck! I will never get used to decaf.’ She pulled her mask back up and continued. ‘Unni, the mum cafe is going crazy right now. They’re saying that a baby disappeared from Myeongseong Maternity Hospital this morning – actually, just a few hours ago. Life is so unpredictable, you know? For every happy person like Jeong-hyo Unni, who finally has the baby she’s always wanted, there’s someone else whose baby has been stolen from a hospital nursery. Maybe I’m not as miserable as I thought. I mean, if you can’t get pregnant no matter how hard you try, then you don’t have to worry about your baby getting stolen.’




Yun So-ra, 37

While locking up the veterinary hospital, So-ra considered what would make the best baby gift. Jeong-hyo had always been there for her. Two autumns ago, just a couple of months after a summer gathering at Jeong-hyo’s apartment, So-ra had her third egg retrieval. Everyone had fussed over her, saying she couldn’t go alone, and sure enough, on the day, they’d all shown up at Baby Angel Hospital. She’d assumed it would only be Mun-jeong, but Jeong-hyo was already there waiting when she arrived. When she woke from the anaesthetic and was moved to the recovery room, it was Ji-eun’s face that she saw. Her unnis crowded around her hospital bed, smiling down at her. Jeong-hyo offered her a bowl of homemade rice porridge with abalone. So-ra had taken comfort from all that commotion. 

At her fourth egg retrieval, it was only Jeong-hyo with her. Two weeks earlier, in the hotel suite, Jeong-hyo had told them that she wouldn’t be attending any more of their get-togethers, but there she was, on a frigid winter day, at the hospital for So-ra’s sake. 

As soon as she was transferred to the recovery room, So-ra said, ‘Unni, did you bring more of that abalone porridge? I’ve been craving it since the moment they took me into the operating room.’

Jeong-hyo had set up the overbed table, pulled the container of porridge from a paper bag, and placed a spoon in So-ra’s hand. So-ra’s mouth watered now as she recalled the taste.

The moment she got in her car and started the engine, she thought about a photo she’d seen online of an adorable, peach-coloured onesie. The woman who’d made it was well known among the mums for her custom-made baby clothes, and she lived right nearby. So-ra looked up the address and phone number for her boutique in the mum cafe, then called to ask if she was open. Though the boutique was normally online-only, the owner invited So-ra to shop in person, since she too had decided against spending the holidays with her in-laws because of COVID. 




Yi Hye-gyeong, 44

Hye-gyeong sat in the car with the engine running, debating whether she should drive to her in-laws’ or go to Jeong-hyo’s to see the baby. Finally, she took out her phone and texted her husband.

—Something came up. Won’t make it to in-laws. Please send your mother my regards.

Going to her in-laws’ place in her current mood wouldn’t have been good for anyone. She and her husband had argued about it again last night. They were in the middle of it, voices raised, when her husband had abruptly walked away to smoke on the veranda. He had just managed to quit three months earlier, and only with great difficulty. Hye-gyeong followed him out there, intending to snatch the cigarette from him, but was startled by his appearance. The orange cast of the overhead light made it look like he’d gone instantly grey. 

‘I swear I’ll only smoke one,’ he said. ‘By the way, I met with Mi-yeon yesterday. You remember her, right?’

‘Of course, I do. We went to her wedding together just last month.’

‘Well, she says she wants to file for an annulment.’

‘Annulment? Why? Did her husband trick her into marriage by claiming to be the son of a big property owner or something?’

‘She said her husband’s sterile.’

Hye-gyeong sat beside her husband and asked, ‘What did you tell her?’

‘That azoospermia isn’t grounds for annulment. I explained that infertility of either partner is never grounds for either annulment or divorce, and anyhow, producing children isn’t the purpose of marriage.’

Hye-gyeong grinned and recited from a court ruling.

‘Because the essence of marriage is a personal union based on trust and affection between a man and a woman?’

Her husband exhaled cigarette smoke and said, ‘I’m not one to talk, considering how much you’ve suffered because of me.’

‘Don’t worry. I’m not going to divorce you because your healthy sperm count is under one per cent. Instead of wasting your time worrying about that, just go hit the gym or something.’

What had become of her young weightlifter with all the muscles? Now he had a belly like a pregnant woman in her second trimester. But that was unavoidable, considering he drank too much and spent all day working at a desk.

‘I’ll do it. I’ll work out,’ he’d said, as if seizing the opportunity. ‘I’ll sign up for a gym on my way back from my mum’s tomorrow. But in exchange, come see her with me. Maybe it’s because she’s getting older, but she’s been really lonely lately.’

