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  For Elijah and Isaiah—a still small voice, and wings like eagles.





  And he stretched himself upon the child three times, and cried unto the Lord, and said, O Lord my God, I pray thee, let this child’s soul come into him again.

  And the Lord heard the voice of Elijah; and the soul of the child came into him again, and he revived.

  And Elijah took the child, and brought him down out of the chamber into the house, and delivered him unto his mother: and Elijah said, See, thy son liveth.

  —1 Kings 17:21–23 KJV





  Author’s Note

  This is a true story—our son’s, and ours—told as faithfully as memory allows. The events are real. We’ve reconstructed conversations from memory, but we changed nothing and invented nothing; where someone’s privacy mattered, we left them unnamed rather than alter what happened.

  Throughout the book you’ll find links to short videos of Elijah: the taste test, the afternoon he met his brother, the day we broke the rules. They are real, and we hope you’ll watch them. They are him in a way our words can’t quite reach.

  Somewhere in the writing, this also became a book about a word. But mostly it is about Elijah.

  We wrote it together. Kristan’s chapters are in her voice; the rest are Daniel’s.

  —Daniel and Kristan Dow
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Act 1: Birth to Home



Elijah’s Birth

Around six am, the fetal heart tracing locked into a steady, unbroken rhythm. Elijah was experiencing contractions. The tracing should have been anything but steady.

The physician explained it to us while she watched the monitor. The tracing was supposed to react to the contractions. It wasn’t reacting to anything.

She performed scalp stimulation immediately, scratching Elijah’s head to provoke a response.

Nothing. The rhythm stayed steady.

Until then, everything had seemed normal. Elijah was two weeks overdue, but no one had said that was a problem.

Kristan’s water broke in the middle of the night, on the body pillow she slept against. She noticed the stain was brown. She said she didn’t think it was supposed to be. I wasn’t sure either. But all of her appointments had pointed to a healthy baby. That’s what I told her. That’s what I held onto.

The hospital was around the corner, a few minutes up the street. I drove. Neither of us would remember what we talked about.

Walking in, the contractions came so strong Kristan thought she was going to deliver him right there in the hallway. We were in the delivery room by three am. They gave Kristan oxygen and said it was a routine precaution. She decided to have an epidural; the anesthesiologist gave it to her. Contractions continued.

We had his name ready. I had picked Elijah because I liked how it sounded and thought it would be unique. It turned out to be the most popular baby name in the country that year. His middle name was Kobe, for Kobe Bryant, because I wanted to tell him one day that if you work very, very hard at something, you can be the best in the world at it.

For a few hours everything seemed calm and routine.

Then it wasn’t.

The physician said they couldn’t wait. Kristan wasn’t fully dilated, but something was wrong and the decision was made to move to immediate delivery.

No one explained why a C-section wasn’t the answer. No one ever would.

The room exploded. Nurses rushed in, adjusted lights, wheeled in equipment. The bed snapped into position. Gloves on. Tools ready.

The physician smiled. Her voice stayed calm and steady. “Okay, we’re really going to have to work to get him out.”

When everyone was in position, she told Kristan to start pushing.

Now.

Again.

Harder.

Kristan pushed. Her body strained.

Now.

Again.

Harder this time.

Minutes passed. She pushed through each contraction. Her eyes bulged and her mouth opened. Her face contorted as she pushed. The physician stayed close, urging her forward. Still smiling and calm, but firm.

“We really need to see him in the next few minutes, okay?”

Now.

Again.

Harder.

More minutes. More pushing. Her face contorted with the effort.

The physician’s voice never changed, never rushed, but the words came faster.

Now.

Again.

“Okay, we really need to see him now.”

Kristan relaxed for a breath.

She closed her eyes, clenched her teeth and pushed hard against a cervix not yet ready to give birth. She squeezed my hand as hard as she’d ever squeezed anything. Her face turned red. She stopped. She took sharp breaths. She pushed.

Now.

Again.

Harder.

She pushed so hard she vomited onto the floor and herself. She pushed again and vomited again. Fluid went the wrong way. She coughed and couldn’t pull air.

The team, focused on the delivery, did not notice.

“She can’t breathe,” I said.

One of them jumped.

On your side.

Open.

