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BABY LOVE 

 

By Ilene Dube 

 

Work all night on a drink of rum/ Daylight come and me wanna go home.  

The lyrics involuntarily came into her head whenever she passed the sign for 

Bellafonte, Pennsylvania, even though she’d looked it up and learned the town was 

named for its spring, “la bella fonte,”  and had nothing to do with Harry Bellafonte. 

“Stack banana till de morning come,” she sang to herself, marking 229 out of 480 

miles to Ohio. But the sense of accomplishment was quickly cut short when the sound of 

bone against glass and a smear of feather and fluids made Eun Mi’s heart feel like an 

empty washing machine on spin cycle. Pulling off to the shoulder, she wasn’t sure she 

had actually seen the black bird or hallucinated its memory after the creature crashed on 

her windshield.  

Taking stock—she was uninjured and the car wasn’t damaged—she scrolled through 

“favorites” on her phone.  “Dad” was still at the top—she couldn’t bring herself to delete 

him from contacts. Eun Mi scrolled further, pressed Seth’s name.  

“I’m going to turn around and head back to Brooklyn,” she informed him after 

recounting the incident. 

“But you’re half way here.” His voice got nasal.  

“But I just killed a bird,” she in that don’t-you-get-it tone. 

“But I love you. I can help.” 

Although Seth was her best friend, Eun Mi needed time on her own. 

She cried all the way back to Brooklyn and her face looked like she’d scrubbed it 

with a coarse loofah when Madhavi opened the door. As Eun Mi bent to set her bag 

down, Madhavi could see the violin tattoo on the small of her back. She had only known 

Eun Mi a few months, and was still learning about her.  
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Eun Mi had taken a leave from Oberlin College even before her father died. It was 

during his mid-life crisis, when he had fallen in love with an 18-year-old on a social 

media site. Eun Mi had begun questioning even before her father’s cardiac arrest on top 

of that teenager. 

“She was younger than me,” Eun Mi recounted to Madhavi over bottles of Tecate. 

“And living in Seoul—that’s where I was adopted from. She told him she wanted to go to 

Princeton and needed his help. He had loved taking me to visit colleges, and somehow 

thought he would do it with her, as well. Even when she started sending him barely 

dressed pictures of herself he still believed her. After three weeks, he flew across the 

world to see her.”  

Waiting tables at the Good Fork and helping customers find books at Barnes & 

Noble, Eun Mi had kept up her relationship with Seth, texting and Skyping into the night. 

But she was finding his world increasingly sheltered; in her new life, the next meal 

wasn’t waiting for you in the dining hall. Seth could live in his head, in books he read all 

day and night, and be wickedly funny because his parents were spending tens of 

thousands a year on his Oberlin education.  

Eun Mi met Madhavi at the Jalopy Theatre in Red Hook, where they played together 

in an impromptu band. Unlike the musicians Eun Mi played with at Oberlin, who still 

followed the rules even though they pretended not to, the musicians at Jalopy were 

inventing their own rules.  

When she met Zoltan, Eun Mi assumed he was Madhavi’s boyfriend. He and 

Madhavi wrapped arms around each other, and seemed to have the same rhythm, to hear 

the same melodies in their heads. Eun Mi sometimes felt like an intruder even though 

they welcomed her. They could play dark music that seemed to come from a common 

well, and Eun Mi loved the sound. 

Madhavi and Zoltan encouraged her to play her feelings. What were her feelings? She 

tried to articulate them in music as Madhavi and Zoltan urged her on. 

When Madhavi performed, she seemed inhabited by a spirit, or by the music itself 

that had become a spirit. As Eun Mi watched and listened, she could feel her friend’s 

disturbance. Zoltan was addicted to it.  
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 Now, in Madhavi’s apartment, Eun Mi tried to put into words what she felt unable to 

express in music.  

