

Making families is not always a simple matter 

By SARA BURROWS sburrows@pioneerlocal.com 

"There are so many ways of creating families," says Mindy Berkson. A Northfield fertility consultant who's had her own bout with infertility treatment, Berkson has helped a variety of would-be parents fulfill their dreams of family. 

Her clients Shari and Bob Stewart of Louisville, Ky., know a thing or two about the many ways families are made. 

When the couple married, Shari helped Bob raise his four children from a previous union. They also intended to have children together. But when Shari, then in her early 30s, learned she was unable to conceive. "It was incredibly devastating," she says. 

They began fertility treatments, and became parents through two successful in vitro fertilizations, six years apart. 

That process, IVF, involves fertilizing an egg, either from the woman herself or from a donor, with sperm from the man of the couple, or from a donor, in a laboratory, then implanting one or more of the resultant embryos into the uterus of the woman. There, with good luck, at least one will grow into a healthy baby. 

Change for better 

It's a procedure that's improved tremendously since Louise Brown was born via IVF in England 30 years ago. "There have been changes in the ways we use to stimulate egg development, and in the ways we culture embryos," says Dr. John Rapisarda of Glenview's Fertility Centers of Illinois. 

But improved IVF technology has also added complications, the Stewarts discovered about a year ago. 

After their second IVF, the Stewarts had several embryos frozen, and about a year ago, what to do with those leftover, frozen embryos became a critical question. Their options were to donate, use or destroy them. 

The last, says Bob, went completely against their values and was quickly eliminated. 

And some time after the birth of her second son, Shari had had to have a medical procedure that left her unable to carry more children. 

Ultimately, they decided that their family was still incomplete, and chose to use those embryos to produce another child via a surrogate. Through a doctor, they found Berkson, who has guided the couple through the legal maze of arranging this "collaborative pregnancy," and they're grateful for her help. 

"We couldn't have done it without her," says Shari. 

Still a mystery 

"Of course," Bob points out," success is not guaranteed. There are mysteries in this process that even in 2008 we don't understand." 

Berkson has also worked with a gay couple to help them create a family, a type of service also provided at Fertility Centers of Illinois, says Rapisarda. 

Berkson's clients came from outside the U.S., from a country that does not allow surrogacy. (Illinois, says Berkson, is a surrogate-friendly state.) 

"I asked these two men what their family goal was, and they said they each wanted to father a child." 

She was able to arrange for a surrogate, and through a very complicated IVF procedure, the woman was able to carry two children, one from each father, to term. The men returned to their own country, each with a son of his own. 

"It's one of my favorite stories," says Berkson. 

