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			To my mother— the first woman who showed me what strength looks like before I ever had words for it. Thank you for your prayers, your patience, and the way you held hope when I could not. For standing steady when fear tried to take over, and for loving both my daughter and me through a journey none of us expected. Brooketales exists because of the foundation you laid— your faith, your resilience, and your unwavering belief that love carries us through even the hardest seasons. This book is for you. With all my love and gratitude. 

			— Kristee Hall

		

	
		
			How to Use This Book

			This book serves two purposes: It’s my story, and it’s a roadmap for yours.

			If you’re currently in the NICU: Each chapter ends with reflection questions and coaching notes designed to help you process your own experience. Don’t feel pressure to read straight through—jump to the chapters that speak to your current situation.

			If you’re post-NICU: Use this book as a healing tool. The reflection questions can help you process trauma, celebrate victories, and find your voice as an advocate.

			If you’re supporting someone in the NICU: This book will help you understand what families face beyond the medical procedures—the emotional battles, systemic challenges, and quiet victories that rarely make it into conversations.

			Remember: Your story matters as much as mine. Use the margins. Write your own reflections. Make this book a companion on your journey.
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			Prologue 
When Life Shifts Without Warning

			“Moreover, God is able to cause all his undeserved kindness to abound toward you so that you are always completely self-sufficient in everything, as well as having plenty for every good work.”

			 — 2 Corinthians 9:8

			Imagine feeling helpless as your body begins to reject the very life growing inside you. You did everything right—ate well, stayed active, prayed up, kept your stress down—and still, your water breaks out of nowhere. You can’t stop it. You feel it running down your legs, and there’s nothing you can do to hold it in.

			That was me in February 2017. Alone. No spouse. No family around. Just me, surrounded by a flood of emotions I didn’t yet have words for. Fear. Despair. Anger. Skepticism. Was my baby going to make it? Would she be healthy—or would she suffer lifelong complications from this sudden, traumatic turn? I was a brand-new mother, and this was nothing like what I had imagined. It almost felt like I was walking in my own mother’s footsteps. 

			I, too, was born prematurely in 1978. My mother delivered me alone in an ambulance that had to travel more than fifty miles from Andrews Air Force Base to Georgetown University Hospital in Washington, DC. Unlike her, I was only five minutes away from the hospital where my baby girl—and my life—would become permanently intertwined. We were no longer two separate beings. From that moment forward, we were in this together.

			I questioned everything.

			
					What did I do wrong?

					Why is she coming in February instead of June 3?

					Did I do something to cause this?

					Am I undeserving of a healthy baby?

					Is this karma for something I did—or didn’t do?

			

			The questions wouldn’t stop. And none of them came with answers.

			Statistics That Matter

			Babies born at twenty-five weeks are considered “micro-preemies.” They have a seventy-five to eighty-five percent chance of survival and typically require extended stays in the NICU. Women who were born preterm themselves have a higher risk of delivering preterm, even when other risk factors aren’t present. Several studies also show that preterm birth can lead to increased risks of developmental delays.

			During my daughter Brooke’s NICU stay, I met other families—some stronger than they knew, some holding on by a thread. Some babies couldn’t breathe on their own. Some couldn’t eat or gain weight. Others were thriving, hitting milestones early. Some families were rushed to take their babies home too soon because insurance wouldn’t cover more time. Some babies didn’t make it. I cried with those parents. I prayed with them.     

			And still, my baby girl was there. Longer than expected. Time kept stretching. I kept asking, “When will she be released?” And in return? Cold stares. Sarcasm. Shrugged shoulders. Every week, a new doctor. And every new doctor was just as confused as the last.

			I held on to my routine: work, home to change clothes, a quick meal packed to go, then straight back to the NICU. My life revolved around that unit. The beeping, the alarms, the white coats rotating like clockwork—it became my world for ten months. Even at home, I could still hear the machines ringing in my head. Sleep? Barely. But none of that mattered. Advocacy was my job now.

