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The silent virus
that silenced Elizabeth

By Lisa Saunders
For the Times Herald-Record

e moment Elizabeth was born, I felt a stab of

fear. I knew there was something Very wrong.

My immediate thought was “Her head looks so

small - so deformed.”

The neonatologist entered my hospital room

and declared, “Your daughter has profound mi-
crocephaly — her brain is very small with calcium depos-
its throughout. If she lives, she will never roll over, sit up,
or feed herself.”

rounded by people, paying no mind to the stares of other
children who approached her in public.

Less than two months after she turned 16, T dropped
Elizabeth off at school. Strapping her into her wheel-
chair, Theld her face in my hands, kissed her cheek,
and said, “Now be a good girl today.” She smiled as she
heard her teacher say what she said every time, “Eliza-
beth is always a good girl!” With that, I left.

At the end of the day, I got the call I had always feared.

“Mrs. Saunders, Elizabeth had a seizure and she’s not
breathing. We called 911.”

While holding Elizabeth on his lap, my husband looked
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tion says that about one in 150 children is born with
CMV infection and approximately one in 750 is born with
or develops permanent disabilities because of CMV.

The infection in healthy children and adults does little
harm, but it is devastating to the unborn.

How and why did I catch this virus that I had barely
heard of? I read the CMV literature. It stated that wom-
en who care for young children in a close setting are at
a higher risk for catching it, as preschoolers are the ma-
jority of carriers.

While I was pregnant with Elizabeth, I not only had a
toddler of my own, but also ran a licensed daycare cen-
ter in my home and cared for infants in Sunday school.

1 felt sick at what my lack of knowledge had done to my
little girl. In milder cases, children with congenital CMV
may lose hearing or struggle with learning disabilities
later in life. But Elizabeth’s case was not a mild one

Fifteen years later, I awoke feeling so proud on Eliza-
beth’s 16th birthday. She had fought hard to stay with us.
Weighing only 50 pounds, she looked funny to strangers
as a result of her small head and big adult teeth, but she
was lovely to us with her long, thick brown hair, large
blue eyes and soul-capturing smile. Although Elizabeth
was still in diapers, and could not speak or hold up her
head, she was still a very happy little girl, with a love of
adventures - long car rides being one of her favorites.
She especially loved going to school and being sur-

—never again will I see that look of terrorin her eyes as
a seizure begins and she can’t catch her breath. Never
again will she be cold or sick. She is finally free. And
for the remainder of my days Elizabeth will be forever
“Sweet Sixteen.”

Today, my sorrow is gradually being replaced by a
passion to prevent others from going through what
Elizabeth did. I have returned to the CMV research and
literature. There is still no vaccine against this cruel vi-
rus, which is life-threatening, not only to unborn babies
but also to people with a compromised immune system
(those receiving chemotherapy or organ transplants, or
who are HIV-infected, for example).

But there are steps, according to the CDC, that
women can take to reduce the risk of infection during
pregnancy:

» Do not kiss young children under the ageof50r6
on the mouth or cheek. Instead, kiss them on the head or
give them a big hug,

» Do not share food, drinks or utensils with young
children,

» Wash hands often with soap and water, especially
after changing diapers.

For more information, visit www.cde.gov/cmv.

Lisa Saunders of Suffem is a freelance writer (www.authorlisasaunders.-
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