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  Preface

  • • •


  When Dr. Anna Flores Locke came to our Institute in 2011 as a new patient in the hopes of conceiving a child through reproductive medical technology, she was ready and eager to proceed. She was also scared and worried about what may lie ahead. After two medicated cycles of IUI didn’t result in a pregnancy, I recommended we move forward with in vitro fertilization (IVF) which would give her a higher chance of conceiving. Luckily, it took one round of IVF and Anna found out she was pregnant - with twins! I called Anna on the day of her first pregnancy blood test to congratulate her, and we celebrated this achievement together.


  One thing that sets us, a boutique fertility practice, apart from other practices, is that we cultivate relationships with our patients. We celebrate in their successes, and we grieve in their losses or unsuccessful cycles. Just like with Dr. Anna, I personally call our patients with their pregnancy test results, whether positive or negative, and offer congratulations or words of support and encouragement, always keeping a positive mindset. I truly feel that we are in this together, and we will work together towards making their dreams a reality. Blending cutting edge science with a personal touch contributes to our practice’s success; patients feel comfortable with us and look to us for expertise and encouragement during this most vulnerable time.


  Pursuing assisted reproductive technology to have a baby is often the last resort for patients coping with infertility; Dr. Anna understands, through her first-hand experience, what it's like for a fertility patient as well as the challenges and joys of the journey to parenthood.


  In this book, Dr. Anna combines her professional expertise as a mental health counselor with her personal infertility journey to provide a unique, clinically-based account. She shares her journey in an authentic and uncensored manner to connect with you on a deeply personal level. She lends a unique psychological perspective and discusses reflection exercises to help guide you on your own personal self-exploration. This book is an invaluable resource to anyone experiencing infertility, who may be seeking support, validation, and encouragement.


  Dr. Inna Berin
  Fertility Institute of New Jersey and New York


  Introduction

  • • •


  Ten years living with infertility, and I still struggle. I struggle to make sense of why me, why has my body betrayed me, and how do I make sense of what this means for me as a Latina?


  For most people, having a baby is easy.  Wham, bam, thank you ma’am and done…pregnant! But not for my husband and me.  Infertility reared its nasty head and held us captive in its grips for three years.  Three long years of tears, blame, disappointment, and guilt.  I wish, during this time, that I had someone to talk to, someone who really got it to share these feelings with and find ways to cope without losing myself in the process. 


  I've been isolated for so long in this experience of living with infertility, that I am doing something to change that.  I've written this book containing expert curated materials and resources to provide emotional support, hope, and community.  This is your place to learn, grow, and shed those tears as you walk, as infertility warriors, on your family-building journey with someone who truly gets it. 


  From blissfulness to despair, here is my uncensored infertility story.


  Chapter One:


  Shame and Guilt

  • • •


  Were you one of those girls, like me, who played with dolls and pretended to be a mommy? And then you grew up and had the chance to become a real mom. That was me! I longed to be a mother for as long as I can remember. I remember my favorite doll had long hair made of yarn that I learned to braid. I put makeup on her face to make her look pretty and carried her with me all day. I loved feeding her, playing with her, and pushing her along in the toy stroller. I got such satisfaction from playing mommy as a little girl. Once I got married at the age of 28, I thought great, I can become a mom now. Because I was raised in a traditional Roman Catholic household and community, the “right” path to parenthood involved getting married first and then having a child. As a dutiful and compliant Latina daughter that I was, I followed this path.


  On a warm, sunny, autumn day I married John. John and I met online and lived in separate States – he in New Jersey and me in Illinois. We connected on our shared values and goals. We both wanted to start a family and to share our lives with children. So after about 2 years of long-distance dating, we were engaged to be married. Because I had always dreamed of getting married in my neighborhood church where I attended grammar school, we had our ceremony in Chicago. At my wedding, while the organist played “Ave Maria”, I offered a bouquet of flowers to la virgin (the Virgin Mary) to pray for fertility. For some reason, as I kneeled in front of the Virgin Mary, I had a feeling that having a baby was not going to come easily for me. I had this intuition that something was wrong. I can’t explain how or why, but I just felt it. I felt that kneeling in front of the Virgin Mary in my beautiful, flowing, ivory colored wedding gown was not going to lead to a baby. I shared this moment with all my friends and family who attended the ceremony, and who were now hopeful and expectant that a baby would soon follow this joyous event.