			I thought it would all get easier after her release. It didn’t. Post-NICU visits came with new doctors, new questions, and the same odd energy. A family member in the medical field quietly mentioned that my file might have been flagged. A caseworker later confirmed it. Some would say I was being paranoid. I know better.

			But no matter the whispers, no matter the shade—we beat the odds. My baby girl kept growing, developing, and shining. She was strong-willed. Smart. Sassy. Unapologetically herself.

			There were angels in the journey, too. One doctor saw me—really saw me—and connected me with a home health nurse service. One of those nurses introduced me to a woman who became a close friend. Then came a daycare provider who didn’t just watch Brooke—she helped her thrive. 

			These experiences—I now call them Brooketales—have changed my life in ways I’m still uncovering, one moment at a time. This journey birthed my purpose, carried me into a community I never knew I needed, and gave me the courage to say: You’re not alone.

			To every NICU family out there—I hope this story helps you feel seen. I hope it gives you the courage to tell your own.

		

	
		
			
1 
Breaking the Cycle

			“You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD, your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commandments.”

			— Exodus 20:5-6

			Before the baby, before the NICU, before the world learned the name Brooke Giselle Hall...

			There was just me—Kristee. A woman who had it all together on paper: career, ambition, independence. But in my heart, I was still trying to heal from decisions I made long ago, dreams I had to bury, and the parts of me that felt undeserving of love.

			A Southern Start and a Premature Arrival

			I was born in Washington, DC, in December 1978, before the big snowstorm of February 1979. My mother was just twenty-one years old, spunky and full of life. She had moved to the big city from North Charleston, South Carolina, and met my father—a military man from Columbus, Georgia—on the Navy Base. They were two Southern gems trying to make a life together in the North.

			She used to laugh and say she didn’t follow a single doctor’s rule while pregnant with me. She lived life boldly. 

			When the contractions hit, my father was at work, and she was home alone. After two long hours on a bumpy ambulance ride, more than fifty miles to Georgetown University Hospital, she gave birth to me—two pounds, nine ounces. 

			I was small, but I was strong. I stayed in the hospital for two and a half months. My mom would visit and hold me in the palms of her hands. My father was scared—I was so tiny. But I made it home two months later, through nine inches of snow and into the arms of two young, determined, and vibrant parents.

			The Climb to Texas

			From a young age, I was driven. I built my career fast, starting in Washington, DC, with the Department of Commerce, then grinding through years of federal service until I was making nearly six figures before thirty-five. But after thirteen years in Maryland, I felt stuck and unfulfilled.

			I thought a change of scenery might lead to a change in life. I applied for a Department of Human Health and Services job in Atlanta, but when they contacted my current supervisor for a reference, he wasn’t supportive. The offer went to someone else, a close friend of mine.

			I was devastated. But I didn’t stay down for long. I saw a vacancy with the Department of Agriculture in Fort Worth, Texas. It felt drastic, but something told me to go for it. 

			I got the job. Moved. Reinvented myself. I left DC behind with the hope that maybe, just maybe, my future—my family—was waiting for me in Texas.

			Him

			We met in August 2014, right after I moved. Our relationship was…undefined. Off and on for three years. I wanted commitment. He gave inconsistency. The worst of it? I found out he had been seeing another woman while living in my home.

			My heart broke quietly. But something about him wouldn’t let me walk away. I craved the comfort of his presence, even when I knew it wasn’t love. Or at least, not the kind of love I deserved.

			The Night That Changed Everything

			It was September 5, 2017—his birthday. After a long stretch of silence, we spent the evening together one last time. It felt different. Tender. He kissed my forehead, and something in me felt both peace and a strange unease.

			Weeks later, I missed my menstrual cycle. I took the test. Positive.

			Wrestling With the Truth

			When I told him, he fell silent. Not a word. No congratulations. No joy. Just…nothing. And that silence echoed everything I had been afraid of.