Her mother-in-law’s everlasting regret was that her son and his wife had no children. Every holiday, she went on and on about grandchildren. Hye-gyeong had no desire to put up with that, especially considering her stitches hadn’t even been removed yet. All she wanted was to see her friends and enjoy herself. 

Hye-gyeong stopped by her favourite florist to buy yellow roses. As she buried her nose in the bouquet, she thought about the language of flowers. Yellow roses meant complete fulfilment. And envy.

Back in the car, Hye-gyeong was getting ready to drive away when she absentmindedly opened Mamma Mia and clicked on the top post:

—Something’s going down at Myeongseong Maternity Hospital. 

She couldn’t believe it. Someone stole a baby? A lot of women who graduated from Baby Angel went to Myeongseong. Hye-gyeong vowed that if she succeeded at getting pregnant, she would never go to a maternity hospital with such lax security, even if Dr Ko referred her there. She was stopped at a traffic light when she saw a message from Mun-jeong.

—Ji-eun and I just got to Jeong-hyo Unni’s place. We’re heading up to her apartment with a cake. Don’t be late. 




Jang Eun-ha, 37

Officer Kang pulled into the apartment complex where the suspect who’d appeared in the hospital’s video surveillance footage was believed to be a resident. 

Inspector Bak leaned forward from the backseat and told Eun-ha, ‘Since there’s a baby, you should go in first, Sergeant Jang.’

Eun-ha’s heart was racing. This was the apartment complex where Jeong-hyo lived. She’d never been to Jeong-hyo’s apartment, but she’d heard about it from So-ra. The complex was the fanciest one in the area. She didn’t know Jeong-hyo’s building number, but she had a sinking feeling. Jeong-hyo Unni, who lived in this complex, had just had a baby. A woman who gave birth at Myeongseong Maternity Hospital had had her baby stolen. And now the suspect lived here, too. Could it be…? Eun-ha laughed in shock at the thought. And yet, without realising it, she’d already started texting So-ra. 

—Are you at Jeong-hyo Unni’s now? Send me a pic of the baby. I can’t wait.

The photo arrived immediately.

—Isn’t she pretty?

The baby in the peach-coloured onesie looked like she was smiling. Eun-ha opened her phone gallery to compare it with the photo sent to her by the mother of the kidnapped baby. Poke, poke. Just then, a strange pain that she’d never felt before spread to her groin. 




Choi Seol-ju, 40

Seol-ju was nodding off on the sofa when she heard a baby cry. Her three children were asleep right in front of her, so where on earth could it have been coming from? She opened her eyes wide, sure that she had hallucinated the sound. She hadn’t been sleeping well, as her youngest was still waking in the night. Each time one woke, the others woke too, leaving her to feel like some kind of night watchman. When had the youngest turned one? Come to think of it, when was the last time she’d even looked at a calendar? Three or four months had passed now since the youngest’s first birthday, but Seol-ju was still breastfeeding. She made up her mind to start weaning tomorrow and went out to the veranda. 

It had to be the baby downstairs. Seol-ju could tell from the sound of its crying that it needed a nappy change. She was appalled. Was it because her neighbour was a first-time mum that she really couldn’t tell her own child had wet its nappy? Having to listen to the baby cry on and on was torture for her. She had half a mind to call the security guard and tell him to tell the woman to change and feed the baby, but when she thought about all the noise her own children had inflicted on her downstairs neighbour, she decided to hold her tongue. But the crying only grew louder the longer she waited. Seol-ju couldn’t take it anymore. She asked her husband to keep an eye on the children and went downstairs.

Standing in front of her neighbour’s apartment were three police officers. An older male officer stood at the back while a younger male officer rang the doorbell. A nervous-looking female officer was biting her lower lip. What was going on? Surely no one had called the police because of a little noise between apartments? A moment later, she heard her neighbour’s voice. Who is it? Seol-ju hovered behind the officers, trying to steal a peek inside, then found herself following them in, to where the baby was crying. 




Kim Jeong-hyo, 46

Twenty-one weeks into her pregnancy, Jeong-hyo had still found herself clinging to the toilet every morning. Morning sickness was supposed to subside somewhere between weeks fifteen and seventeen, but here she was, with no sign of it abating. She’d posted about it in the mum cafe; someone responded by saying that some cases of morning sickness could persist throughout an entire pregnancy and that she should go to the doctor for help. Despite her intention of avoiding any kind of medication while pregnant, she gave in. The hospital she chose was Myeongseong Maternity Hospital, right behind Baby Angel. It was very well respected in the mum cafe for having an excellent medical team. 

