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Customizing Motherhood
susan schnur talks with kind-of-single mother jenifer firestone

Jenifer Firestone coordinated an alternative insemination program at a 
community health center in Boston for seven years. She also founded and 
ran a non-profit that, among other services, organized supportive pro-
grams for children of lesbian, gay and transgender parents. Professionally, 
she has been involved in the adoption or conception of over 1000 children. 
She is the mother of Hannah, 16, whom she co-parents with two gay men.

How did you come up with your unusual parenting arrangement?
Well, in 1988 I went through a divorce that was cataclysmic, and I thought, “I 
never want a kid to see me in this horribly fragile condition.” I vowed not to 
have a child with a romantic partner. I also believe that more parents is better. 
Having only one parent can be terrifying for some children. When I was a kid it 
was so helpful to have a stable family with all these aunts and uncles and people 
whom I didn’t even know weren’t related by blood until I was older. If a child 
has more parents, she has more friends-of-parents, more relatives-of-parents. 
It’s a good-for-everybody experience.

I also live with economic insecurity, and I did not want a child to have to 
share that. And I’m strongly self-aware, so I knew I had to compensate for 
my weaknesses — I’m someone who goes radically up and down emotionally. 
Feelings are just not always functional. Rick and Robb, Hannah’s dads, are very 
even-keeled, very stable; they just celebrated their 20th anniversary. 

Did family and friends support your decision to share parenting with two men?
“Maternal sacrifice” is a cultural doctrine, so the idea that I was systematically 
arranging to share parenting fifty-fifty with two men in another household was 
sacrilege. That I was saying, “Well, I want child-free time for myself — to date, 
to write, to nurture friendships, to enjoy some solitude...” Refusing to be a full-
time mom, even expressing this wish, is very very taboo.

Also, in the 1990s, it was hard for most lesbians and feminists to fathom 
why a mother would willingly “share control” of her child — and with two men! 

get multiplied by five. But so far, to para-
phrase a dreydl, “a big miracle happened 
in New Haven.” Raffi got into Yale on a 
full scholarship, followed by Zoe doing 
likewise. Rosi, at Brown, had a full schol-
arship for two years and took out loans 
for the other two. Joey and Mozi are not 
college-bound yet, but it will probably 
work out. Their mother’s an optimist.

When asked what she has learned through 
22 years of unconventionally mothering a 
brood of five, Greenberg grows pensive.

“My worldview seems so normal to 
me, I hardly remember that to others it 
isn’t. In the early years, I did feel that I 
had to defend my choices, that every-
thing had to be perfect because it was 
so alternative. But I grew into relaxing 
about that. I stopped feeling any need to 
hide or minimize problems. I came to a 
deeper place of trust because everything 
was going great, there was nothing that 
needed to be defended or marketed. I saw 
that a lot of people’s lives are less conven-
tional than they look on the surface.

“I’ve always had huge confidence as 
a mom, much more than about partner-
ing. Some of my kids would have liked 
the model of physical affection between 
two heterosexual partners, of a long-term 
commitment of two adults in their own 
home. But I was able to give them a dif-
ferent blessing: You can be completely fine 
in yourself and your life. It’s not necessary 
to have a partner; you can be whole and 
happy as yourself. When I look at the 
world, a lot of kids never learned that mes-
sage; they are seeking their other half. That 
is not the life I’ve modeled for my kids.

“I have pride about what I could give 
my children. In a life, there are always 
things that are there and things that 
aren’t. Some have a spiritual life, some 
don’t. Some have a sexual life, some don’t. 
Some have a dog, some don’t. You find 
what fits for you — it might not be optimal 
for your kid.

“But they’re resilient, they’re fine. We 
can hold it all — the hard emotions. It will 
be okay. You’ll get through it. 

“As a therapist, I know that libera-
tion — from your own mental constructs, 
from what is possible — is a part of the 
work. There are bigger worlds to open. 

“What’s possible is always way bigger 
than what you think.”  
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My story as a sperm donor started with a phone call and 
ended with a marriage.

At the time, I was in my mid-fifties, living in New York with 
my long-time girlfriend, Rena; I had long been ambivalent about 
marriage. The phone call was from a young lesbian couple in 
Seattle whom I knew well because one of them, Leigh, had lived 
with my brother’s family after graduating from college. During 
that time, Leigh met Sara, her partner-to-be. My extended fam-
ily attended the young women’s wedding, and in the years that 
followed we remained close.