Spit.

A nurse cleared her mouth and turned her back. She gasped and air returned. The physician was already giving the next instruction, still smiling, still calm.

“Let’s start pushing again, okay?”

No pause. No recovery time. The clock was still moving.

Now.

Again.

Harder.

Now.

Again.

Harder.

It went on like that for forty minutes. Kristan was exhausted and bleeding, but the physician kept her pushing.

I stood beside the bed, keeping my face steady. Watching the staff count and reposition. Watching the monitors and the tools and the hands. Cataloguing everything. What they were doing. In what order. Why. It gave me something to hold onto. I smiled for Kristan. This is fine. It’s normal. Everything’s going to be okay.

Then Elijah emerged all at once. He came out stained brown. He didn’t cry. The delivering physician passed him straight into another doctor’s waiting arms.

He should have gone to Kristan. That’s what was supposed to happen. It’s what we’d seen in movies and watched on TV. He was supposed to be placed on her chest. Skin to skin. First contact. Mother and child. The moment we’d been waiting for.

Instead, the doctor laid him on a cart, put a mask over his face, and rushed him to the far side of the room. A tube. The monitor. A fixed pattern began: the tube then the mask.

Suction, oxygen.

Suction, oxygen.

Suction, oxygen.

Blood oxygen rose when the mask covered Elijah’s face. Blood oxygen fell when the tube went back in. The pattern repeated. The hands never hesitated.

I stayed upright by the bed, watching the doctor struggle to make Elijah breathe on his own. Never leaving Kristan’s line of sight. Same smile. I didn’t want her to know what I was watching.

Elijah is here. He’s going to die.

I counted the cycles in my head. Suction. Oxygen. Up. Down. I needed the pattern. Something I could track. Something measurable. But my mind was already moving past this moment. What would I need to do? What would Kristan need? How would I keep her together? How would I fix this for her, for us, for the world that was about to collapse?

Across the room, the cycle continued. The staff tracked the screens. The screens tracked the child.

Suction, oxygen.

Up.

Suction, oxygen.

Down.

Seven minutes passed. Elijah made a sound. Not a cry. A brief whimper cut through the room.

Elijah is here. He’s going to live.




NICU

The sound of that first whimper still hung in the air when they pushed me toward the door.

“Go. Follow your son.”

The team was already rolling Elijah out. I moved fast to keep up. No one said it, but they wanted me gone. Kristan needed their attention now, and I would only be in the way.

Kristan hadn’t even gotten a good look at Elijah yet. As I glanced back, I saw a crowd of people gathered around her, working quickly, hands moving with the same urgency they’d just shown for Elijah.

I caught up to them maybe twenty feet down the hallway, walking briskly to match their pace. They respected my presence but I wasn’t their primary concern.

I stopped cataloging the equipment and the numbers and the patterns. There was Elijah. I’d imagined teaching him to ride a bike. To fly a kite. To drive a car. Standing next to him at his wedding. I hadn’t imagined this—tubes and tape and wires, a tiny chest fighting for air, being rushed down a hallway by strangers while all I could do was follow.

But he was here. He was alive. That was better than I had feared seven minutes ago. Small chest up and down. Breathing that seemed rapid. A CPAP mask covered his nose, secured with tape and straps. Clear tubing. Leads dotted his skin. The screen showed each beat and breath. The future we’d imagined would fill the rest of our lives was on a cart being pushed down a hallway attached to medical equipment.

I lifted my phone. Kristan had held him in her belly for nine months. Had just given him birth. Had not yet touched him. She would want to see him. I framed Elijah’s face behind the mask and tubing and took the picture as they moved down the hall.

[image: Newborn Elijah asleep in the NICU, a breathing mask strapped over his nose and mouth, one arm curled beside his head.]

In the NICU they moved him to an open crib under bright lights. A nurse slid a temperature probe beneath him. Another placed stickers on his chest with wires coming out of them. Someone wrapped a cuff around his leg. They connected him to monitors filled with numbers and graphs and lines.

Heart rate.

Saturation.

Respiration.

They adjusted things and watched those monitors. Time passed. Thirty minutes, maybe less. I couldn’t tell.

