
 

Two-year-old narrowly survives emergency brain surgery during COVID-

19 pandemic 

 

A playful morning turned into a harrowing afternoon when Nate fell unconscious and was 

rushed to the Danbury Hospital Emergency Department 

 

The list of things scarier than a pandemic caused by an unknown virus is short. For Claire 

and Mark, on that list is their two-year-old son undergoing emergency surgery for a 

traumatic brain injury during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

A sudden fall 

 

On May 9, 2020, COVID-19 cases were surging and Connecticut was in lockdown. Claire, 

Mark and their son Nate spent that Saturday morning drawing, playing music and watering 

plants.  

 

Around 11:30 a.m., they were in the basement exercising and playing around when Nate 

accidently bumped into Mark with such momentum he fell down and hit his head on the 

concrete floor. 

 

“We were totally surprised,” said Claire. “Nate cried at first and we calmed and soothed 

him. He stopped crying right away and said he felt better.” 

 

Claire and Mark thoroughly examined Nate who had a bump on his head but no signs of a 

serious head injury, such as bleeding, loss of consciousness, dizziness or vomiting.  

 

“He seemed fine. In fact, he said he was hungry so we went upstairs to get something to 

eat while we continued to monitor him,” said Claire. 

 

Worrisome signs 

 

About one and a half hours later, Mark and Nate went to play the drums, a favorite activity 

and talent they share. That is when Nate started behaving unusually. 

 

“We have a playlist, but Nate wanted to play a song that was not on the list and not 

played on the drums anyway,” said Mark. “Nate cried because we could not play the song 

and then he asked to be carried to bed, even though it was not his normal naptime.” 

 

Claire stayed with Nate after putting him to bed. He dozed off but was noticeably 

uncomfortable, restless and sweating. 

 

Claire and Mark wrestled with what to do; as their concern about Nate grew, they also 

worried about going to the hospital because of COVID-19. 

 

Their concern escalated to alarm when Nate woke up, vomited, screamed and passed out. 

 



“Nate was unconscious, his breathing was labored and his body was getting limper and 

limper,” said Mark. “We called 9-1-1 and an ambulance quickly arrived.” 

 

Emergency surgery 

 

Claire rode in the ambulance with Nate who remained unconscious. 

 

They swiftly arrived at the Danbury Hospital Emergency Department (ED), where Claire 

said many people immediately surrounded them to take care of Nate. 

 

The emergency medicine team intubated Nate to help him breathe and got a CT scan of 

his head. 

 

The CT scan revealed that Nate had a skull fracture and epidural hematoma the size of a 

tennis-ball on the right side of his head. The broken bone and blood were pushing into his 

brain. 

 

Nate needed emergency brain surgery. Neurosurgeon Dr. Scott Sanderson, chief of 

neurosurgery at Danbury Hospital, was on the scene. 

 

“Seemingly within minutes, Dr. Sanderson appeared. He said to me and Claire, ‘Mom, dad, 

we need to get going right now,’ and then all of a sudden Nate was in surgery,” said Mark. 

 

“As Dr. Sanderson was walking away, I said, ‘Do not let him die’. Dr. Sanderson said he 

could not promise that but that is why he was there,” said Claire. 

 

Visitation was restricted as a COVID-19 safety precaution, but exceptions applied for 

extenuating circumstances and pediatric patients. Claire and Mark stayed in the hospital 

during Nate’s two-and-a-half-hour surgery. 

 

Dr. Sanderson removed a portion of the broken bone and stopped the bleeding that was 

squishing Nate’s brain. He then put the pieces of Nate’s skull back together with little 

plates and screws. 

 

“We were relieved when Dr. Sanderson said the surgery could not have gone better and 

Nate should be all right,” said Mark. 

 

Due to the surge in COVID-19 patients, Danbury Hospital converted its inpatient pediatric 

unit to an adult unit. After surgery, Danbury Hospital safely transferred Nate to another 

hospital where he spent two nights in a pediatric intensive care unit (PICU) and then three 

nights in a neuro medical/surgical unit. 

 

Recovering from surgery 

 

The day after surgery, Mark said Nate was alert and talking. At home about a week after 

the fall, Nate was eating normally, drawing, recalling memories and singing.  

 

Nate experienced behavioral challenges such as irritability, which are common after 

suffering a traumatic brain injury. Mark said Nate improved about six months after 

surgery. 

 

https://elitebrainspine.com/scott-p-sanderson/


At such a young age, Nate’s body did not have muscle memory so just five days in a 

hospital bed affected his ability to walk. Further, his physical activity was limited for eight 

weeks as he healed from surgery. Nate started occupational therapy (OT) and Mark said 

he “rebounded quickly”.  

 

Nearly a year later Nate, now three-years old, is thriving. He is learning Spanish and 

already speaks Portuguese. He is back to playing the drums and making jokes. 

 

Claire and Mark said the toddler is attuned to how others feel and concerned about their 

well-being, which they think may be attributed to experiencing a traumatic injury and 

recovering in the hospital. He particularly takes cares of his younger sister. 

 

A close call 

 

“Nate’s neurologists post-surgery said he was a ‘miracle’ and he would not have been 

saved if he had been transferred,” said Claire. 

 

“Despite obstacles from the pandemic, Danbury Hospital’s emergency medicine and 

surgical teams and Dr. Sanderson were flexible and exercised latitude,” said Mark. “We 

are forever grateful to everyone, especially Dr. Sanderson not only for his ability but his 

compassion.” 

 

As an accredited Level II Trauma Center, Danbury Hospital ED trauma teams — including 

specialists from emergency medicine, radiology, surgery and critical care — are ready 

24/7 to handle the most serious medical emergencies.  

 

“Lifesaving care is definitely a team effort. The emergency medicine team did a great job 

assessing the urgency of Nate’s situation and alerting the surgical team and me. They 

determined Nate needed to stay at Danbury Hospital because he was in such critical 

condition and time to treat was the difference between life and death,” said Dr. 

Sanderson. “Danbury Hospital trauma teams adeptly care for patients like Nate, even 

during a pandemic.” 

 

“Dr. Sanderson is our angel,” said Mark. 

 

Learn more about Dr. Scott Sanderson. 

 

Learn more about neurosurgery at Danbury Hospital. 

 

Disclaimers:  

 Claire and Mark want to protect Nate’s privacy so their names have been changed 

for the purposes of this story. 

 The outcome of treatment for a traumatic brain injury will vary from person to 

person. No individual results should be seen as typical. 
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Nuvance Health is a family of award-winning nonprofit hospitals and healthcare 

professionals in the Hudson Valley and western Connecticut. Nuvance Health combines 

highly skilled physicians, advanced facilities and technology, and compassionate caregivers 

dedicated to providing quality care across a variety of clinical areas, including 

Cardiovascular, Neurosciences, Oncology, Orthopedics, and Primary Care.  

  

Nuvance Health has a network of convenient hospital and outpatient locations — Danbury 

Hospital, New Milford Hospital, Norwalk Hospital and Sharon Hospital in Connecticut, and 

Northern Dutchess Hospital, Putnam Hospital and Vassar Brothers Medical Center in New 

York — plus multiple primary and specialty care physician practice locations, including The 

Heart Center, a leading provider of cardiology care, and two urgent care offices. Non-acute 

care is offered through various affiliates, including the Thompson House for rehabilitation 

and skilled nursing services, and the Home Care organizations. For more information 

about Nuvance Health, visit our website. TTY: 1-800-421-1220 
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