On New Year’s day 2008, Mommy found out she was pregnant again.  Normally she has terrible morning sickness but she was blessed and didn’t have any during Caleb’s pregnancy.  Daddy and Mommy wanted to keep the gender of our third child a surprise but at our 20 week ultrasound we received a different kind of surprise instead – there was something wrong with our son’s heart.  
After a few ultrasounds, Caleb finally received the diagnosis of Hypoplastic Left Heart Syndrome.  To quote one website, “Hypoplastic Left Heart Syndrome (HLHS) is one of the most complex cardiac defects seen in a newborn and remains probably the most challenging to manage of all congenital heart defects.  In a child with Hypoplastic Left Heart Syndrome, all of the structures on the left side of the heart (the side which receives oxygen-rich blood from the lungs and pumps it out to the body) are severely underdeveloped.”  Caleb would need a total of three surgeries to give him a functional heart and the first needed to be performed within his first week of life.  
All unborn babies have a natural hole between two of the chambers in his heart that allow them to take oxygen from their mothers without actually breathing themselves.  Because of this hole, Caleb was perfectly healthy and content in the womb.  It was the transition to life outside the womb that was going to be so difficult for him.  Mommy still made several trips up to OHSU Medical Center in Portland to monitor Caleb’s condition.  It was only on a small, fuzzy, black and white screen, but she was able to literally spend hours watching Caleb before he was born.  
After coordinating the different schedules for the teams of obstetricians, pediatricians, and cardiologists that needed to be there for Caleb’s birth, they decided to induce Mommy on August 8, 2008 (8/8/08).  It was the easiest labor Mommy’s experienced, and after only 3 pushes Caleb Elijah Stecker entered the world at 9:25 pm weighing 7 pounds 8 ounces, measuring 19 and a quarter inches long, and sporting a beautiful, full head of dark brown hair.
Caleb was held by Mommy for only a few short minutes before the pediatricians needed to start administering to him.  In order to keep the hole in his heart open until his surgery, Caleb was immediately started on a dose of medicine that made him ache all the time.  Even though Mommy and Daddy ached to find a way to try to make Caleb feel better, we still couldn’t hold him, couldn’t stroke him.  The nurses allowed us only to hold his little feet and hands.
Finally, the day of the surgery came.  The more Caleb’s family and friends knew the details of the surgery, the more stressed they became.  

The prep and actual surgery took upwards of a full day and friends and family held their breath and prayed for good news.  The good news came:  Caleb was a textbook case, everything went as planned.  The shunt was installed, the heart had resumed beating on its own, and everything went perfectly.

After the surgery Caleb met his parents in the Pediatric Intensive Care Unit.  When his mother and father saw him for the first time after the surgery they were shocked.  The room was filled with machines; each whizzing, beeping, buzzing and bubbling His chest was still nearly an inch and a half open as the doctors waited for the swelling in his heart to go down before they could close him up completely.  Caleb’s family re-realized how scary this really is.

One by one, the machines were removed as everyone that knew about Caleb held our breath.  Caleb did fantastic every time.  His swelling went down faster than expected and he was reduced to the minimum dose on nearly every medication with the full effect.  To add to it, even after eating out of a feeding tube all that time, he breast feed like he had been doing it the whole time.  In fact, Mommy felt closest to Caleb while nursing because it allowed her to stop all of her other Mommy duties and devout her full attention to him.  The closeness and cuddling helped too.  The doctors and staff were happily confused because normally breastfeeding is such a challenge for hypoplast babies, but Caleb must have known how special and important that time would be to her.

His good looks and charm tended to draw in the ladies at the hospital.  Nearly every nurse that worked a shift with Caleb fell in love with him, and it wasn’t uncommon for them to continually swing in during breaks or between slow moments while working with other patients.  His parents often came back from a meal or woke up from a nap to find 3-4 nurses at Caleb’s bedside talking about his eyelashes.

If Caleb didn’t set a record for a hypoplast baby going home, he came close.  In fact, one NICU doctor nick named him Michael Phelps.  Never even close to a scare the entire time.  

After Caleb came home from the hospital, though, he still had to put up with daily monitoring and medicine, not to mention routine trips to the doctor’s office.  For the most part Caleb complied with these little annoyances, but he was known to kick the sat monitor off his foot, much to Mommy’s chagrin.  The doctors warned us how fragile Caleb’s condition was between surgeries and cautioned us not to let him be exposed to too many people so he wouldn’t get sick.  Mommy and Daddy took this advice to heart and so Caleb wasn’t able to meet everyone that loved him but we know Caleb loved and appreciated all the many prayers and well wishes sent by all those who couldn’t meet him in person.
The little extra care it took to take care of Caleb didn’t bother Mommy and Daddy in the least because we were so excited to finally bring Caleb home from the hospital and reunite our family again.  Caleb had only seen big brother Jakey and big sister Julie for a few moments while he was in the hospital due to rules about noise levels in the NICU.  Caleb must have known that Jakey and Julie needed that extra time at home to get to know him.  
Being so little themselves, Jakey and Julie loved Caleb in their own special ways.  Jakey loved helping Mommy give Caleb baths, patting him on the back to get bubbles up, and running upstairs to get diapers. Jakey never was able to say Caleb’s name correctly, but Mommy and Daddy love his nickname for his little brother because Jakey called him ‘K-Love.’ (K-L-O-V-E)
 Julie loved admiring all of Caleb’s little features individually (especially his tiny hands and feet), and she constantly adorned him with hugs and kisses.  After watching Mommy do things to take care of baby Caleb - such as swaddling him in his blankey – both Jakey and Julie started lovingly taking care of their stuffed animals as if they were babies, right alongside Mommy and Caleb. 
Mommy and Daddy noticed that after Caleb arrived the spirit was so strong in our home and it became more peaceful for us.  In fact, it was so peaceful that Daddy loved to take naps cuddling with Caleb after he got home from work.  Mommy also loved snuggling with Caleb in his baby sling while she did her housework.  Caleb was our little snuggle bug and no one could get enough time holding him.  