  After the ceremony, I remember my husband (and we have a cute picture of it) holding my hand so tightly and pulling me down the church stairs as we exited. It was as if he was so excited to take his new wife “home” (to our hotel room) to start our life together. We entered the car that transported us to the hotel and were ready to start our family. When we got to the hotel, my husband had to attend to a matter, and I was left in my room alone. I recall walking along the halls of the hotel searching for him so he would join me in our newlywed suite. I was eager to consummate the marriage and try to get pregnant.


  From day one of our marriage, conception of our baby was the ultimate goal. So right away, we tried to conceive our first baby. I thought that we would have no trouble, and be blessed with a child, because I followed the culturally and religious appropriate pathway towards parenthood. I was wrong! After many months of trying without success, we entered the most tumultuous time of our married life - fighting to have a baby. Shame and guilt riddled us both, and we were paralyzed at the inability to get pregnant.


  It did not make any sense. I thought I was a “good Catholic girl” who would be blessed with children, so I can be “fruitful and multiply”. After many months of having sex, I failed to get pregnant. At first sex was fun and uninhibited. Although my husband had erectile dysfunction due to Type I diabetes, we still had so much fun in the bedroom. Intimacy was rewarding and exciting. But when months went by without a pregnancy, I started to learn and chart my ovulation cycle to time intercourse during my fertile window. Timing intercourse – what a quick way to take all the fun out of our sex life. “Scheduled sex” is never fun. It is a forced obligation that must be done. When my husband traveled, I traveled with him to ensure we had sex during my fertile time.


  All I wanted out of sex was to get pregnant which only made having sex harder on my spouse. To him, he felt that all he was valuable for was for his sperm. Sperm was my liquid gold that symbolized the answer to our prayers and our deepest desire. Without his sperm, I would never get pregnant. For me, sex became a vehicle for procreation only. Just like my Roman Catholic upbringing taught me, however it wasn’t producing results. Sex wasn’t working! What had I done wrong to deserve this fate to not be able to get pregnant? Did I sin? Did I marry the wrong person? What was it?


  Every month when I would get my period, I would say to my husband, “no baby this month.” As a child, getting your period marked a new beginning into adulthood. Starting menstruation was welcomed and celebrated because it meant that you were a young lady now who could, one day, start a family. I got my period on my 11th birthday. At first, I didn’t like it and didn’t fully understand what it meant, but overtime I accepted it. I talked to my tias to learn more about womanhood and embraced this aspect of my development. In the Latinx culture, we celebrate womanhood with a big birthday party, called a quincera, to commemorate transitioning into adulthood and eventually marriage. One of the original purposes of this event was to showcase your daughter to the community, announcing that she is a woman now seeking a husband, in hopes that a proposal came as a result. Getting married and having children is a central and valued aspect of the Latinx culture, of which I am a part. I wanted to fulfill this duty and build a family. However, I was unable to get pregnant and start this family.


  Unlike childhood when getting a period was celebrated, now, amid trying to conceive, getting my period signified another failed cycle. I loathed and dreaded that time of the month when my period was expected and occurred. My menstruation became a curse, an unwanted signal that my reproductive system failed me again. My body betrayed me. Failure. Inadequacy. Helplessness. At the mercy of my body. These words and phrases characterize this season in my life. A season of barrenness and not knowing what was wrong or how to fix it.


  I remember hearing from others, “just relax”, “what are you doing wrong?”, “when will the baby arrive?”, and other such statements that only made me feel more shame and guilt. On the outside, I laughed and smiled at these comments, and just answered, “we are trying”. I know you’ve heard these types of comments before from friends, family, and even strangers. They are well meaning, but these comments are hurtful and make us feel more shame and guilt.  I call these comments, reproductive microaggessions.  


