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Some people seem to breeze through life and everything falls into place easily… but for others life can be a constant struggle. Matt’s book offers an honest, intimate and heartfelt insight into the reality of infertility and mental illness, and gives hope to those who may be dealing with similar issues.
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Chapter 1


Something’s missing


So there I was, alongside my old schoolmate Anthony on his wedding day, sitting as groomsman at the bridal table. It should have been a happy occasion, yet I found myself sitting there, mulling over my life. Why do weddings cause such introspection? At 28 I was a fortunate guy—don’t get me wrong—I had a lovely wife, challenging career, supportive friends and comfortable home. But I felt a lack of something. Was it kids? Sure, I have always adored mucking around with kids and found I could easily relate to them. But I wasn’t ready for my own—something was holding me back.


Scanning the room, I caught a glimpse of a woman whose elegance and beauty instantly attracted my attention. But what I found most appealing was that she didn’t appear to be pretentious, like many women of such natural beauty. Instead she seemed reserved, almost shy.


I tried not to stare as I unconvincingly surveyed other parts of the room, momentarily indulging in one of my favourite hobbies: people watching. There was much to absorb, as Italians approach everything with gusto—weddings in particular are a celebratory affair of sensory overload; you are expected to eat your body weight in pasta, dance and sing until your feet ache and lungs burn. There is no question they know how to put on a monumental party with all their extended family acknowledging a newfound union. Regardless of the generation all were enthusiastically involved, from the ageing grandfather showing style and confidence on the dance floor, to the energetic youngsters running amok, chasing one another playfully in, around and under the beautifully adorned tables. This joyous pandemonium was intriguing to observe, particularly for me being one of the few privileged non-Italian guests.


But my attention was pulled back to the woman across the room. I kept glancing at her throughout the evening, until at last I decided it was now or never. I stood up nervously and walked across the dance floor towards her, dodging frenetic dancers.


‘I’ve been watching you all night’, I said, trying to sound like those men in movies that have far more charisma than me.


‘Really?’ she replied blankly.


‘You’re stunning. Has anyone ever told you that?’


‘Yes actually,’ she said raising one eyebrow, ‘my husband.’


‘He’s a lucky man. I wouldn’t leave a woman as ravishing as you alone for a minute. Where is he, if you don’t mind me asking?’


‘Never you mind’, she responded with a flirtatious smile which I took as an invitation to pursue her further. So without hesitation I gently drew her close, then kissed her long and sensually. It was just as I had imagined it would be. Perfect.


‘You’re so silly Matt,’ said Ali, ‘are you drunk?’


‘Hardly, I’ve barely drunk a thing, I’m the designated driver— remember. We agreed it was your turn to have a few. I hope you’re making the most of it!’


‘It’s not fair that I’m left at this table full of people I don’t know, while you’re up there on the fancy table.’


‘I’m sorry babe but there’s not much I can do about it—is there?’


‘It’s not the most fun way to spend our first wedding anniversary’, she said, turning her head away in protest, preventing me from going in for another smooch.


‘I know, but the night’s still young babe—would you like to dance?’


‘No, you know I hate dancing. How about we go outside for some fresh air instead?’


‘Sounds good’, I said with a wink, hopeful of some prolonged canoodling.


The night air was so cold that our breath hung like smoke and the back of our throats tingled. We contentedly nestled in each other’s arms.


‘What a great wedding’, Ali said. ‘It’s so nice seeing all the different generations together—so many families.’


‘Those Italians know how to breed better than most, that’s for sure.’


‘I know’, Ali said. ‘Did you hear Anthony mention in his speech that they’re going to start trying for kids straight away?’


I looked away, sensing this was a loaded question. ‘Yeah—talk about not wasting any time.’


‘I’ve been wondering whether maybe we should start thinking about having kids soon.’


‘How soon is soon?’


‘Like now…’


Those two words hung in the air for a moment, as Ali tried to make eye contact to gauge my reaction, knowing full well I was hopeless at hiding my true feelings.


‘I thought we’d agreed to wait till we were in our thirties’, I said. ‘I’m not sure I’m ready to be a dad yet.’


‘It’s not like you have a child straight away—it can take a while— and in the meantime we can get used to the idea.’


‘You mean it doesn’t happen overnight?’ I responded, rolling my eyes.


‘What are we waiting for—really—we’re married, have a lovely home, good jobs, have done some travelling. There’ll never be the perfect time. I think the time is right now.’


‘I guess…’


Ali did have a point, I doubt whether there was ever going to be the perfect time. I have always wanted to be a father but I just felt I had so much more growing up to do myself before I was ready. Dads know stuff. Vital manly stuff like how to tie knots and fix things— they impart worldly knowledge. As I thought this through it dawned on me that by the time my child was pressing for the answers to all life’s difficult questions, I would be several years older, well into my thirties, by which time I was bound to be more knowledgeable—failing that I could always revert to Google for advice, or whatever had taken its place by then. Besides, I knew I’d been wondering about kids myself recently—Ali had just beaten me to the punch.


