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      When Elizabeth and her Italian husband Roberto decide to leave London for romantic Italy and his family business, Elizabeth
         hopes the change in lifestyle might help boost her chances of conceiving their longed for child. But the idyll shatters as
         her wily mother-in-law seems bent on destroying her marriage, and Roberto’s beautiful, significant ex is a constant unwanted
         presence. Unwanted by Elizabeth, at least.
      

      
      Is Elizabeth’s ferocious hunger for a baby enough to hold a marriage together or is it ripping it apart? And what about the
         gorgeous American stranger who’s suddenly walked into her life?
      

   



      
      


      
      Adele Parks worked in advertising until she published her first novel, Playing Away, in 2000, which was the debut bestseller
         of that year. Adele has gone on to publish eleven novels in eleven years, and all of her novels have been top ten bestsellers.
         Her work has been translated into twenty-five different languages. Adele has spent her adult life in Italy, Botswana and London
         until 2005 when she moved to Guildford, where she now lives with her husband and son. Adele believes reading is a basic human
         right, so she works closely with the Reading Agency as an Ambassador of the Six Book Challenge, a programme designed to encourage
         adult literacy. In 2011 she was a judge for the Costa Book Awards.
      

      
      For more information visit www.adeleparks.com where you can sign up to receive Adele’s newsletter. You can also find her on Facebook www.facebook.com/OfficialAdeleParks and follow her on Twitter @adeleparks
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      I fell in love with Roberto twice.

      
      The first time was twelve years before I met him.

      
      I was on holiday with my parents in Padova, north Italy. I was fourteen, sulky, brooding and romantic. The second time was
         twelve years later, in a pub, in south-west London. He was watching a football match on the large screen. I was pulling pints.
         By then I was more gregarious and thoughtless but still astonishingly romantic.
      

      
      Before Padova, holidays with my parents (and there was no other kind) had been limited to the British Isles. I grew up accepting
         that foreign holidays were something that everyone else did but, for me, they were out of the question.
      

      
      My parents were a traditional pair and they were careful with their money. Both facts can be quickly explained and possibly
         excused if I tell you that my mother and father were forty-four and forty-nine respectively when the stork dropped me on their
         doorstep. Today they would not be considered horribly geriatric parents but back then they were regarded as such. Some of
         my mum’s friends were grandmothers. Besides, they’d previously had two stork visits, nineteen and seventeen years earlier.
         My father always joked that the bird assigned to our family had no sense of direction or urgency and it had been late by about
         fifteen years. He maintained that he and my mother had always wanted three children and a little girl was especially welcome; which was very kind of him although unlikely to be strictly accurate.
      

      
      No one in my family can have been particularly overjoyed by my tardy arrival. My brothers, Max and Thomas, must have felt
         vaguely uncomfortable with this obvious proof that their parents still indulged in sex. No doubt both of them were happy to
         rush off to university as soon as feasibly possible in order to put distance between themselves and the whole messy business.
         It would have been quite reasonable for my parents to have assumed that the broken nights’ sleep and soiled nappies part of
         their lives was well and truly behind them, at least until grandchildren arrived. My father had just made partner at his accountancy
         firm and he was the captain of the golf club that year; both time-consuming, demanding roles. My mother had her bridge and
         now she had me.
      

      
      Still, they made the best of it. I was healthy and my mother found pleasure in dressing me up in party frocks, something that
         had not been available to her while parenting Max and Thomas, obviously.
      

      
      But family legend suggests I was not so much a bundle of joy, rather a bundle of trouble; a poor sleeper, picky eater and
         angry while teething. It wasn’t a picnic. I grew up believing resentment silently slept with us all. I believed that their
         ideas were out-dated and overly fussy in comparison to other parents. My father played the oboe and called boys chaps. He
         often corrected my friends’ use of the auxiliary verbs ‘can’ and ‘may’. My mother was more embarrassing still, just because
         her exposure to my classmates was more regular.
      

      
      She was not as pretty as all the other mothers who clustered at the school gate. Her clothes, shoes and complete ignorance about who Paul Young was set her a generation apart.
         Looking back I can see that she was a careful and concerned mother but at the time I gave her no credit for this, only grief.
         She regularly invited my friends around for tea but refused to serve fish fingers or Angel Delight, as the other mums would.
         Instead she made huge stews and persisted in serving sprouts or cabbage. She had no idea. She also insisted on collecting
         me from the school gate even when I was at senior school. Sometimes, if I thought I could get away with it, I pretended she
         was my batty grandmother (a batty grandmother being infinitely more acceptable than an interfering mother) and I would join
         the other children in laughing at her sensible shoes and practical mackintosh before I was in her hearing range.
      

      
      I was always vaguely embarrassed by my parents and I was ashamed of myself for being so, which in turn made me even angrier
         at them for being the source of my ugly emotion in the first place. They weren’t draconian; they were just wrong. While the
         pocket money they gave me was slightly below class average, they (theoretically at least) allowed me to spend it on whatever
         I chose. But their obvious disappointment if I chose a Jackie comic and a stack of sweets rather than an edifying classic novel always diminished the pleasure of those treats. Clothes
         were an issue. I was twelve before I was allowed to own a pair of jeans, fifteen before I was allowed mascara (although I
         secretly applied it at school long before that), seventeen before I was allowed to have my ears pierced. OK, I’m looking back
         at these grievances from a wiser age (just thirty-two) and I admit that my parents didn’t exactly commit war crimes but, at the time, in my view, they might
         as well have done.
      

      
      The main focus of contention was holidays. Other parents took their kids to Costa del somewhere or other or even (the pinnacle
         of cool) Disney in America. My classmates tried sticky liqueurs on holiday and spent their money on stuffed toy donkeys and
         jars full of coloured sand. Their sunbathing was injudicious and they often returned home with sore sunburnt limbs but exciting
         stories about flirtations with foreign boys to make up for the pain.
      

      
      My parents were more interested in National Trust buildings than busy beaches. Their idea of a superb holiday was to hitch
         up the caravan to a site along the southern coast (preferably near a castle and a decent tea shop that sold a light sponge
         cake). I endured countless wet weeks watching my parents struggle with an Ordnance Survey map in an attempt to find the footpath
         that took us to yet another dull relic.
      

      
      When I was fourteen it was my parents’ thirty-fifth wedding anniversary, and Max and Thomas (who were already enjoying successful
         careers as a journalist and a doctor, respectively) thought that the anniversary was excuse enough to treat our parents to
         their first holiday abroad. My father had been to Germany to complete his National Service but my mother had only ever crossed
         the Channel to go to the Isle of Wight (terrific bird-watching, apparently).
      

      
      My parents’ reaction was guarded. Max spent hours drawing attention to the numerous places of historical and archaeological
         interest and Thomas calmed their fears about drinking tap water or attacks from mosquitoes, and slowly my parents started to accept – and then finally enjoy – the
         idea. I was to be included in my parents’ anniversary trip, as they would never have allowed me to stay at home under the
         supervision of my big brothers, let alone by myself. My reaction was one of unequivocal joy.
      

      
      I got a paper round and began regularly babysitting for neighbours’ kids, as I longed for a wardrobe boasting bikinis and
         shorts. I was thrilled at the idea of owning a passport. I pored over maps and guidebooks. I became silly with excitement
         when my father and I finally visited the bank to exchange our currency. I marvelled at the strange money and couldn’t resist
         sniffing it. It felt warm and peppery; somehow promising and mysterious. Obviously, I had less interest in churches or art
         galleries than my parents and I was more focused on getting a tan, eating ice-cream and making eye contact with Italian boys.
         My targets were modest – I wasn’t even expecting to speak to anyone other than the hotel receptionist – and still I was fizzing
         with the excitement of the adventure.
      

