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  Jason Davis was born in Adelaide in 1971 and has continued his good form ever since. After escaping Mullumbimby High School in 1988 during particularly rowdy bicentennial celebrations, Jason spent five years in the Royal Australian Air Force before scouring the country for a career that centred on the judicious use of fart jokes. He found it at Australian Mad magazine, which led to non-flatulence-related work at magazines and newspapers including the Qantas inflight magazine, The Sydney Morning Herald, The Sun-Herald and The Courier-Mail. 




  Jason lives in Brisbane with his wife and three (count-’em!) children and tries to keep out of harm’s way. 




  

    


  




  

    


  




  Preface




  This is a personal story. It chronicles Liz and my whiteknuckled ride strapped onto the clunky, well-worn metaphor that is the IVF rollercoaster. As any fertility specialist worth their progesterone will tell their patients, every cycle of IVF (or similar procedure) is unique. As such, this book does not set out to be a textbook or a definitive guide to the process, merely an extra piece of ammunition (and another dodgy metaphor) for couples to take into the IVF battle. In short, I tried to write the book that I wish we had read before we hit the frontlines. While the news from our pants continued to be disheartening, Liz and I always found it a great relief and a bit of a surprise to discover that we were not alone in our predicament.




  Ours is only one of thousands of stories from thousands of couples who have endured the IVF process. Had we known then what we know now, would we still have done it? Of course. As the many thousands of robin-bobin IVF parents around the country will tell you, there ain’t no mountain high enough. I would like to thank the following people for their help in producing this book: Dr Robert Watson for his medical expertise, grace and good humour – and for the original edition, Colette Vella for her eagle eye and Jo Paul for the quickest green light in the business. Their help was invaluable but any errors—then, or now—are mine alone. Thanks are also due to Kirsten Galliott, Ronnie Gramazio and Lesley McFadzean, without whom this book would not exist. I also thank Bart, Glen, Dave, Helen and Alana for being there when I needed them.




  This book is dedicated to my wife Elizabeth, without whom the volume before you—and my life, I suspect—would be a sad little affair. Why she married me I have yet to comprehend, although I now suspect a voodoo curse is involved.




  Good evening, ladies and sperms . . .




  

     

  




  

    


  




  

    You wouldn’t notice the doorway unless you had business inside. I’d lived in the next suburb for two years and never seen it standing there in wait, sandwiched discreetly between a travel agent and a place that sold designer bathroom fixtures. I wasn’t expecting a flashing neon arrow, heaven forbid, but the door was obviously designed to blend in—plain and grey and recessed into the space between shopfronts with only an ambiguous Mayne sign hanging from the awning to give it away.

  




  

    No, only those with pathology lab business would give it a second thought—doctors, couriers, lab staff and, of course, skittish men carrying warm jars of their own semen. Early on that hot weekday morning in January 2003, I found myself rushing along the main street of Sydney’s  Little Italy with a paper bag in my hand and a Mission: Impossible timer ticking in my head. My mission—and I had already accepted it—was to get my sperm sample into the hands of the lab boffins within 45 minutes, before my swimmers stopped doing laps and self-destructed.

  




  

    Around me, the inner-west suburb of Leichhardt was starting to come to life and get where it needed to go before the day turned into a real stinker. Espresso machines gargled, flowers were placed in buckets of water and lines were forming at the bakery for the day’s fresh ciabatta. Among the Latin gesturing and small-business hubbub, I hurried on.

  




  

    Liz and I had been married for sixteen months, and after nine months of officially sanctioned ‘trying’ for a baby there had been no sign that my sperm or her eggs were even on nodding terms. Things weren’t quite going to plan, so we resolved to ‘get checked out’ as the euphemism goes. Once the decision was made, I consigned it to the too-hard basket while she conscientiously made appointments, gained referrals and before I knew it was two months along her road of reproductive discovery. I dragged the chain for as long as I could, but eventually found myself in front of a quack, who furnished me with a plastic jar and a paper bag and sent me on my way.

  




  

    So there I was at the door to Mayne Pathology. For an instant I expected it to be locked, but it swung open easily and I entered with the confidence of a man who had just had one off the wrist and felt the need to show complete strangers the results.

  




  

    Inside, it was still 1986. The lab reception area reminded me of one of those side-street hairdressing salons that time forgot, but in place of a glowing scissors steriliser and faded posters of men with undulating New Romantic coifs were yellowing health posters, a stunted happy plant in a plastic pot and an unmanned front desk. The actual analysis of samples obviously took place in the rear of the establishment and that was where I tried to direct my frantic pinging of the reception bell. In 3.4 seconds I’d read all about CPR, chlamydia and the safe disposal of sharps and was hopping from foot to foot, trying to guess what the three old men sitting along one wall were doing there. Maybe they had a three-for-one coupon for a colon scraping and were waiting for their results sheet. Whoever they were, they had no qualms in staring unashamedly at the only thing of interest in the room—me. Just when I’d steeled myself to perform CPR on each and every one of my sperm, a large woman with even larger hair appeared and gently removed the bell from my reach.

  




  

    I thrust my bag forward. ‘My surname is Davis . . . a sample . . .’

  




  

    ‘Put your name, date and time of collection on it, have you?’ she bellowed. It was a voice that would have put Pavarotti to shame.

  




  

    Before I could answer, she ripped the jar from its paper bag and considered it thoughtfully. Then, with a puzzled look, she gave the jar a shake and held it up to the fluorescent light. Four pairs of eyes followed it skyward while I concentrated on counting the constituent molecules of the floor tiles.