‘OK, let’s do it!’ I found myself saying.


‘Are you serious?’ Ali said. ‘You want to start trying for a baby?’
 

‘Yep, let’s have a baby’, I said, kissing Ali until her smile broke through the kiss.


So just like that we decided. Once the decision was made it was startling how comfortable I was with it. It was fitting that we agreed to embark on the next meaningful phase of our life together on the night of our first wedding anniversary. We returned to the reception and my eyes were immediately drawn to the young children playing without a care in the world. Watching the kids, I soon realised that the prospect of impending fatherhood was more exciting than daunting.


I was eager to leave the reception early as I had organised an anniversary surprise for Ali. We were to spend the night at the most exclusive five-star hotel in Canberra. I had already packed an overnight bag full of Ali’s essentials (that her mother had kindly dropped off at the reception hall earlier in the day). I was convinced Ali didn’t have any idea. But we were drawn into the celebrations and didn’t leave until midnight. As we commenced the drive Ali noticed, even in her inebriated state, that we weren’t taking the normal route home.


‘Where are you going?’ she quizzed.


‘You’ll see.’


Once we arrived at the hotel Ali was suitably impressed with both my gesture and the opulent surrounds. We ran ourselves a spa, lay back and let the warm bubbles massage our bodies. After the cleansing spa we retired to bed and made love. Afterwards, in the post-coital glow, it dawned on me with delight that our familiar companion of many years—Mr Contraception—would no longer be necessary. Good times were ahead.


This was definitely something that was going to take getting used to. Ali and I had been together since university, over ten years now. During our entire relationship we had been ultra-careful when it came to contraception. Even when utterly inebriated after a night out drinking I never ventured near the nether regions without the suitable attire. I treated my sperm as a highly volatile toxic substance that must be given no opportunity to journey towards its desired target. Ali was on the pill, which by itself is said to be 99.9 per cent effective, but we weren’t taking any chances, because at that stage in our lives neither of us wanted a little dependant running around. Using two forms of contraception would put most people at ease. Not me. I recall one time we had a pregnancy scare, when the hardware failed. It wasn’t a pleasant experience for either of us as we waited in trepidation for several weeks, but luckily the back-up did its job and we were in the clear. I remember our overwhelming relief. Every month I was relieved when Ali mentioned that our ‘friend’ had arrived: our code for her period—because you hear stories of couples who use condoms and the pill yet miraculously get one past the keeper. Things were definitely going to be different from now on.


The hotel suite appeared even more palatial in the soft spring morning light. We spent the morning taking photos and then having tea on one of the balconies that overlooked the croquet lawns while we leisurely watched the players below. All in all, it was the perfect morning—definitely a story for the grandkids.


That afternoon we had planned to have lunch at a café at the National Library, our wedding venue. It was our first time back since our wedding and, upon entering, fond memories came flooding back. None more so than our wedding dance to ‘Better Together’ by the Hawaiian artist Jack Johnson that was sung live by some local musicians who did a splendid rendition. They masterfully captured the laid-back essence of the melody that typified our relationship; the lyrics too resonated strongly with us:


Love is the answer


At least for most of the questions in my heart,


Like why are we here? And where do we go?


And how come it’s so hard?


It’s not always easy,


And sometimes life can be deceiving,


I’ll tell you one thing, its always better when we’re together.


We firmly held the view that it was indeed better when we were together, so we decided to have ‘Better Together 8/10/05’ engraved on the underside of our wedding bands to symbolise the fundamental spirit of our relationship. Undeniably, our union has always felt just right, as if we were soulmates, destined to be together forever.


The same cannot be said for other aspects of my life. From an early age I have always wished that I was one of those astonishingly gifted individuals who had oodles of talent in some particular pursuit and knew instinctively which direction to take. Was I meant to be doing something in particular which would enrich the lives of others and make a difference? What if what I was meant to be doing was never realised for lack of trying? How awful—a life wasted. I didn’t covet fame or wealth, I just yearned for a more meaningful life beyond the ordinary— something more—but what exactly, I had no idea.


One thing is for certain: I have always found music mesmerising. I couldn’t live without it. There can be a connection made between the artist and the audience and a common appreciation and understanding. Jack Johnson’s ‘Better Together’ holds this significance for both Ali and me; it’s so much more than just a song.


I was soon snapped back to the present by Ali who was eager to get back onto the topic of starting a family. I could see she was elated by the idea as she had barely touched her lunch, while I was busy devouring mine. Never one to really yell or raise her voice, she leaned expectantly towards me from across the table to improve her chances of being heard over the bustling lunch-time patrons.


‘You’re still cool about last night—about having kids and stuff?’


‘Yep’, I replied with my focus still on my plate.


‘Well there are a few things we have to sort out.’