      
      By some miracle our holiday managed to surpass even my lofty expectations. I delighted in everything strange, new and foreign.
         The duty-free shops at the airport seemed glamorous beyond compare and I coveted the enormous Toblerone bars that were not
         so freely available in UK supermarkets in those days. I was disproportionately pleased with the wet paper towels that the
         friendly air hostess doled out with free (free!) drinks of cola on the flight. From the moment the aeroplane doors swung open when we touched down and the sun slammed into
         the plane and cocooned me, I was in love.
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      I wasn’t in love with the guy ushering us down the plane steps and towards the airport bus, or anything prosaic like that
         (although he was cute). I was in love with Italy. A wall of thick heat slapped on to my pale, gangly limbs and I wanted to sing because suddenly I felt at home.
      

      
      I lived in a clean, functional house which groaned with healthy food, music practice and educational games. We were comfortably
         off. We had everything we could ever have needed but nothing that I wanted. We had fitted carpets, a microwave, hot water
         bottles, silver cutlery (that had been handed down to my parents from my mother’s grandmother), but we did not have a TV in
         the sitting room (just a very tiny one tucked away in the spare bedroom, pulled out on special occasions); we had a piano,
         we had net curtains, for goodness sake; the very epitome of a middle-class British existence in all its insipid glory.
      

      
      Suddenly I felt warm, colourful and impassioned. I’d never got excited about anything in my life until that point. Without
         a TV I had no idea who Duran Duran really were, and had faked a crush on ‘the drummer’ to blend in at school, but I couldn’t
         have picked him out in a line-up of Thai lady boys. I did not excel at a particular sport or a subject. I was not the type
         of child to have found solace in books. My few friends were equally dull and ill-defined. We didn’t even choose to be one
         another’s friends – we were sort of the left-over kids that no one really wanted to be pals with. I’d never had a boyfriend or even
         been kissed.
      

      
      And suddenly there was Italy.

      
      A country of warmth. A country that smelt of sweet, strong coffee. A country full of noise, chaos, chat and energetic and
         constant hand gestures. I was heartened by the abundance of flowers, festivals and flowing ribbons pinned to doors to announce
         the birth of a baby. It seemed to me that the Italians knew how to squeeze every ounce of juice out of life. And best yet
         – even better than the squeals of delight expelled from the kids chasing pigeons in the piazza – it seemed that every boy
         and man looked at me in a way that suggested I was interesting, appreciated and alive. In England my curly hair, fair skin
         and splattering of freckles were tragically unfashionable. But Italian men didn’t seem to mind that I didn’t sport a sleek,
         dark bob; quite the opposite.
      

      
      My infatuation grew deeper and more serious with every espresso I gulped. For ten days as I wandered around the narrow medieval
         streets of Padova I did not feel the ghosts of Giotto, Dante or Petrarch, as my parents did; I felt the weight of appreciative
         glances from the city’s Giovannis, Davidos and Paulos. While my parents discussed the beatific smiles great artists had given
         the Virgin and Jesus, I wallowed in the much more salacious smiles secretly bestowed on me by waiters and boys lounging outside
         souvenir shops. I was too shy to actually talk to anyone else, tourist or local, so for hours I licked ice-creams or drank
         coke and stared.
      

      
      I watched the girls who giggled in gaggles yet managed to attain a level of sophistication that even the sixth-formers I knew could only long for. Was it their high heels? Or the tight belts? Their thin wrists or mascara? I did not know. All
         I knew was that I wanted to be one of them. I wanted to join an enormous, noisy family for the passeggiata parade at five o’clock; it was marvellous that even something as simple as an evening stroll seemed to be a celebration.
         I wanted to buy cakes as a Sunday morning gift for my friends; cakes that were presented in a cardboard box, wrapped with
         cheerful ribbons. I wanted to live among ancient history and serious style. I wanted their sociability to be mine. I wanted
         to eat their food and to bask in their civic pride and cultural interests. I wanted to live in Italy. I wanted to be Italian.
         It was obvious what I needed to do. I would marry an Italian.
      

      
      I came back to England with bagfuls of Oggi, the Italian equivalent of Hello! magazine. I vowed to teach myself Italian from those glossy pages; it would do – at least until I could find a formal tutor.
         But, as my tan wore off, so did my keenness to self-teach. While I continued to nurture my passion for all things Italian
         in terms of food, style and coffee, I’m afraid I did nothing about actually learning to speak the language. I pushed the Oggi under my bed and they stayed there gathering dust for several years.
      

      
      I did intend to study Italian at university, but my grade C at French GCSE didn’t convince the necessary academic authorities
         that I had a talent for languages. The university admissions tutors were not in the least impressed when I tried to explain
         my motivation; apparently ‘desire to marry an Italian’ is not a compelling enough reason to be accepted on to a degree course.
         I considered moving to Italy to teach English. I’d heard about a course where the teacher doesn’t even have to know the native
         tongue but instead can teach students through full immersion; but then I discovered that getting this TEFL qualification would
         cost thousands, so I decided that my best bet was to work for a year or so and save up. Mum and Dad were devastated when I
         told them I planned to move to London. My father said he feared I’d drift. He repeatedly pointed out that my brothers had
         always been terrifically motivated and decisive and had never presented him or Mum with a moment’s worry. I was also motivated
         and decisive, but it was impossible to explain as much to my father. I was certain that he, like the university admissions
         tutors, would not accept my ambition to marry an Italian as a legitimate career plan. Luckily, that year Max’s wife, Sophie,
         presented Mum and Dad with another grandchild and Thomas got married to a scary paediatrician, Eileen MacKinnan, who impressed
         and bossed my parents in equal measures. They had plenty to keep them occupied.
      

      
      When I got off the National Express coach I immediately headed to Covent Garden, where I knew there were enough authentic
         Italian bars and restaurants to allow me to pretend I was in the country that flew the tricolour. I told myself that it would
         do until I’d saved up enough money to actually go there. I quickly found work waiting tables and pulling pints, yet somehow
         I never managed to gather together the money necessary for the teaching course. One year drifted into the next and then merged
         into another, almost without my noticing. My father got to say ‘I told you so’ on an indecent amount of occasions. If I ever
         gave any thought to my just-out-of-grasp TEFL qualification I reasoned that there was no particular hurry; there would always be Italians needing to learn English. I was
         happy as long as I earned enough money to buy fashionable shoes and handbags and pay the rent on a scruffy bed-sit in Earls
         Court which I shared with my friend Alison, a girl I met through one of the waitressing jobs.
      

      
      Despite the ordinary jobs and the tiny, scruffy flat I remember my early twenties as marvellous years; it’s criminal to do
         anything other. I may not have been committed to earning a TEFL qualification but I was still resolute in my vow to marry
         an Italian, and I soon discovered that there were plenty of Italian guys to date here in the UK; I didn’t really have to have
         the upheaval and inconvenience of going abroad alone. I dated a series of Giancarlos, Massimos and Angelos. They did not disappoint.
         They flattered and were attentive; they fed me pasta and enormous compliments and I had a ball. Admittedly, sooner or later,
         they inevitably returned to Italy or the intensity burned out after only a few short weeks. This wasn’t much of a problem;
         while I had a tendency to instantly fall in love with every one of these guys, I fell out of love relatively quickly too.
         I never allowed myself to be heartbroken for anything longer than a week. Alison called me shallow but I liked to think of
         myself as adjusted. I was aware that my youth was to be enjoyed and I saw so many girls wasting night after night crying into
         their pillows because of some guy or other. Ridiculous! There were always plenty more pesce in the mare.
      

