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      “With this book, Seigle and Stevens offer a compassionate and much-needed contribution to the conversation about reproductive and maternal mental health. It’s time we banish the silence, the stigma, and most of all, the shame that all too often accompany painful reproductive experiences. This book takes on these ubiquitous but still-taboo topics and offers the support women urgently need and deserve.”

      
        
        —JESSICA ZUCKER, PhD, psychologist and author of the award-winning I Had a Miscarriage and Normalize It

      

      

      

      “As a physician, I have seen firsthand how isolating and complex the path to parenthood can be—especially when it doesn’t follow a traditional route. Maternal Hope is a moving, necessary collection that amplifies the voices too often left out of the conversation. These stories are a reminder that every family has its own journey, and every journey deserves to be seen. As a mother of two, I’ve walked through my own seasons of uncertainty, joy, grief, and transformation. This book is a powerful offering of light, empathy, and resilience to anyone navigating the many layers of building and growing a family. May it be a balm for those still in the waiting, and a bridge for those ready to be seen.”

      
        
        —JESSICA SHEPHERD, MD, chief medical officer of Hers and author of Generation M

      

      

      

      “Maternal Hope is a powerful reminder of the importance of community in difficult times. These moving stories reminded me that in the hardest moments of parenting, we are never truly alone. There is beauty in the mess, hope in the heartbreak, and power in sharing our journeys.”

      
        
        —AMANDA KLOOTS, celebrity fitness trainer and New York Times bestselling author of Live Your Life

      

      

      

      “Maternal Hope is a testament to the quiet courage of people navigating some of life’s most vulnerable moments. As a physician, I know how isolating these experiences can be. This book brings them into the light—with empathy, truth, and strength.”

      
        
        —NEEL SHAH, MD, chief medical officer, Maven Clinic

      

      

      

      “The stories in Maternal Hope are medicine for the heart—tender, raw, and alive with the kind of truth that only emerges when we feel safe enough to be fully seen. This book honors the spiritual path of parents in all its forms: the longing, the loss, the miracles, and the quiet healings that shape us along the way. It’s not just a collection of stories—it’s a remembrance and a light in the dark. As a mother of two, this book was exactly what I needed to feel seen and less alone in my motherhood journey. Motherhood has shaped me into a brand new human (in every single way), and the depth of that truth is exactly the kind of magic that this book encompasses.”

      
        
        —JORDAN YOUNGER, founder and CEO of The Balanced Blonde and host of The Balanced Blonde podcast

      

      

      

      “A collection as diverse as motherhood itself, filled with unique perspectives and experiences designed to make us all think and feel.”

      
        
        —ZIBBY OWENS, podcast host, Totally Booked with Zibby, author, and bookstore owner

      

      

      

      “The heartfelt reflections in Maternal Hope are poignant, real, and all too relatable, and the honesty that pours forth in these pages is both compelling and comforting. I’m thrilled that Seigle and Stevens have added their voices and those of a dozen other thoughtful writers to this much-needed conversation. Brava!”

      
        
        —EVE RODSKY, New York Times bestselling author of Fair Play and Find Your Unicorn Space

      

      

      

      “I wish I’d had this book in my early days of motherhood—or later, when I suffered a pregnancy loss and felt completely alone in my grief. Motherhood makes us desperate to connect with other moms in a raw, honest way, but when we are in crisis, it can feel too difficult to seek out these kinds of vulnerable (yet life-affirming) conversations. Maternal Hope is such a valuable resource. It's moving and healing while providing a safe space to explore the complex emotions of modern mothering. I am so grateful to the people in this book who shared their stories with us. More of this kind of connection, please! We need it now more than ever.”

      
        
        —MARY CATHERINE STARR, author of Mama Needs a Minute! and artist behind @momlife_comics on Instagram

      

      

      

      “Becoming a parent can bring up big feelings, particularly if the path is difficult, painful, or complex. Seigle and Stevens offer hope by sharing honest, heartfelt reflections from real families who have been through dark moments and found light on the other side. Maternal Hope is a gift that will help readers feel less alone.”