I casually put down my cutlery and looked up, sensing she wanted my undivided attention. ‘Like what?’ I said. ‘I just assumed we’d have heaps of unprotected sex—which is fine by me.’


‘Well there’s that…’ she said, shooting me a provocative grin. ‘But I’ve gotta go off the pill and then I think they say you should wait three months before trying.’


‘They—who’re they? I want names…three months—you’ve got to be kidding!’


‘That’s what I’ve heard, I’ll check with Ava though.’


Ava was a pint-sized Iranian, with a penchant for techno beats and anything purple, and her striking eyelashes were envied by all—even some of the boys. But beneath her beauty was a fiercely passionate individual, who always let her feelings be known. Ali and Ava were introduced at university around the time Ava met her future husband Niklas. On first impression, Niklas appeared to fit the stereotypical German mould: serious, polite and precise. But a closer inspection revealed a wittier and more carefree character—evidenced by his untamed mane and series of tattoos that likely symbolised rebellion against his strict German roots. Together they were an affable and spirited couple. Their good-natured and humorous outlook was contagious and we all soon became wonderful friends.


Ava and Niklas were the parenthood pioneers. They held the auspicious title of being the first of our friends to have a baby; beautiful Tara. I remember visiting them in hospital with Ali, days before I was due to embark on a boys-only ski trip to Canada. At the time our lives couldn’t have been going in more different directions.


I was amazed at the transformation I witnessed. It was so apparent how this new arrival had instantly changed our friends. Suddenly there was a dependant who required constant attention and dictated that they become selflessly responsible for her health and wellbeing. But they didn’t seem overly fazed by the prospect of this ongoing, round-the-clock commitment that I considered daunting. Sometimes you see footage of new parents looking shell-shocked—dumbfounded even—as if they have no clue what to do next. Not Ava and Niklas, they were naturals from day one it seemed, or at least well practised. During the months leading up to the birth Niklas, like any modern-day metro-sexual, took immense pleasure in practising nappy changing and attending breastfeeding classes. What exactly he learnt about breastfeeding that could be practically applied, I’m not entirely sure. Personally, I wouldn’t dare interject and offer words of advice if my wife were having difficulties breast-feeding.


Despite being perfect parental prototypes from the outset, initially Ava showed some overly protective motherly instincts. I recall, during our first visit to the hospital, her barking at me, ‘Matt, have you washed your hands?’ before I even approached to touch the baby—which easily scared me into politely forgoing a hold. Not that I was overly eager for one in the first place, because, to be honest, newborns have always freaked me out more than a little. They look so helpless and fragile. When holding them there seemed to be a definite technique involved that eluded me. Supposedly, you have to provide constant support to the head. Some people are naturals at this and make it look so easy. I, on the other hand, tense and begin to cramp up after only a few minutes, even though I’m only holding something that weighs around three kilos. Eventually my unease is visible, with anguish written all over my face, and I’m relieved to be rescued by a more willing and capable onlooker.


At the time of Tara’s birth, the sight of both Ava and Niklas seamlessly taking on their new roles with confidence and enthusiasm made it apparent to me that I was in no way ready to have a child. But now, some seven months later, I was well and truly warming to the prospect—which made me wonder whether men have a much less publicised biological clock of their own. Maybe the male population has been secretly keeping this valuable knowledge guarded for fear that our female companions may use it to their advantage and put the hard word on us.


As the months progressed the Richter family flourished—Ava and Niklas were role-model parents—no question. So obviously I was fine with Ali’s suggestion to check with Ava on ideal ‘baby baking’ technicalities for our future bub in the oven. After all, there’s nothing worse than getting the ingredients wrong when baking—the result can be disastrous.


I knew for certain that my mum was going to be overjoyed to learn that Ali and I were trying to have kids—because, at this point in time, she was still not a grandmother, much to her disappointment. She had given up dropping subtle hints to my older brother and only sibling Steve and me, realising that she wasn’t getting any younger and if she was going to be able to enjoy her grandchildren her useless sons needed to get a move on. So instead she resorted to playing the martyr, unusual behaviour for such a stoic French lady. Her favourite saying had become: ‘By the time I’m a grandmother I’ll be too decrepit to help, you’ll be pushing me around in a wheelchair!’ And she no longer referred to ‘them’ as grandchildren, instead she preferred to use the term ‘hypotheticals’. Which she felt better encapsulated their likelihood. Steve and I were pretty competitive—like most bothers—we even joked how we virtually raced to get married. Fortunately, I won, marrying Ali five months before Steve and Nicole got hitched. But we never entered into a contest to see who could impregnate first—why? I’m not sure. Dad, however, was much less vocal about wanting grandchildren, probably because he had enough on his mind, having recently made the big move down the coast when he and mum separated after more than 30 years together.


When we told Ava and Niklas they were beyond excited.


‘Excellent, a playmate for Tara!’ Ava declared.