      
      Alison suggested that I try to date men who were more likely to stay in the country but she was missing the point. I was spoilt
         for life and found it disappointing to date anyone other than Italians. I didn’t even want to. I did try, once or twice, but what came after was always after. English men simply didn’t know about intense stares. They became tongue-tied when issuing compliments. By comparison, their
         dress sense was poor. Tailored shirts versus saggy football tops, reciting poetry or the words of some dated Monty Python sketch, drinking champagne out of my shoe or necking lager out of pint glasses; there was no competition.
      

      
      So eight years passed, filled, but not punctuated, by a blur of intense but short-lived love affairs. Maybe I was shallow, or maybe I was perfectly average. I don’t know. I just had a type.
      

      
      Then Roberto walked into my bar and my life.

      
      I watched him watching the football match on the TV screen. Even before he said a word it was instantly clear to me that he
         was Italian (his shoes shone and he was wearing a pink shirt with a confidence that eludes English blokes); besides, he had
         a unique energy and appetite that seemed to ricochet through the bar and then ping right into my being. I watched as he cheered
         his team when they made a decent pass, as he pulled at his hair when they let a goal slip through, as he hugged his friend
         with delightful, firm enthusiasm when his team equalized – and I was mesmerized.
      

      
      The excitable and exciting stranger seemed to sense I was watching him. He turned and caught me undressing him with my eyes.
         I wondered whether he knew I was projecting way past the first carnal encounter, down the aisle and straight into the maternity
         hospital. I was defenceless; his deep, dark eyes stripped me of any ability I had to feign indifference. I fought my instinct
         to reach out and stroke his glorious bronzed skin. I wanted to run my hands over his well-defined and athletic body. While not especially
         tall, everything about his presence seemed purposeful and powerful. His being in the bar made me feel strangely safe and excited
         all at once.
      

      
      He pulled himself away from watching the football and came over to where I was standing behind the bar. Alison would probably
         have described him as swaggering, I saw a saunter. He leaned close enough for his citrus cologne to drift into my consciousness.
      

      
      ‘I take a beer and, you too, if you are available,’ he said. He held my eye, and despite my best intention of dragging my
         gaze away from his, I found I could not. Did he mean he wanted to buy me a beer? Did he mean he wanted to take me somewhere?
         Could he mean he wanted to take me sexually? Could he possibly be being so brazen? I hoped so.
      

      
      ‘Where would you take me?’ I asked, choosing to understand his comment to mean more than an offer of a beer.

      
      ‘Wherever you want. To a restaurant. To a movie. To a new sort of ecstasy.’

      
      He dropped the last suggestion with indecent aplomb and waited for my response with a cool confidence. I should have been
         offended or outraged. At the very least I should have pretended to be one of those things; instead I offered my phone number.
      

      
      ‘No. I won’t take your number,’ he said firmly.

      
      ‘You won’t?’ Suddenly I was embarrassed. Had I got it completely wrong? Had I misheard him? Had I imagined the chemistry which
         was zinging between the two of us? Had the lethal dart of attraction just struck me?
      

      
      ‘I wait here with you until your shift is finished.’

      
      
      ‘But that’s five more hours,’ I objected gently, grinning, not trying to hide my amusement.

      
      ‘I have forever. I know you are worth the wait. If you give me a number, I call, you might have met another man by that time.
         I can’t risk it. Rather I wait for you. I must not let this go. I sense it is important.’
      

      
      I had heard similar before. Italians are prone to this sort of impassioned announcement – it’s one of the things I like about
         them. But I had never felt such chemistry before. Roberto’s presence made my throat dry. He’d detonated a bomb of unprecedented
         excitement. I felt sparkling shafts of exhilaration shoot and spread through my body. Lust lodged in my skull. Desire drenched
         my innards. Longing shuddered down every nerve in every limb.
      

      
      The bar rapidly receded. I didn’t care if there were customers to serve or crisps to fetch from the storeroom. Suddenly there
         was only me and this Italian man; everything other was a dull, sludgy irrelevance.
      

      
      We cleaved to one another for the following five hours. By turn we chatted, laughed and silently stared at one another. He
         told me of his love of fast cars and football. He introduced two or three of his pals but I could barely harness their names
         to my memory, as he was all-consuming and everything other was less. He told me that he’d only been living in England a week
         but already had an interview for a job in an advertising agency in Soho.
      

      
      ‘And your family?’ I probed.

      
      ‘My family have a business in the wine trade,’ he said simply; then he sipped his beer in a manner which suggested he found
         the turn in the conversation difficult.
      

      
      
      ‘A vineyard, how amazing.’ I imagined rows of green vine things, like soldiers in the sunshine.

      
      He shrugged. ‘Not really. Quite normal.’

      
      I could not comprehend how he could describe running a vineyard as normal. It must be the most romantic thing in the world.
         I assumed he was attempting to be modest. I wondered if they still crushed grapes by stamping in them. Probably not, some
         European regulation doubtless prevents it, but maybe they still celebrated festivals by producing wine through the traditional
         methods. The Italians are big on festivals. Not that I was sure that I’d actually want to feel grapes oozing through my toes.
         I’m not really that earthy. Worse yet, someone else’s toes. Yuk. It’s enough to send you teetotal.
      

      
      He sighed. ‘Actually, I have come to England after terrible argues with my family. I need to prove myself. Make career here.’
         I admired his independent spirit and didn’t need to ask for any detail on the nature of the arguments as he added, ‘Sometimes
         families are stifling. I need to be away from my family for a time. You understand?’ I nodded enthusiastically. Yes, yes,
         I understood. I understood everything about this man. ‘I think you really do,’ he said with a gravelly voice that shook with
         sincerity.
      

      
      A sincerity that transcended all that had gone before.
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      I was a smug bride. We married within six months of meeting one another. My parents thought that was a little hurried but
         I pointed out that they’d only known each other for three months before they got engaged. Mum tutted and said things were different ‘in her day’, plus
         they’d had a two-year engagement. Privately I believed that Mum must have had time to waste or perhaps tiny doubts about my
         father which needed relieving; I had neither time nor doubts so didn’t see a need for a lengthy engagement. Alison hinted
         that we might be in lust rather than love but I dismissed her cynical insinuations with a giggly laugh; secretly I pitied
         Alison for not having experienced such a glorious free-fall. By default my father was the most encouraging of our speedy nuptials;
         his only comment being that maybe if I married I’d finally start thinking about a real job. He never missed an opportunity to let me know that he didn’t think working behind a bar was a particularly admirable
         way to fill the day.
      

      
      My father was right, I was thinking about a real job: a series of bambini – one popped out straight after the next. I did not want to be an old mum, like mine had been, and while I had two siblings
         the age gap was such that I might as well have been an only child. I wanted a bursting, boisterous house full of kids. I didn’t
         bother telling my folks that, they’d only have worried about whether Roberto’s relatively junior job in advertising would
         bring in an adequate salary to support a family. Since everyone seemed intent on worrying and finding fault with our union I didn’t
         want to add fuel to the fire. I abhorred the lack of romance in my nearest and dearest. That’s why Roberto was so perfect
         for me. We were both very romantic and impetuous. We recognized and admired each other’s daring souls.
      

