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Augury
E sther’s friend Peggy was helping with the memoir 

of her life, unscrolling between Lombardy and 
the New Mexican desert. They toasted the com-

pletion of another chapter with the ritual Poire Williams 
in the elegant bottle with a real pear inside—a curious 
residuum of something beautiful, which Esther had to 
take on faith since she’d become legally blind. She could, 
though, with her misshapen arthritic fingers, feel the etch-
ing on the heirloom cordial glass from which she sipped 
the fine liqueur.

She could not see the sorrow on her daughter’s face 
as she sat in the window seat apart from them, hugging 
her pain, looking out dully at the red foothills. Micaela 
hadn’t told her yet, and thought she likely wouldn’t, what 
had happened to the birds this week—the flycatchers, the 
warblers and swallows. She’d confided it to Peggy, but said, 

“My mother doesn’t really need to know.”
The memoir was coming toward the end, as unaccount-

ably the birds had come to theirs. The story gatherers had 
months before (around Esther’s birthday last November?) 
left Lombardy behind, the war and her debut at La Scala, 
the wedding to Lorenzo in the great cathedral with more 
than a hundred spires; had in the new year sailed on the ss 
Michelangelo to New York; when lockdown began, taken the 
Texas Eagle from Chicago to Dallas; as it went on, driven a 
little bit too fast in a snazzy turquoise Lincoln Continental 
through Chillicothe, Quanah, Goodnight, Tucumcari, and 
Clines Corners to Santa Fe, with its open-air opera house; 
and from there up to Abiquiu, where they were now—“Ever 
shall be, world without end,” Esther declared with not a 
little irony. “Or if not that, at least into a splendid, rumina-
tive epilogue.” Her rich voice become wheezy and erratic. 

* * *

Awake, asleep, Micaela saw the migrating birds falling and 
falling from the sky. She and her colleague Pete Vigil had 
been collecting carcasses all week, along the river. She’d 
done her job without joy for the first time, sick at heart 
and terrified for what this meant, what it might mean for 
Lyden—her six-year-old son inheriting this world of death. 
The human casualties piling up too, more widely broadcast 
than the avian.

She’d been perfectly situated to investigate the report 
of thousands of birds dead suddenly, stunningly, in early 
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When Lyden was a baby, seldom sleeping, she had 
curled up in a beanbag alongside his bassinet and read to 
him about swallows in myths and folktales. Swallows had 
always been a good omen. There was an Egyptian swallow 
hieroglyph associated with stars and the souls of the dead. 
Swallows represented the dawn of new love in Egyptian 
love poetry. Isis took the form of a swallow when searching 
for the dead Osiris.

“Equated with Orpheus,” Esther had told her. “The 
role I made my own.”

Swallows appeared in feng shui. In ancient Minoan 
frescoes. In the Phoenician Canaanite religion, as the Wise 
Goddesses.

A friend, a trauma specialist, had mentioned to Mi-
caela just a few days ago over the phone that a new study 
in Europe showed birds equating closely to happiness levels. 

“We’re happiest when we have lots of different bird spe-
cies around us in our daily lives.”

In Micaela’s life with Lyden’s father, Denny, there had 
been no birds; only an apartment in downtown Albuquer-
que, all concrete and city blocks. She’d done her job in 
the lab at the university and gone home to a tv and stuc-
co, linoleum Esther had referred to as “communist chic.” 
Denny had dreaded visiting Esther, who always called him 
to account. But Micaela had been lonely, and he’d been 
the only possibility around. She had badly wanted a child, 
though that seemed terribly selfish in retrospect when she 
considered the grim future of the world, according to the 
auguries—grimmer each day.

Until now, here, she’d felt them sheltered, safe. She’d 
thought Lyden would be okay. Around Esther’s adobe there 
were many birds, and the house felt organic, of the earth. 
Cool in summer, with its polished flagstone floors that felt 
like water to bare feet. Open to both sunrises and sunsets. 
The old grapevines a comforting reminder of her gentle 
father and the earthy sangiovese wine he’d finally perfected 
on his double golden birthday, sixty-two.

