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      SHE HAUNTS ME—a little slip of a woman, barely five two, not even one hundred pounds. The features that mark my face are from her family: the high cheekbones, the narrow chin and delicate mouth. The body beneath them comes from my father’s family: solid, Germanic, thickening with age. Someday people will call me a sturdy woman, square and matronly. But my face will always have a touch of the exotic—the silver hair that first appears in the photographs of her father, the dark brows over grayish blue long-lashed eyes.

      It is her voice that comes to me most often, simple sentences usually starting with I can’ts, I wishes, and I don’ts. It is her heartaches I carry, her wounds I bear.

      As I get older, I understand her more, and I wonder, with each incident explained, if I’ll ever be able to forgive her.
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      I am the youngest, although not by design. My sister holds that honor. Sixteen years older than I am and planned, her conception a happily remembered occasion that apparently started with my father’s impish grin and the statement, “C’mon, let’s go make a baby.”

      I come from a drunken night in New Hampshire, after my parents dropped my brother off at Dartmouth. I was my father’s New York dividend, my mother’s accident.

      I was the child she never wanted, the reason for her imprisonment, the death of her hope. At forty-two, she was saddled with diapers and bottles, forced to spend endless days with a baby whose sunny disposition hid one of the most relentless stubborn streaks people have ever encountered.

      It wasn’t pleasant for either of us, but when I turned forty-two, I realized it was probably least pleasant for her.
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      My mother has been dead for five years, but she visits me every day. Usually she passes through, making a snide remark about the cleanliness of my kitchen or handing me a utensil, reminding me silently of the way she had actually taught me how to do a particular chore.

      But sometimes she stands in front of me, giving me a look she rarely gave me in life—an aware, startled look as if she can’t believe I have accomplished something she thought impossible, something she believed no one could ever do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Once a therapist confided in me that her most difficult patients were the women who came of age just before World War II.

      “They discard their pasts,” she said. “They move forward and never look back. They demean themselves, their accomplishments, and the accomplishments of others. And, as I try to work with them, they resist me, until eventually they leave, as unhappy and frustrated as they were when they arrived.”

      I was so young when the therapist and I had this conversation—in my twenties—so certain that everything had an answer, if we only knew where to look.

      “Maybe it’s disappointment,” I said. “Rosy the Riveter forced to leave her job and become Mommy.”

      The therapist shook her head. “It’s more than that. It’s as if there’s a gaping hole in their lives, and returning to it will destroy them, this time maybe forever.”

      Fear, I remember thinking. It was only fear. And fear can always, always be conquered.
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      Fifteen years later, I stand on a makeshift stage in the Elks Club basement, wearing makeup someone else has applied and a long gown that would make a frilly bridesmaid’s dress seem beautiful. My chorus is doing a benefit for a local charity, performing in front of an enthusiastic crowd of fifty people, all friends and family. The “friendly” crowd, our director calls it, because next week, we compete; next week, we stand on the stage in the Arlene Schnitzer Concert Hall in Portland and sing before judges who will evaluate our every sound.

      I stand second row back with the altos, although I am technically a first soprano, with a voice so high that, with the proper refresher training, it can break glass.

      But my range runs more than three octaves and, since I am one of the few women in this small town who can read music and sing harmony, I spend my nights at the bottom of my register, harmonizing as softly as I can so that my powerful voice doesn’t overwhelm the melody.

      I am the best singer in the group. I have been the best singer in every group I have ever joined, from grade school through high school, from music camp to regional festivals, from college to adulthood. Choir directors seek me out, make me lead, have me sing each part except contralto so that the others can hear how the music should sound.

      And yet, when I step on stage, my throat seizes up, I swallow too much air, I miss easy cues. I listen with an acuity that’s preternatural, hearing the mispronunciation, the slightly missed note, the harmony one-sixteenth of a tone off. My hands sweat, my shoulders tense. I stand alone in a chorus of thirty, as if a spotlight shines on me, only me.

      My mother, five years dead, sits on a folding chair in the front row, her hands folded in her lap, her legs crossed at the ankle and tucked to the side. She is forty pounds heavier than she was when she died, and her spectacular silver hair still has threads of black.
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