      
      To me, it was delightfully simple. We were desperately, totally, firmly in love. He, like all Italians, adored my curly blonde
         hair and freckles. He couldn’t keep his hands off me and his constant physical attention seemed to have a material effect
         on my body. My breasts seemed fuller and more responsive; Roberto only had to walk into the room and my nips seemed to spring
         to attention like rookie soldiers in the presence of an officer. My waist appeared tighter, my stomach flatter. I existed
         in a constant state of heightened sexuality. He was charmed at the way I pronounced ‘mobile’ and ‘potato’, he liked it that
         I could explain English humour to him and he loved the way I smiled all the time. He didn’t mind that I didn’t have an impressive
         degree or job. He found my obsession with all things Italian charming, flattering. He agreed that I’d make a great mum. Everything
         about me delighted him, nothing about me irritated him. And it was so lovely to be so thoroughly approved of.
      

      
      And for my part, I simply adored Roberto. He was the embodiment of everything I’d long dreamed of. I was mad about his voice
         (sort of huskily heartfelt but not cheesy). I worshipped his eyes, which always focused on me, and I loved his shoulders and
         back, which seemed strong and perfectly in proportion to his waist. His feet were neat. His cheekbones just the right side
         of angular. His clothes were immaculate and his hair was glossy to the point where I found it a trial not to stretch out and touch some
         part of him every time we were in the same room. He was everything I’d ever fantasized about. Loving him was easy.
      

      
      We married in the UK, which was not in fact my dream. I wanted to get married in Italy. I saw myself click-clacking through
         a piazza in a flowing white gown and high heels. I’d be holding Roberto’s hand and giggling as we led the wedding party to
         a stupendous trattoria for the enormous wedding breakfast. Onlookers would cheer and clap, wish us well and throw rice. We’d drink fine wines and
         eat for hours. Then we’d dance in the street, the evening would be warm long after the sun had gone down. Except Roberto pointed
         out that I’m not Catholic and in those days there were requirements that had to be met in terms of instruction classes, etc.
         if I wanted to marry in a Catholic church. It wasn’t practical for us both to leave our jobs for months before the wedding
         just to attend instruction classes. Besides, I couldn’t speak the language (I kept meaning to take lessons but never found
         the time) and the service would be in Italian or even Latin.
      

      
      The matter was settled when my father started to suffer from seizures thanks to his dicky heart. The seizures were mild and
         he was probably well enough to travel, but somehow I couldn’t see him dancing in the streets and struggling to communicate
         in Italian with his new in-laws at seventy-five years old. I figured (or actually Roberto reasoned) a more sedate Church of
         England wedding in my parents’ local village church was the most realistic option. I knew Roberto was being the perfect son-in-law
         by putting Dad’s health first and so I could hardly stubbornly hang on to my dream. I comforted myself with the thought that we could have the children baptized in Italy
         and we could parade through a piazza then.
      

      
      I was surprised so few of Roberto’s family could make it to the wedding. His father had died when Roberto was fourteen, but
         his mother was still living with her very elderly father and Roberto’s sister, Paolina. Apparently the row that had caused
         Roberto to come to England and pursue a career independent of his family’s business could not be forgotten in just six months.
         Around the time of our engagement Roberto made a number of calls to his mother. Even without a degree in the Italian language
         I understood from his tones that Roberto begged and cajoled his mother to come to our wedding. To no avail.
      

      
      I wrapped my arms around his neck and tried to comfort him.

      
      ‘Maybe we should wait until you and your mother sort this thing out before we get married,’ I offered, although secretly dying
         at the idea of delaying the wedding for a single moment.
      

      
      ‘Pointless,’ said Roberto. He didn’t elaborate and I didn’t pursue.

      
      Still, I had expected a host of aunts and uncles, cousins and godparents to attend. Italians do family, don’t they? None came. They pleaded the lack of notice as an excuse, but I suspected Roberto’s row with his mother
         had sent shockwaves through the family. I pretended to accept their excuses at face value rather than force Roberto into another
         tricky confrontation. For all the hours we’d spent talking about just about every subject under the sun in the previous six
         months, I’d never found the right time to probe into the exact nature of the ‘stifling’ family or the need to be away from them. Roberto had assumed I understood.
         An urgency for gory detail would somehow taint that assumption of connection. I chose to leave well alone. It would all come
         out in the wash, eventually. I didn’t have to concern myself. Thank goodness, four or five of Roberto’s Italian friends did
         come to the wedding; most brought wives and multiples of children, so his side of the church didn’t look too stark in the
         end.
      

      
      Some brides say that their wedding day did not meet their expectations. Perhaps the stress and hype just proves too much.
         Not me; my day was blissful. I loved every moment from dawn to dusk and beyond. My hair gleamed, my husband was handsome,
         my dress flattering. The flowers were fragrant, friends delighted, relatives sober. It was perfect. As I stepped down the
         church steps I took a deep breath. Perhaps it’s just because the air in the Midlands is cleaner than in London, but I swear
         that I breathed in a pungent smell of possibility and I whispered to myself, ‘Bring it on. Happily ever after, here I come.’
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      When I close my eyes and think of the happily ever after shebang, there are at least a dozen plump bambini in the picture but our happily ever after has not produced offspring with thick dark curls and velvet eyes. Nor any other
         type, come to that.
      

      
      I’d be a good mother. I know I would. I love babies, all babies. I’ve never come across one that I didn’t think was just one hundred per cent adorable. I don’t even mind if they
         are screaming, smelly or ugly. In fact I don’t accept that there are ugly ones (although Alison swears there isn’t any other
         kind) – I think there are just some that haven’t grown into their looks yet. And I adore kids. Lots of women like babies but not kids – or the other way round – but I don’t mind. I like them when they are
         tottering or tearing about. When they are lisping their first few words or when they are incessantly repeating the latest
         catchphrase from some awful cartoon. I even like teenagers. I just want a family. A noisy, messy, demanding, big family. It’s what I’ve always wanted. Isn’t the passeggiata parade at five o’clock with said noisy, messy, demanding, big family part of the Italian deal?
      

      
      And Roberto is an ideal dad candidate, too. He also likes kids – Italians do, don’t they? And as he is patient, kind and fun
         – all my friends’ kids love him.
      

      
      We’ve been trying for years, in fact we’ve always tried, right back from our very first carnal encounter, which might have been a tad irresponsible but at the time responsibility was not on my mind. The physical attraction between the
         two of us was so absolute that we got naked within about six hours of first clapping eyes on one another and pretty much stayed
         that way until I had to get up to put my wedding dress on. But still no babies.
      

      
      Everyone knows someone who can’t get pregnant. It’s the latest epidemic, but its common or garden nature does not make the
         situation any less heartbreaking; I think it makes it more so. Sympathy is exhausted. Hearing that a couple are struggling
         to conceive (I’m very careful with the use of the word infertile) is a bit like hearing that a kid has food allergies. You’re
         sympathetic but also slightly sceptical. I mean, there were no food allergies when we were kids, were there? Isn’t it possible
         that food allergies are a modern paranoia? And childlessness the same.
      

