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An innocuous little piece of paper, seemingly unimportant. I nearly overlooked it among the grab bag of receipts, immunization records, and old lists in my mother’s neat handwriting.
It was 2006. My parents were both dead and I was working my way through a metal box of odds and ends, most of them dating back to our years in England. My packrat mother held onto these scraps through who knows how many moves. None of them were essential any longer, or so I thought, but I was wrong in this case. This little piece of paper was my older sister’s death certificate.
I don’t remember when I first learned about the baby who was born dead. My parents didn’t talk about it much. I was barely a teenager when Mum told me the whole story: that the umbilical cord had wrapped around the baby’s neck. That she knew something was wrong, the child within her no longer moving. No longer living.
“That’s horrible!” I said. “How could you bear it?”
“It was a long time ago,” my mother said as if it didn’t matter, when I knew it must have been devastating. My heart ached for her. I couldn’t fathom the pain of carrying a dead child beneath her heart, knowing there would be no joyful birth and no warm, wiggling weight to reward the hours of labor. I couldn’t imagine how it must have felt to watch her two girls grow up and wonder about the one who never had that chance.
The child who didn’t live explained the seven-year difference in age between my big sister, Linda, and me. The loss didn’t touch or trouble me. I scarcely thought about it. Our family seemed complete to me:  it contained everyone I cared about. I couldn’t picture a sister who wasn’t there. I didn’t need another older sister. One was quite enough.
As I grew older, on the rare occasions when the gap in our family came to mind, it was as if I were remembering a sad story that happened a long time ago to someone else. It had no direct effect on me, I thought, even when Mum told me that Daddy had said to her, as they grieved, “I want another little girl.” That little girl turned out to be me, and yet I never felt that I was a replacement for my dead sister. The story made me feel special, wanted, as if they all knew-- Mum, Daddy and even Linda--that our family wasn’t perfect until I joined it.
So, down through the years, I thought less and less often of the sister I never knew, until in my mid-fifties I found her death certificate among the papers left to me after my father’s death. It was a surprise, so unexpected that for a moment I struggled to grasp what I was reading. Shock followed when I saw her name on the certificate and understood what I held. Terry. They named their little girl Terry. I didn’t know that she was Terry before I was. I never knew that they gave me their dead daughter’s name.
I can only guess at the emotions that prompted them to hold that name in their hearts and bestow it on the little girl who lived. It’s not a family name. When I asked where my name came from, Mum told me they chose it because they liked it. Perhaps they named me Terry so that they could speak her name with joy instead of sorrow. I like to think so. However, as I sat frozen with that innocuous little piece of paper in my hand, I wondered for the first time what would have happened if she had lived. Would I even be here? The thought sent a shiver of apprehension down my back.
It was the closest call of my life, and I wasn’t even born yet.
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