Sure enough, Ava had all the details. Ali was right, doctors did suggest that women wait three months after going off the pill because they needed to take folate during this time and ensure that sufficient quantities were in their system to prevent certain birth defects such as cystic fibrosis. Ava was also quick to point out that we needed to get private hospital health cover straight away because only after 12 months insurance cover were you eligible for a rebate on a hospital stay, which was another incentive to wait three months before trying. Oh the technicalities—I had no inkling!


I did, however, find it rather amusing that we couldn’t just go about falling pregnant the old-fashioned way. After all, it appeared to work fine for our parents and grandparents. Ali’s suggestion was obviously the modern-day approach, taking into consideration findings from the latest scientific studies on the topic. Or maybe this approach had more to do with Ali’s Virgo nature, where things had to be planned, lists drawn up, a road map formulated, which could then be followed through religiously. In many respects this modus operandi suited me fine too, as I’m also a Virgo—the two ‘Virgins’ aspiring to have a child together. If our astrological signs had any say in the matter we were going to have no chance.


So we took Ava’s advice. Ali went off the pill and started taking folate. Ali was also adamant that we not try to fall pregnant in those first three months, so she convinced me to still use a condom—I reluctantly agreed. On more than one occasion during that period I thought modern science has a lot to answer for. Nevertheless, our pursuit of ‘hypotheticals’ had begun.




Chapter 2


Up the duff in no time


The self-imposed three-month waiting period went swiftly as we busied ourselves with home renovations—our little piece of Oz that we pretended we owned, when in reality we were slaves to the mortgage monster like most of our generation. The place needed work as it was devoid of any architectural benefits. In summer we would sit in our sweltering lounge room of an evening and peel ourselves off the couch every so often to refill the ineffectual air-conditioner. By winter, the nation’s capital would live up to its icy reputation and it was not uncommon for us to wake of a morning and see the warmth of our breath condense before our eyes. Despite its failings we were committed to making DIY improvements as best we could.


Our view was that we were both fit and healthy individuals. Neither of us smoked or drank alcohol excessively—so when the boom-gate was lifted (so to speak) it would only be a matter of months before Ali was up the duff. So we focused on trying to make our home hospitable for a new arrival. We were definitely in intensive ‘nesting mode’ and we knew that once the baby came we wouldn’t have the time, money or energy for renovations.


I honestly expected that Ali would fall pregnant within the first few months, rendering her unable to assist, so that I would be left forging ahead with the baby deadline looming. But this was not the case. Every unsuccessful month that our ‘friend’ arrived there was a small sting of disappointment. But neither of us was overly concerned as we had only been trying for six months—surely this was just a slight detour before reaching parenthood. I would often joke with Ali and suggest that she not buy any feminine hygiene products in advance because this was sending her body mixed messages—tantamount to getting the inflatable mattress out before the unwanted ‘friend’ has even shown up.


Our problem may have been simple. Maybe, in hindsight, we just weren’t shagging enough, because mostly we were both too tired from our DIY exploits. Perhaps the two Virgos were busy making sure every other part of our lives was in order and we overlooked putting the ‘Bonk often’ on the To-do list.


Even though we were only in the early stages of trying for children we couldn’t resist telling Charlie and Jen, or C&J as we fondly called them, who were our dearest friends. I met Charlie while working in a cinema, around the same time Ali and I got together. The part-time job was tolerable and the extra cash got me through university. Charlie was a projectionist and together we would spend many late-night shifts chatting about movies and music. Charlie was always entertaining to work with, particularly when he would endeavour to identify the exact time in a movie that nude scenes occurred and relay this crucial information to the male ushers so that they could coordinate their cinema checks to coincide with these opportune moments. He was not shy to admit he enjoyed the female form. Not surprisingly, Charlie was also somewhat of a lady’s man—gradually making his way through the female staff while working his undeniable charm. That was until he met Jen, the only woman capable of taming him with her intellect, allure and compassion.


Jen is one of those rare effervescent individuals you feel blessed and privileged to call a friend. She brings positivity to almost all situations and simply thinking about her brightens your mood and makes you smile. In a world where it seems we are increasingly bombarded by bad people, doing atrocious acts, Jen is truly a Good Egg. She selflessly puts others before herself time and time again. If you have a problem, Jen has a problem. Even if you haven’t disclosed your problem, she has the uncanny ability to sense when things aren’t right and will tirelessly press, persist and persuade until you open up. She is relentless (but only with the best of intentions); her heart is always well and truly in the right place. But she won’t nag you on Facebook, she’s not interested in using social media to keep in touch with loved ones, preferring more organic, personal interaction. If it sounds like I’m her biggest fan, there are undoubtedly many more vocal supporters.


C&J married within a year of Ali and me, and the four of us have been tight ever since. So Ali and I saw telling them as a big step. We knew we couldn’t keep it a secret from them because they knew us both too well. They would have been onto us as soon as our behaviour changed even slightly, particularly Ali not drinking alcohol. When we did break the news, Jen was her usual vocal self.