      
      I’ve read every article that has ever been written on the subject. I know that the decrease in childbearing is because women
         are now taking responsibility for contraception (already explained that this is not my case) or that they have selfishly put
         their careers before their family life (what career?) or that they have delayed too long because they were constantly at the
         hairdresser’s or the beautician’s or some other hopelessly indulgent pursuit (not true, not true!). The only conclusion I
         can reach is that I really ought to buy a different newspaper; something less misogynist would be nice. Other articles suggest
         that it might be the filthy Thames water lowering the sperm count, but Roberto drinks mineral water. Or the eight hours a
         day that he spends in front of a laptop might be to blame. Apparently something nasty is emitted and is gnawing at his manhood,
         but the guy at the desk next to his has four kids, including twins. It might be additives in convenience food (bad wife, lazy wife) or it might be our stressful
         lifestyles, but we are not a stressy couple, at least, we weren’t.
      

      
      Or it could just be bad luck.

      
      It turns out it’s just bad luck.

      
      We’ve had all the tests. After two years of not conceiving we started the battery of examinations that many couples endure
         in order to discover why they aren’t being blessed with a bundle. Poor Roberto – neither of us particularly enjoyed the experience
         but I always think men find medical intrusion much harder to bear. I’m not saying I enjoyed peeing into pots, giving blood
         and handing over all sorts of bodily samples but at least I’d had years of smear tests to erode my dignity by way of preparation.
         Before our fertility tests the most intrusive thing a doctor had ever done to Roberto was tap his knee to test his reflexes.
      

      
      There’s no need for me to go into exactly what we had to tolerate; as I said, everyone knows someone who has endured this
         modern torture. Everyone knows it’s embarrassing, heartbreaking, painful, soulless and ultimately – for us at least – inconclusive.
         It turns out there’s nothing wrong with either of us. When I first heard this I was delighted. If there was nothing wrong
         then we must be all right. We were told to take a holiday and have more sex. Naturally, we were happy to follow doc’s orders.
         But after another year of going at it like rabbits and still no baby it dawned on me that being told there was nothing wrong
         with either of us was disastrous. If there was nothing wrong, how could we be fixed? And we did need fixing.
      

      
      
      We returned to the doctors and asked for more tests. We wanted to know what our choices were; we wanted more options. We were
         given an explanation that under other circumstances would have been almost funny. Ultimately, after prolonged consultations
         with a large number of experts, the diagnosis they settled on was ‘unexplained infertility’.
      

      
      ‘What exactly does that mean?’ asked Roberto. He didn’t bother to hide his irritation and frustration. I took his hand in
         mine and gently squeezed. I wanted him to remain polite with the doctor. I wanted the doctor to know we were good and nice
         people who deserved a baby. I thought that showing any irritation might jinx us.
      

      
      The doctor sighed and said, ‘Unexplained is exactly that. It’s self-explanatory.’ He shrugged apologetically. ‘Physically
         there’s nothing stopping either one of you conceiving a child. Elizabeth is ovulating on time. Your sperm count is fine. There’s
         no sign of tube damage or endometriosis. Everything is in order. You’re a healthy young couple.’ He pushed his glasses further
         up his nose and looked doubtful. ‘Thirty per cent of infertility is unexplained.’
      

      
      ‘That is ridiculous,’ snapped Roberto. ‘There must be more you can do.’

      
      The doctor shrugged. He looked as tired and worn as we did. I wanted him to reassure and encourage, like some sort of sports
         coach, but I got the feeling that he knew we were dropping down the fertility league tables and he couldn’t brook our relegation.
         He sighed.
      

      
      ‘We could run a test and see if Elizabeth’s vaginal fluids repel your sperm; that’s often the answer in cases such as this.’

      
      
      If he was intending to be more specific about exactly what this test would entail or whether he could offer us a treatment
         depending on the results of the test, he wasn’t given the chance. Roberto leapt from the chair as though someone had put thousands
         of volts through it, grabbed my arm and dragged me from the surgery.
      

      
      Out on the street it suddenly seemed miserably cold. An autumn wind scratched my skin and I watched leaves and litter skittering
         across the road. The doctor’s ugly words stood on the pavement with us, more real than the longed-for pram with a chubby baby
         inside. Roberto swore, repeatedly and in Italian. He kicked a discarded, crushed can and then a wall. For a split second I
         wondered if he wanted to kick me or at least my hideous repelling juices.
      

      
      ‘Va fanculo stupid doctor,’ he muttered time and time again. ‘He know nothing. Nothing.’ Roberto finally dragged his eyes to mine. He stopped cursing and pulled me to his lips. The swearing and blaspheming was
         swallowed as he kissed me passionately. He flagged a cab, bundled me into it and gave our home address. I didn’t realize I
         was crying until the tears splashed on to my hands, which were folded on my lap. I guess I was practising self-restraint.
         If my hands were free to flay I might have caused myself harm. What good was I? What was the point of me? Roberto resumed
         the muttering and vicious swearing and maintained it at a ferocious level for the entire journey. We were, most likely, terrifying.
         We must have been, because even the cabbie (normally an irrepressible breed) did not dare to pass bigotries or pleasantries.
      

      
      We were barely through the door before Roberto started loosening his belt and pulling up my skirt. He yanked down my knickers and entered me almost immediately. We had sex on the stairs; urgently and angrily he rode me hard
         and fast. The sweat ran down his back and slipped between his buttocks. I clasped him tightly and tried to ignore the friction
         burns that were developing on my shoulders and elbows. He thrust over and over again, as though he was chasing something.
         Perhaps he wanted to go deeper than ever before. Perhaps he sought to be nearer than ever before. It was clear he thought
         that he was battling my murderous juices. His needy rutting was not exciting or fulfilling, it was desperate. It put me in
         mind of Alice chasing the crazy White Rabbit. I’m late. I’m late. I heard him repeatedly mutter the names of saints. He sometimes did this to delay orgasm, which I’d always thought sweet
         and amusing. I liked the fact that he found me so desirable he had to employ particular techniques to prolong our pleasure.
         That day I listened carefully and soon realized that this time he wasn’t trying to counter the carnal by thinking holy thoughts;
         he was praying.
      

      
      ‘This time, please God,’ he whispered. Roberto and I locked eyes. His face was swimming through my tears. He kissed the wetness
         from my cheeks. ‘This time please God. We need this baby.’
      

      
      After he came he collapsed on to me. His body, a dead weight, desperate to make a new life. He lay still for some moments
         before he summoned the energy to struggle to stand. Still in his socks, with his trousers around his ankles, he impatiently
         kicked his clothes away and then carried me, like a new bride, to our bedroom.
      

      
      There, we made love slowly and carefully for the entire afternoon. He kissed and caressed me, as though he was trying to wipe
         away the doctor’s filthy words. With each stroke he tried to ease the misery of our uncooperative bodies and ward off the desolate thought of a childless future. His
         touch patched me and comforted me for brief seconds at a time and – when I let my self-hate recede – his touch excited me.
      

      
      He expertly eased me from one position to the next, leaving me feeling delicate and ladylike (not true – I’m reasonably sturdy
         and solid); he appeared powerful and controlling. It was brilliant of him to know that I needed to feel feminine and he needed
         to feel masculine. The months of tests had eroded those roles and the doctor’s words had desexed us in a final fatal blow.
      