“I feel like three different people,” she told Madhavi. “I’m the well-adjusted happy 

girl that my mother raised. I’m the troubled adopted child whose father had an affair with 

a variation of me. And then I have this completely unknown side. My biological mother 

could have been a prostitute. My father could have been a pimp.  Or were they just poor 

people who loved me but couldn’t afford to keep me? Maybe they still miss me. Here I 

am, playing in a bluegrass band, while my parents are struggling for their existence. Or 

maybe they’re not even alive—I’ll never know.” 

It was her father’s fatal entanglement that opened the wound. Eun Mi needed to visit 

her homeland, to learn the language, to experience the culture, to understand herself. But 

Eun Mi was frightened about what she might find. 

Madhavi made up a bed for her and tucked her in, patting her shoulder until she fell 

asleep. A short while later, Eun Mi heard Zoltan at the door, but Madhavi sent him away. 

Madhavi sat and watched Eun Mi sleep. Zoltan had said that Eun Mi looked like 

Madhavi’s twin sister from another country. They shared caramel-colored skin and ebony 

hair. They were the same height, although Eun Mi had narrower shoulders and smaller 

breasts. It was in their faces where they differed: Madhavi had more of a hood to her 

brown eyes, and the bone down the center of her nose was more prominent.  

“She would make a good partner for you,” said the voice in Madhavi’s head who had 

returned since she went off Abilify. She didn’t think Abilify would be good for the life 

forming in her womb.  

The voice had also been there to tell Madhavi to make love with Zoltan. “He is crazy 

about you,” the voice said.  

It had been at least 10 years since Madhavi had sex with a male. Zoltan was slow and 

deliberate, covering her with kisses, making her pleasure more important than his own. 

Madhavi felt completely lost in his embrace. 

“Have his baby,” the voice said. “Have his baby,” she repeated.  

Zoltan was perfectly content for Madhavi to continue her relationships with women. 

When he knocked on her door that evening, Madhavi told him Eun Mi needed her. 
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*** 

 

When Eun Mi moved in, Madhavi was four months from her due date. Eun Mi was 

better than Abilify, Madhavi knew. Although Madhavi would miss her, she knew Eun Mi 

had to go to Korea before the baby arrived.  

On the plane, Eun Mi had begun to doubt what she was she doing, flying to a strange 

country, leaving the woman she loved, the child that would soon be hers, to pursue her 

haunted past. She planned to spend two weeks in Seoul, the first in a language intensive, 

and the second exploring.  

At Incheon International Airport, Eun Mi felt she’d been transported to the future. 

The undulating metal and glass shapes, the polished chrome with patterns of punctured 

holes—it was far more beautiful than she expected, with indoor gardens, a skating rink, 

even a Museum of Korean Culture and Hello Kitty Cafe. On the high-speed train to her 

hotel, she felt small in the sea of people. 

The guesthouse in Jongno was just a few blocks from the school where Eun Mi would 

be taking classes. Exhausted from the flight, she took off her shoes and before taking a 

shower sent an e-mail to Madhavi that she’d arrived. Refreshed, she went for a walk and 

noticed all the guesthouses named for food: Kimchee, Chocolate Tree, Bibim House. It 

made her realize she was hungry. She stopped in a noodle shop and ordered a bowl of 

manduguk.  

The spiciness was more than anything she was used to and made her feel drunk. Or 

was that what it felt like being home, she wondered. She looked in at the kitchen, 

wondering if her mother was cooking, but saw only men. 

Had her mother been a teenager, unable to take care of an infant? Or perhaps she’d 

been too poor. What about grandparents? Would the grandparents not have helped? Or 

maybe her mother was more interested in women, and certainly would not be allowed to 

raise her child with another woman. Eun Mi was settling on the idea that her mother was 

misunderstood because of her sexual orientation. How often did she think about the baby 

she’d given away? And if Eun Mi presented herself to her mother today, would she 

accept her as a woman who loved women? Or, having hid her own identity for so many 

years, would she be shamed by this coming back at her?  
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And what about her father? Eun Mi always imagined he was a one-night stand, 

someone interested in sex but not parenthood, or an older man whose marriage was not 

satisfying. But maybe her mother wanted a child, to carry on traditions and continue the 

line of parental wisdom that had been passed down through the generations. 

