
Taylor was born on February 2, 2015 at 
37 weeks. He urinated shortly after birth 
and my husband and I let out a sigh of 
relief. At 26 weeks, an ultrasound showed 
that his left kidney was smaller than the 
other.  Follow-up appointments indicated 
that he could have double ureters which 
many people live with unknowingly their 
entire life. We were told that if he 
urinated at birth that he was likely fine. 
That stream of yellow was a welcome 

sight. Though, an hour after he was born, we asked the pediatrician to test his 
kidneys.  

We spent the next two days in the hospital being new parents. We mastered the 
art of swaddling, we introduced him to family and friends, and I struggled with 
breastfeeding. We got very little sleep and enjoyed every second of it. The day we were to be discharged from the hospital the 
pediatrician returned to tell us that Taylor’s creatinine and BUN levels were rising and he needed to be transferred to CHKD 
immediately.  The next few hours were a blur. We quickly ran home to pack what we could, grabbed our dog, and drove the hour to 
CHKD from Williamsburg. Operating on about three hours of sleep in three days, I walked in to POD I to see my son in an isolette. I 
was terrified. 

We wouldn’t find out Taylor’s diagnosis until the following morning. Taylor had renal hypoplasia. Simply put, his kidneys didn’t fully 
develop in the womb. They weren’t functioning. He would need to have dialysis until he was big enough for transplant. At four days 
old, Taylor had his first surgery to install a peritoneal dialysis (PD) catheter. Three days later, he would start his first treatment. Our PD 
journey had just begun.  

Since Taylor was a full-term baby, our NICU stay seemed slightly different than those around us. He was the biggest baby in the pod, so 
rather than celebrating every ounce Taylor gained, we celebrated each time his dialysis fill volume increased. We celebrated the first 
time we performed his catheter dressing change and the first time we administered his shots. Those were the milestones that got us 
closer to home. Taylor was discharged 41 days after admission. We went home to enjoy life with our kidney kid and the struggles that 
come with it.  

From the moment we heard Taylor diagnosis, we immediately 
wanted to be tested as donors. We would finally start the process 
almost a year after discharge. While my husband and I were both 
compatible blood-types, tissue typing indicated that I was a better 
match.  

Receiving the call from the transplant coordinator informing me that 
I was a 6 out of 6 match to Taylor was the best news I’d ever heard. I 
was reminded of the day we received his diagnosis. Being sleep 
deprived and fresh to the NICU, there were so many emotions, but I 
remember feeling helpless. On September 26, 2016, I confidently 
walked into Sentara Norfolk General no longer feeling helpless. 
Instead, hopeful. 

Today, Taylor is adjusting well to his new kidney. With his improved 
health, we are enjoying the freedom of not having nightly dialysis 
treatments. We had our first big night out at ChristmasTown and we 
cherish every moment as a dialysis-free family. ♥ 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The Bensten Family  
My son, Jackson, was almost four when my daughter was born at 24 weeks. 

Never underestimate the resilience of your children. Apprehensive of what he would 
think of her tubes, skinny legs, ventilator and medications, I held my breath the first 
couple minutes of their first meeting. But curiosity trumped fear. Who was this little 
sister named Abby and what was all this cool stuff? 

Always up for a “big boy” task, Jackson found his 
role immediately by putting her things away at the 
bedside, passing my frozen milk to the nurse, 
singing her a song through the incubator door and 

decorating her space. As Abby grew, he helped pick the first outfit she would wear. He really 
liked to “take care of Sissy,” and let’s be honest, I think he kind of enjoyed the big brother title 
without having her actually live with him. 

When you feel guilty about the unfair split of your time, or you pick them up from school late 
or it’s McDonald’s for dinner (again!), believe me, it is okay. The NICU is intense, stressful, 
depressing, elating and all encompassing. But even though it feels like your whole world right 
now, one day it won’t. Promise!” -Jessica, mom of NICU graduate Abby (5), big brother Jackson 
(9), and little brother Henry (1). 

The Patterson Family  

One of the most difficult aspects of our NICU stay was that our 27-weeker, Isaac, 
had a 22 month old brother, William. Because children under the age of 2 are not 
allowed back into the NICU, we had to immediately face the stress, confusion, and 
guilt surrounding how to care for both of our children when they could not be in the 
same place at the same time. Our older son knew about "baby Isaac" but after Isaac's 
birth he had no concept of who or what "baby Isaac" was and why his mommy and 
daddy were constantly with him in the hospital. We struggled to explain to William 
in a way that he could understand, and we relied on a lot of prayer and patience to 
get through the 77 days Isaac was in the NICU. My mom was able to come to 
Virginia (from Alabama) to help us for the duration of Isaac's stay and this helped 

greatly in balancing time between our two children. My husband, mom, and I would rotate between time with William and 
Isaac and each week we came up with a schedule for who would be with each child at different times of the day. Before 
William's second birthday, the child life specialist was gracious to escort William back into the NICU with us for one brief visit so 
William could see and picture his baby brother and where it was his parents were constantly going to visit. This helped William 

to understand more of what was going on, though I felt tremendous guilt and anxiety 
wondering how all of the stress and trauma were affecting 
William. On William's 2nd birthday (2 months after Isaac's 
birth) he got to have his first official visit to the NICU, holding 
and touching his brother for the first time. Holding both of my 
boys in my arms for the first time was an indescribable moment. 
We continued to face difficulties as the NICU isn't exactly an 
ideal "playroom" for a 2 year old, but we would bring William 
back for brief visits each day to see his brother and were 
grateful to have these brief moments as a family of 4. When 
Isaac was discharged, it made our family time at home all the 
more sweet because we had waited so long for it and had been 
pulled in different directions for so long. - Laura, mom of NICU 
graduate Isaac (20 months) and big brother William (3).  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When Your NICU Baby Has Older Siblings 
Whether it is your first child or your fourth, having a baby in the NICU is really difficult. However, having older children does 
present special challenges for NICU families.  We asked two parents of NICU graduates to share some suggestions about how 
they balanced the needs of their older and younger children during this difficult time. 