  Similar to microaggressions which are “brief, commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative slights and insults to the target person or group” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 273), reproductive microaggressions also infer judgment.  Reproductive microaggressions communicate that not being able to conceive is a personal fault or inadequacy, and a disappointment. Somehow you are not like the rest of us, who can easily get pregnant. Feeling ashamed and guilty for a medical condition implies that somehow it is our fault for not getting pregnant. But it is not our fault, it is not my fault that I can’t get pregnant! Infertility is not a choice, it’s a tragedy!


  In our heteronormative world where childbearing is encouraged and reinforced, those of us living with infertility, feel ashamed, inferior, and inadequate simply for existing in this world. This sense of shame and guilt gets amplified within the cultural spheres that we reside. Culture, whether that be within your family, your community, or majority society, teaches us normative behaviors, values, and beliefs about how to live the “right way”.  I remember feeling ashamed because I couldn’t meet my obligation as a Latina daughter and wife – which was to provide grandchildren.


  I wore a mask that showed others that I was fine, but on the inside, I was not. I was dying inside little by little as the time ticked passed and I remained childless. This was not by choice. It was by circumstance. However, those around us persisted in making hurtful and insensitive comments. Every time it happened; my body reacted before my thoughts even caught up to what just happened. Our bodies hold our emotions. My stomach would churn. My head would hurt. My lips would tighten into a smirk. My eyes would close, and I just wanted to disappear.


  So, on top of feeling physically inadequate, I also felt socially inadequate for not being part of the mom’s club in my community and family. My husband recounts the story of purposely keeping me from meeting his co-worker at a picnic so I wouldn’t see her pregnant, because he knew that seeing another pregnant woman would trigger me and make me upset. He also recalled on one Father's Day, my father commenting, “I hope we can celebrate you next year on Father's Day” - sending a clear message to get busy and make that baby. In many Latino communities, family is priority. There is a deep sense of family obligation that overshadows individual needs and maintains the family’s harmony, which stems from a collectivist worldview. As a collectivistic culture, Latinos value children because they guarantee the survival of the family or bloodline. Even though I was getting my doctorate and running a small business, all huge accomplishments, they were meaningless without children. I wasn’t part of the mom’s club. I wasn’t meeting my cultural and gender obligations as a Latina daughter and wife.


  Having a child and making my dad a grandfather took precedence and was valued above all else. Meeting one’s familial role obligations is expected and reinforced in collectivistic cultures, so my failure to conceive was a failure in meeting these obligations. It was a disappointment. An unmet goal. A curse. I felt guilty for not meeting this goal and giving my husband a child. I believed that somehow I did something to deserve this curse - for the infertility beast to enter our lives. I felt ashamed and guilty that my body wasn’t working properly. It should be simple. Have sex and get pregnant. For years, I practiced birth control methods to not get pregnant, and now that I am trying, I can’t get pregnant. What is happening? What is wrong? Trying to get pregnant became an obsession. Facing another period and another month not pregnant became unbearable. Mentally and emotionally, I couldn’t cope anymore. My body was beginning to shutdown. I loss any motivation for work, any interest in pleasurable activities, my willingness to wake up in the morning, my purpose in life – gone. I was lost, drifting into oblivion in plane sight. I quit my job because of the emotional stress brought on by infertility. I was no longer the Anna I knew, who was filled with such hope and optimism for the future. I’ve become jaded, pessimistic, and exhausted. All that mattered now was getting pregnant.


  While my husband continued working and going on with life, I slipped into depression. I didn’t know who I was anymore. I had lost myself in the process of becoming a mother because without motherhood I couldn’t making meaning of my life. It seemed that I’d prepared my whole life to be a mom and now here I was at 32 years old and still not one step closer to realizing this dream. Our intimacy also faltered. Infertility took the intimacy out of our love life and made sex a chore to be done at just the right time (when I was most fertile) to conceive a child.