Caleb delighted his parents with all his little mannerisms that belonged only to him.  They especially loved the way he always framed his face with his little hands, grabbed onto their shirt collars as if he was telling them how much he loved being held, bit his lower lip, held his binky in his mouth with his little baby hand, and stretched out his little bubble toes.
The night before Caleb left this world he took the time to make sure mommy and daddy knew how much he loved them.  They all shared in a wonderful evening together after the other kids went to sleep where Caleb delighted his parents by giving them smile after smile.

After 50 days of perfect time with Caleb, the Lord suddenly decided that it was Calebs time to return to Him.  Sunday morning Caleb suddenly seemed to have a little difficulty breathing. His parents rushed him to the ER and by the time they got there he wasn't breathing at all.  The doctors stabilized him and then it happened again.  They stabilized him again.  Again and Again the doctors worked diligently to bring our baby back.  It felt like a Tug-of-War, with the doctors and our hearts on one side, and Heavenly Father on the other.  
They noticed that although Caleb’s heart was pumping and he was breathing, his body wasn't getting any oxygen. They found the shunt they had put in from the surgery was completely obstructed.  The PH balance of his blood showed that he had not been getting enough oxygen for his vital organs during this time.  The only thing we could do is accept God’s will and let him go.  Caleb Elijah peacefully passed away around 6:00pm Sunday night in his parents arms.
The following week was not easy.  As Caleb’s loved ones mourn and try to be strong, his 3-year-old big brother Jacob seems to have a perfect childlike understanding of what had happened.   The next day Jacob found his Father sobbing uncontrollably and asked, “What’s wrong? What’s the matter?”  After learning the source of his daddy’s tears Jakey responded with a big hug, saying, “Don’t cry daddy.  K-Love is right here.  He’s in this room right now, he’s an angel now.”
The way Jakey and Julie have uplifted their parents’ spirits during this difficult time was actually foreshadowed in Mommy’s patriarchal blessing.  It says, “Commit yourself to being a mother in Zion and bless and nurture the little ones that will come to you in a way that will lift them and guide them.  You will need extra patience and perseverance for those that come under your charge.  They will be a source of unending joy, and you will be cheered on difficult days with the happiness of their laughter and their expressions of love.”  Mommy also loves this passage because it reaffirms to her that this is God’s plan, and he provided her with special spirits to help get her through this time.
Another thing that happened the day after Caleb left was his Mommy and Daddy received a call from a cardiologist at OHSU.  He asked them for a precious gift: to donate Caleb’s heart to OHSU’s organ library.  At first, Caleb’s Mommy and Daddy just wanted their little baby to finally get some peace, but after they heard the cardiologist’s explanation they changed their minds.  

OHSU keeps an organ library under lock and key and the only people that are allowed access are surgeons, cardiologists, and medical students.  Having an actual organ for these doctors to look at, hold, and learn from is invaluable and helps them learn so much better than anything they could learn from reading a book.  Often surgeons will come in and look at a heart before a surgery to do research or to help remind them of what they are going to encounter during the surgery.  Hypoplastic Left Heart Syndrome is such a rare defect - and they rarely get infant hearts - so Caleb’s heart is a priceless addition to their library.  

The thought of Caleb’s heart saving the life of even one baby brings a lot of peace and comfort to his Mommy and Daddy.  And because Caleb’s heart will be preserved indefinitely, we are confident that he will help teach many, many people about his heart condition who will in turn bless the lives of countless patients.  So even though he has left us, Caleb has found a way to continue his earthly mission and bless so many more lives.
We have also found strength from Caleb.  One morning after the event, Jacob and his father were on a run.  Towards the end, Jakey exclaimed, “Daddy, I’m tired, let’s walk!”  Daddy replied, “If you think of Caleb, you can keep going.”  Jake picked up his pace and sprinted to the finish.
This morning, Jacob woke up early to use the bathroom.  Usually disoriented and upset, Jacob needs help finding where everything is and help getting back into bed.  Not this morning.  He quietly slipped into his parents room and shook his fathers shoulder to wake him up.  “Daddy, I love you TOO much!”  He then went to his mommy and did the same.  “Mommy, I love you TOO much!”  And then went straight back to bed.
Jacob’s unexpected event this morning is so precious to his parents.  They can’t help think that the spirit sent a message from both Caleb and Heavenly Father thru little Jakey to comfort us.  The message – “We love you TOO much.” is true.  If you could pick any of the words in the English dictionary to describe Heavenly Fathers love for us “TOO much” would probably be the best choice.  God’s love was never demonstrated better during the life of the Stecker family than the blessing of having Caleb and the place he will always hold in their hearts.  