Reading in the NICU 
and Beyond 
There are many benefits associated with reading to 
babies, toddlers, and children. The NICU is the perfect 
place to start reading to your baby! 

• Reading together helps parents and infants bond 
• Babies are soothed by the sound of their parents’ 

voices 
• Reading is a good way to pass time at the beside 

and can be done even if your baby is in an isolette 
or is too medically fragile to be held 

• Reading to your child from infancy helps develop 
positive feelings about reading 

• The same benefits apply whether you are reading a 
picture book or chapter book so pick a great book 
and start reading!  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Book Recommendations from NICU 
Graduates 

• Green Eggs and Ham and Hop on Pop by Dr. 
Seuss, recommended by Isaac 

• The Llama Llama series by Anna Dewdney, 
recommended by Eloise 

• On the Night You Were Born by Nancy Tillman 
and Baby Bible Stories About Jesus by Robin 
Currie, recommended by Olivia 

• Mr. Brown Can Moo, Can You? by Dr. Seuss 
and My First Read and Learn Bible published 
by Scholastic, recommended by AJ 

• A Bear Named Paddington by Michael Bond, 
recommended by Taylor 

• I Love my Daddy Because… and I Love my 
Mommy Because… by Laurel Porter-Gaylord 
and Time for Bed by Mem Fox, recommended 
by Catherine 

• ABC is for Circus by Patrick Hruby and Dorling 
Kindersley Touch and Feel Wild Animals, 
recommended by Thomas 

Other great books to try: Little Blue Truck by Alice 
Schertle; Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You 
See? by Bill Martin, Jr.; Giraffes Can’t Dance by 
Giles Andreae; The Wonderful Things You Will Be 
by Emily Winfield Martin

CHKD NICU Graduates Love to Read! Left column from top to bottom: Daddy reading to 
Taylor in the NICU, Taylor (2) reading at his desk, Isaac (1) and family reading together, 
Antonio “AJ” (2) is all smiles while reading Dr. Seuss. Right column from top to bottom: 
Greyson (2) snuggled up for a good book with daddy, Corwin (3) reading a favorite 
counting book, Eloise (2)  relaxing with a good read, Catherine (2) taking a book break at 
the library. 



Who’s Who in the NICU? 
MEET NURSE EMILY THRASHER 

How long have you been working in the NICU?  
Going on 4 years July 2017 (but really 5 years if you 
include my CHKD externship. 
What made you decide to go into neonatal nursing? 
I always knew I wanted to work in a pediatric field 
because my cousin, Ruth aged 13, passed away from 
cancer in 1994. I was only about 2 years older than 
her and we grew up very close, more like siblings, so 
her illness and passing had a great impact on me. 
When I applied for the CHKD summer internship 
program my junior year of nursing school I put that 
in the future I might consider being either a neonatal 
ICU nurse practitioner or a pediatric nurse 
practitioner. I was extremely lucky and was chosen 
for the program and they placed me in the NICU. I 
had no prior experience or even much knowledge of 
the NICU besides it was a unit for preemies but the 
first day of my externship working with NICU babies 
it just felt right and I knew I had found my calling by 
the end of the program. 
What do you find most rewarding about your job? 
There are so many rewarding parts of the job. I love 
being able to help parents do hands on care for the 
first time, give a bath for the first time, teaching 
parents how to give medications, just getting the 
whole family involved in the care of the baby. I also 
find it extremely exciting and rewarding when I see a 

baby on their first day on the unit, which we all know 
is a fragile and stressful time for the baby and family, 
and then when they have made huge progress and 
are ready to go home. Seeing that tiny preemie turn 
into a big baby with big cheeks and leg rolls, I just 
love that. 
What advice do you have for the family members of 
NICU babies? 
My best advice would be to not be scared to ask to 
be involved in more aspects of the baby's care. 
Don't be afraid to ask if you can do hands on care 
(even the first couple of days depending on the 
fragility of the baby), don't be afraid to ask if your 
nurse will teach you things to look for like stress/
over-stimulation in your baby. Bring in blankets, 
photographs, pictures siblings have drawn, and your 
favorite smelling baby wash/lotion. Never be afraid 
to ask any member of the team questions if you 
need clarifications. There are tons of resources but 
sometimes we as nurses forget because we are so 
busy, so please ask if you need help. Another great 
thing is infant massage that a staff member can 
teach you. I believe there are 3 staff members who 
are certified to teach parents infant massage, myself 
being one of them. I don't typically do much 
teaching as I am very busy when I am on the unit, but 
I do utilize the techniques I learned when I care for 
your babies. At the end of the day YOU are your 
baby's number one advocate for life, but we nurses 
and other caregivers are extremely in tune with your 
babies also, we will fight for your baby's best interest 
from day one. 
What do you like to do when you are not at work? 
When not at work some of my favorite hobbies 
include: teaching myself to sew, baking/cooking, 
and taking my dog, Penny, to the beach when the 
weather is pretty. 
What is an interesting fact that most NICU parents 
don't know about you? 
Nursing wasn't my 1st degree. I actually graduated 
with a Bachelor's of Arts in Dance. I did gymnastics 
and dance the majority of my life probably until the 
last 10 years. One day I hope to pick it up again. 
Also, I am always pinning new things on my "NICU 
ITTY BITTY" board on Pinterest from art projects to 
clothes, to d.i.y. G-tube protectors, etc. I adore my 
NICU babies. 
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Back to School 