      
        
        —MOLLIE WEST DUFFY, Wall Street Journal bestselling coauthor of No Hard Feelings and Big Feelings

      

      

      

      “Maternal Hope gives voice to the often-unseen journey of building a family. As someone who knows the importance of storytelling to help people feel seen and supported as they navigate complex modern family-building journeys, I appreciate the compassionate and powerful approach this book takes to sharing these stories.”

      
        
        —ANDREA SYRTASH, relationships author and editor-in-chief, pregnantish

      

      

      

      “Family building is an odyssey of unique circumstance and emotion. For those whose journey has been marked by adversity, disappointment, or trauma, this book provides hope to all in its most raw and candid form. As a past fertility patient, it transported me back to my own journey and offered insights into what helps us all through family building: resilience.”

      
        
        —BEC HOLMES, PhD, senior vice president of lab operations, CCRM Fertility

      

      

      

      “Maternal Hope is a courageous and necessary book. As a mother, daughter, and leader, I know how hard—and how powerful—it is to name what others leave unsaid. This beautifully honest book offers validation, insight, and hope for all of us in the invisible challenges we navigate. It reminds us that our vulnerability and shared humanity fuel our resilience.”

      
        
        —SIMONE AHUJA, mother, innovation strategist, and bestselling author of Disrupt It Yourself

      

      

      

      “From the heartbreak of loss to the quiet moments of hope, the stories within Maternal Hope perfectly capture the beautiful and messy complexity of trying to become a parent. Reading them, I felt both seen and moved. These stories are a testament to the resilience of the human spirit and the strength that can be found in even the darkest moments.”

      
        
        —CAITLIN WEAVER, bestselling author of Such a Good Family
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        To the unseen, the unheard, the unspoken—may these pages remind you that hope often blooms just out of view.

      

      

      
        
        And to Isabel, Teddy, and Ava—our reasons, our light.

      

      

      
        
        In loving memory of Liv and Max.
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            FOREWORD

          

          WHITNEY BISCHOFF ANGEL

        

      

    

    
      Whether you’ve found this book, or this book has found you, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that Maternal Hope is now a part of your story. Like a comforting presence, it’s here to guide you, support you, and remind you that you are not alone. This book speaks to the universal emotions of loss, love, fear, and joy, offering a space where they can coexist and be understood. No matter the path you’ve walked to get here, this book is here for you.

      Within these pages, you’ll find stories of resilience, hardship, and an unspoken understanding that stretches across every loss, every longing, and every dream delayed or shattered. These stories are raw and impactful, reaching deeply into your heart and moving you to tears. They are the voices of those who have walked through pain and emerged with hope, just as you may be striving to do. And while you may not have seen it during your darkest moments, I promise you, Maternal Hope is here now.

      For me, the concept of maternal hope began at nineteen after the tragic and unexpected loss of my mother. Without her steady hand to guide me and with no father to lean on, I found myself navigating life’s most formative years alone. At the time, I didn’t fully understand what I was searching for. But looking back, I realize what I desperately longed for was something to reassure me that I would be OK, that peace could be found amidst heartache, and that I could make it through the grief of growing up without her. I was searching for hope.

      In the following years, I learned I could find what I sought, not just in my own strength, but in the relationships and communities I went on to build.

      When I was first cast on The Bachelor, I thought I was embarking on a bizarre path to find true love, something that now feels almost laughable but was so real to me at the time. What I discovered was something far more profound: a group of women from all walks of life, each with a unique background and story, yet united by one shared thing—our hopes for the future.

      Behind the scenes, away from the cameras and glamour of filming, we opened up to each other in raw, real ways. These weren’t moments designed for “the most dramatic season ever.” They were late-night conversations, without microphones or bright lights, when we could just be ourselves, sharing our deepest hopes, whether they were dreams of travel, careers, family, or motherhood. These moments, to me, captured the true essence of reality TV: real women, facing real challenges, having real conversations about the choices we face and the power of supporting one another through it all.

      That experience taught me something profound: The importance of these conversations is not limited to a select few. They’re for everyone. Even in the midst of a reality TV show, surrounded by cameras and dramatic moments, we were talking about the most authentic, difficult, and personal experiences that shape our lives. And in doing so, we bonded.