When she stepped into the office of the highly regarded Dr Kang Hye-suk, the silver-haired doctor welcomed her with a warm smile. Jeong-hyo explained that her morning sickness was still bad despite being in her second trimester, so Dr Kang suggested doing an ultrasound. A strange look came over the doctor’s face as she studied the monitor. She ran her tongue over her lips. Jeong-hyo got off the examination table and sat back down in front of Dr Kang’s desk. 

‘I’m afraid there’s been some sort of mistake,’ Dr Kang said. ‘You’re not pregnant.’

‘I’m sorry? What on earth are you…’ Jeong-hyo placed a hand over her stomach. ‘Doctor, I’m definitely pregnant. Is it possible I miscarried again?’

‘It is possible you miscarried, but there’s nothing showing on the ultrasound.’

Jeong-hyo was shaken by this, but she kept her voice calm.

‘Doctor, I’m twenty-one weeks pregnant right now. I’ve always had a hard time gaining weight, that’s just my body type, so I’m not showing very much. But I have all the symptoms. My period stopped, I have no appetite, and my nipples are swollen. On top of all that, I’ve felt the baby move. So how can you say I’m not pregnant?’

Dr Kang spoke gently.

‘I can see you’ve been through something really difficult. When you’re pregnant, every day can be so hard. I had three children myself. Each pregnancy was just as challenging as the first.’

Dr Kang took a sip of water before asking, ‘Which hospital have you been going to?’

Jeong-hyo picked at a hangnail.

‘I stopped going anywhere after I got pregnant. I spent so many years doing IVF that I can’t trust hospitals anymore.’

‘In that case, what you’re experiencing might be a false pregnancy. It happens now and then. If you’re at twenty-one weeks, you should be showing at least a tiny bit. Your stomach wouldn’t be this flat.’

Jeong-hyo ran out of the doctor’s office without another word. The nurse standing right outside the door looked like she was laughing at her. Jeong-hyo paid her bill and raced for the elevator. It wasn’t possible. It just wasn’t possible. She stood in the corner, dazed, with her hand on her stomach. 

When she looked up, she was on the seventh floor of the hospital. The elevator doors opened and something pulled her forward. Jeong-hyo walked towards the sound of laughter. People were gathered in front of a large window. She realised where she was. On the other side of the glass, babies lay in rows, and a nurse was holding one of them up. 

After the family left, the nurse stepped out, too. Jeong-hyo watched until the nurse had gone into the restroom, then she stood absentmindedly in front of the nursery door, which had been left slightly ajar. Suddenly, one of the babies began to wail. It was in the bassinet closest to the door. Jeong-hyo turned to leave, but the baby’s sharp cries made her turn back. It cried louder, as if reaching out to her. She hesitated, then stepped inside. As soon as she picked up the baby, it stopped crying. Jeong-hyo was startled to see the baby up close. It had her husband’s nose. And its eyes and full lips were the mirror image of hers. 

‘Thumper! So this is where you’ve been hiding.’

Jeong-hyo cradled the baby in her arms and walked out of the hospital nursery. Worried the baby might get cold, she slipped it inside her long, padded coat, pulled the zip all the way up to her throat, and made sure her COVID mask was still on straight. She held the baby there with one hand on its bottom as she boarded the elevator and left the hospital. She felt like she was dancing. Her body was as light as if she’d turned into a butterfly. She walked on tiptoe to keep from waking the baby. 

When she reached her apartment complex, the baby started to cry again. She sat on a bench in front of her building so she could soothe her. She took the baby out of her coat and gently bounced her in her arms, but the baby kept crying. She put the baby back inside her coat, zipped it shut, and went into the building. She had just entered the elevator when she heard someone call out. 

‘Wait for me!’

It was her upstairs neighbour. Jeong-hyo stabbed the ‘door close’ button with her finger. Her neighbour made her uncomfortable. She was always staring at Jeong-hyo like she was criticising her for something, or maybe like she felt superior to her. Jeong-hyo envied her for having three kids but also felt sorry for her. More than anything, she just wanted to be alone with the baby.

Her ‘little sisters’ arrived before seven. The first thing she saw when she opened the door was a bouquet of yellow roses. Hye-gyeong smiled as she held them out to Jeong-hyo.

‘Congratulations, Unni.’

Jeong-hyo chatted with her briefly in the hallway. They were about to step inside when the elevator opened. Mun-jeong and Ji-eun appeared and threw their arms around Jeong-hyo. 

Ji-eun teared up as she said, ‘I missed you, Unni.’

Even before she could invite them in, all three were crowding through the door to see the baby. She called after them, ‘Keep your masks on and your voices down. She just fell asleep.’

Jeong-hyo fetched a flower vase from the veranda. When she returned to the living room, her little sisters’ eyes were still glued to the baby’s face.