‘What, I thought we had a pact?’ insisted Jen. Referring to a supposed deal whereby Ali and Jen had previously agreed to fall pregnant around the same time. This strategy was seen to lessen the impact on the friendship and reduce any potential isolation or alienation brought on by the bub—one in, all in, type mentality. I could see the logic. I too would prefer being able to hang with Charlie if I had busted my leg and couldn’t work for a year—if he could join me that would be ideal.


But Ali’s response was swift and resolute.


‘No, I never made a pact, you just assumed I did. Besides, you have years before you’re thirty. I’m thirty next year! There’s no way I’m waiting for you, I’ll probably be all dried up and barren if I wait much longer!’


Despite our initial misfortune, those around us had more success. Ali’s eldest sister, Rebecca, and her husband, Mark, had their first child, ‘Stone’. Well that’s what he was called while in utero, after Olivia, Ali’s eloquent, petite middle sister, became fed up with dull nicknames like ‘The Bump’, so instead hatched ‘Stone’—considered to be suitably rock inspired—after Rebecca, heavily pregnant, saw U2 in concert. Not a bad introduction to the live music experience for little ‘Stone’. When the beautiful boy was born, ‘Stone’ remained his name for some time, much to our surprise. Both parents are exceptionally intelligent career professionals, Rebecca a doctor and Mark an IT specialist, yet together they appeared to genuinely struggle to come up with a suitable name for their son, despite being given ample warning of the deadline—nine months in fact. I suspect Mark was to blame given his addiction to research: he loves nothing more than getting the best deal possible. Which I can understand when he’s buying a toaster or mobile phone, but how can you really compare names—they’re subjective. No amount of research can give you an answer. There is no answer—it’s not like one name comes with more features than another, or has a better warranty or after sales service. Instead there is an abundance of choice, which I suspect was the cause of the delay.


Initially, Ali and I, together with other friends and family, were sent photos of ‘Stone’ over the internet. Childbirth is a wondrous feat but I’m not convinced that those first few shots of the baby ripe from the womb are all that necessary. Babies, seconds old, often look akin to a grotesque creature from the Alien movies—not the most flattering of images of mother or child. Yes, these photos are a record for posterity of this momentous event, but they can be excessively graphic in nature. And with the advent of digital cameras there is no limit to the number and resolution of photos that are taken at this time.


Mark, being a self-confessed techno-boffin, delighted in taking and distributing umpteen shots of a couple’s truly private moment. Some of these shots showed exhausted Rebecca looking the worse for wear and still in a somewhat drug-induced haze which made me question whether these photos had been vetted by Rebecca prior to widespread publication over the web. Once cast into cyberspace who knows where they could end up. By the time Ali and I came to Sydney to visit several days later the name ‘Luke’ was finally chosen and seemed to fit quite well. Luke looked decidedly cuter than those first few images which was a huge relief. As I said before, my experience with newborns was limited, but I was officially now an uncle for the first time, and I’m not sure what I would have said or done had Luke turned out to be an ugly baby. Don’t deny it—it does happen. Let’s be honest, not all babies are cute. Some have facial features that are already way out of proportion, like a massive nose or huge ears. The worst case, however, in my opinion, is when the infant already resembles physical characteristics of an elderly person. Sure when confronted with a less than attractive baby everyone still coos and says the appropriately predictable remarks like ‘he’s so cute’. The problem is I’m not that good an actor and more often than not my facial expressions betray my best effort at being polite and civil. I can be performing suitable commentary while my eyes are bulging out of my head and my jaw has dropped to the floor—aghast at the ghastly creation before me. No such problem with Luke, he was an adorable bundle—thank goodness, otherwise I may have been labelled the ‘nasty’ uncle from the outset.


Ali and I both took turns at holding Luke and he was wonderfully accommodating, not showing any signs of distress. At the time I couldn’t help but indulge my imagination and pretend, just for an instant, that this was our child, which filled me with an immense sense of adoration, achievement and pride. I could see in Ali’s eyes that she desperately wanted this—to be in this position. I really wanted this too. It absolutely did feel like the greatest symbol of a couple’s love.


The second success story was that of Anthony and Isla, who welcomed their first son, Thomas, into the world around nine months after their honeymoon, by our calculations. Anthony was the man with the Golden Gun: one shot, one kid. A real Deadeye Dick. We knew they were going to start trying after the wedding but this was ridiculously efficient—which did make me feel a little inadequate, given that by this stage Ali and I had been trying for around seven months, to no avail. We were yet to break the dreaded one-year milestone of trying, so I refused to consider the notion that there was a possibility that we couldn’t have kids and how we would cope in such an event. Later, watching Ali hold Thomas, the image again sat very comfortably with me. I prayed that our time would come soon. Ali was undoubtedly ready. Simply observing how affectionate, caring and compassionate she was with these babies made it clear she would make an outstanding mother—I just hoped it was going to be soon.