In the end, facing single motherhood as well as concealing her sexual identity was too 

much. It was an act of pure devotion, pure motherly love, that she left no calling card, no 

trace. 

Eun Mi knew her story of origin could only be what she imagined it to be. The steam 

rising from a hot bowl of soup made that vital connection to her past. In the end it didn’t 

matter who her mother was, it mattered that this was where she came from. It could have 

been on any of these streets. 

Walking further, she observed the contrast between futuristic high-rise buildings and 

narrow alleyways with shops selling everything from squid to phones. In one alley she 

noticed a cluster of traditional wooden houses with dark clay roofs. An older woman 

carrying heavy shopping bags trundled along the cobblestones. She may have been the 

same age as Jane, Eun Mi’s adoptive mother, but unlike Jane’s soft skin, this woman’s 

was lined, her face locked in a permanent frown. It conveyed a lifetime carrying a burden 

far heavier than what was in her bags. 

Her hair was the color of Eun-Mi's, though threaded with silver. Her eyes were the 

same shape, with covered lids, and had fine bones. "Mom," Eun Mi called out softly.  

The woman looked up, her face harder than any Eun Mi had ever seen. In her eyes 

she seemed to be saying, "Why are you tormenting me, you rich spoiled American? You 

want to understand my life? Come and carry these bags. Come and conceive a baby 

without love. Come and carry the baby in your stomach on legs that swell. Come and 

vomit into a trashcan. Come and deliver your baby in a dark alley. And as your breasts 

fill with milk, give your baby to a stranger and don't look back. Spend the rest of your life 

pining for one who will never think about you, never know you." 

"But I do think about you all the time. I have always loved you. Please take me in 

your arms, it's not too late." Eun Mi wasn’t sure if the words came out in a way anyone 

could understand them. 
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For a brief moment, she thought she saw her mother's eyes go soft. There was 

tenderness in the moment of recognition. Maybe this wasn't the woman in whose belly 

she had gestated, but this woman had given up a baby, and she needed to see her daughter 

as much as Eun Mi needed to see her mother.  

The woman spat and walked away. 

Eun Mi spent the rest of the day wandering. She loved big cities, because you could 

walk and cry and no one would stop to ask if everything was ok. No one would try to 

comfort you. She was home at last. 

She bought a bottle of soju, brought it back to her room, and drank it as she cried 

herself to sleep. 

*** 

Madhavi’s contractions began a full six weeks before the due date. She awoke in the 

night in a cold sweat and started timing the contractions. She thought about calling Zoltan 

but decided against it; he might want to take on a fatherly role. 

Eun Mi and Madhavi had talked about names, but since it was so early they hadn’t 

decided for sure. Madhavi decided to surprise Eun Mi with a Korean name.  

Madhavi couldn’t wait for In-Su to come out of the isolette. She told the nurses she 

wanted to hold Eun Mi. "In-Su," she quickly corrected herself, although in truth she 

wanted to hold Eun Mi. As they explained caring for her newborn, the nurses said only 

Madhavi could hold In-Su until she developed the necessary immunities.  

Madhavi was given a pamphlet about Kangaroo Care: “The preemie stays warm, safe 

and secure on the mother’s chest, where she can see her mother and nurse at will.”   

The caramel-colored baby had a shock of shiny black hair, a scrawny body and a 

shriveled-up face like a grandmother’s. Other than the dark hair it was hard to see any 

resemblance to Zoltan.  

 

*** 

Eun Mi awoke with a headache. The room smelled like kimchi, and her first thought 

was that she wanted to be home, but then remembered she’d come in search of home. 