She’d lived on hope, chosen to focus on the good 
omens she knew swallows to be and not the various catas-
trophes that had attended them in spite of that, like the 
millions of migrating swallows found dead after an early 
fall snowstorm in Germany in 1931—worse even than the 
present incident. 

* * *

In chapter one of her memoir, whose pages Micaela had 
picked up from the long farmhouse table with the old blue 
Olivetti and read over breakfast, to keep from thinking 
about work, Esther came into the world on the outskirts 
of Milan, in San Maurizio al Lambro. In chapters two and 
three she gradually became one of the lauded contraltos 
of her generation. And after that she was transplanted in 
various stages—“On stages,” she said, “New York, Chicago, 
Dallas.”—to the Santa Fe Opera, with her husband, Lo-
renzo, wine importer and winemaker (enologo, back home). 
And then eventually to the big sprawling adobe in Abiquiu 
where she hung her nonna’s velvet persimmon-colored 
drapes and 1800s chandelier of wood and silver-leaf tole 
with six arms, like one of the Indian goddesses.

She’d sung mostly “fortunetellers and witches, plus a 
third woodsprite,” but her favorite was always Orpheus, in 
Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice. One of the songs Micaela loved 
best, both sorrowful and uplifting, was its “Che farò senza 
Euridice?” On a family visit to northern Italy one autumn 
in her high school years, Micaela had found a copy of Ril-
ke’s sonnets to Orpheus on one of her cousins’ shelves and 
returned to them frequently over her college years, finding 
solace not in Bible verses but with the Greek demigod who 
had been broken into pieces but was singing still. Esther, 
though devotedly Catholic, amusedly approved.

* * *

Long before all this—before Lyden, before Esther’s eye-
sight had gone—they’d taken a picnic to Bandelier, to eat 
along the creek below the cliff dwellings, in the bottom of 
the canyon. A frittata with spring asparagus and a bottle 
of cold Orvieto, Esther telling them, “On Easter Monday, 
Sicilians—your father’s relatives among them—picnic on 
frittata, the best kind with wild fennel and thin-sliced po-
tatoes.” 

A July day with a threatening thunderstorm. A day with 
Rose there too, come down from Fort Collins, where she 
was working as a health practitioner.

After the wine was gone, they climbed the tufa cliffs 
up a series of ladders made of cottonwood, and Esther 
stood in the mouth of the ancient cave and sang Orfeo to 
the canyon, to the birds, to all and sundry spirits gathered 
there that day, including the god of music. And while she 
sang, the storm moved into the canyon’s far end, bruising 

September in the southwestern states, having graduated in 
wildlife biology with honors and been hired shortly after 
by one of the labs at unm as a researcher in ornithology. 
And by chance she was near one of the hard-hit areas, up 
near the Rio Grande, at Esther’s house in Abiquiu. On a 
visit when the governor issued the stay-at-home order in 
March, she and Lyden had been there ever since. Micaela 
had been working remotely for the most part, on a laptop 
with decent internet service. She’d set up a small office 
in the music studio that Esther hadn’t used for years now, 
well before Lorenzo’s fatal heart attack. 

Usually when they were there they visited Ghost 
Ranch, for canoeing or a trail ride; had lunch on the river at 
Embudo Station; took Lyden to the fishing pond at Picuris 
Pueblo, and once to watch foot races and a ceremonial 
dance. But now they stayed inside mostly, or on the pa-
tio under the honeysuckle-covered latillas; their routines 
tightened, spiraled in.

Esther was glad to have them there, to shop and cook 
and keep her company and be on hand for her at night. 
Life was a struggle for her lately, though she hid it pretty 

well—always admired as a stellar actress on the opera stage. 
Maybe she’d finish the memoir, or maybe Peggy would 
have to finish it for her.