Chapter 3


Pregnant?


Then something remarkable happened.


‘Our friend’s late’, Ali announced one evening after work as we casually cooked dinner.
 

‘Seriously?’


‘Yep…’


‘But our friend is never late.’


‘I know.’


In fact our ‘friend’ is renowned for being exceptionally punctual—like a German train. Come to think of it Ali is part-German; maybe she had inherited some of this German precision and timing. I stopped chopping the vegies and put the knife down, concerned that the conversation might distract me enough to lose a digit.


‘How late is late?’ I asked, not wanting to sound too excited.


‘A couple of days I think.’


‘Really…’ I said, trying to hide the smile that was already creeping across my face. ‘Should we get a test done?’ I suggested, again trying not to get our hopes up.


‘I suppose it couldn’t hurt, but let’s wait a few days first.’


‘OK.’


The next few days were a torturous wait. Despite my best attempts to be nonchalant and wait patiently in the hope that by some miracle (or more accurately a heap of intercourse) our ‘friend’ had decided to go on a nine-month hiatus, I started to indulge in the idea of being a dad and slowly release the emotional handbrake that had been holding back such thoughts. Suddenly, I possessed an altered perspective on life. Stressful issues at work became trivial and nothing could faze me. It all seemed like insignificant gumf compared to the possibility of being a father—life had a new meaning and purpose.


Finally the agreed ‘test day’ arrived, still with no sign of our unwanted ‘friend’. The anticipation was palpable. I had a fitful night’s sleep contemplating the joyous outcome—having to seriously rein in my excited mind that was restlessly contemplating all the pleasant deeds that would have to be done once we were pregnant: ultrasounds, nursery decorating, buying baby paraphernalia, telling family and friends. The list was endless but I considered each item to be a privilege.


That day, Ali turned to me in bed. ‘Should I do it now?’ she asked, the excitement evident in her voice, like a child aching to unwrap presents at Christmas.


‘Now’s as good a time as any’, I replied. ‘Do you want me to come with you?’


‘To the toilet…? No! I’m just peeing on a stick.’


‘Gee, sorry for asking. I figured you might need moral support.’


‘It takes a while to get a result. Once I’ve done the business, I’ll come back.’


‘And what are we hoping for again?’ I asked.


Ali looked at me sideways, trying to gauge whether my question was an honest one, or whether I was playing the fool.


‘To be pregnant…’ she shot back with a fake grimace.


‘I know that, but what indicates we’re pregnant on the stick thing?’


‘Oh…red’s positive, blue’s negative—I think’, replied Ali, as she fumbled to retrieve and re-read the instructions.


‘Can we make sure we’re clear on that.’


‘Yep, it says here: red positive, blue negative.’


‘And just to confirm, positive means “pregnant” yes?’


‘Of course!’ Ali said. ‘Stop being silly, what else could it mean?’


‘Well it depends on the circumstance’, I replied. ‘If someone didn’t want to be pregnant, then a positive outcome for them would be a negative result.’


‘Stop trying to confuse me, can we just do this—please.’


‘Sorry, I’ll stop muckin’ around. Good luck’, I said, giving her a kiss before she leapt out of bed and bound eagerly down the cold corridor.


Ali came back minutes later holding the pen-like pregnancy tester. We sat together on the bed staring at the indicator panel, not daring to blink for fear of missing the result. Time seemed to stand still as we waited expectantly. A watched pot never boils, I felt like saying but thought better of it considering Ali had clearly grown tired of my comedic routine. The seconds passed excruciatingly slowly, then the minutes. Then, without warning, the tester changed colour. Blue. Not an indecisive pale blue or better still a reddy-blue. No, this was an unmistakable dark blue. There was no denying the results were in: we were categorically, certifiably, not pregnant.


As the unwelcome result sunk in we both looked visibly deflated and held one another for some time. Ali was clearly withholding tears and I tried to find the appropriate response to console her but found I was lost for words, overcome by complete shock and disbelief. Ali finally broke the silence.


‘We should get ready for work, otherwise we’ll be late.’


She made her way to the shower and I was left alone on the bed staring at the blue stick, slowly shaking my head.


‘Fuck…’, I murmured.


Which was the best I could come up with.


Eventually, I too got up and started dressing for work. As I retrieved my shoes from the bottom of the wardrobe I spotted a small A4-size box that I hadn’t noticed before. Intrigued, I picked up the box that was yellow with a pattern of white polka-dots. Without thinking I opened it and was confronted by something that snapped at my heartstrings. It was a book titled My Baby Book with a charming caricature of a mother hen and two chicks encircled by a love heart. I carefully flicked through the pages and each one caused another unwelcome twang on my already reverberating heart. Obviously the book was intended for parents to document the significant stages of their newborn’s life. Pages with titles like: we are having a baby!; put your ultrasound pic here; the day you were born; the first time you … etc. I was both mesmerised and saddened by this unexpected find. Had I discovered this book several weeks earlier it probably wouldn’t have affected me so profoundly, but given the emotional roller-coaster of the past few days it served as a timely and harsh reminder of how close we’d imagined we’d come to starting this journey.