      After the show, the conversation didn’t stop. With the support of some close friends and our new platform, a few of us ignited a movement. We took the bold step of openly sharing our decision to freeze our eggs—an often-taboo topic—beyond the confines of the Bachelor mansion and into the world. By doing so, we hoped to bring attention to an option that many women might not even know is available or may feel too intimidated to consider or talk about. We wanted to show that having these conversations is not just OK but crucial—and that making intentional choices for our futures, even in the face of uncertainty, is both necessary and empowering.

      Maternal hope is not one-size-fits-all. It looks different for each person. For some, it might be hope for motherhood, fertility, or guidance through pregnancy and postpartum. For others, it may be hope to heal from past loss or find strength in the face of seemingly insurmountable challenges. It’s for those navigating loss, yearning for community, or seeking guidance and healing in any form. It’s for men and women, parents and non-parents alike because hope, in its purest form, is universal.

      One powerful lesson my mother taught me, which has stayed with me through the years, is: “Choices are the hinges of destiny.” This simple yet profound truth has guided me, especially in moments when I’ve questioned my purpose. She introduced this quote to me in the following email six weeks before her unexpected passing, reinforcing how our choices shape our path forward:

      
        
        I get two inspirational messages each day on my computer. Here’s my correlation of today’s to you: “Choices are the hinges of destiny.” You have choices to make every day—we all do—and this will continue for the rest of your life. Will you let obstacles define you, or will you continue to pursue your dream? Whitney, I have enough faith in you to move mountains, but you have to believe too. Please believe with me!

      

      

      Since then, that same unwavering faith guided me through every hardship and decision, shaped by both personal loss and professional purpose. I pursued my dream of becoming a nurse, dedicating nearly twenty years to reproductive endocrinology and infertility. Over the years since then, I’ve watched countless families navigate loss, healing, and hope, and in doing so, I’ve relayed the same hope that carried me through my own health and fertility struggles.

      In May 2019, I was fortunate enough to welcome my son, Hayes, who arrived earthside on the anniversary of my mother’s passing. It was a powerful reminder that hope, even when born from loss, knows no boundaries. Yet the years that followed forced me to confront the grief I had buried so long ago.

      After a year of persistent chest pain, dismissed by multiple providers, I was faced with a life-threatening condition: cardiac tamponade, caused by a virus silently attacking my heart over the prior year. I was lucky to survive, but the recovery was far from easy.

      During this time, the medications required to treat my heart kept me from the one thing I longed for most: clearance to try for another baby. As time ticked on, so did the pressure of my biological clock. A year later when my health finally stabilized, I was given the go-ahead to conceive. But that hope was soon shattered by a series of early miscarriages and an ectopic pregnancy, leading me to the question I’d asked so many times before: Why me? How could it be that a seasoned fertility nurse, with access to experts across the country, couldn’t find a solution?

      In an act to regain control, I thawed the eggs that I had frozen in 2013 as the backup plan I thought I would never need. The eggs thawed and fertilized, and I had some embryos to work with. For a brief moment, I felt in control again—until I faced a failed transfer. Once more, I found myself searching for something intangible, only to realize that what I had been searching for all along was the same thing I had longed for when I was nineteen: hope. Hope that I would be OK. Hope that I wasn’t alone. Hope that there would be light in the darkness if I could just find the strength to look up.

      And ultimately, that light shone brighter than I could’ve imagined. A few months later, we received the surprise of a lifetime: two pink lines. My husband, Ricky, and I welcomed our daughter, Brady, in August 2023.

      My experiences as both a provider and patient sparked a deeper drive to help others beyond the clinic, recognizing the critical need for emotional, mental, and relational support during fertility, pregnancy, and the postpartum period. Inspired by the hope I had found, I took the leap to step away from the clinical setting and cofound my own company, Lily Concierge Consulting, to guide others through the often-complex path to parenthood in a healthcare system that feels increasingly mechanized. While it took me time to make this decision, I’m reminded that our lives are filled with complexities and uncertainties, yet somehow we’re always guided to our purpose. And this choice has led me to mine.

      The stories ahead are like mine—stories of profound, heart-wrenching challenges: the grief of miscarriage, the emptiness of stillbirth, the fragile hope of pregnancy after loss, and the courage it takes to pursue fertility treatments. These stories aren’t confined to simple dimensions. They stretch beyond what we can fully see or understand. They transcend barriers of race, gender, socioeconomic status, and background. They reflect the complex emotions and struggles surrounding single parenting, same-sex couples, surrogacy, and choosing not to parent at all. And most importantly, they reflect that no matter how our journey unfolds, we are all in this together.

