
 

A love eternal 

Photos help parents hold on to the only memory of their newborns 

By Karen Lindell  
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His name was Noah. 

Diana Sauceda has prints of her son's tiny hands and feet, and a lock of his hair. 

She does not know the color of his eyes. 

Noah's eyes never opened. 

But Sauceda will never forget how he looked. Like any new parent, she has photographs of her baby 
— pictures worth a thousand floods of tears, because Noah was stillborn. 

The black-and-white portraits, taken by a professional photographer at Simi Valley Hospital, remind 
Sauceda of the precious few hours she and her husband, Hector, had with Noah after his heart 
stopped beating and doctors induced labor. 

The photographs show Sauceda and her husband, as well as Diana's parents, cuddling and nuzzling 
Noah, trying to comfort him, while in essence comforting themselves. 

Leila Jones of Simi Valley captured those achingly poignant moments on May 26. A full-time 
professional photographer, Jones also is the volunteer Ventura County coordinator and trainer for 
Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep, a nonprofit organization founded in 2005 that offers free "infant 
remembrance photography" services to families whose babies are stillborn or at risk of dying at birth. 
The nondenominational organization took its name from the title of a classic children's prayer. 

More than 5,000 volunteer photographers, including 15 to 20 who work with families in Ventura 
County, are part of Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep's network in the United States and 19 other 
countries. 

The Saucedas displayed the images of Noah at his funeral, and incorporated a photo into his 
headstone. They keep his photos on a shelf in their Simi Valley home, near a Noah's Ark figurine 
and a hospital memory box, which includes a lock of his hair and other birth mementos. 



The pictures, Diana Sauceda said, "are precious to me forever. I'll never forget what he looked like." 

One of Sauceda's favorite photos shows her mother "holding Noah up to the light," she said. "He's 
snuggled in a blanket wearing a beanie; you can see the left side of his face, and a tiny piece of his 
eye." 

She paused. "Not knowing the color of his eyes — that's really hard," she said. 

TESTAMENT TO LIFE 

Often, Jones said, friends, relatives and parents overwhelmed by grief don't understand why anyone 
would want a photograph of a newborn who is dead or about to die. 

She recommends that skeptics visit the organization's Web site, 
http://www.nowilaymedowntosleep.org, to see the gentle, compassionate, high-quality pictures 
before deeming such images morbid, grotesque or inappropriate. 

"It's a time of confusion and fear," Jones said, "but when you see the way we capture these images, 
you realize that it's part of the healing process. We're here to help them get through the pain. 
Parents say that when they look at the images they are reminded of the beauty and blessing of the 
day that their child came into their lives. I've never had anybody say, I can't believe you took that 
image.' Most people are moved and touched." 

Sometimes, the baby in the picture, like Noah, is stillborn. Other babies are photographed during the 
short time they remain alive, or right after removal of feeding tubes or other life-support devices. 

Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep was co-founded by Cheryl Haggard and Sandy Puc' of Colorado after 
Haggard's son, Maddux, was born in 2005 with myotubular myopathy, a condition that prevented him 
from breathing, moving or swallowing on his own. After six days, Haggard and her husband decided 
to remove him from life support. They called photographer Puc' to take portraits of Maddux while he 
was on life support and afterward, when his body was free of the tubes and wires. 

Jones has been a member of Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep since 2006. Pam Andreasen, director of 
the women's and children's unit at Simi Valley Hospital, read an article in a nursing magazine about 
the organization and asked Jones, a full-time professional photographer and mother of six, if she 
wanted to volunteer. 

When Andreasen first told hospital doctors and administrators about the organization, she said, they 
thought the photographers might be taking advantage of grieving parents by planning to sell the 
photos, but they changed their minds after seeing the Web site and talking with Jones. Before Now I 
Lay Me Down to Sleep offered its services, Andreasen said, nurses were the unofficial 
photographers of babies who died before or shortly after birth. 



"They were doing the best they could with a Polaroid (and more recently a digital camera), but the 
pictures were so awful," she said. 

Medical professionals, Andreasen said, have found that letting bereaved parents hold and see 
photos of their child is an important part of the grieving process. "If they're able to see and touch the 
baby, it helps them have closure down the line," she said. 

Jones said she gets about two calls per month for remembrance photo sessions at hospitals in and 
around Ventura County. 

In cases like the Saucedas', when the baby's death is sudden and unexpected, hospital staff, social 
workers, chaplains, birthing coaches or other healthcare providers might refer the parents to Jones. 

At first, Diana Sauceda said, she wanted photos of Noah only — not of her or her husband 
interacting with him. "I felt that seeing those pictures would just hurt me all the more," she said. 
"Now, I see when I'm holding him, I just really appreciate them." 

The process was not obtrusive, Sauceda said, despite her family's deep grief. 

"When Leila was there, it seemed like she kept her distance. She wasn't in our faces; she gave us 
our space, focusing in from a distance." 

Siblings, grandparents and extended-family members are often part of the photo session. 

"This is the first and last family portrait for these families," Jones said. 

PRENATAL PLANNING 

When parents know ahead of time that their baby will not survive, a Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep 
photographer works with the family before the birth, even providing maternity portrait sessions. 

Usually, such pre-birth portraits are taken around the seventh month of pregnancy. 