I was interrupted from these thoughts by Ali’s fragrant scent as she scampered past me naked from her shower and began to dress.


‘What’s this?’ I said, trying to sound nonchalant.


‘Nothing, just a book I bought for if we get pregnant’, she said.


Ali continued to dress, seemingly unperturbed by my finding. She turned her back, opened the wardrobe, then hesitated, as if unsure of what to wear. Then I heard the faintest sob from the other side of the door and I hurried to console her in my arms. Eventually the tears eased and she spoke.


‘I saw it at the shops and I couldn’t resist’, she said, her voice breaking. ‘Rebecca has a similar one for Luke and it’s so cute, did you see…?’


‘Yes, I saw how ridiculously cute it is.’


‘If we don’t have kids we can just give it to someone as a present’, Ali said. ‘I don’t want you to think I’ve become some crazed pregnancy-obsessed freak!’


‘Look babe, it’s important we remain positive—our time will come—I promise.’


‘OK.’


But this discovery had disturbed me. I didn’t think it was a good idea to purchase such items. What next, baby clothes, toys etc? It highlighted the potential for an unhealthy habit to form. I was already thinking that maybe Ali was starting to show signs of becoming fixated on having a baby. What worried me most about this was that I’m a firm believer in the theory that your state of mind plays a considerable role in your health and wellbeing. If Ali was uptight and stressed about falling pregnant this could further inhibit our chances. It could easily become a vicious cycle. If our attempts (and subsequent failures) became more protracted, Ali’s behaviour might spiral into dogged determination, particularly if she were fast approaching 40—the age many women wanting children find horrifying, as their eggs are down to seriously low numbers.


This scenario was reminiscent of a TV documentary Ali and I had once stumbled on. It was about a group of women who couldn’t orgasm despite their committed efforts. Many of these women had tried all types of assistance from countless sexual aids, aromatherapies, acupuncture, tantric techniques, pills, potions and porn. You name it, they had tried it, but to no avail. The documentary was trialling a new form of experimental therapy that shot tiny pulses of electricity through electrodes into the women’s vaginas to stimulate orgasm.


What we found to be most confronting and downright hilarious, at the time, was how focused and intent these women were on reaching orgasm. One woman was adamant that she felt that she wasn’t truly a woman without having experienced an orgasm—that she hadn’t truly lived and her life was devoid of satisfaction. She spoke with such conviction of her fierce dissatisfaction. All the while her husband was sitting beside her, with shame and inadequacy written all over his browbeaten face. Another participant spoke of how she was constantly plagued by the longing to orgasm. She said she often found herself scowling at random women in the street and was filled with jealousy and rage at the prospect of all the powerful, mind-blowing orgasms everyone else was enjoying.


In the end, the invasive procedure worked for some women and they experienced the fabled heights of sexual rapture—if only momentarily. Others had no such release, no fire-works, no pins and needles. Nothing. These women were left feeling more inferior, isolated and dejected than before.


Now I was left wondering whether Ali was gradually heading down a similar road? Would she start to stare at pregnant women, ogle newborns and glare enviously at their mothers? Would she turn over the channel every time a baby food commercial was on TV? Would she become increasingly angry and frustrated at our inability to conceive to the point of breakdown, suffering a severe case of baby-rabies? Would I be a pitiful husband like the ones in the TV documentary, incapable of giving his wife what she so desperately wanted? Was that possible, or was I reading too much into the situation? After all, it was only a baby book and I too had something that I had been hiding from her.


I had been given a plastic toolset from my work colleagues as a secret-Santa present some years ago. I had held onto it all these years because I dreamt that one day it would be a perfect plaything for our own child. Was this behaviour much different to Ali’s? Granted, I hadn’t bought the toy, it had been given to me, but I still held onto it and was hopeful that my child would be its recipient rather than someone else’s.


A couple of nights later, after the disappointment had dissipated somewhat, we both lay in bed together, quietly reading our respective books, when I decided to bring up my ‘orgasm women’ concerns, just for my peace of mind.


‘Babe, can I ask you something?’


‘Sure’, she replied.


‘How are you coping with all this … pregnancy … stuff?’


‘How’d you mean?’ she replied, without even lifting her head from between the pages.
 

‘I’m just worried …’


‘Why?’


‘The baby book …’ I said, motioning towards its hiding place in the wardrobe.


‘I know how it must look, but I just thought it’d be nice—that’s all’, she said, lifting her eyes. ‘Is there really anything wrong with that?’


‘No. I just don’t want you to get like those “orgasm women” from that documentary we saw that time—remember?’


‘Please … I’m nothing like those women, they were batty’, Ali asserted defiantly.