      The hope I longed for as a young woman, scared of what lay ahead, is now the hope I share with you as you turn the pages. It is through pain that we often find our purpose, not only for ourselves but for others as well. It is in the sharing of our stories—the comfort we offer one another—that we begin to heal, find meaning, and move toward hope. As you read these stories and reflect on your own, may you find comfort, connection, and the kind of hope that knows no bounds. Maternal Hope is here to remind you that, in the end, we are all capable of navigating the uncharted waters of our lives, and that no matter how lost we feel at times, we are never truly alone.

      
        
        Whitney Bischoff Angel, BSN, RN

        Founding partner of Lily Concierge Consulting
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      This is Liv. Twenty-six-week preemie, day thirty-seven of life, NEC, E. coli, septic shock.

      That was how the medical team introduced Ali’s daughter during their daily rounds in the NICU. Seven people in scrubs stood at Liv’s bedside: the nurse, resident, fellow, attending, surgeon, anesthesiologist, and neo-nutritionist. Outside the hospital, the world was in chaos. A global pandemic had shuttered businesses, and protests filled the streets. Inside the hospital, the world of Ali and her husband, Tim, was collapsing too. For thirty-seven days, they had fought for Liv’s survival while mourning the death of her twin brother, Max, who had passed away just one day after he was born.

      The journey that brought Ali to this moment had been long and isolating. Infertility, IVF, high-risk twins, and a harrowing delivery were just the beginning. There is much more to Ali’s story. The terrifying moments, like giving birth in an unexpected location and handing her infant to Tim as though they were in some surreal version of The Lion King. The moments of heartbreak, like planning cremation arrangements instead of birth announcements. And the moments of unexpected grace, like the packages of food, texts, and even toilet paper left on their doorstep by friends and neighbors who wanted to help.

      Camille’s journey could not have been more different, and yet she, too, knows what it’s like to feel utterly alone. Her pregnancy came easily, and her delivery just before the pandemic hit was uneventful. On paper, everything should have been perfect. But when Camille brought her daughter home, the overwhelming weight of motherhood set in. Used to excelling at everything she did, she felt paralyzed by the demands of caring for her newborn. She had heard of postpartum depression but assumed it was something other people dealt with. But Camille’s reality looked different than that of her friends, with their highlights posted on Instagram. She breastfed but felt more like a dairy cow than a mother. Friends asked about the baby’s milestones but never about her own healing—both physical and emotional. When the pandemic quarantine began, the isolation became suffocating, and Camille found herself trapped in a relentless cycle of feedings, diaper changes, and naps. One day, she walked onto her roof deck and wondered if she had the strength to continue.

      But she did. Slowly, step by step, Camille began asking herself a simple but powerful question: What do I need in order to feel better? That question became her lifeline.

      

      Our stories are different, but the pain we’ve each felt—the loneliness, loss, and questioning of ourselves—is universal. When you’re in the depths of despair, you’re not looking for easy answers or tidy resolutions. You’re looking for hope. You’re looking for connection. And above all, you’re looking for proof that you’re not alone.

      We know this because we’ve lived it. We searched for community in Facebook groups and hashtags. We found glimmers of understanding in TED Talks and Instagram captions. But what we couldn’t find was a book—a collection of real, unvarnished stories about the messy, painful, and beautiful realities of parenthood. A book to remind us that, even in our darkest moments, others had walked this path before us and made it through. That’s the book we needed.

      And that’s the book we’ve written.

      Maternal Hope is a collection of deeply personal narratives by those who have navigated the types of challenges that often get buried in the shadows. The stories you will read in the pages ahead explore the many paths to parenthood—some chosen, some forced by life’s unpredictability. They cover infertility, miscarriage, infant loss, postpartum depression, adoption, surrogacy, and the decision to remain child-free. They are stories of heartbreak and resilience, of despair and hope. They are not filtered or polished for social media; they are raw, honest, and real.

      Unlike anthologies that feature celebrities or influencers with access to every resource imaginable, the voices in Maternal Hope belong to everyday people. People like us, and people like you. Their experiences are as varied as their backgrounds, but their stories share a common thread: the power of vulnerability and the strength found in connection.

