Remembering Wiz by Marla Fine
After Elizabeth’s death, I wanted to write something about it but couldn’t quite find the words. Nearly four years later, being asked by Bereaved Jewish Families to talk about the importance of remembering was the impetus I needed. I tried different approaches; then looking through issues of Lifeline, I realized that the power of what we feel is in our own personal narratives. The result was ‘Remembering Wiz”, which I submitted to our national papers. To my surprise, they printed it. That was over 2 years ago and many comments later by people on how helpful it was to them. It continues to give our family some peace and comfort to see Elizabeth’s legacy extend beyond her short life. 

I have three children, Jess is 10, Wyatt is 6, and Elizabeth should have turned eight years old last month, on June 20. Instead of a loud boisterous birthday party, we went to the cemetery with flowers and stones to place on her grave. I don’t always cry at her gravesite and that bothers me. 
It has been nearly four years since Elizabeth died and I sometimes worry that my feelings and memories of her are losing their strength and immediacy. Then something happens to unlock the sense of love and loss and pain from that special Elizabeth part of me. The tears begin to flow and I feel a sense of relief. 
As more time passes, remembering becomes even more important. And not just in private, but in a public way as well. 
Parents who have buried children search for ways to remind the world, and more particularly, our friends and family, that our children were here and made their mark in whatever way and for however short or long a time. Given our society and its uneasiness with death, this is often not an easy task. 

After Elizabeth died, one of the many things that upset me was that people just stopped talking about her. If I did mention her name, they tried to change the subject. It also bothered some people that we left her crib in place for a year and didn’t immediately pack up or give away all her things. 

Gradually, I came to see that people meant well and were often just trying to spare me, and themselves, from feeling more pain and sorrow. They didn’t know that pain and sorrow had become a part of loving and remembering Elizabeth. Nor did they see that their actions made me feel even worse, as though Elizabeth had never existed at all. 

Eventually I realized it was up to me to explain that I needed to talk about Elizabeth, to hear and say her name. I needed to find positive ways  to keep her in my life every day, ways to make her absence “a radiant presences” within us. 

We have found some peace and fulfillment in working to help other families in similar situations. We continue to be involved with NTSAD in Ontario and give out a document I wrote entitled Comfort, Caring and Elizabeth. It is designed to give assist families caring for children suffering from the same disease. It is a great comfort to know that through me, Elizabeth is able to help many other children and their families. 

Over time, people have become more positive. We receive cards and flowers and calls, sometimes on Elizabeth’s birthday or around the anniversary of the day she died. People make donations to the Wiz Fund (Elizabeth’s nickname was Wiz) set up with the Tay-Sachs foundation on her 4th birthday. In conversations, they don’t change the subject as often, although some people will never fully understand how much joy I can feel when talking about Elizabeth. 

Some do. Cory is a wonderful young woman who helped care for our three kids. At her wedding this year, there was a collection of pictures from Cory’s life so far on display. There in the middle was a picture of Elizabeth with Wyatt, Jess and Corey. Needless to say, we were incredibly moved by such thoughtfulness and love. 
Jesse and Wyatt also talk about Elizabeth, about how we always have her in our hearts. They look up to the sky and discuss which cloud is hers. We bring back rocks and pinecones from vacations and put them on her headstone. Her room is still Wizzie’s room, thought it now house the computer and some of the boys’ toys and guest bed, as well as Elizabeth’s bean bag chair and her dresser. 

When Elizabeth died in the fall of 1995 my neighbors arranged to have a tree planted in her memory in our local park. Bureaucracies being what they are, it took more than a year and half and many phone calls until the city agreed to plant the tree. 

The tree was scheduled to be planted on June 19th, the day before what would have been her sixth birthday. In one of those wonderful twists of fate, the heavy equipment operator called in sick that day and Wiz’s tree was finally planted on the 20th, her day. What a gift!

For the past two years, when we water and care for the tree, more people come to know about and remember Elizabeth. 

Wyatt often asks me to read aloud the plaque at the base of the tree when he tells his friends about his sister. 

And I get to talk about all three of my children as I would always like to. 

But it’s a way I can’t always talk about my three children. 