Mary Jo Peterson of Encino didn't know whether she had seven months. Her maternity session took 
place toward the beginning of July, when she was 29 weeks pregnant, because her baby, Andrew 
James (they call him AJ), could be born at any time. 

At birth, AJ has a 50 percent chance of breathing. And even if he survives, he will not likely live long. 

Peterson, 40, and her husband David, 43, learned in April that AJ has trisomy 18. According to the 
Trisomy 18 Foundation, a trisomy occurs when a baby has three chromosomes in the 18th position 
instead of the normal two. This extra genetic material causes the problems associated with trisomy 
18. Most of the babies die before birth, and those who do make it typically live only a few days. 



"They just succumb because they've got too many things wrong," Mary Jo said. "For example, some 
babies' esophagi are disconnected from their stomachs, they typically have heart problems, or their 
kidneys are underdeveloped or not developed." With AJ, she said, doctors have detected the heart 
and esophagus problems, as well as a misshapen head and other anomalies. 

"There is nothing that's a guarantee with a trisomy 18 baby — when he comes, how long he lives, 
how bad the abnormalities are," Mary Jo said. 

But she and David have planned as much as possible for the birth, including the call they made in 
June to Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep. Mary Jo, director of learning and development for a financial 
institution, heard about the organization from a work colleague. The Petersons linked up with Jones 
because she is the area coordinator for north Los Angeles County as well as Ventura County. 

Jones' number is on Mary Jo's cell phone. The photographer is one of the people Mary Jo plans to 
call when she goes to Providence Saint Joseph Medical Center in Burbank to have AJ; the birth is 
likely to be a scheduled cesarean section. 

When Jones takes photos after the birth, the Petersons will likely not be alone. Mary Jo and David 
have invited all six grandparents (Mary Jo's mother and father are both remarried) to meet AJ, and 
possibly other family members or close friends. 

The Petersons' 4-year-old son, Joseph, will be in the room as well. 

"We've made the decision that he's going to meet AJ. He's going to get to hold him, and they're 
going to be photographed together," Mary Jo said. 

Mary Jo agonized over whether to have her son present, but when she saw the photographs on Now 
I Lay Me Down to Sleep's Web site, which includes images of older siblings holding their baby 
brother or sister, she realized, "It's good for him to meet his brother." 

Mary Jo said she was touched so deeply by the photos the first time she saw them on the Web site 
that she bawled. At first she had been hesitant about taking photographs of such a sorrowful 
situation. 

"I didn't know how it would work if AJ was stillborn," she said. "Is that appropriate? I figured we would 
be taking pictures, and certainly wanted him memorialized, but to have a professional photographer 
there I was a little tentative." 

Mary Jo reached Jones right away via e-mail through the Web site, which lists the volunteer 
photographers' contact information by geographic location. 

"Once I talked to Leila on the phone, she could answer questions for me that were kind of morbid in 
nature," Mary Jo recalled. "I said, If he's stillborn, can we still do this?' She said there are families 



who keep their babies with them even 24 hours after they passed away, and that hospitals are so 
respectful of whatever you need to say your goodbyes." 

David, a stay-at-home dad, said he "went to a completely different place" when he heard about Now 
I Lay Me Down to Sleep. "I was going to the 1800s, when they would do death masks of people who 
had passed away," he said. But when he saw sample photos, "I realized it was something I would 
enjoy. I could appreciate the fabulous photography they were doing." 

During the maternity portrait session, which took place at a photography studio a few weeks ago, 
"We were treated like the highest-paying client," Mary Jo said. "The professionalism and the respect 
shown — it's amazing that they would do this for free. They're treating AJ like the human we 
recognize him to be. That's really important. They get it." 

Mary Jo's first doctor assumed she would want to terminate the pregnancy when they got the trisomy 
18 diagnosis. But Mary Jo said she and David "felt strongly that we're supposed to carry this baby for 
however long he's supposed to be carried," so they found a more like-minded doctor. 

GENTLE TOUCH 

The Petersons want Jones, whom they hope to have with them in the recovery room after Mary Jo 
has her cesarean section, to do a lot of candid photography. 

"She did talk about posing the baby at some point, but she does it based on intuition," Mary Jo said. 

Jones concurred. 

"I let the families take the lead in how I work and interact with them, the same as with working with a 
client that might come to my studio," she explained. "We are very careful with asking the families if 
we can move their child, undress them, etc. We give breaks and private time if needed." 

The pictures are retouched and presented artistically. For children who might have deformities, the 
photographers "use our creativity to capture special images for the parents to cherish — tiny fingers, 
little feet, ears, name bracelets, anything that symbolizes baby," Jones said. 

The Petersons said the photos will offer "an opportunity to preserve whatever little life AJ's got in 
pictures." 

They also plan to show a slide show of the photos, with music, at AJ's funeral. And Mary Jo is a 
scrapbooker, so she will make an album to share with others. 

David added the photographs will give Joseph "a positive way of looking back at his brother. As he 
gets older, he can comprehend more deeply what was going on." 



"I know I always had a terrible fear of death," Mary Jo said. "This gives you a different perspective. If 
you look at the sweetness of those photos, you realize death can be a peaceful, positive thing." 
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