  




  

    I can confidently say that a single volume-related wisecrack at that moment would have seen me spontaneously combust with embarrassment. Happily, the Maria Venuti of sperm analysis said nothing, content to roll my seed around and frown for several more excruciating seconds.

  




  

    I’m the first to admit that there were no volume records broken in the completion of my ejaculatory obligation but, in my defence, juggling a jar and your knob while having a wank in the spare bedroom with one eye on the clock to make sure you rendezvous with the 8.03 bus to the city does take some of the excitement out of the process.

  




  

    Mercifully, I was soon dismissed and I very nearly knocked Maria over in my hurry to slam the door on the rheumy stares of the Brothers Grim. Unfortunately I skidded to a stop on the pavement outside only to discover that the bus stop across the street was packed with Catholic schoolgirls. Now, I’ve caught enough public transport to know that giggling and behind-the-hand whispering are the two favourite pastimes of any brand of schoolgirl, but was it my imagination or had all eyes at this bus stop just turned to the slamming door across the road?

  




  

    


  




  

     

  




  

    Liz and I pretty much knew from the word go that we both wanted children. I think we knew this before we even formally discussed it. I assume we subconsciously felt each other out—even before we felt each other up—the way people do when they start to go out, searching for major ideological mismatches, incompatible fetishes or large caches of Nana Mouskouri albums.

  




  

    This process started on our first date, a momentous occasion for which I was very keen, quite late, and wearing wet pants.

  




  

    Allow me to explain.

  




  

    I was 28 and living alone in Randwick, in Sydney’s east, in a one-bedroom flat. I was a fairly normal single guy—think Tintin, without the plus-fours, exciting international adventures and little white dog. As a homeowner and enlightened male-type person, I had become reasonably domesticated and, it being 1999, I’d had the best part of a decade to absorb the occasional SNAGish tip for interacting with womenfolk. To make a good impression, I’d shelled out for a new shirt for the big date and even tossed my good jeans in the wash. God, I must have been keen.

  




  

    As the sun set on that Saturday, I ventured out to the line only to find that an afternoon’s sunshine had done little to dry my soggy strides. What’s worse, half an hour of frantic ironing made only a vague impression on the damp denim. Clearly, the more I ironed, the later I was going to be, so I was faced with the question that has dogged mankind throughout the ages: what is more important, punctuality or dry pants? By the time I chafed my way into the Clock Hotel in Surry Hills and sat down, I was both steaming at the groin and twenty minutes late.

  




  

    But it didn’t matter. Sitting at a table by herself was Elizabeth Herron, 26, absolutely radiant. I remember her there positioned in the centre of a spotlight, but that has to be a trick of memory. She was so beautiful I literally could not look her in the eye. Initially I sat across from her, examining my hands, the wall, the tabletop, trying to act natural so as not to appear out of my league but wanting to attract attention to us at the same time. After all, it wasn’t often I found myself out on the town with a vision of this calibre—a woman capable of eliciting envious looks from other blokes. It was almost like I wanted confirmation that it was actually happening.

  




  

    The sheer relief at finally getting there had me babbling like an idiot. In the half-hour we stayed before leaving for the restaurant, I think she knew more about me than was either wise or healthy at that point. If I’d thought about it at all, rather than being mesmerised by my own good fortune, I would have played it cooler. Who am I kidding—cool is not my strong suit. I’m more of a specialist in fool.

  




  

    One Indian banquet later and cool was even further off the agenda. It was one of the greatest feelings of my life.

  




  

    We’d agreed that Liz would be in charge of the after-dinner entertainment and she’d decided on the Sounds of Seduction 60s retro night at the Lansdowne Hotel, just out of the CBD at Broadway. Eeeeexcellent. She was playing right into my hands.

  




  

    Go-go dancers, lava lamps and beanbags I was prepared for, but the Russ Meyer clips projected onto the walls took us both by surprise. Which one of his highbrow epics we were watching I couldn’t say, but Pandora’s Peaks certainly figured prominently in the mix. Projected

  




  

    10-feet tall on the wall, there was enough light coming off those big white boobs to read the drinks menu by. I remember spending the best part of an hour dutifully looking anywhere but at the Meyer-fest before us and protesting that I couldn’t believe they would show that kind of stuff. Liz told me to shut up and dragged me onto the dance floor.

  




  

    We fell out of the place at around three and the evening culminated in a romantic stroll along Parramatta Road—just the carbon monoxide, cruising V8s and us. Being the king of romance that I am, at one point I followed a hunch and dragged my date into a boardedup doorway and had the snog of my life.

  




  

    And the best part? It was the snog of her life too.

  




  

    


  




  

     

  




  

    A year later, we were house-hunting.

  




  

    The commute between Liz’s job in western Sydney and me in the east had quickly lost its novelty value for Liz, who was doing most of the actual commuting. I had sold my flat a few months earlier after evil neighbours had hijacked my cat by feeding him chicken breast and fillet steak and adopted him out from under me. I was far too mad to stay, so I sold up and moved in with a mate in nearby Coogee. It was an ideal batch pad near the beach—full of sand, empty pizza boxes and bizarre fungus-based life forms growing in the bottom of the fridge—but it was even further from Drummoyne and The Lovely Liz, as she was now universally known. Something had to give, and Sydney’s relentless traffic had the final say.