			I was thirty-eight. No children. Previous health issues. And a silent history of pain that lived deep in my spirit—a freshman-year abortion I had never fully healed from. I wasn’t turning back. Not this time.

			This baby was my redemption. My restoration. My chance to show Jehovah that I could honor the life He had entrusted me with. I had already sinned through fornication, but I wouldn’t compound it with regret.

			I didn’t tell anyone at first. I carried the secret alone until I was three months along. I needed time to make peace with it. To pray. To prepare. To protect what little joy I had.

			A Baby Girl and Big Dreams

			The doctor confirmed it was a girl. Every time we saw her on the ultrasound, she was bouncing, flipping, and living her best life. I started dreaming again. I had always loved fashion and dreamed of modeling in Paris. I wanted to pass that grace and confidence to her.

			Favorite names floated around—Brooklyn, Madison, Kendal. But one stood out: Brooke. Elegant. Strong. Beautiful. I paired it with Giselle. Brooke Giselle Hall. She sounded like a girl who could walk the runway and own the room—or command a boardroom, dominate the court.

			At night, I would pray. I knew I hadn’t done it the right way—but I also knew God saw my heart. I asked Him to keep her safe. I asked Him to forgive me. I asked Him to surround us with people who would do us good. I promised to live a better life. To raise her with love, structure, and faith. I was ready to step out of singledom and into motherhood. Not just as a title—but as a calling.

		

	
		
			The Tale of Two Preemies
 by Kristee Hall

			Birthed not big, yet awfully small
Thought to be weaker and assumed to fall
Mother and daughter stood resilient and tall
 to face this world, not knowing what obstacles and feats faced them after all.

			They are not the first but set the tone
for other NICU moms and families, as an example shown—
of strength, survival, love, fear, hope
and proven to brawl when given no rope.

			With all faith in Jehovah and the courage of Jesus,
this mother and daughter duo
survived the NICU to tell the story,
to encourage all of the gift of life after ups and downs—
a true story of triumph and love!

		

	
		
			Coach’s Note

			I look back at this part of my life and still feel all the tension—the guilt, the hope, the silence, the dreams. I didn’t have a perfect beginning, but I had a heart full of love and a mind set on doing better. 

			This chapter reminds me that healing doesn’t erase the past. It allows us to own it, grow from it, and walk with purpose. If you’ve made mistakes, you’re not alone. I’m right here with you. And if you’re ready to turn your pain into something powerful, I pray my story gives you the strength to do just that.

			
					
What I needed then: Permission to have made mistakes and still deserve love and motherhood.

					
What I know now: Our beginnings don’t disqualify us—they prepare us for what’s coming.

					
For the NICU parent reading this: Your past doesn’t determine your capacity to fight for your child. Every mother has baggage, but what you carry can become your strength.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Reflections

			Every mother has a beginning—and every beginning has baggage. But what you carry doesn’t disqualify you. It prepares you. Your beginning wasn’t perfect—but was it honest, intentional, and full of grace. That’s the kind of soil miracles grow in.

			
					What “baggage” from your past do you need to reframe as preparation rather than disqualification?

					Where in your life have you experienced silence when you needed support? How did you find your voice?

					What promises have you made to yourself or your children about the life you want to build?

			

		

	
		
			
2 
When Everything Changes

			“So that we may be of good courage and say, ‘Jehovah is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can man do to me?’”

			— Hebrews 13:6

			I’ve come to understand that motherhood is not for everyone. Having lived through its trials and triumphs, I deeply respect the strength it demands—and the grace it requires. The gift of motherhood doesn’t only belong to biological parents. It extends to the village that surrounds a child, nurturing them in ways big and small.

			I never expected the events that led to Brooke’s birth. I always imagined myself becoming a mother, but I didn’t know when—or how—it would happen. I was focused on advancing my career in the federal government. I didn’t imagine being single when I had my first child. I felt conflicted. The traditional nuclear family was the model I saw and the life I once believed I was meant to build.