  According to the definition of infertility, not being able to conceive after one year of unprotected sex with a male, warrants a diagnosis of infertility. I met this definition, yet I still didn’t understand what having infertility meant. Even though infertility is a medical condition, there is not a definitive blood test or scan to conclude that you are infertile. The diagnostic criteria is an absence of a pregnancy. That is one of the most challenging parts of having this medical condition – the absence of a definitive cause for it. How do I explain this problem to others? What do I tell people when they ask me, why I am not pregnant yet? Oftentimes others can’t understand the answer, “I am having trouble getting pregnant.” It just isn’t a thing for most people because pregnancy should be easy. However, in people without infertility, getting pregnant happens about 25% of the time because so many physical things have to go right at the right time for conception to occur. This percentage decreases with age. So, for people with infertility, conceiving naturally is almost impossible. Infertility is elusive and misunderstood by most people.


  It was elusive to me because I could not peer into my reproductive system to see where the problem lied. I could not fix the problem to get pregnant. My body was created to be pregnant, but it was not happening, and I didn’t know why. I just knew I had infertility. I am the 1 in 8 women who have this disease. It feels awful to not be able to get pregnant despite our best efforts to do so. The infertility beast had invaded my body, my bedroom, and my marriage. What a stark contrast from the hopeful and beautiful bride I was on that warm autumn day to the depressed and defeated wife that I became.


  Men and women generally handle infertility stress differently. Men tend to go into problem-solving, denial, or minimize the gravity of the situation. For example, my husband would often reply to my comment, “no baby this month”, with we will try again, and it will happen. For me, I felt rage. There is this one memory I have where I was in the backyard with an empty plastic bottle in my hand and I was pounding it on the picnic table. I was pounding and screaming the rage that pervaded me because there was “no baby this month.”


  Typically, men’s way of coping focuses on the wellbeing of their partner, who is in distress. Don’t get me wrong, my husband felt “like a loser” for not being able to get me pregnant, and helpless when I got my period. My husband hated seeing my overt displays of rage and sadness because he knew how much emotional pain I was in. For men, not being able to conceive a child doesn’t go against a biological drive to procreate in the same way that it manifests in women. Women typically physically and psychologically feel the pain of not being able to procreate in a much more profound manner. For women, not getting pregnant is a failure of their body. Not getting pregnant can crumble the very core of a women’s identity and lead to feelings of shame, guilt, depression, anxiety, and isolation.


  Most often, due to these gender differences in coping, couples with infertility can experience distress and negative cycles of communication leading to disconnection. For instance, the woman shares her feelings related to not being pregnant, the male partner seeks ways to solve it, the woman feels invalidated, and the couple fails to connect. The female partner feels unheard, and the man feels useless. This cycle leads to a disconnect and can cause martial distress that can lead to a separation or divorce. Infertility is one of the hardest stressors for marriages to overcome. Sometimes it is hard to incorporate the male into the equation, if not for his sperm, the man is insignificant. Or so it seems. The medical profession focuses on the female as the patient and on getting her pregnant, while ignoring the male factor in the process. Beyond testing the male for infertility markers, reproductive doctors rarely focus on him and how to integrate him into the infertility journey. However, the man involved is also suffering and is in need of support. The man in the relationship is often the target of the woman’s rage and disappointment.


  For me, my anger made me angry at my body. My anger made me angry at my husband. My anger made me envy anyone who was pregnant or had kids. I had a co-worker who seemed so fertile to me because she was pregnant with her fourth child, and another one who conceived twins. During the time that I was trying for one baby, those around me at work were having their fourth child or two at one time. I couldn’t take it anymore. Why were they so fertile and I wasn’t? My anger made me shut down, withdraw, and isolate from those around me. I became consumed with finding a solution to the problem in order to get pregnant. Part of seeking solutions involves blame. Because I couldn’t medically fix my inability to get pregnant, I internalized and blamed myself. Why did my body betray me in this way? I had to blame someone or something. Blame serves that function – to make us feel like we are doing something towards finding a solution. However, blame is futile and leads to no positive outcomes. Instead, it breeds self-contempt and breaks down our relationships with others. Yet, I had no other recourse at the time, but to blame. Blame myself, and then blame my husband. That is when the blame game in the bedroom began.
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