  




  

    With two steady incomes behind us and the proceeds from the sale of my flat and my car, we pulled out the calculator and discovered that if we tightened our belts a notch we could just afford to buy one of the finest undercover parking spaces in the entire eastern suburbs. But Liz seemed stuck on the idea of bedrooms and a backyard, so we struck out further afield, and started hunting for a ‘handyman’s delight’ in the inner west. I figured all I’d have to do was kidnap a handyman and we’d be in business.

  




  

    Although Liz informs me we only looked for a month, the auctions and inspection-infested Saturdays from that and other house-hunting stints have blurred together in my brain to form a kind of numbing property twilight. I remember inspections and disappointments and the ritual humiliation of real estate snakes downplaying values to get us to auctions for the privilege of witnessing the first bid bust our upper-upper-stretch-a-bit-too-far limit. Gearing up for another such auction emasculation, we’d decided to do a quick inspection at a tiny cottage on an anorexic sliver of land in Lilyfield.

  




  

    O’Neill Street was a nice spot. It was leafy, relatively quiet when the passenger aircraft weren’t threatening to touch down on the roof, nice and wide and only a stone’s throw to a very big park. Sure, the park used to be a mental hospital and there was still one high-security ward there, but we’d been on the hunt long enough to know that these kinds of facts are considered semantics in the world of real estate.

  




  

    We got there before the agent, a flustered, bumbling sort of fellow who knew less about the property than we did. He had recently struck out on his own to form a small agency and the workload was clearly dragging him and his hairline into a premature middle age. He finally found a key that worked and flung the door open for us.

  




  

    Oh boy.

  




  

    Among the house’s major downfalls were, in no particular order, the rusty tin roof, dodgy guttering, up-and- down borer-riddled floorboards, the rotten and precarious fences and carport, and the Leaning Tower of Besser blocks retaining wall in the backyard. The living room floor was matted rental carpet over chipboard, the two substances fused together through a combination of mould and extreme foot traffic, and the kitchen was a lime-green Laminex 1970s special.

  




  

    It was ours by the end of the week.

  




  

    It was all Liz’s idea. Our general property inspection modus operandi was to give as little away as possible until we had a chance to confer on the walk back to the car, and O’Neill Street was no exception. The conversation went something like this:

  




  

    Me (holding nose): ‘Peee-ew. That’s a big “no way” on that stinker. Where’s the nearest pub around here anyway?’

  




  

    Liz: ‘Really? I thought it was pretty decent. You could do a lot with it.’

  




  

    And so it went. My brilliant, big-picture girlfriend saw the place’s potential: new floorboards here, a lick of paint and a half-kilo of plastique there. As a singlefronted cottage on a slice of land a mere 4.8 metres wide, what it had in abundance was cosiness. This is not difficult when you can reach out and touch both outer walls at once, but the cosy cottage feel counts for a lot. So we sold everything of any value we had accumulated during our entire lives and signed over legal custody of our souls to the bank.

  




  

    For us new cohabitants, the last six months of the millennium was all about coats of paint, throw rugs and flat-pack furniture. We were nesting. Liz surrounded herself in paint chips, I owned my first garden shed and we were actually getting along, living together, making a home.

  




  

    That’s not to say there wasn’t some adjusting going on. Liz was conscious of giving me a bit of space and I was conscious of not prompting the person who prepared most of the meals to reach for the Ratsak.

  




  

    Things were travelling so well that we soon felt the need to complicate matters with a pair of surrogate children.

  




  

    From the depressingly abundant stocks at the Animal Welfare League we plucked a street pup, a black-and-tan poodle cross who’d been found abandoned and malnourished. He would need a nice solid name in case the other puppies thought he was French or an interior designer, so we named him Bob. To keep him in line, at the RSPCA we discovered Matilda, a tiny black terrier cross with a tan face and comical John Howard-esque eyebrows—part gremlin, part Hairy Maclary, and maybe just a smattering of muskrat.

  




  

    We had the house and the dogs, as tiny and warped as they all were. There could be only one thing next on the agenda.

  




  

    


  




  

    •••

  




  

    


  




  

     

  




  

    The spectre of marriage was soon to raise its head, check its pocketwatch and call ‘time please’.

  




  

    Liz had, in no uncertain terms, ensured my intentions were long term when she fused her finances with mine in buying the house. I think the phrase ‘it needn’t happen overnight, but it will happen’ figured prominently in the conversation, and we weren’t talking hair care. But she had no reason to worry; I felt the same. I’d already told Liz I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her and I meant it.

  




  

    Since I began to realise that I wasn’t going to be in short pants my whole life, I had always seen myself becoming a father one day. During my childhood and into my adolescence, this notion crystallised from a vague aspiration into the desire for the ultimate familial cliché. When I imagined what it would be like to be a father, to really feel like the cornerstone of a family, I saw a scene straight out of Hollywood, one where I would arrive home after a hard day at work, drive past the white picket fence and park in the driveway of my handsome family home and be greeted by the loving wife and 2.4 kids rushing across the manicured lawn and into my arms. Sometimes there were two kids, sometimes four, but there was always green grass, white pickets and even whiter smiles.

  




  

    If I had the time or the inclination, I could probably identify many of the 70s and 80s movies and sitcoms that lodged in my brain to form this TV amalgam, but it doesn’t really matter. It was my Everest, and it loomed so large over me because of the perspective on fatherhood I had gained as a boy.

