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To the Judges: 

Never Let Go is the story of a baby born way too soon. It is a deeply reported feature 
story. It is a searing memoir. It is a work of science and of art.  

This three-part series allows the reader to witness something so rare, so profound, it’s 
hard to talk about it without whispering: a half-finished human being, developing out 
in the open as she would in a womb. 

It probes the question of what makes us human. Why does a barely formed baby fight 
for life? Is mother a noun or a verb? How do you parent a baby in a plastic box? What 
does a miracle look like? 

In it you will see a baby’s heart beat through her chest. You’ll see a doctor fall to her 
knees in prayer. You’ll see a surgeon make a cut she instantly regrets. You’ll see a baby 
who can’t speak or even cry declare her intentions and her will. You’ll see a little girl 
emerge from under a tangle of technology and hardware. 

Kelley Benham was already an award-winning writer and editor when she literally 
birthed the story of her life. Her baby was born so early, doctors said letting her die 
might be the kindest option. She was born at the very limit of viability outside the 
womb, one pound, four ounces, twiggy and translucent as a baby bird.  

This story is first person, but it’s more than memoir. Benham returned to the hospital 
where her baby was born and reported the story as if it were a project on someone else’s 
life: digging through 7,000 pages of medical records, interviewing the dozens of doctors 
and nurses who cared for her daughter, reading hundreds of journal articles and books, 
and seeking out bioethicists, epidemiologists, and economists to help explain the 
science and ethics of trying to save babies born so early. It’s a story at the heart a 
fundamental controversy in medicine, but one that has barely been told in American 
newspapers.  

Never Let Go received an avalanche of response. It was the most-read and most-shared 
story on our site every day for two weeks. Hundreds of thousands of readers came to it 
from all over the world. They sobbed into our voice mail. Between installments, they 
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begged and then demanded to know how the story turned out. They called from their 
sick babies’ bedsides. Former micropreemies told us they’d learned something about 
themselves. Doctors, nurses, ethicists and parents of other tiny babies told us they had 
never read a story like this, anywhere. And they all said we got it exactly right. 

“I kept pausing so I could cry and catch my breath.” 

 “My thoughts are not very coherent right now, I'm filled with emotions, for 
myself and for you.” 

“I feel like a comment like ‘great writing’ trivializes your story. I kept thinking of 
it during these tragic days. Like grabbing on to a life jacket.” 

Only Kelley Benham could have written this brave and brilliant piece. It is a story she 
lived and breathed and bled. 

We commend it to your attention.  

 
Sincerely, 
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