Time passed. Leigh and Sara finished professional schools, 
started careers, and were ready to start a family. They wanted 
their sperm donor to be someone they knew 
and cared about, to be someone who would be 
in their child’s life, but in a very circumscribed 
way. The process of vetting possible donors, 
necessarily a complicated and cautious one, 
took several years. In the end, they chose me. 
All the reasons I thought I was an unlikely 
candidate — I was twenty-plus years older than 
they, I lived 3000 miles away, my girlfriend and I did not have 
children — paradoxically made me attractive. Leigh and Sara didn’t 
want a young, vigorous “Daddy figure” who might compete to be 
a parent, nor someone living nearby who might be intrusive, nor 
the complexity of potential half-siblings. I am a short, Jewish guy 
with glasses, so they could not exactly count on their kid looking 
like a movie star. But they picked me. 

Rena and I took long walks to discuss this idea: that my 
semen would go to another woman, that I might become the 

biological parent of another family’s infant — that, actually, I told 
Rena, I was going to do this no matter what. This was a huge 
thing to ask her to understand, but she gradually realized how 
much I wanted to be part of a generational cycle, and that this 
was probably my last chance. 

Rena loves kids, but she had never seen herself as a mother. 
Over time, she became completely supportive. She even started 
to feel that entering this set of relationships would enhance our 
own life together. It was interesting, even funny, to experience 
how much daydreams played into our developing understand-
ing. For instance, picturing how we would fly out to Seattle for 
birthdays and gatherings as part of the little family’s extended 

mishpacha. We even imagined whether it would feel right to 
have the baby’s picture in a little frame on our shelf. What would 
we do when somebody asked, “Oh, whose baby is this?” These 
imaginings made the process, and our roles in it, feel more real. 

The moms-to-be and I drew up a contract (that dealt with 
finances, insurance, guardianship, etc.), using a lawyer whose 
specialty was gay and lesbian issues. Most important, the con-
tract made clear that Leigh and Sara had all the parental rights, 
while I — though biologically a parent — had none. (Our shared 

Express Male: When Sperm Donation Gets Emotional
by avi levinson*

 *All names in this article have been changed to protect privacy.

[Customizing Motherhood continued...] 
Didn’t I want to make all the decisions 
myself? Actually, no. I hate making deci-
sions on my own. 

What does it take to make something 
like this work? 
You have to recognize the riskiness and be 
appropriately cautious. We wrote a 35-page 
document over two years that addressed 
every single issue — that Hannah would 
be raised Jewish (Robb and Rick are non-
practicing Catholics), to financial logistics, 
to parenting schedules. You have to be will-
ing to engage in an insane process. 

You also have to believe that when 
you’re clear about what you want and 
why — and you have good goals — you can 

figure out a way to do everything. The 
answers are generally outside the box, I 
believe. “Creative problem-solving” has 
to excite you. It excites me. It also creates 
problems in my life. 

Tell me about the Jewish part.
Hannah’s baby naming was in my sis-
ter’s backyard with over 100 friends and 
relatives, a rabbi, and the two non-Jewish 
fathers. My father good-naturedly asked if 
he should introduce Rick and Robb as his 
sons-in-law. I said, “No. They’re Hannah’s 
dads.” We just didn’t have the words. 

Her bat mitzvah has been our crown-
ing family experience. We brought 227 
people together, and it was the first time 
Hannah’s three extended families met. 

Robb’s Catholic father, in his 80s — who 
had a hard time accepting his gay son and 
his son’s family — came from Nebraska, 
and everyone stood with us queer parents 
to pass the Torah down to this child who 
had brought us all together. I felt enor-
mous gratitude. 

I’ve worked hard to raise Hannah 
Jewish. My synagogue has raised her in 
a way I couldn’t have done myself — in 
terms of my literacy. It’s magnificent to 
me. At 16, she’s still in school at the shul 
and involved in social activism. 

What has it been like to do things 	
so differently? 
As a teenager, feminism gave me an eye 
for social injustice. The people I admired 

The experience of sperm donation was  
profound, stirring up fantasies from the  
trivial to the life-changing.
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fear was that we liked one another perhaps too much, running 
the risk of emotional entanglement once a child was born.) The 
plan was that I would be a nurturing-older-uncle type or even 
grandfather figure who lived far away, who was definitely not a 
father. We made this quite concrete, specifying, for example, that 
Leigh and Sara would have control of the baby’s name, and that 
inseminations would be done only at the fertility clinic. 