      We wrote this book to break the silence around the struggles of starting a family. To offer a hand to those who feel like they’re drowning. To create a community within these pages for anyone who has ever felt isolated, unseen, or unsure of what comes next.

      If you’re holding this book, it’s likely because you or someone you love is walking a hard road right now. We want you to know: You are not alone. There is hope. There is strength in sharing our stories, and there is healing in hearing yours echoed back to you. We hope that you’ll join us on this journey. Together, we will find a way forward.
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            YOU ARE NOT ALONE: MY STORY OF MISCARRIAGE AND MOTHERHOOD

          

          MONICA ROYER

        

      

    

    
      Parenthood is a journey that brings some of life’s greatest joys and also some of its most painful heartbreaks. As women, we’re often encouraged to share the sweet, sunlit moments: the first ultrasound, the baby kicks, the nursery reveal. But I believe it’s just as important to share the dark, lonely corners of this experience—to remind each other that we are not alone.

      My own journey into motherhood began joyfully. My pregnancy with my daughter was healthy, and I delivered her without complication. That experience became the foundation of so much in my life—including the decision to launch Monica + Andy, a company inspired by her birth and built for the next generation of babies and parents like me, with a goal to be a parent’s first friend.

      I like to say this company was “born in a delivery room, not a boardroom,” as I wanted my daughter—and all babies and their parents—to have access to the best quality and most helpful products. From day one, I also believed in the beauty of the sibling bond, which is why I included my brother’s name. Andy and I are incredibly close, and it was that inspiration that became our brand’s North Star: the idea that siblings could be best friends.

      And so when I became pregnant a second time, I was overjoyed. The pregnancy felt familiar—the same exhaustion, the same nausea, the same relentless need to nap through the afternoon. But this time, life looked very different. I was running a rapidly growing company. I had a four-and-a-half-year-old daughter. And I had very little time to slow down.

      Because of the way I was feeling—and the fact that my coworkers could see the difference in me—I revealed my pregnancy early. I didn’t have the luxury of hiding it, so I told those around me. Coffee suddenly made me gag. I looked pale and drained. Sharing the news felt necessary, but also joyful. I was excited.

      Then came the day of the routine ultrasound. I remember lying on the table, the cold gel on my stomach, waiting for that comforting sound: a heartbeat. But instead, the screen stayed silent. I stared at the monitor while the technician moved the wand, keeping her voice soft as she carefully chose her next words. I could tell something was wrong, even before she said it. “The heartbeat isn’t there,” she said gently. “Maybe it’s too early to detect it … but we’ll need to schedule a follow-up.”

      The days between that appointment and the next felt like a lifetime. I read everything I could get my hands on—stories of hope, stories of miracles. I wanted to believe I might be one of them. But at the follow-up, the silence returned. This time, there was no “maybe.”

      As they wheeled me into the operating room, I felt like I was walking through fog. I remember staring up at the lights on the ceiling and thinking: This is my fault. Maybe I worked too hard. Why didn’t I see the signs? I should have known better. I should have done better.

      Miscarriage, to me in that moment, felt like failure. Like I had made a mistake, and now I was paying the price.

      I’d already told so many people about the pregnancy. For some women in my situation, that could be seen as a liability, as they can’t shrink away from bad news over their pregnancy loss. But for me, instead of regretting that decision, it became a lifeline. The outpouring of love and support from friends and family carried me through. And even more than that, it was their stories—of loss, of grief, and eventually, of healing—that lit the path forward for me.

      One friend—who I had no idea had previously miscarried—sent me a message I’ll never forget. She said: “You are not broken. This is not your fault. And you will survive this, even when it doesn’t feel like you will.” Her words became an anchor for me. Another friend had experienced multiple losses and still found the strength to try again. I thought of her often in the quiet, empty moments after my surgery.

      Then I had another devastating experience: my second miscarriage. And a third. Both times, I knew what was coming. Once I got the news, I braced myself, going through the motions with the weary familiarity of someone who had been there before. I had walked this road. I knew the anesthesia. I recognized the smell of the operating room. But the pain was no less sharp. If anything, the second and third losses made it feel like a pattern—like something might be wrong with me. My first miscarriage had felt like a fluke. The next two were harder to explain away.