  




  

    My father had left my mother and me when I was about two years old. In later years, after I stopped seeing life as quite such a black and white affair, I asked Mum why they had split, and the answer was a mundane one. They had married too young and had wanted different things out of life, so he left and stayed away. When my mother remarried, as a six-year-old it took me a while to warm to my new stepfather, and when their marriage ended badly, I found myself bitter and even more confused about my place in the world and what fatherhood was. I have no doubt this instability at crucial times in my upbringing fast-tracked the formation of my fantasy family and steeled my resolve to be a dad. But not just any dad— a great dad. A better dad than mine had been to me.

  




  

    Now I had met The Lovely Liz, fatherhood wasn’t so far-fetched after all. I loved her, we both wanted kids, and the woman was under the illusion I was a catch, so I needed to stitch up the deal quickly, before she sobered up, or the gypsy hex on her was lifted. Marriage was on the agenda. It was just a question of when.

  




  

    The polite inquiries from family and friends started when we moved in together and were gathering intensity. Little did they know that the wheels were already in motion—tracking through the dew on a golf course, where many manly D&Ms take place.

  




  

    My best mate Derek and I played a lot of early morning golf in those days. Shivering on the first tee before the sun had penetrated the deep hills of the Lane Cove course, many was the day I would slice my ball down a ravine, turn to him and casually ask, ‘So, with this rest of your life stuff, when do you reckon you really know?’ Over hundreds of holes, bacon-and-egg rolls and more than a few breakfast beers, I realised that the well-muscled arm of God was never going to reach down and anoint me as ready. I was going to have to go with my gut, and with a couple of beers rolling around in it, my gut seemed like it knew what it was doing.

  




  

    In October 2000, Sydney’s Level 41 (or just 41 for those on nodding terms with the maître d’) was the pinnacle of fine dining, at least in my eyes. I’d heard the food was first-rate and the views from the urinal unsurpassed, and I do like a nice bathroom. It would be the venue for my Decent Proposal.

  




  

    The restaurant was suitably opulent, and we were served drinks in the lounge on arrival. Liz looked resplendent as usual in a strappy number, but I wouldn’t have been less comfortable had my genitalia been a menu item. I struggle with nerves under pressure, always have, and I knew that if I didn’t pop the question before dinner I’d be too sick to eat and would miss what would be the meal of the year—and sweating into the starter would give the game away anyway, so I took a deep breath, pushed my seat back, got down on bended knee and asked Elizabeth if she would be my wife. It is one of the few times I can remember calling her Elizabeth when she wasn’t in trouble.

  




  

    With tears welling and face flushed, she said yes. The expensive vino had been a wise investment.

  




  

    What struck me most about the event, as much as the overwhelming blend of love, relief, pride and excitement, and the shimmering Sydney cityscape, was the reaction of the other diners. We were one of the tables closest to the view, so most of the other tables looked onto ours, and it was so quiet you could have heard a cotton ball drop onto the tasteful carpet. Yet when I got out of my seat and asked Elizabeth ‘to do me the honour of becoming my wife’ did they cheer, did they clap, did they stand and toast our happiness?

  




  

    Not a peep.

  




  

    


  




  

     

  




  

    We set the date for September 30 , and the year of leeway we’d allowed ourselves evaporated quickly. Liz began plotting and scheming with her mum and friends, and I—well, I knew a decent suit rental place, so I was pretty much sorted.

  




  

    Not being avid churchgoers, we were planning a garden wedding, and we’d stumbled onto an historic little sandstone cottage among parklands on a point at Gladesville. They say it once belonged to Banjo Paterson, but I don’t recall it featuring in any of his more famous poems, so this was never confirmed. But it really was a lovely spot, so we booked in. Before we knew it my mum and Pommy uncles were flying in and friends from interstate were booking hotel rooms. I was about to step into the lead role in 2001: A Marriage Odyssey.

  




  

    A week of rain had given way to a glorious day, all blue skies, bees and warm spring breezes and, as the sun slowly sank, friends, family, a string quartet and our zany house-painter-turned-ship’s-captain-turned-celebrant gathered at the cottage restaurant for our sunset wedding. We later learned that our celebrant (who would have performed the ceremony dressed as Elvis for an extra $100) somehow managed to jam his accelerator to the floor while driving to the venue. He made the trip screaming up to each set of traffic lights, knocking the car out of gear and jumping on the brake, only to burn rubber from a standing start again. This was par for the course for him. I consider it a win that he didn’t turn up on a pogo stick.

  




  

    But minor hiccups aside, it was a glorious night.

  




  

    We exchanged our vows in front of friends and family as the sun set on the lush garden and the yachts poodled home on the surrounding waterways. Far from the bundle of nerves I’d been all afternoon, as soon as my vows left my lips, everything felt right. It was a great moment. Mums misted up, grandparents sat and squeezed each other’s hands and loved ones stood around sipping bubbly and smiling at the scene. I was grinning fit to burst.

  




  

    Soon we were inside tucking in to a brilliant meal, availing ourselves of the open bar, and warming the dance floor.

  




  

    Amid all the festivities I recall looking at my reflection in the bathroom and wondering at the source of my dumb luck. Beautiful wife, house, decent job, great dogs, nice family, good health. Life was ticking along just fine, thank you very much.

  




  

    


  




  

     

  




  

    Few things have the potential to knock a man off his perch faster than the results of a sperm test.

  




  

    In January 2003, a few days after taking my taddies on a whistlestop tour of the inner west, I had myself another appointment with my GP. I took a seat in his room and after a minute he looked up from scribbling on papers strewn across his desk. For him, just another day of medicine; for me, a day of reckoning. This was the moment where my manhood would either be confirmed, allowing me to resume breathing, or destroyed, ensuring my ego cowboy would forever shoot blanks.

