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All those years, the Swainson’s thrushes were the first to call in the 

mornings. Their songs spiraled like mist from the swale to the pink 
sky. That’s when I would take a cup of tea and walk into the meadow. 
Swallows sat on the highest perches, whispering as they waited for 
light to stream onto the pond. Then they sailed through the midges, 
scattering motes of wing-light. Chipping sparrows buzzed like sew-
ing machines as soon as the sun lit the Douglas firs. If I kissed the 
knuckle of my thumb, they came closer and trilled again.

For years there were flocks of goldfinches. After my husband and I 
poisoned the bull thistles on the far side of the pond, the goldfinches 
perched in the willows. When they landed there, dew shook from the 
branches into the pond, throwing light into new leaves where chicka-
dees chirped. The garbage truck backed down the lane, beeping its 
backup call, making the frogs sing, even in the day.

Oh, there was music in the mornings, all those years. In the over-
ture to the day, each bird added its call until the morning was an 
ecstasy of music that faded only when the diesel pumps kicked on to 
pull water from the stream to the neighbor’s bing cherry trees.

 Evenings were glorious too. Just as the sun set, little brown bats 
began to fly. If a bat swooped close, I heard its tiny sonar chirps, just 
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at the highest reach of my hearing. Each downward flitter of its wings 
squeezed its lungs and pumped out another chirp, the way a pump-
organ exhales Bach. Frogs sang and sang, but not like bats or birds. 
Like violins, violin strings just touched by the bow, the bow touching 
and withdrawing. They sang all evening, thousands of violins, and 
into the night. They sang while crows flew into the oaks and settled 
their wings, while garter snakes, their stomachs extended with frogs, 
crawled finally under the fallen bark of the oaks and stretched their 
lengths against cold ground.

I don’t know how many frogs there were in the pond then. 
Thousands. Tens of thousands. Clumps of eggs like eyeballs in aspic. 
Neighborhood children poked them with sticks to watch their jelly 
shake. When the eggs hatched, there were tadpoles. I have seen the 
shallow edge of the pond black with wiggling tadpoles. There were 
that many, each with a song growing inside it and tiny black legs 
poking out behind. Just at dusk, a hooded merganser would sweep 
over the water, or a pair of geese, silencing the frogs. Then it was the 
violins again, and geese muttering.

In the years when the frog choruses began to fade, scientists said 
it was a fungus, or maybe bullfrogs were eating the tadpoles. No 
one knew what to do about the fungus, but people tried to stop the 
bullfrogs. Standing on the dike, my neighbor shot frogs with a pellet 
gun, embedding silver BBs in their heads, a dozen holes, until she said 
How many holes can I make in a frog’s face before it dies? Give me 
something more powerful. So she took a shotgun and filled the bull-
frogs with buckshot until, legs snapped, faces caved in, they slowly 
sank away. Ravens belled from the top of the oak.

When the bats stopped coming, they said that was a fungus too. 
When the goldfinches came in pairs, not flocks, we told each other 
the flocks must be feeding in a neighbor’s field. No one could guess 
where the thrushes had gone.

Two springs later, there were drifts of tiny white skins scattered in 
the shallows like dustrags in the dusk. I scooped one up with a stick. 
It was a frog skin, a perfect empty sack, white, intact, but with no 
frog inside—cleaned, I supposed, by snails or winter—and not just 
one. Empty frogs scattered on the muddy bottom of the pond. They 
were as empty as the perfect emptiness of a bell, the perfectly shaped 
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absence ringing the angelus, the evening song, the call for forgiveness 
at the end of the day.

As it happened, that was the spring when our granddaughter was 
born. I brought her to the pond so she could feel the comfort I had 
known there for so many years. Killdeer waddled in the mud by the 
shore, but even then, not so many as before. By then, the pond had 
sunk into its warm, weedy places, leaving an expanse of cracked 
earth. Ahead of the coming heat, butterflies fed in the mud between 
the cracks, unrolling their tongues to touch salty soil.

I held my granddaughter in my arms and sang to her then, an old 
lullaby that made her soften like wax in a flame, molding her little 
body to my bones. Hush-a-bye, don’t you cry. Go to sleep, you little 
baby. Birds and the butterflies, fly through the land. I held her close, 
weighing the chances of the birds and the butterflies. She fell asleep 
in my arms, unafraid.

I will tell you, I was so afraid.
Poets warned us, writing of the heartbreaking beauty that will 

remain when there is no heart to break for it. But what if it is worse 
than that? What if it’s the heartbroken children who remain in a 
world without beauty? How will they find solace in a world with-
out wild music? How will they thrive without green hills edged with 
oaks? How will they forgive us for letting frog-song slip away? When 
my granddaughter looks back at me, I will be on my knees, begging 
her to say I did all I could.

I didn’t do all I could have done.
It isn’t enough to love a child and wish her well. It isn’t enough 

to open my heart to a bird-graced morning. Can I claim to love a 
morning if I don’t protect what creates its beauty? Can I claim to love 
a child if I don’t use all the power of my beating heart to preserve a 
world that nourishes children’s joy? Loving is not a kind of la-de-da. 
Loving is a sacred trust. To love is to affirm the absolute worth of 
what you love and to pledge your life to its thriving—to protect it 
fiercely and faithfully, for all time.

My husband and I were there when the last salmon died in the 
stream. When we came upon her in the creek, her flank was torn 
and moldy. She had already poured the rich, red life from her mus-
cles into her hopeless eggs. She floated downstream with the current, 
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twitching when I pushed her with a stick to turn her upstream again. 
Sometimes her jaws gaped, still trying to move water over her gills. 
Sometimes she tried to swim. But she bumped against rocks, spilling 
eggs onto the stones. Without reason, she pushed her head into the air 
and gasped. We waded beside her until she died. When she was dead, 
she floated with her tail just above the surface, washing downstream 
until she lodged on a gravel bar. The music she made was the riffle 
of rib-bones raking water, then no sound at all as her body settled to 
the bottom of the pool.

I buried my face in my hands, even as I stood in the water with 
the current shining against my shins. Oh, we had known the music 
of salmon moving upstream. When the streams were full of salmon, 
crows called again and again, and seagulls coughed on the gravel 
bars. Orioles sang, their heads thrown back with singing. Eagles clat-
tered. Wading upstream, we walked through waves of carrion flies 
that lifted off the carcasses to swarm in our faces, buzzing like elec-
trical current. Water lifted and splashed, swept by strong gray tails, 
and pebbles rolled downstream. It was a crashing coda, the slam and 
the buzz and the gull-scream.

Ring the angelus for the salmon and the swallows. Ring the bells 
for frogs floating in bent reeds. Ring the bells for all of us who did 
not save the songs. Holy Mary mother of god, ring the bells for every 
sacred emptiness. Let them echo in the silence at the end of the day. 
Forgiveness is too much to ask. I would pray for only this: that our 
granddaughter would hear again the little lick of music, that grace 
note toward the end of a meadowlark’s song.

Meadowlarks. There were meadowlarks. They sang like angels in 
the morning.