‘What a little angel.’

‘She looks exactly like you.’

‘Was that a smile just now? That’s a newborn reflex.’

The whole time Jeong-hyo was putting the yellow roses in the vase and setting the coffee table with the food she’d ordered, they never once took their eyes off the baby. 

By the time So-ra arrived, the party was in full swing. Jeong-hyo warmed up as her tension eased. Mun-jeong spoke on everyone’s behalf to bestow words of wisdom on the baby.

‘Our little Thumper, you must grow up healthy and strong. Your aunties are here to protect you.’

Mun-jeong’s words brought tears to Jeong-hyo’s eyes. They’d sliced up the cake as well, and were about to start eating when the baby cried again. She calmed briefly when Jeong-hyo offered her a bottle, but then she turned her head away and cried louder. 

The doorbell rang again. Who could it be? Everyone was already there. Jeong-hyo checked the doorbell camera. On the screen was a young officer in uniform. 

‘Who is it?’

‘It’s the police. Open the door, ma’am.’ 

Jeong-hyo turned to the others.

‘They say they’re the police. What should I do?’

Everyone looked at each other. 

Hye-gyeong frowned. ‘Is it because there’s six of us? Private gatherings of five or more are legally prohibited right now. Who the hell reported us?’

‘But we’re only five,’ Ji-eun counted.

So-ra pointed at the baby, ‘Six, including her.’

Jeong-hyo’s first thought was of her upstairs neighbour. She was furious. Was this revenge for not holding the elevator for her? Just then, everyone’s phones pinged. They jumped. For all their phones to ping in unison like that, it had to be the group chat. 

 ‘Mun-jeong Unni, check your phone,’ So-ra said. 

Mun-jeong gazed down at her phone for a moment then looked up in surprise and stared back and forth at the baby and Jeong-hyo. 

 ‘I’ll tell the police I dropped by unexpectedly,’ So-ra suggested, ‘and that I had no idea the rest of you were here. And if that doesn’t work, I’ll just pay the fine or whatever.’

Jeong-hyo opened the door. Standing next to the young cop she’d seen on the monitor was Eun-ha. Behind her was another officer, tall, older and male. He looked Jeong-hyo over, his eyes sharp. 

Jeong-hyo mouthed the words to Eun-ha, ‘Are you on duty now?’ 

When Eun-ha hesitated, the younger officer said, ‘Ma’am, may we come in?’

The older officer stepped forward.

‘Why is the baby crying like that?’ he asked.

‘I guess she’s not used to strangers.’

Jeong-hyo invited the officers in. There’d obviously been some kind of misunderstanding, but now that Eun-ha was here, she couldn’t wait to show her the  baby. 

Eun-ha made a beeline for the crib and examined the baby. Thumper continued to wail loudly. The older officer strolled into the apartment and studied the half-eaten cake and Chinese food on the table. 

He asked Jeong-hyo, ‘Are you this baby’s mother?’

‘Yes, of course.’

Jeong-hyo couldn’t understand why he was asking her that. Nor the aggression in his voice. 

‘Let me rephrase the question. Are you the person who brought this baby here?’

Now Jeong-hyo was getting annoyed. Who else would have brought the baby home if not the mother? While she hesitated, Eun-ha spoke gently.

‘A newborn was kidnapped from Myeongseong Maternity Hospital this morning.’

Jeong-hyo had no idea why Eun-ha was telling her this now, but her heart ached at the thought of some poor mother losing her precious child. Stranger still, though, were the rest of the women. They were all staring at their phones. Ji-eun looked like she was in a stupor, and So-ra, with her jaw hanging open, dropped her phone on the floor. Hye-geong let out a loud exhale. Jeong-hyo looked around at them in bewilderment. It occurred to her that there must be something she didn’t know. Suddenly, Ji-eun burst into tears. 

Mun-jeong stepped in between Jeong-hyo and the police.

‘It was me. I brought the baby here,’ Mun-jeong said. ‘I mean … I didn’t bring her here myself, but I may as well have.’

Then she said to Jeong-hyo, ‘Unni, I’m so sorry. I had no idea you were struggling this much.’

While Jeong-hyo looked at her in bewilderment, the older officer crossed his arms and asked, ‘Where’s the man of the house? Shouldn’t he be home on a holiday?’

Ji-eun glared at him.

‘What do you need the man of the house for? Jeong-hyo Unni’s husband works on holidays, too. He’s hardly ever home.’ 

Jeong-hyo stared at Ji-eun for a moment before noticing a familiar-looking face next to hers. When had that woman come in? Jeong-hyo’s upstairs neighbour stepped out from behind the officers.