  




  

    The doc put down his pen and picked up my file. ‘Okay, Mr . . . Davis. Now, you’re my . . . ah yes, semen analysis.’

  




  

    ‘Mmmfr.’ Somehow my mouth was full of glue but my bowels were sliding around on castors.

  




  

    ‘I’ve got the result sheet here, so let’s have a look. Did you say last time that you’ve been trying for a baby?’

  




  

    ‘That’s right. We’ve been at it for . . . maybe nine months.’

  




  

    The clock ticked. He scanned the page in front of him. Somewhere an air-conditioner hummed.

  




  

    ‘Right.’

  




  

    A beat. Then many more. What was taking so long? Why was he scowling like that? Were the figures so low they were printed in a reduced font size? Were there tiny sketches of the individual sperm at the bottom of the page? I strained to pick numerals out of the inverted jumble of text, but it was no good.

  




  

    ‘So . . . do you know about the four main numbers we quote in sperm analysis? There is the volume of semen produced; the actual sperm count within that; motility, which is how many are swimming forward, if you like; and morphology, which is how many look to be formed correctly.’

  




  

    ‘Okay.’ ‘First of all, volume. The normal range of semen produced is greater than 2 millilitres. You produced 2.2 . . .’

  




  

    Is it inappropriate to high-five during a sperm briefing? I swear if he’d stuck his hand up I would have slapped the fingernails off it. Under ideal conditions—preferably without a small plastic jar involved—who knows the voluminous outpourings I could achieve!

  




  

    ‘. . . which is a little low, but within limits. Then there is the sperm count or sperm concentration—probably the most important number. We say the normal range is greater than 20 million per millilitre. I’m afraid you’ve tested at just 15 million, which is quite low.’

  




  

    The honky-tonk pianist froze, the record stylus was ripped across the LP and in a bar somewhere someone dropped a tray of glasses. I don’t remember the other two figures—I was devoting all my cranial resources to remembering how to breathe.

  




  

    I took some personal time, then unlocked my jaw. ‘That’s still 15 million of the little fellas on my side, right?’

  




  

    The kindly doctor with the white hair removed his glasses and smiled. ‘It is, but with such a long fight ahead of them, you really need more troops than that.’

  




  

    ‘Right.’

  




  

    ‘I think you might have to get used to the idea that you may never have children.’

  




  Shacking up is hard to do




  

     

  




  

    


  




  

    Ah, wedded bliss. The ring on my finger had magically made the sun shine just that little bit brighter, the flowers bloom in hues a shade more intense, and the siren call of the seafood buffet just that bit more insistent. Three days in, ensconced on a tropical island in the Whitsundays with a pina colada in each hand, counting the hours until the dinnertime mêlée, I was my own Lord of the Ring. Marriage was looking like a pretty good deal.

  




  

    Post-honeymoon, we had arrived home relaxed, tanned and more than a little contented calorie-wise, and settled into the well-worn routine. Weekdays were for work, dog walks and the odd dinner out; weekends were spent socialising, on more dog walks and trying to find our way out of Ikea. Nothing should have changed, and yet something seemed subtly different.

  




  

    Over the next few months the post-wedding glow wore off and exposed an insidious undercurrent of disquiet slithering along beneath it.

  




  

    There was griping. We started picking. Where we would happily cede ground and laugh off disagreements as ‘boyfriend and girlfriend’ now we were prepared to go toe to toe to argue the toss. We were suddenly arguing like, well, like people who had been married for much longer, and we didn’t know why. And we are talking about complete trivialities here.

  




  

    Me: ‘Why must you persist in squeezing the toothpaste tube in the middle? You know it drives me spare.’

  




  

    She: ‘Actually, there’s a scientific reason for it. Why don’t you look it up for yourself in The Big Book of Get A Life You Absolute Control Freak. You don’t seem to give a shit what I want when you wipe the benchtops with the sponge and leave it encrusted with filth.’ And so on. These were not our exact words. When I sat down and tried to think of the arguments we had, I couldn’t dredge up a single one, and that’s kind of the point. We have subsequently polled friends and family and found this phenomenon to be relatively common among the newly hitched. I have a theory about it. I call it the Oh Shit, My Ejector Seat Is Missing, or OSMESIM hypothesis.

  




  

    No, it’s not Robert Ludlum’s latest thriller from the grave. It’s about the removal of the ‘easy out’ once the ceremony is over and the confetti hits the ground. I’m no psychologist, but I’m convinced that, subconsciously, when you know that you can’t easily ditch the relationship Shacking up is hard to do

  




  

    when the going gets tough like you could have as a singleton, the mental defence mechanisms start to kick in. I know that Liz and I were the same people having the same good times in the same relationship two weeks either side of the wedding, but just try telling my subconscious that. The OSMESIM factor was lurking, waiting to jump us and crush the life out of our relationship. Even though in the eyes of the law we were de factos before our wedding—a legal state every bit as binding as marriage—after the ceremony the wedding rings start to feel a little bit weightier, about as heavy as a small ball and chain. If you remove the flight option from your primal ‘fight or flight’ mechanism, there are no prizes for guessing that you’ll soon start wanting to protect yourself. I blame fair maiden fairytales and bodice-ripper romance fiction. Too many women are counting on far too much from the male species and we’re the first to admit that we’re far from equipped to meet such lofty expectations.