      And of course, the questions continued: “When will you give her a sibling?” “Isn’t it time for another?” Innocent, well-meaning comments that struck like tiny knives. They didn’t know about the children I never got to meet. They didn’t know how hard I was trying.

      Through it all, I kept telling my story. Not in a big, performative way, but in real conversation. When people asked about babies or pregnancy, I didn’t lie or deflect. I told them about my losses. About the pain. About the little lives that existed only in my heart.

      The experience of losing three children to miscarriage—and sharing about it with others—made me whole again, in a way I didn’t expect. I’ve realized that I’m not defined by my ability to conceive or carry a child. I’m not “less than” because I experienced miscarriage. And neither are you.

      To anyone reading this who has experienced a miscarriage, infertility, a child with severe health complications, or an unconventional path to motherhood, I want you to know this: You are not alone. You are not broken. And there is nothing you need to hide.

      We deserve to be seen in all parts of our parenthood journey—not just the moments worthy of Instagram. We deserve to be supported, held, and celebrated, even in the midst of heartbreak.

      Hearing the stories of others who have struggled has helped me heal. Telling my own story has too. I wish the same comfort and healing for you, and I hope that together we can change the narrative—one brave, honest conversation at a time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Discussion Questions

      The author emphasizes the importance of sharing the painful parts of motherhood, not just the joyful moments. She also found strength and healing through the stories of others who had experienced similar losses.

      
        
          	
        How does the pressure to present a “perfect” narrative of parenthood affect someone’s ability to grieve, connect, and heal? In what ways can we create safer spaces for more honest conversations around miscarriage and loss?
      

      	
        How do shared stories and vulnerability help to break the stigma around miscarriage and infertility? Have you ever experienced healing or connection through someone else’s openness, or by sharing your own story?
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            THE GIFT OF PERSPECTIVE IN A LIFE UNEXPECTED

          

          DR. SONAL PATEL

        

      

    

    
      I walked more than three miles the evening before Radha was born. Despite having a relatively easy pregnancy, I was tired of the excessive peeing, discomfort, and poor sleep and was impatient for my baby girl to arrive. Plus, I had four equally eager, soon-to-be grandparents sitting together on the sofa of our downtown Chicago apartment, watching Indian television loudly every evening for the week leading up to the delivery.

      I pleaded with my ob-gyn for an induction, but it was not recommended. So I took matters into my own hands and began the slow but deliberate waddle around our apartment floor. My husband, Vibhav, joined me on the walk for some much-needed alone time and to escape the smell of curry from the grandparents’ cooking, which was starting to penetrate the walls of the apartment. I went to bed that night feeling exhausted but accomplished. Then around 3:30 a.m., I woke to the first pangs of labor. I remember thinking in that moment that my life would never be the same, and I suddenly felt nostalgic for the simpler life I was giving up.

      Vib and I made our way to the labor and delivery ward at the hospital, which was connected by a short bridge to the children’s hospital where I was completing a fellowship in pediatric gastroenterology. It was an unusually warm, sunny day in late January 2016, which I took to be a good omen. After just over an hour of pushing, Radha was born to the sounds of Hindu hymns playing on a loop in the delivery room.

      Her body was perfect in every way, from her soft black hair down to her toenails. She had ten fingers, ten toes, two eyes, one nose. Divine. I never knew it was possible to fall in love with something—someone—so instantly. Suddenly, my life was now committed to raising this beautiful creature.

      Two days later as we drove her home, I felt like Radha had always been a part of our family, and that life prior to her birth was unimaginable, despite only having known her for forty-eight hours. The grandparents greeted the three of us upon our arrival, swooping Radha up with an outpouring of absolute adoration and love in its purest form.

      The first year of Radha’s life was bliss. We marveled at how quickly she was growing and developing. I recall her eyelashes becoming noticeably longer on what seemed to be a daily basis. I would assess her developmental milestones periodically to ensure she was on target, which she always was.

      As the weather got warmer, we ventured out into downtown Chicago to enjoy the riverwalk, parks, and outdoor restaurants. Radha always seemed to draw people to her. Maybe it was her gorgeous hair, plump cheeks, or stunning eyes that made people flock nearer. She was the crown jewel of our family and could command attention with just one look.