Where was home? She showered, dressed, and checked her phone. 
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Via Facetime, Eun Mi found herself petting the little swaddled cocoon on her screen. 

There was something about a tiny little baby that made you want to take care of it. How 

could a mother ever give that up? 

*** 

Seth had learned about the baby on Instagram. He texted Eun Mi, congratulating her 

and Madhavi. "I would love to meet your baby." 

Home for Thanksgiving, he came to see In-Su, who was beginning to round out  

getting milk from both moms. Most of the milk came from Madhavi, but Eun Mi 

supplemented it. Now that In-Su was at a healthy weight and developing immunities,  

visitors could hold her. 

While taking the train from Freeport, L.I., where he was staying with his family, Seth 

felt like a baby, dependent on his parents while Eun Mi had become a parent. They used 

to be compatible, liking the same movies, discussing music or books they’d read, and 

shared the same political views, but somehow she had leaped far ahead. Although he was 

trying to distract himself with schoolwork, friends and books, he still loved her. 

It was a long walk from the train to Eun Mi and Madhavi’s building, and Seth looked 

around, imagining what it might be like to live in a neighborhood like this instead of a 

college campus. He would be graduating in spring, was applying to law school and would 

most likely be living on campuses for another few years.  

He passed bicycles tied to the front stoop at Eun Mi and Madhavi’s, and thought it 

wasn’t really so different from the off-campus house he lived in. When Eun Mi came to 

the door, she was wearing a fuchsia tank top through which Seth could see her engorged 

breasts. She was more beautiful than ever, he thought as he stood there staring at her. 

She hugged him briefly—he was afraid to sink into it, for fear he’d never let go—and 

invited him in. “The place is a bit of a mess,” she apologized. “We will eventually create 

a room for In-Su in either the office or music room, but right now she’s sleeping with 

us.” 

Indeed there was baby paraphernalia everywhere, breast pumps and blankets, baby 

slings and infant toys. Madhavi was nursing the baby in a rocking chair with arm racks 

that held beverages and books. Eun Mi introduced her to Seth. 
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Seth stood over Madhavi, looking down at the crown of In-Su’s head. She is so 

incredibly tiny, he thought. From the corners of his eyes he was taking in this woman 

who had replaced him.  

“Please sit down,” said Madhavi.  

He was awkwardly holding the gift he’d brought, and now handed it to Eun Mi, since 

Madhavi’s hands were tied. Eun Mi unwrapped the book and read it aloud to In-Su. 

Madhavi watched Seth, his eyes glued to Eun Mi as she read.  

He loved how her voice became soft and tender as she read to the baby. When they 

were together at Oberlin, they read aloud to each other—favorite passages in poetry, 

plays, even children’s literature. 

Seth could see a little smile on In-Su’s face as Eun Mi cuddled and played with her. 

Then she turned to Seth. “Would you like to hold her?” 

Seth was terrified of holding the baby. During the entire train ride, he’d worried about 

that. He knew that’s what people did when they went to see new babies, but he was so 

afraid of making a mess of it. Even when he’d lost his virginity with Eun Mi he hadn’t 

been so frightened. 

“OK,” he said. “What do I do?” 

“Just relax,” Eun Mi said to Seth. She handed him the baby as he sat on the couch. 

“Oh my god,” he said. “Oh my god. She’s so tiny. She’s so little. Hi baby!” 

In-Su opened her eyes and gazed at Seth with an expression of puzzlement but did not 

cry.  

“You’re a natural,” said Eun Mi, sitting next to Seth on the couch. “You like Uncle 

Seth, don’t you?” she said to In-Su. 

“You’re so tiny,” he repeated in his nasal voice. “You’re so precious. You’re so 

beautiful.” Seth found himself completely absorbed in the baby. He rocked her and 

cuddled her.   

Uncle Seth—he liked the way it sounded. For days he would savor the smell of her, 

on his skin, on his clothes. 

  

 

 