The first person I’d ever loved the moment I saw them and my mind was already trying to fix what might happen if he died. What would come next? What would Kristan need? What would this mean for tomorrow? Next week? Next year?

I’d never dealt with anything like this, so I did what I always did. Watched. Collected. The numbers on the screen. The movements of the staff. The rise and fall of that small chest. Elijah’s hands finding each other. His fingers clasping. Arms and legs moving independently. His eyes opening, looking at the room. Looking for eyes. Moving from thing to thing, person to person, finding their eyes.

Then they found mine.

The first time Elijah ever looked at me.

Someone was talking to me. It came through in fragments.

You’ll hear some alarms. Most of them are limits, not emergencies.

We’ll see how he clears. He inhaled meconium. He needs to move air well. He’s improving.

A physician listened to his lungs.

Equal breath sounds.

He noted the color.

He’s pink.

The team charted. They checked the mask and the cord clamp and the ID band. The numbers held. The alarms stayed silent.

Then Elijah slept, the mask over his nose. Every wire and tube had been urgent, alarming. Now they were just what was keeping him alive.

“Can I go see my wife?”

“Give us a few minutes. We’ll finish this set of checks.”

They did not tell me they were waiting to hear if Kristan had survived.




Kristan Is Attended To

They took Dan and Elijah away.

The room did not empty. It filled.

I lay on the delivery bed, still, while hands worked over me and around me. Not cleaning up, but fighting and fixing. I could hear everything. I could see the ceiling. But my son was somewhere down a hallway I couldn’t see. He was moving away from me and nothing about the room I was in connected to anything that mattered.

The epidural—still working—kept sensation far away.

Where was he? They weren’t talking about him.

I heard only the urgent chatter of doctors and nurses, gloves snapping, metal on metal and chirping monitors.

Blood pressure.

Heart rate.

Saturation.

I watched the ceiling and the lights above. I tracked voices, not faces. People moved around me but I couldn’t quite follow who was who or what they were doing.

Tone improving.

Sponge counts.

Counts correct.

Clamp here.

Suture there.

Nurses called out numbers. The lead physician stood at the foot of the bed and gave short instructions that kept the room aligned. No one stepped out of order. Someone wrote times and totals.

The room felt like it was tilting slightly. The lights blurred at the edges and my head felt light, like it was separate. Like I might float away from the table if someone didn’t hold me down.

There were hands on me, inside me, working, but I couldn’t feel where they were stitching. Couldn’t feel how much blood I’d lost. Couldn’t feel anything except the pressure in my abdomen.

Bleeding controlled.

Close.

The words reached me like they were coming from another room.

The darkness came for my eyelids and I shoved it back. It came again. I shoved it back again. It was not a fair fight. My body was emptied out, the room was warm, the worst was over, every signal my body sent said let go, but I dug in.

I hadn’t seen him.

He came out and they took him away. He passed right out of my body and into someone else’s arms, across the room, gone and I hadn’t seen his face.

Minutes passed and the tone of the room shifted from urgent to methodical. The monitor beeped slow. The lightheadedness eased. The room stopped tilting.

At the side table, a nurse placed something in fluid and rotated it under the light. I couldn’t see what it was from where I lay but I heard the nurse’s voice.

Placental infection.

They recorded the finding in the chart. I didn’t understand what they meant. Too tired to ask. I filed it somewhere I wouldn’t be able to find later.

The pressure on my abdomen released.

Trays cleared.

Gloves off.

New gloves for final checks.

I watched the edges of faces soften. The urgency was gone. Whatever needed to be stopped was stopped.

The darkness came for me with everything it had.

But before it
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A note for parents.

Hypoxic-ischemic encephalopathy—HIE—is a brain injury caused by a loss of oxygen around the time of birth. It is well known as a cause of cerebral palsy and seizures, and far less discussed as one of the roads that can end in an autism diagnosis—though the research connecting the two is real. If your child was born in distress—a cord, meconium, minutes without breath—and later met a word that didn’t quite fit, you are not imagining the gap between them.

We’ve gathered what we learned—the studies behind the “six times” figure, the essays, and the videos of Elijah referenced in these pages—at hefeedsdinosaurs.com, along with a way to reach us.

Whatever word your child has been handed, start with the child.

—Daniel and Kristan Dow
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