      By ten months of age, Radha was pulling up in order to stand and starting to walk while holding on to furniture, which is termed “cruising.” I thought it would be a matter of weeks before she was toddling around.

      Then fifteen months came and went with no improvement in walking. Our pediatrician, however, wasn’t concerned. He wiggled Radha’s legs during an appointment and stated, “This child does not have a neurological issue”—one of the many misstatements that is forever burned into my memory. He recommended seeing a physical therapist and an orthopedic surgeon, both of whom found nothing that merited concern.

      By the summer of 2017, I had finished my fellowship and joined the hospital where I had trained as an attending physician, and Vibhav had finished his own medical training. We spent the summer weekends traveling to visit family and friends while also making a dedicated effort to spend our weekday evenings at the park where Radha could see other children in their most active states. We worked on building her core strength, balance, and agility by playing on various playground installations, almost as if we were circuit training.

      By eighteen months of age, Radha was stronger than she had ever been. She was walking with just the slightest hold of a hand, but still not independently. I again reached out to our pediatrician, this time requesting a neurology referral. He complied but stressed that he did not believe anything concerning was going on.

      We saw the neurologist in November 2017, who felt with much certainty that Radha had “vestibulosensory issues,” which essentially meant she didn’t like the feeling of being unstable or falling. He was so confident in his diagnosis that he wrote, “I see no medical reason why this child is not walking,” in his progress note.

      All the while, my anxiety continued to build. Something was going on with Radha, but neither I, nor the multitude of pediatric subspecialists who had evaluated her, could explain why she wasn’t walking. I remember seeing a child running at the park and thinking to myself that Radha would never be able to do that, despite doctors telling me she was completely fine. Vib and I would have dreams at night of Radha walking, giving us a brief moment of serenity and relief, only to awake in the morning and realize that nothing had changed; we were still living amongst our fears.

      In January 2018, we took Radha to Disney World for her second birthday. This was the last time that I remember being truly at ease, putting my fears about Radha’s walking aside for a short while. We spent four incredible days at the parks, but when we returned home, Radha was no longer interested in drinking milk from her sippy cup. Whereas normally she would pound back her six-ounce cup in the morning and again before bed, suddenly it took her an hour to drink just four ounces. She had also begun storing food in her mouth instead of swallowing, something she’d never done previously. On one occasion after dinner, I opened her mouth and found the few bites she’d eaten smashed into her palate.

      Our fears renewed, we met with a neuromuscular neurologist at the end of January 2018. Having had no hint of concern from any of Radha’s previous providers, we went into the appointment relatively calm and level-headed. But at the end of the assessment, the neurologist reported that Radha’s nerve conduction, or how fast signals traveled from her brain to her muscles, was delayed—by a lot.

      My heart shot into my throat. I had to prop myself up against the wall because I was so overwhelmed. What does this mean? I wondered. Will she ever walk? And why are we only finding out about this now after almost a year of concern?

      From there, our medical quagmire only deepened, accompanied by an insurance nightmare. While the neurologist recommended genetic testing, our insurance company required preauthorization for the test, which could take weeks. Our other option was to pay thousands of dollars out of pocket. On top of this, we had requested a brain MRI to cover all our bases, which the neurologist did not think was necessary at the time.

      As we navigated all this, Radha began exhibiting new, more concerning symptoms. Her overall oral intake had decreased substantially, and she was losing weight rapidly. She began having episodes of reflux and vomiting, which had not happened since she was an infant. Her hand strength was weakening, and she dropped objects easily.

      The neurologist again explained away all my concerns. She said that children can become picky eaters, leading to fluctuations in weight gain; milk intake decreases over time as kids get older; and so on.

      I had never felt so dismissed in my entire life, and I was a pediatric subspecialist speaking with another pediatric subspecialist. We were not being heard or regarded by the people we were seeking out for help, and this compounded the stress that was already eating away at our well-being.

      Still dealing with the insurance nightmare of preauthorization for genetic testing, I continued to push for the MRI—as both a doctor and a mother. The neurologist relented. As I handed Radha over to the MRI nurse, I could feel an ominous force hovering over us. After it was finished, Vib went to the radiology reading room to ask about her results. The radiologist reviewed the images with him.
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