  




  

    Eventually, after many rivers of tears and countless hours of soul-searching, sleepless nights and diagra mdrawing, we discovered the following salient points about ourselves and the opposing sex in general:

  




  

    

      1. Women are indoctrinated into believing that once they are married, their lives will be filled with roses on pillows, romantic walks on the beach and that their ears will grow red and swollen with endless sweetnothings whispering.

    




    

      2. This is not possible.

    




    

      3. Men believe that once they are married their lives will be exactly the same as when they were single, only with a woman around to have constant sex with them, strut around in lingerie and tell them how clever they are.

    




    

      4. This is not possible.

    




    

      5. When my wife complains that I make no special time for her and don’t put her first, the time and energy taken in actually apologising and making a tiny, and possibly consistent effort to rectify this will be roughly one-tenth the time and energy spent trying to turn the blame on her and battling it out verbally.

    




    

      6. If I handle No. 5 correctly, I will get much more back in return than I put in. If you know what I mean. We unearthed these kernels of wisdom over the course of our first married year, and all it cost us was an almost constant succession of screaming fights, cold-shouldering and a two-way barrage of sledging and mental disintegration that Steve Waugh himself would have doffed his Baggy Green at.

    


  




  

    One of the best fights happened on the great European tour of April and May 2002.

  




  

    We’d planned a trip to the UK to witness my mate Derek marry his English fiancée May, and we stopped off for a ten-day pre-holiday holiday in España. Of the countries I’ve visited, if I was deported from Australia and forced to live overseas, I’d do a Chris Skase and make a beeline straight for Spain. (Hopefully it won’t come to that, as long as certain people continue to keep their mouths shut. You know who you are.)

  




  

    In true Spanish style, the argument erupted in the middle of the day, in the middle of the street.

  




  

    After slightly overplanning the trip, I thought we’d wing it and book the last two nights in Madrid when we lobbed into town. Naturally the national societies of podiatrists, palaeontologists and prostate surgeons were all holding conferences in the city at the same time and there was nary a room to be found. After I’d been knocked back at a half-dozen of our initial choices, I left Liz and our backpacks sitting in a bar and took our Lonely Planet to a payphone to start inflicting my Spanish on the hoteliers on the remainder of the list. With my usual bravado, there is a chance I gave my wife the impression that I wouldn’t be long, but not knowing how many calls it would take, or where the nearest payphone was (the one in the bar was out of order) I really had no clue.

  




  

    It took roughly 60 calls in as many minutes to find us an overpriced room across the other side of town. Sometime between exhausting the first and second phone cards, my task turned into a quest, an odyssey that was to define my manhood, my very ability to overcome adversity and protect my mate. There also may have been some sunstroke involved.

  




  

    So I returned to the bar expecting a hero’s welcome— the great white hunter back from the wild veldt after securing shelter for the night. I was instead greeted by an irate wife who thought I had been abducted, jailed or at the very least mistaken for Tintin and mobbed by Belgians. She was furious, I was amazed, then confused, then furious in return, and we hoisted our packs and stormed out of the place spitting accusations at each other.

  




  

    Outside, I’m not sure who started the screaming. Maybe it was me.

  




  

    ‘Oh, okay! You’d prefer to sleep in the gutter than sit in a pub for an hour with a drink in your hand!? What fucking hardship you have endured. (To bystanders) Someone call the Red Cross!’

  




  

    ‘Of course you couldn’t manage to admit defeat just once and come back after ten minutes to let me know you were okay! Noooooo. We wouldn’t dream of considering anyone else for a change, or that maybe I might be worried and maybe I didn’t feel like sitting in a smoky bar on my own with a bunch of stinking Spaniards!’

  




  

    By this stage we were on opposite footpaths bellowing broadsides across the street, and even the locals, to whom squabbling is a spectator sport, were wincing and ducking for cover. ¡Ay Caramba!

  




  

    The last thing I remember was each of us daring the other to ‘fuck off in that direction’, so God knows how we reunited and made it to the last hotel room in Madrid, and how we patched things up fast enough to ask for a habitación matrimonio (room with double bed) when we got there.

  




  

    A few weeks later in the UK, after a lovely Somerset wedding, a trip north to substantially less lovely Newcastle to see my relatives and a drive back to London, we found ourselves in a $250-a-night fleabag room somewhere in central London. This was significant because, having just finished a cycle, Liz was off the pill for the first time in living memory.

  




  

    It was to be the ultra-romantic site of our first attempt at becoming parents. I took my wife’s hand, led her to the bed with the collapsed springs in the room with the paper-thin walls, drew the curtains on the procession of trucks rumbling by inches from our window and we made sweet love. Afterwards we fell asleep nose-to-nose on the concave bed dreaming of button-nosed kiddies with our features and chiropractors with the magic touch.

  




  

    


  




  

     

  




  

    At home a fortnight later, Liz’s period was late.

  




  

    Could we have cracked it first try? Jesus, were we sure we were actually ready for parenthood for real? Liz’s periods had always been spot-on for timing, but she had been on the pill for the better part of ten years.

  




  

    It’s all very well to plan these decisions, but I for one had mentally pencilled in a few months of diligent practice and unsuccessful attempts before we got it right. If it had happened first pop—well, it was just so soon, wasn’t it.

  




  

    Despite our reservations, there was a good deal of silent excitement going on at the time. You know, the kind when you might hold each other and jump up and down, but you do it quickly and quietly, as if too much jubilance will jinx it. We had whispered conversations about who would leave their job and counted ahead on our fingers to figure out what star sign the baby would be. For a few days I made my way through the world with a little secret—a little secret that never failed to make me smile.