‘Out of my way, please. I don’t know why on earth you’re all so worried about other people’s husbands when this baby is crying. Babies are not to blame, no matter what their parents may have done. And what’s more, that child is hearing all of this. So, please, keep your voices down.’

She grabbed a nappy from the table and, with practised hands, swiftly changed the baby and cradled her in her arms. When the baby continued to wail, she moved behind the sofa and crouched down. She put the baby to her breast. It took a few tries and some more soothing, but the baby soon stopped crying. 

‘Where is your husband?’ the younger male officer asked. ‘We need to speak to him.’

In a teary voice, Ji-eun said, ‘Oh my god, stop asking about her husband already. He’s a big fancy businessman and the eldest son of a rich-ass family. So they’re desperate for a grandson. Why the hell are you looking for him? He has no idea what’s going on or how many countless babies have gone missing from his wife’s womb. Anyway, I’m the one who brought the baby here. I wanted one so badly. I used to daydream about snatching one from the Myeongseong Maternity Hospital nursery.’

Jeong-hyo had no idea what they were all going on about or why they were staring at her with such pity. Jeong-hyo met So-ra’s eyes. So-ra, too, was looking at her like she was a whipped dog. 

Eun-ha looked at Jeong-hyo for a moment, then cast her gaze around the room at the other women.

‘You all need to come with me to the station. Everyone has to tell the truth.’

Seol-ju handed Eun-ha the baby, who started wailing again.

Hye-gyeong’s eyes were wide and brimming with tears as she said, ‘You need to stop harassing my client and direct your questions to me. I’m Ms Kim Jeong-hyo’s attorney.’

Hye-gyeong locked eyes with Eun-ha, who couldn’t help tearing up, too. Ji-eun asked Eun-ha to give them a moment. Ji-eun sat Jeong-hyo down on the sofa and held her hand. The rest of the women moved in, closing the circle around her.

‘I read your blog on the way here,’ Ji-eun said gently. ‘Your last post was just a few days ago, but you said you were twenty-one weeks pregnant. If you were only twenty-one weeks, then your baby couldn’t possibly be this big yet. Right?’

Then Ji-eun showed Jeong-hyo the last message posted to the Hello Baby group chat. It was the photo that Eun-ha had sent. Jeong-hyo stared hard at it. Thumper was in another woman’s arms. Jeong-hyo felt something fall away from her. She heard a baby crying. Its cries receded, drifting farther, fainter, until a cool silence settled over everything. Her hands clenched at her skirt before coming to rest on the hollow of her stomach. The footage of her memories began to unspool inside her head.






Author’s Note

I decided to try for a baby. Since I was over forty, I went for a prenatal checkup at the public health centre closest to my house and, half a year later, found myself in the unfamiliar territory of an IVF clinic. To my surprise, the waiting room was packed with women eagerly hoping to get pregnant.

The IVF clinic felt unreal. In my neighbourhood, you never hear crying babies, and you seldom see any children at all. Naturally, it was hard to find friends to talk to about infertility. But once I did start telling people that I was doing IVF, an acquaintance opened up to me about her experience. She told me that it had taken years of IVF before she was finally able to become a mother. When I asked why she never said anything, she said that it seemed like the sort of thing you were supposed to keep to yourself, and that it even seemed rude nowadays to talk about such things publicly. She said it was a secret that she’d had a child through IVF.

Not long after I started IVF, COVID began. For two straight years, from 2020 to 2021, I went to a fertility clinic but never got pregnant. Even as the pandemic raged, the clinic was always crowded, and yet South Korea continued to break and hold the record for the world’s lowest birth rate. 

The decision to stop IVF ended up being made for me. While undergoing treatment, atypical cells were found in my endometrium, so I was referred to a university hospital. The doctor there said I had endometrial hyperplasia and that I had to stop IVF in order to start treatment for it. The ‘treatment’ the doctor was talking about was the insertion of an IUD to temporarily stop my periods. I was dumbfounded. I went to an IVF clinic because I wanted to get pregnant, only to end up on birth control. The day they inserted the device, I felt so empty and hopeless. But during the six months of treatment, I revised and published the novel I’d been working on, so I cannot say that I gained nothing at all. During my two years of IVF, I learned that there was a ‘what comes before pregnancy’ story, one that I could never have imagined otherwise. A multilayered story filled with pain and tears and longing.

If someone were to ask me why I wanted to have a baby, I would find myself tongue-tied. I can’t think of any answer other than, ‘Because I want to meet them.’ If I ever do get to meet my child, I can’t wait to look them in the eyes and say hello.

Spring, 2023

Kim Eui-kyung
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