      
      He slowly took off the remainder of my clothes and his. He made a long, lingering trail of kisses up and down my body. He’d
         always been a conscientious and careful lover but that day he took us to a new level. He cupped my breasts as though he’d
         never held them before. He trailed his fingers along my spine and over my buttocks. He seemed to anticipate where I needed
         to be touched next and the pressure I required him to apply. Moaning softly, roving leisurely, so gently, as though he had
         all the time in the world to spend on me, his long fingertips finally provoked, and tugged, and spun me into overdrive. He
         made me feel wanted, needed. Thrilled and thrilling. I came and then came again. With each wave of orgasm we hoped, wished
         and prayed that we were creating. We wanted to believe that the doctor’s hateful analysis could be willed away, that if we
         loved long enough, deep enough and hard enough we’d make a life. It was the best sex we’d ever had or certainly had since.
         It felt clean, purposeful and important. I felt passionate, consumed and joyful.
      

      
      But there was still no baby.

   



      
      
      5

      
      We stopped talking about it. Roberto greeted the period after my right royal seeing-to in silence. He watched me throw a box
         of Tampax into the supermarket trolley but did not comment. There was nothing left to say.
      

      
      Thirty-two with no children wouldn’t actually be too bad if I wasn’t married. Then people would satisfy their curiosity about
         my life by constantly asking me if I’d ‘met anyone special?’ Then you fast-forward six months and the same people would be
         able to ask, ‘Have you named a day?’ There’s a natural progression to conversations about relationships. Everyone knows the
         script. After discussing bridesmaids’ dresses and the honeymoon for a reasonable period of time, the next question is always,
         ‘Are you thinking of starting a family, any time soon?’ But Roberto and I have been married for six years and it’s obvious
         to everyone if we were thinking of starting a family ‘any time soon’ then our plans are not panning out. It’s embarrassing
         all around really. People don’t know what to say to me any more. My barrenness renders them dumb.
      

      
      So, for the last three years, I’ve pretty much confined my emotional meltdowns to the occasional outburst to Alison. If I
         have too much to drink or if yet another one of our mutual friends falls pregnant then I might have a moan or even a bawl,
         but largely I suppress my feelings of hideous self-pity which constantly battle with murderous envy and blind fucking fury and I manage to attend baby showers with a smile on my face. It’s quite an achievement.
      

      
      I’m still trying for a baby. Correction, we are still trying for a baby. Only we don’t allow ourselves to indulge in imagining a family any more, at least not verbally.
         Roberto and I no longer talk about whether we need to move out of our small flat in order to have a proper-sized garden, we
         don’t comment on other kids’ behaviour and discuss what we’d do differently when we bring our own into the world. We don’t
         talk about Roberto wowing our kids and their friends with his cooking skills, nor do we discuss how we’ll spend family Christmases.
      

      
      I still discreetly take my temperature every morning. I pee on a stick quite often too. I wait for the results. If I didn’t
         feel ill before all of this became necessary, by now it would be easy to imagine that I have something seriously threatening.
         I try and have sex when there is (according to the books) the best chance of my conceiving but I know that Roberto can become
         resentful of this approach. So, while I know that my most fertile time is eight to eleven days after my period (and I try
         to have sex every night around that time), I still try to slip in a quick one at least once a week, just so he doesn’t see
         a pattern develop.
      

      
      Roberto continues to think that we should just have spontaneous loving whenever the mood takes us. He reckons that’s more
         natural and what will be, will be. He has greater faith in the big guy upstairs than I do. My money is on the scientists.
         Or the natural herbalists. Or the nutritionalists. Oh, OK, I do still have the occasional word with the big guy upstairs as
         well. I’ll take anyone’s help. On the up-side, I think Roberto’s grateful that we have an active sex life. Other couples who have been together as long as we have settle for once a week – tops. But then other
         couples who have been together as long as we have often have two kids demanding attention and breaking their sleep.
      

      
      Lucky buggers.

      
      Whenever I get my period I become insufferable. Many women are irrational, angry, spotty or greasy-skinned around this time;
         I realize that I am all of those things plus fat, clumsy, forgetful – oh yes – and heartbroken. Every period is a failed baby;
         each bleeding seems one step closer to a lonely old age. I’ve never enjoyed having to bleed like a split pig once a month;
         there was no great moment when my mum took me out to buy sanitary pads and high heels, or if there was, I’ve totally forgotten
         it. I can’t remember my first time; it was not a magnificent rite of passage, it was just life. Or so I thought. I accepted
         the embarrassment and inconvenience and downright mess of the whole business because I thought it was a necessary evil leading
         to what I most wanted in life. Now the hideous hassle of having to own two wardrobes – one to accommodate fat days – seems
         particularly galling and pointless.
      

      
      Children anchor you. I’m weightless. Floaty. Like a balloon on a string hovering above rooftops, I need my string to be held
         by a chubby child hand. Everyone who has ever seen a floating balloon knows it’s going to burst any moment. Balloons need
         hands.
      

      
      I wish I could embrace my childless state. After all, we’re still young; lots of our friends haven’t even started thinking
         about having babies yet. Many of our friends rent cottages for cosy weekends away in the Cotswolds in the winter and go scuba-diving in exotic locations in the summer. Many still sit in noisy bars and drink until they fall
         off their stools, but it’s different for them. Those friends sit in noisy bars because they have a choice. They believe that
         the moment they do want to procreate they just have to stop drinking, pop some folic acid and zinc and then have a shag. And
         you know what? It normally turns out that way too. It seems that all my friends are as fertile as a 50 kilo bag of Miracle-Gro
         garden fertilizer.
      

      
      Roberto and I do not have a choice. We sit in noisy bars because there’s no point sitting at home, listening to the emptiness
         of rooms that should be filled with kids’ chatter. I know I should probably train at something and then throw myself into
         my career. At the very least we should sling on backpacks and run around Australia. But I don’t want to. I want to sling on
         a Baby Bjorn and stroll around Kensington Gardens with all the other yummy mummies.
      

      
      My friends who have kids try to tell me that being a parent is not always all it’s cracked up to be. They grumble about their
         lack of independence and the endless nights of broken sleep but then they undo all their work in one unguarded glance. I see
         them look at their kids and it’s clear that they adore them. Worship them. They love being mothers and would not swap their babies for all the riches imaginable. I watch couples pushing kids in prams. I’m not
         insensible, I know that many of those couples are bewildered and bickering. Sleep-deprived and bitchy. But I long to have
         a domestic about who changes the next nappy.
      

      
      Alison does not share my longing for a child. She stopped being a waitress when we were twenty-two and now she’s got this incredibly well-paid, stimulating, meaningful role advising Britain’s farmers about marketing their organic
         produce. PR director or something, for . . . oh, I forget. Not the Soil Association but a similar body. Anyway, it’s very worthwhile
         and she makes a difference. I know that much. She’s always being asked for comment in the Guardian. My brother, Max, couldn’t hide the fact that he was genuinely impressed and somewhat bemused by our friendship. He doesn’t
         credit me with serious friends, or anything serious, come to that, except maybe a serious overdraft. He couldn’t help himself,
         he actually asked me what we find to talk about. I told him mostly we talk about lipstick and her lesbian lovers. This isn’t
         strictly true. We do talk about lipstick and Alison is a lesbian but we talk about other things too. I just wanted to shock
         him into being less patronizing. Just because I don’t have a child my family think I am one.
      

      
      I once asked Alison if she thought it was her fulfilling job or her sexuality that made her disinclined to have kids.

      
      ‘My job, I think. Oh, yes, and lack of partner. I wouldn’t fancy doing it alone. I’d want to be with someone who wanted to
         co-parent. But maybe it is my sexuality that means I don’t have the same desire to subjugate all my needs, to care for someone
         else or several someone elses, in a set-up that has been crushing women’s creativity and eroding their independence since
         time began.’
      

