On her own

Middle school singer transcends physical limitations

By Chelsea Kellner - ckellner@newsobserver.com 
RALEIGH Dressed in black, with movie star sunglasses and the slouch of a jazz-singing flapper, Mary Mikels walked slowly out onstage at Wakefield High School on Friday.

A young man held her arm and guided her to the microphone. One by one, he picked up Mary’s hands and placed them on its metal stand.

She felt it with her fingers and nodded. He backed away, offstage. Mary paused for a deep breath, face toward her invisible audience, then began to sing – a pure, clear mezzo-soprano that filled the dark room. 

“On my own...”

Mary, 14, was born without eyes. At her birth, doctors looked grim and spoke as though she wouldn’t survive. She had a hole in her upper lip and another in the roof of her mouth.

Since she was six weeks old, Mary has endured multiple surgeries – she calls them “adventures” – to fix her mouth, but her blindness is for life.

Mary is now in seventh grade at Daniels Middle School. She does well in school and is meticulous about homework. Her upper lip is flawless, though one side of her nose is slightly smaller than the other from the surgery. She walks with a white cane and wears her broad dark sunglasses wherever she goes. Behind them, her eyelids are shut.

And onstage Friday night, the little girl who doctors doubted belted out a song from the Broadway musical “Les Miserables” at the live Wakefield’s Got It! singing contest.

She brought down the house.

“Being blind doesn’t make any difference. You’re just up there performing like everyone else,” Mary said. “You may have to have someone hold your hand to walk you offstage, but that’s it.”

A hidden gift

When other kids were out playing sports, Mary would shut herself in her bedroom near North Hills and listen to CDs – show tunes, Christmas carols, jazz standards. She would imitate the singers, recording herself and playing it back until she got each song pitch perfect.

Few outside her family knew of Mary’s gift. In elementary school, she always stood in the back of class performances, mom Juana Mikels said. No one thought to ask whether she could sing.

Mary’s voice takes listeners by surprise. Her speaking voice is a low alto, with the pitch of an old-time movie sidekick prone to wisecracks. Then she starts to sing, and her voice smoothes and softens. It can swell to a rich crescendo or sink to a silvery near-whisper.

Until this month, she had sung mostly for relatives and retirement communities. Then Juana got a notification about the Wakefield competition, open to every student in Wake schools. The top prize was $100. Mary signed up right away.

Opening auditions drew 48 students from across the county. They were narrowed to 18 – six each in the elementary, middle and high school divisions – for American Idol-style semifinals in late January.

At the second event, Juana tried to put makeup on Mary backstage, just enough to keep her from looking washed-out under the glaring stage lights. Mary rebelled.

“She said, what does this have to do with my singing? You sighted people, you’re so into looks,’” Juana said.

A judging panel provided commentary after each song and decided the three from each division who moved on to the finals. Mary was one.

“People are astounded by her having a good voice, I don’t know why,” contest coordinator Paul Orsett said. “We judge people by their talents, not their disabilities.”

‘Never been afraid’

The competition in the finals looked stiff. Mary was facing off against Amber Marcial’s strong voice and sassy stage presence, and Ethan Weaver’s precision and confidence.

Mary spent long hours practicing with her mom, studying the words in Braille, then singing them over and over every day after school.

Friday night, there was no panel of judges. The audience would decide who won via private ballot. Mary got the giggles midway through the first verse, then sailed through.

“And when I lose my way, I close my eyes and he has found me...”

Mary says she doesn’t see her condition as a big deal, but her mother thinks it helped give her daughter a strong sense of empathy at a young age. Mary’s long-term goal is to sing to leukemia patients, in honor of an uncle who recently died of the disease – she hopes the music will provide a distraction from their pain. Her plan for any prize money from the Wakefield competition is to donate it to help provide seeing eye dogs to those in need.

Mary is very still when she sings, arms at her sides, her voice seeming too powerful to come from her small frame. Her mother says there are few pre-performance jitters.

“She’s just never been afraid,” Juana said. “I think that’s the way God made her. She has the limitation that she lives in the dark, but other things are there, and confidence is one of them.”

Blindness means that when Mary is onstage, she is alone with the music and the microphone. The audience is just a rumor until the end of the song, when applause lets her know she’s made a connection.

“It’s not like you’re standing there going, ‘oh no, what is the audience thinking?’ ” Mary said. “But when you hear claps, you know they enjoyed it.”

Friday night, half the room gave Mary a standing ovation. The boy returned to lead her back from the microphone. When asked how she thought she did, Mary grinned.

“Fantastic.”

And she was right.

The audience awarded her first place. 