  




  

    It didn’t last. Liz’s period finally came about ten days late and our lives continued on regardless. It was no big deal, it was only our first try. We’d probably crack it next month.

  




  

    


  




  

     

  




  

    It didn’t happen. For seven months in a row it didn’t happen, and Liz’s period was late every time. For the majority of 2002 we found ourselves dashing up to the chemist for home pregnancy kits, each passing month bringing with it greater trepidation as she wizzed on the stick and showed me her handiwork. No matter how we squinted or held the stick on an angle, we could never quite conjure that elusive second red line.

  




  

    We figured her cycle just needed a breather to recover from such a long stint on the pill and that it would correct itself over time, but the monkeys on our backs were gradually gaining weight and starting to hammer on their little brass alarm bells.

  




  

    Then in October Liz’s period had a holiday. It disappeared for two months and once again the stupid little stick could offer no good explanation. Had our circumstances been reversed, I would’ve followed the male form guide and consigned the situation to the medical ‘too hard’ basket but, to her credit, Liz was more proactive.

  




  

    She had found a good female GP in Balmain who did a series of blood tests. Everything checked out okay, apart from a slightly elevated testosterone reading. On Liz’s next visit, the GP told her about polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS), a condition that affects the normal function of the ovaries and results in their being covered in small cysts—hence the name. One of the symptoms of PCOS is elevated levels of testosterone. While it is normal for the female body to produce testosterone, PCOS can increase the hormone’s production, which can lead to excessive hirsuteness, acne and obesity. An ultrasound was the only way to properly check her ovaries—PCOS would make them large and round, like golf balls, and the cysts on their surfaces would be visible. Liz duly booked herself in.

  




  

    A few pamphlets and a session of internet surfing later and Liz was distraught. A little research is a dangerous thing. She was convinced that she was doomed to a life as an overweight, hairy, pimply-faced sasquatchwoman. Never mind that she actually exhibited none of these symptoms. Never mind that actually as many as one in five women (that ratio cheered her up for about fifteen seconds) have polycystic ovaries. Not all women who have polycystic ovaries exhibit the extra symptoms that push them into the ‘syndrome’ category, but it is a very common disease, the cause of which is unknown.

  




  

    It took a while for the statistics to be of any comfort. Her femininity had taken a real body blow and it was up to me to heap on the positive reinforcement—an area of my brain that, to this day, remains puny and underdeveloped. I did my best and gradually her fragile self-image repaired itself. Living in the age of tell-all trash media helped the situation enormously—possibly the first time that sentence has ever applied in the history of tabloid journalism. We would be quietly enjoying some mind-numbing sitcom when Liz would burst forth with ‘You know what I heard the other day!?’

  




  

    ‘What’s that?’ ‘You know Victoria Beckham? Apparently she has PCOS!’

  




  

    ‘See? There you go. Now, isn’t The Simpsons on?’

  




  

    


  




  

     

  




  

    While Liz was starting on the long and painful road to medical self-discovery, I needed a project. The cynical amongst us would say that I was just casting about for a diversion because deep down I knew I should be getting checked out like my wife. I prefer to call it ‘being handy’.

  




  

    I began construction on The Great Wall of Lilyfield.

  




  

    On the left side of our long sliver of a backyard, our neighbour’s yard was about a metre higher than ours. On the boundary the previous owners of the house next door—I still think of them as slavering, zombie-like subhumans— had built a 3-metre Besser block wall right on the edge of the drop-off. All that seemed to be stopping the wall toppling over onto our heads was a clump of invasive bamboo and the original rotten wooden boundary fence. The plan was to remove the bamboo and the rotten fence, carefully add concrete footings under the wall, and then build another low retaining wall the length of the main wall and join it to the main wall at the ends. I’d render the whole shebang with a sandstone finish and goodbye ugly Besser blocks, hello raised garden beds and central pond. Too easy.

  




  

    We had no money for luxuries like getting building materials delivered, so I’d pack Liz’s newish Lancer with bags of cement until it putted home resting on its springs. I poisoned bamboo shoots and jackhammered off the old concrete squeezed between Besser blocks like Vegemite through a Vita-Weet. I hacked at the earth, mixed metres of concrete via barrow and spade, and watched large sheets of render languidly flop off the wall at my feet. I buried my head in the sand and cement while Liz soldiered on, facing an imminent attack on her femininity.

  




  

    


  




  

     

  




  

    For Liz, the final step in her PCOS investigation involved a Christmas Eve encounter with a festively phallic ultrasound probe at an anonymous clinic in Newtown. For someone who still enjoys the tinsel and tradition of Christmas as much as my wife does, the timing of the appointment was particularly miserable. It was at about this point that Liz decided enough was enough; I too should be sashaying along the path of reproductive discovery. She impressed upon me that it was time I stopped arseing about and got to a doctor for a sperm test, to make sure that we didn’t have a double problem on our hands. Holding the phone like it was contagious, I finally called for an appointment.

  




  

    Sure enough, Liz’s internal scan revealed two golf-balllike ovaries covered in cysts that showed up as dark spots on the ultrasound. Her worst fear was confirmed, but her GP reassured her that it was a very treatable ailment and not the end of her road to reproductive success.

  




  

    Back at home in the real world, it did not taste like good news. At this point a caring, sensitive specialist prepared to listen to her concerns and thoroughly investigate her problems was the order of the day. Instead, we got Dr Panties.