‘We must try and maintain a positive frame of mind. It’s very important—promise.’


‘I promise.’




Chapter 4


‘If’ we get pregnant, not ‘when’


We decided it was time to forget our pregnancy preoccupation for a bit and spend a week in sunny Queensland—the perfect escape from the last of the icy Canberra winter. But I had an ulterior motive. I remembered Anthony’s father dispensing sage conception advice to the groomsmen during pre-wedding rituals: Relax was the crux of his message and he was speaking from experience as Anthony had taken some time to be conceived. At the time I recall being indifferent to his counsel as I had figured my plunge into parenthood would be some time off. How wrong I was, as that evening marked the beginning of this quest. Now, given his wise recommendation, I found myself trying to monitor my stress levels in case they were somehow messing up the quality of my baby gravy. I didn’t feel particularly tense but sometimes it’s hard to tell. Actually, come to think of it, in many ways I was living every adolescent boy’s dream: enjoying copious amounts of copulation with a stunning woman. Needless to say I was hopeful that having a break by the sea, free from work pressures, would do the trick and we would finally fall pregnant.


The vacation was fantastic—rejuvenating beyond expectation but unfortunately we had no luck on the pregnancy front. Despite our best efforts to remain positive and upbeat about our pregnancy prospects, after the eighth unsuccessful month the seed of doubt regarding infertility was planted in our minds where it began to flourish. The usual tone of optimism that accompanied any reference to children started to change too. We found ourselves both more reservedly saying ‘If we have kids…’ where previously we had spoken with resounding enthusiasm and confidence ‘When we have kids…’ Arguably a minor difference, easily overlooked by some, but for us it was the beginning of a monumental shift in mindset.


We started to briefly discuss what our options might be if it turned out we were barren.


IVF: Both of us were against the idea from the outset. All the hormone drugs, egg collecting, and cryogenically freezing of embryos made it sound more like a sci-fi experiment than the creation of human life. We considered the rigmarole too invasive and unnatural a process—not to mention costly.


Sperm or egg donor: Ali was quite open to the notion of receiving either sperm or an egg from someone else, depending on where the problem was. Ali’s take was that at least the child would be created by one of us. This alternative did not sit well with me because, from my perspective, the child wouldn’t have any biological link whatsoever to one of us—not showing any resemblance to either its supposed father or mother. I personally would feel like the third wheel, the non-contributing bystander, if my lousy, languid sperm was the culprit and I was relegated to watching from the sidelines.


Surrogate pregnancy: We both agreed that the many underlying complexities relating to surrogacy—finding a willing surrogate, legal custody arrangements, adoption rights—were all too daunting and potentially problematic. Not that our opinion was based on any prior knowledge of the surrogacy laws in Australia; rather, our biased view came from having seen too many American TV shows on surrogacy complications.


Adoption: Ali was opposed to the thought of adoption because she had worked in family policy and had heard too many gloomy stories about the difficulties of adoption and I tended to agree with her.


No children: This was a saddening prospect but one that seemed increasingly possible given recent failures. So we tried to put a positive spin on being eternal DINKS (Dual Income No Kids). Obviously there would be some financial benefits to being childless. But really I had no idea how substantial, until we sat down and did the maths. I was astonished to discover that today in Australia it’s commonly accepted that a single child will cost around $250,000 from birth to early adulthood, when they are expected to leave the nest. Unless you’re Italian that is, then that figure probably doubles given that some of my Italian mates happily stayed at home well into their thirties—much to the dismay of their parents who subsequently saw their retirement delayed indefinitely.


We toyed with the idea of how frivolous we could be with the surplus funds: buy a holiday house, frequent overseas trips, work part-time and volunteer more. We tried to convince ourselves that it was a viable— almost attractive—option. We could get two dogs, provided Sweep was accommodating. We would surround ourselves with our friends’ and families’ children—taking great pleasure in becoming known as the ‘crazy’ aunt and uncle renowned for spoiling all the nieces and nephews silly with lavish excursions and exorbitant gifts.


Deep down though we both knew that the DINKS option meant missing out on a whole lot—something that you can’t simply put a price on—something that is rarely well articulated but commonly understood. These ruminations reminded me of a fine example that encapsulated the jubilance of being a parent. Many years ago at work, in my early twenties when the notion of having little tackers was a distant desire, I was given a congratulatory card to sign for a colleague who had just had her first child. Initially, I sat there for some time lost for the right words, as I had no actual appreciation for the enormity of this experience. I scanned the other comments of support and found that they mostly shared the same stale obligatory sentiment with little consideration given. Until I came across one written by a young mother herself which read: ‘You will wonder how you ever lived before, enjoy!’

OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781921941931.jpg
: ,depressmn
fertility and
mental illness

A great read that shows ...
“~there’s always light at the end
of the tunnel even though you
don’t kmow it at the time.

Mark Occhilupo
Former World Surfing Champion





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
BIG SKY PUBLISHING