      
      I can’t believe the way she talks about family life.

      
      Alison and I agree to differ on this issue and many others. Sometimes I think Max has a point, and even I wonder how the hell
         we’ve managed to stay friends for so long. We are so dissimilar. She thinks marriage and family life are the devil’s work; a family home – modern take on hell. Or at least she would think that if she didn’t completely
         reject any concept of an afterlife as anything other than superstitious nonsense, fence-sitting or delusion. I really think
         there’s a possibility that there’s life on other planets, Jesus seemed a nice man and I’d never walk under a ladder. I haven’t
         got the confidence to go it alone without superstition and conjecture. I don’t see any appeal in being a corporate slave,
         not even for a worthy corporation (although I do think she wears lovely suits). She’s Old Labour. I’m a floating voter who
         often forgets to vote at all. She can point out any city in the world on a map and she can tell you most of the main historical
         events that have taken place there. My understanding of geography is limited to which act each country is putting forward
         for the Eurovision Song Contest.
      

      
      Yet we love each other.

      
      I think she appreciates the fact that I wasn’t freaked out when she slipped out of the closet, aged twenty-three. Unlike many
         of her friends, I did not avoid her calls, make jokes about wearing dungarees or try to convince her that she just hadn’t
         met the right man yet. Nor did I exclaim that she is too pretty to be a lesbian (as her mother insisted). Alison is very pretty, but if anything, only a woman would appreciate her true beauty. My best friend being gay has never been a problem
         for me, although it does cause other people more than a moment’s discomfort. Her girlfriends (few and far between) are suspicious
         of me, as she always prioritizes our relationship over her latest lurve interest. She is not the sort to fall off the friendship
         radar only to reappear again a few months later, shamefaced and in need of a box of tissues.
      

      
      
      Alison and I defy stereotypes. She is gay, but despite clichés, she’s not in the slightest bit promiscuous (this has always
         disappointed my old boyfriends and even Roberto, who secretly long for me to fall off the heterosexual log just long enough
         for them to film something saucy); Alison rarely gets any action at all. I, however, have not gone longer than a few weeks
         since I was eighteen. I’m not promiscuous either, but I have always been a serial monogamist. The most generous way of describing
         the pair of us is I’m romantic, she’s choosy.
      

      
      Time counts. The fact that we have known each other for eleven years means a lot. Neither of us has any family in London.
         Roberto and I are her adopted family, she’s ours. We’ve seen one another through the good, the bad and the ugly. She’s probably
         the person who knows me best in the world, including Roberto, which is something he’d be horrified to hear. She’s the person
         I ring when I get my period.
      

      
      ‘Hiya,’ I mutter. I don’t bother to introduce myself, the mobile does that, and anyway of course we know each other’s voices.

      
      There’s a pause. I can hear Alison type something. I bet she’s checking her electronic diary.

      
      ‘You got your period,’ she says with sympathy. I nod but can’t trust myself to speak. For the last two months I’ve been struggling
         to swallow a herb called agnus castus (also known as chaste tree berry, which seems a bit odd to me considering it’s a herb
         that’s supposed to assist in impregnation). The herb tastes like a witch’s vile brew and smells so badly that Roberto threatened
         to divorce me if I continued stewing the thing in the kitchen. Alison knows all of this and she’s been supportive of me as
         I tried this latest fix. Occasionally she lets her guard slip and I catch her throwing out a glance which is clearly questioning
         my sanity, but most of the time she manages to pretend to be optimistic.
      

      
      ‘This month’s herb of choice didn’t cut it, hey?’ Alison states the obvious. I appreciate the effort she makes in keeping
         up with my treatments and remedies. She gets me a great discount on my organic veg boxes too. ‘Isn’t agnus castus supposed
         to help restore hormone imbalance?’ she asks. She really must take notes when I blub.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ I mumble.

      
      ‘But you don’t have a hormone imbalance, honey. The doctor said there was nothing wrong like that.’

      
      ‘Well, he might have been mistaken,’ I groan. ‘Something is wrong, clearly. I’ll try anything.’

      
      I’m in an internet café and I’m looking at a web page entitled ‘The Natural Way to Assist Fertility’. When I first discovered the site a few months back, I’d been quite excited. I know most of the sites related to my problem
         and have digested all the advice available. This site was new and therefore whispered possibility. There’s a picture of a
         lady doctor wearing a white coat and a big smile. She’s quite curvy, subliminally suggesting that she’s given birth at least
         a dozen times. She’s sat in the middle of a green alpine forest and exudes an aura of calm and confidence. I believed in her.
      

      
      ‘The herb also helps increase fertility, it says so here,’ I hiss-whisper to Alison. I’m aware that I am in a public place
         but I’m not as embarrassed as I probably should be. I’ve cried in much busier places.
      

      
      ‘The website claims that the herb might assist. There’s a difference.’ I know what she’s doing. She’s trying to blame the website for my raised hopes so that I don’t feel like a fool or a failure. ‘Are there any statistics to back up this claim?’
      

      
      ‘In one study forty-eight women, diagnosed with infertility, took agnus castus daily for three months; seven of them became
         pregnant during that time and twenty-five regained normal progesterone levels.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’ She doesn’t comment that the survey was conducted with an insubstantial number of women to be considered scientifically
         robust. She doesn’t point out that forty-one of the candidates did not fall pregnant. Or that we have no idea about these
         women’s case histories or records of fertility. She doesn’t say that basically I’m clutching at straws; she doesn’t have to.
      

      
      ‘Fancy a coffee?’ she asks.

      
      ‘Have you got time?’

      
      ‘I can make time.’

      
      We quickly decide on a coffee house near Alison’s office. As I put the phone down and grab my purse and Oyster Card I consider
         for a moment that it must be fantastic to be Alison. She is so important she can make her own agenda at work and just pop
         out to see her weepy mate whenever she likes, she just has to tell her PA to field her calls. Then I consider that until I
         go into the restaurant tonight I am my own boss and I don’t even have calls to field. I must have the better deal.
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      Alison’s office is just off High Street Kensington. On a good day that’s a twenty-five-minute bus ride from our flat in Chiswick;
         when the traffic gods are feeling cranky it can take up to an hour. Luckily, while it’s a week before Christmas, it’s not
         snowing or raining and there are extra buses to accommodate Christmas shoppers. Even so I arrive after Alison. She’s already
         ordered two cappuccinos and two large slices of cake; hers is carrot cake, mine is chocolate. She knows I always need chocolate
         when my period starts.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, as she pushes the gooey cake across the table towards me. The plate drags through someone else’s coffee
         spillage.
      

      
      I thank her and try to ignore the fact that the café is heaving with new mums and young children. Groups of women, about my
         age or younger, sit flaunting their fertility; probably just to spite me. I must not cry. It would embarrass Alison. I blink
         furiously and try to bash back the tears and sadness. I can’t help myself, I automatically make a tally; there are three toddlers,
         one baby sleeping in a pushchair, one baby hooked on to its mother’s veiny boob and a pregnant woman. I’d put her at thirty-two
         weeks, as she’s blooming. Alison follows my gaze. I see her shudder involuntarily. She just doesn’t get it.
      

      
      ‘Maybe we should have gone somewhere else,’ she says.