  




  

    Dr Panties was a local gynaecologist who we quickly christened for his propensity to use the P-word when referring to women’s underwear. Liz came back from each visit virtually untouchable, skin still crawling from the experience and the indefinable indignity the word, and therefore the man, represented to her. She hated him and I hated him just because she did. I never met him, but my overactive imagination painted a grim picture of their appointments together.

  




  

    ‘Kindly remove your panties, Elizabeth.’

  




  

    ‘Would you get on the table and take off your panties, please, Elizabeth.’

  




  

    ‘Elizabeth, up on the table and panties off. Slowly now.’

  




  

    ‘Are they some sweet new panties Elizabeeeeeth?’ Okay, maybe that’s going a bit far, but we’ve all seen Silence of the Lambs. In my eyes the consistent use of the P-word conjures images of a single man living alone in a house with a cellar, in which he capers around performing certain . . . acts . . . in front of a large mirror.

  




  

    Is this unfair? Almost definitely. In her usual sympathetic style, Liz chose to try to put this minor annoyance to the back of her mind and look for the best in her new doctor, but she’s a far better man than I. At best, with his experience in his line of work, I thought he was showing both a lack of empathy for the feelings of his patients and complete disregard of social mores. At worst, well, it’s a small step from panty-caller to panty-sniffer.

  




  

    On the first of many unpleasant visits, Dr Panties prescribed a drug called Clomid to help regulate Liz’s periods and stimulate her ovaries to produce eggs at a predictable time in her cycle. Clomid works by tricking the brain into producing more oestrogen and thereby, hopefully, more eggs.

  




  

    


  




  

     

  




  

    Our bedroom was quickly transformed from a bawdy love nest into the Lilyfield branch of the CSIRO.

  




  

    Along with the magic pills that were to instantly fix all our problems came grid paper, a thermometer and an instructional leaflet. The idea was that Liz would pop a Clomid pill on days two to five of her cycle, and monitor her basal body temperature (her body’s temperature completely at rest) before she got out of bed, which she would then chart on the grid paper. Around day twelve, the lowest dip in the graph would indicate ovulation and—whammo!—we’d get to work between the sheets and she’d have a bun in the oven before you could say, ‘Good on you, Mum, Tip Top’s the one.’

  




  

    We soon discovered that in the real world—that is, the world outside the instructions included free with the ovulation thermometer—things aren’t that easy.

  




  

    During Liz’s first cycle on Clomid we found that everything after the popping of the pill was harder than reading directions translated from Japanese. First off, the instruction sheet recommended that Liz take her temperature vaginally. There was no way she was going to put herself through a daily wake-up call that involved scrabbling around under the doona attempting to insert tab A into slot B. Apparently an alternative method was to simply stick the thermometer under your tongue, if you kept your mouth closed. Much easier.

  




  

    The sample temperature chart that came with the thermometer predicted Liz’s temperature would loiter around 36.6 degrees until day twelve of her cycle, when it would dive down to 36.3 and then rise all the way up to around 36.9 over a couple of days—a big jump when the whole chart covered only one degree Celsius. This ovulation zone was supposed to look like a big square-root sign on paper, after which her temperature would stay high until her next period. The two days either side of the big temperature drop are the most fertile and are the optimum time to be gettin’ jiggy with it.

  




  

    Liz dutifully started popping the pills and doing all the right things, but her temperature wasn’t moving. In the first month we produced a graph that, despite all manner of dodgy interpretations, looked like a map of the Hume Highway—some slight turns but no real landmarks to get excited about. At least Liz wasn’t experiencing the mood swings commonly associated with Clomid. Her moods swung wildly all right, but unless she was grinding up those little white pills and adding them to my tea, I was cooking up the very same symptoms all on my own.

  




  

    After the first month we returned our thermometer twice claiming it was defective and got replacements that produced the same results. We had sex every couple of days around the middle of the cycle, but the lack of a definitive signpost made it feel like a stab in the dark in more ways than one.

  




  

    It’s funny. Liz and I have always enjoyed our luuurve-making— not in a shag-you-on-the-way-to-the-bus-stop kind of frenzied way, but we’re just exceedingly compatible in the bedroom. I’d always thought that sex on demand would be kind of fun—‘Get over here and produce, big boy’—but sex by the chart did take the shine off proceedings somewhat, and certainly robbed the act of a little spontaneity. But, to paraphrase the old pizza-is-like- sex simile, even chart sex was still pretty good, and to whine about this after what Liz had already been through would have been the height of churlishness.

  




  

    Our chart-plotting exploits improved when I paid $29 for a digital ovulation thermometer. I realise now—now that the knowledge is frustratingly useless—that we weren’t shaking the old-fashioned thermometers to get the mercury back down after we’d used them, so the reading never changed. I’d watched enough episodes of ER to know this manoeuvre and am still kicking myself over this blunder. But with a digital display correct to two decimal places, there were no such problems—aside from the beeping it made when it took a reading.

  




  

    As a teacher with a long commute, Liz was always up early and therefore took her readings even earlier. I, on the other hand, enjoy my sleep and seem to require quite a lot of it. I blame a fast metabolism—hey, it sounds better than bone laziness. Whatever the case, I have no use for the number six on my bedside clock in the morning, so I came to dread the piercing beep which that lump of plastic spat out after it had taken its reading. One beep to start the test, three beeps when it finished. Grunt and roll over for another hour of shut-eye.
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