What followed were almost two years of monthly semen dona-
tions and fertility treatments with Sara. This meant that when 
her cycle was at its optimal point, I would get called out of my 
office or away from a dinner and leave instantly for the airport. 
This was in such contrast to my usual highly routinized life — and 
work ethic — that I felt like a secret agent being summoned on a 
mission. Once I did a round-trip in one day, only to get a call the 
next day to fly back — which I did. It was stressful, but exciting. 

Emotionally, the experience of sperm donation was profound, 
stirring up fantasies from the trivial to the life-changing. I 
pictured a future of flying in to fill the role of the beloved old 
relative, with hugs and kisses all around, and then departing with 
smiles, leaving the annoying tasks of actual child-rearing to the 
parents. I imagined getting school photos, attending a bar or bat 
mitzvah, a wedding. On a deeper level, I felt pulses of almost 
physical gratitude that I had been given a chance to have a bio-
logical, personal connection to the next generation. 

Month by month, I would inseminate, fly home, and then 
anxiously wait for a phone call. I researched the odds and made 
up tables of probability calculations to try to stay anchored — and, 
well, to have something to do — as I held my breath. 

We produced embryos and even brief pregnancies, but, sadly, 
they were never successful. Finally, as Sara’s fortieth birthday 
approached, the women decided to stop trying with Sara and 
instead switch to Leigh, who was four years younger. To me it 

felt vaguely polygamous to go from one woman to the next — I 
was Sara’s donor, not Leigh’s; it felt wrong to have such emo-
tional and biological intimacy with a second woman. I was also, 
at this point, emotionally exhausted. I know that my thinking 
was scientifically and logically irrational, but affectively things 
were clear. 

When the whirlwind stopped, we all dispatched letters and 
e-mails reflecting on the stress, the waiting, the medical pro-
cedures, the anxiety, and also our very amplified affection. We 
talked about grief and disappointment, and the wistfulness of 
dreams that are not to be. At the same time, we shared a sense 
of closure, and, for me, in any case, a heartening feeling that at 
least there had been embryos and pregnancies. Even this, for me, 
had an emotional and spiritual value. 

After a period of Sara’s mourning, Leigh and Sara decided 
on an anonymous donor. It was successful, and today they have a 
cheerful little preschooler. I visit them about once a year. 

The end of the story is that after my sperm-donor role was 
over, I felt empty, lonely and isolated — especially as I compared 
myself to Leigh and Sara as they started their new, young 
family. I also found myself feeling differently towards Rena. I 
wanted — needed — solidity after feeling so airborne, both liter-
ally and emotionally, for over two years. She had supported me 
in an emotionally risky proposition — that I might create a child 
with someone else — and I felt profoundly grateful. 

I soon proposed marriage to Rena in a coffee shop, and we 
were quickly married in a big ceremony with all the trimmings. 
Our marriage enhanced all of Rena’s and my relationships — with 
each other, with friends, and with family. But the most impor-
tant thing is that I myself felt more real and substantial, not just 
the guy who runs to the airport largely for the sake of somebody 
else’s intimacy and happiness.  

were feminists who saw the glaring prob-
lems with the status quo. I came out as 
a lesbian in 1979. I was 24. Once you 
do that, having a conventional life is  
no longer an option. I never identified 
with convention.

I have an ethic of justice that makes 
me empathic to children’s experience, that 
makes me look at things radically differ-
ently. What has driven me most crazy is 
when gay parents think, “We’ll have kids 
and then we’ll be like everyone else” — as 
though being different is a problem. But 
most kids are different in some way; it’s 
better to have kids who can embrace and 
value that, instead of trying to adapt to 
some perception of a norm that isn’t — in 
and of itself — better. 

For Hannah, “being different” is a 
positive value — I’m relieved about this. 
She has three very different families; she 
grew up going to Gay Pride parades; our 
friends are unconventional. Being differ-
ent opens up the world to you — you can 
do and be anything.

I would not use the word “confident” 
to describe myself. I second-guess; I fight 
my demons. But I do have immense 
confidence that there are lots and lots of 
different ways to do things.  

[Jenifer and Hannah Firestone both describe their 
experiences in And Baby Makes More: Known 
Donors, Queer Parents, and Our Unexpected 
Families, edited by Susan Goldberg and Chloe 
Brushwood Rose.]

Hannah’s first Hanukkah with Rick, Robb and 
Jenifer. Jenifer notes: “If you cover up me, this 
photo looks like a gay male couple and their 
kid. If you cover up Rick, it looks like a straight 
couple and their kid.” 