			But life had other plans.

			Over the years, I’ve realized that emotional connection—between mother, father, and community—is what truly matters most for a child’s well-being. Brooke’s father and I continue to develop a better co-parenting relationship, despite a rollercoaster past. This is our story—a testimony of survival, perseverance, and hard-won wisdom.

			The Shift

			The moment I found out I was pregnant, I was overcome with joy. My doubts about motherhood—about whether I had waited too long—were answered. At thirty-eight years old, I was scared, but I also felt the most beautiful I’ve ever felt. Carrying Brooke, even only for four months, was a defining moment in my life.

			Still, life wasn’t easy. I was juggling intense demands at work as an acting supervisor, managing a team of eight while handling high-stakes special projects that required sign-off from National Headquarters. The stress was mounting.

			My final special project took the heaviest toll. I presented a comprehensive workflow process, only for 85% of it to be dismissed after a new policy was suddenly introduced. I revised everything, led a conference call, and by all accounts, it was a success. But I was exhausted—mentally, emotionally, and physically. I had been basking in baby apps and nursery plans—then, in a blink, I was on the phone with a maternal-fetal specialist. 

			The shift wasn’t just medical; it was spiritual. I started praying in ways I never had before—not out of habit, but desperation.

			The Emergency

			I was twenty-five weeks pregnant when my world shifted from glowing anticipation to gut-wrenching uncertainty. What started as a routine ultrasound became a moment I would replay in my mind a thousand times. I didn’t know it then, but the words I heard that day would change everything: “We need to run more tests.”

			That weekend in February, my life changed forever. I was laughing on the phone with my mother after a quick run to McDonald’s when I noticed something unusual: heavy, clear discharge. I wasn’t cramping, so I decided to wait and see.

			I made calls to every mom I knew. Their answers were cautious: “Maybe…just wait until morning.” But as the night went on, the discharge became heavier, and Brooke’s kicks grew fainter. That was the alarm I couldn’t ignore.

			The next morning, I went to the emergency room. That decision may have saved Brooke’s life.

			At the appointment, I was told there was no amniotic fluid around her. She was breech—head up, hands waving in the sonogram—and my heart dropped. I felt helpless and completely alone. I had never heard of a baby being born at twenty-five weeks and surviving. The hospital could only support babies born at twenty-seven weeks.

			I was placed on bed rest, hopeful I could hold on just a little longer. But while I was lying there—praying for time, trying to stay calm—chaos erupted around me. 

			Labor was already underway when everything stopped. One second, the monitor beeped steadily. The next, silence. My daughter’s heartbeat vanished, and so did my breath.

			Brooke started moving more, and the contractions came faster. I screamed for help. They gave me medication. And when I woke up, I saw a tiny, precious baby girl—born a micro-preemie. So delicate, yet so precious.

			The Storm Within the Storm

			I was barely awake when the doctors told me Brooke would need to be transferred to a different hospital for her care. I would remain behind to recover.

			The chaos didn’t stop. The nurses were inconsistent. Some didn’t check on me at all. I felt invisible in a place where visibility should’ve been lifesaving. Every morning, someone from billing called to remind me about my deductible—while my child’s life hung in the balance.

			I was told I needed to visit her at the new hospital daily. But I was barely healed, scared, and without transportation. I was used to taking care of myself. Being dependent was unfamiliar and uncomfortable.

			One day, I stepped away to change my clothes and grab a bite to eat—I was gone for maybe thirty minutes. When I returned, a nurse pulled me aside and told me I was being reported for “abandoning” my child.

			I lived fifteen minutes away. I had checked in. But that didn’t matter. She didn’t ask questions—just assumed the worst.

			I stood there in disbelief, then walked out and cried in the parking lot. I just sat there—windows fogged, hands shaking, unsure if I had anything left to give. I felt the weight of every prayer I had ever prayed crashing into silence. And then, with my hands trembling and my soul cracking—I whispered, “God…are You there?”
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