      
      ‘No point, it’s the same everywhere,’ I admit with a sigh. ‘Mums and kids are teeming all over the place. Besides, it’s not just women with bumps or babies that I envy. It’s every
         woman who has ever produced. I envy the middle-aged ones who brag about their kids’ A-level results and grandmothers who link
         arms with their grandson as they mooch across the road. Mothers are everywhere and they just go on and on.’
      

      
      Whereas I don’t see a way of continuing. Don’t cry. Just don’t bloody cry, I silently and fiercely instruct myself.

      
      ‘Mums and babies don’t frequent my kind of bar,’ says Alison with a rueful grin. She means the type of place where people
         spill drinks down your back as they hassle to get to a seat.
      

      
      ‘I wish I was more like you,’ I tell her as I bite into the cake. Chocolate oozes around my mouth and a large blob falls on
         to my lap. I don’t care. I greedily cram more into my mouth. I want everything to be sweeter.
      

      
      ‘You mean you want to start fantasizing about having sex with Kylie Minogue?’

      
      I consider it for a fraction of a second, Kylie is such a good dresser she deserves that sort of respect. ‘No, not that. I
         envy your serenity. You don’t know how painful it is to long for something so badly.’
      

      
      Alison shoots me a warning look. I know I test even her patience. I guess it is a bit presumptuous assuming that she doesn’t
         understand the meaning of longing. I know that she’s coveted jobs or women in the past but my point is she’s never wanted
         anything for six consecutive years. I try to joke off my previous comment.
      

      
      ‘Some women long for strong stomach muscles or thinner thighs; I just want a swelling belly and leaky boobs.’ Alison doesn’t
         interrupt, which is encouragement enough. I fiddle with the strap of my handbag and add, ‘I just feel I’m missing out.’
      

      
      ‘How can you miss what you’ve never had?’

      
      ‘There’s nothing easier. Did this have to happen just before Christmas?’ I wail.

      
      ‘Well, there’s always next month. New year, new start. Everyone hates January, it’s a miserable month; nothing but debt and
         diets. You can spend the entire month in bed making babies.’
      

      
      I can’t be cheered. It’s not that easy. Alison reaches for my hand and gives it a little pat. ‘Kath, at work, miscarried.’

      
      She’s telling me this to make me feel if not better, at least not alone. She wants me to know that there are hundreds – no
         thousands – of women out there in the same or similar boats to mine but she doesn’t know that I’ve even sunk so low as to
         loathe women who are lucky enough to have miscarried; how sick is that? My reasoning is at least they know they can conceive.
         I’m brutal, debased. I should be sad for this Kath, who I’ve only met once, and all the other women like her. I should empathize
         with their acute grief but my desperation has driven me past the ability to be decent.
      

      
      I manage to mutter, ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ but then I feel compelled to turn the conversation back to me.

      
      ‘I feel I’m letting everyone down.’

      
      ‘Roberto?’

      
      ‘Certainly.’ I shudder.

      
      Now here’s the thing, the one thing I haven’t managed to confide in a soul, not even Alison. I dwell on the issue of my childlessness
         incessantly. I continually consider possible methods of conceiving, anything from IVF to sex on a pagan burial site in the light of a full moon. I spend hours fantasizing about giving birth, naming, dressing, feeding
         the child. I have my day-dreams developed to such a detailed level that I can imagine her room in college and his first car.
         But when it comes to Roberto, my mind goes blank. I cannot think about him and the baby, or rather the lack of baby. I cannot
         think what I’m depriving him of. It’s just too hideous. The doctor said my juices repelled his sperm. Thinking about his valiant,
         battling sperm and my hideous murdering juices leaves me struggling for breath. I try to push the thought away but it’s too
         late, a tear slaps down on to my crumb-filled plate. I’m like a leaky ship.
      

      
      ‘You can’t go on like this,’ says Alison crossly. ‘You can’t spend the next fifteen years of your life living round twenty-eight-day
         cycles, punctuated with nothing other than peeing on sticks and weeping into your coffee. Something has to change.’
      

      
      I know. I sniff and nod, not risking words that would surely be accompanied by a torrent of tears. I know she’s right. But
         knowing something is sometimes harder than not knowing.
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      ‘I’ve been fired,’ says Roberto the moment he walks through the door.

      
      I am trying to dash out of the same door and I’m already fifteen minutes late for work. I’m meant to be helping out in the
         kitchen tonight before I start on the tables. The sous chef (a grandiose title for dogsbody) resigned yesterday, in a blur
         of knives and insults. We have three office parties booked in for their Christmas do. It’s going to be manic. People are depending
         on me. I can’t be late.
      

      
      I sink on to the nearest chair.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Well, fired, redundant, let up. What is it you English say when you don’t want to say what you mean?’

      
      ‘Let go?’

      
      ‘Yes, that’s it. Regrettable, valued employee, etc., etc. Reasonable package but there’s the door. Effective from immediately.’

      
      ‘The week before Christmas!’

      
      ‘Quite a gift, hey?’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘It wasn’t just me. Nothing personal. Mark, Ella, Drew. A whole gang in production and someone in accounts too. We’ve lost
         three major clients in ten days.’
      

      
      Roberto works (or, I suppose, rather more accurately, worked) in a trendy advertising company. It’s all glass walls, unisex loos and flat-screen TVs in the reception. I’m too intimidated to visit often, let alone socialize with his
         colleagues, so I have to confess I’m not exactly certain how it all works. I know he’s in the account management department.
         And I know that he’s not the guy who comes up with the idea, or the guy that writes the ad, or the guy that films it, so I
         suppose he does the other bit. He calls it the client interface bit, i.e. he is paid to make the client happy and encourage
         said client to spend money. It’s a serious blow to the agency’s revenue if three clients have withdrawn their business in
         a short space of time; I can see that question marks will have hovered over the account management department’s performance.
      

      
      It would be disloyal to say so. Instead, I rush to hug him. He accepts the hug for a brief moment, then brushes me away and
         heads towards the fridge.
      

      
      ‘I need a drink.’

      
      Roberto’s job is not what my parents consider a serious job and it’s not what anyone would consider a well-paid job. Or at
         least it wasn’t until last month, when Roberto was promoted from an account manager (paid a pittance, treated like dirt) to
         an account director (paid a wedge, treated to lunch). It was only three short weeks ago that he came home with champagne and
         a bonus to celebrate. I curse the fickle nature of the industry. Mark, Ella and Drew are all account directors too. I see
         that they have all become too expensive to save.
      

      
      ‘Oh well, it’s not the end of the world,’ I comment. The end of the world is getting your period; nothing much else bothers
         me. I accept the glass of wine Roberto is proffering; it’s clear that I can’t go into work now, Roberto needs my support.
      

      
      
      Roberto shoots me an odd look. ‘You are right, Elizabeth, it is not the end of the world but I am very disappointed.’ He’s
         clamping his mouth together and I can see the pulse in his neck flicker. He looks like he’s swallowed a frog.
      

      
      ‘Well, it’s not like we had time to get used to the salary, we’re used to managing on not much.’ And it’s not like I’m pregnant
         or we have school fees to find.
      

      
      ‘I’m sick of managing and getting up,’ snaps Roberto.

      
      ‘You mean getting by.’ I correct Roberto automatically and then I consider he might mean getting up. I sometimes don’t want
         to get up but, surely not; Roberto isn’t the depressed type.
      

      
      ‘I’d like a car and a decent stereo. I’d like to live in a home with more than one bedroom.’

      
      I’m startled. I suppose it’s true to say that when Roberto and I stopped discussing trying for a baby we gave up a number
         of other big conversations as well.
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