“Or maybe we will have to fill in things . . . after,” Mi-
caela told her older sister, Rose, during one of their frequent 
phone calls after Lyden and Esther were both asleep.

“I can’t stop thinking that she’s blessed that she can’t 
see,” she confided sadly, in a low voice. “Like a twisted new 
verse I’ve added to ‘Amazing Grace’—it just keeps going 
through my head.”

Esther had sung the hymn famously hauntingly over 
the years, once before thousands at a state funeral. And 
it was a blessing, Micaela told herself, that their mother 
didn’t have to count, lie in the dark and count again, the 
rows of fallen birds, migrations aborted. She didn’t have 
to see the ranks of human body bags in Europe, in New 
York; chose not to even listen to the news.

“I’ve had more than enough of that,” she’d said 
decisively.

She had been six when Milan’s duomo had been hit 
by Allied bombs in August 1943, and statues fell from the 
spires. And now Lyden was six, a world away and 285 wars 
later, and it was birds that were falling around them, echo-
ing the muffled beat of death. 

To Lyden’s mother these latest casualties felt as sig-
nificant and devastating as those a whole world ago. She 
felt each bird she picked up a dead weight upon her heart. 
Heavy and dull, mute, ominous.

“In ancient times the behavior of birds was famously a 
sign of what was coming,” she reminded Pete as they took 
a short break from their work. “Augury. An augurer would 
look at birds and take the auspices, interpret the omens.”

“You think that’s what this is? An omen? A warning?”
“Or the final judgment and sentencing. Way beyond a 

warning, maybe.”

* * *

Across the world the great cathedrals stood empty, the 
duomo among them, their domes like the big empty sky, 
with no voices within. No choirs and no birds, nothing to 
grace their lofty reaches. 

The avian casualties here in America’s Southwest, Mi-
caela and Pete determined, were largely migratory warblers 
and violet-green swallows. Flycatchers, Micaela’s specialty.

“In ancient times the 
behavior of birds was 
famously a sign of 
what was coming,” 
she reminded Pete . . . 

“Augury. An augurer 
would look at birds 
and take the auspices, 
interpret the omens.” 
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Clearing closets as a grounding task, Micaela had un-
earthed a trove of old photographs and described them 
one by one to her mother, sitting beside her, puzzling out 
faded captions handwritten on the back. Esther, running 
her fingers over the rippled edges, feeling the matte sur-
face of the old photo paper, was transported to childhood 
again, dreaming and living vivid memories of those years 
after the war in San Maurizio, again a schoolgirl, a stu-
dent of music showing great promise, her life unspooling 
back and back in time to quite another place. She babbled 
like a child in her rough voice, full of uncommon excite-
ment; what came to her added pages to the first chap-
ters of the nearly finished book, as Peggy carefully tran-
scribed the words on the old Olivetti Esther insisted on  
her using. 

* * *

The last Friday in October Peggy had come by, after a 
week or two away, but Esther wasn’t up to seeing her, and 
Aurelia, who now spent every afternoon and evening there, 
scolded and shooed her off, not willing to let anyone out-
side the family see that la gran dama had been failing 
visibly the last few days.

“No more tamales,” Aurelia had softly admitted to Mi-
caela that morning, giving her arm a sympathetic pat.

The birds, already failed, were being more broadly 
discussed, findings disseminated. They’d laid them out, 
according to species. They’d run their tests. Taken the aus-
pices, all become bird diviners. They’d considered Califor-
nia’s wildfires, driving them off onto their migratory paths 
before they were ready. Suggested starvation, and—when 
a freak storm was factored in—hypothermia. Of course 
there’d been a sharp decline already happening. Protec-
tions for migrating birds removed. Long lists of extinctions. 
Various tipping points around the world.

“Critical mass,” Micaela had said to one of the research 
associates, fighting tears.

And now, sitting alone in the chilly old music studio 
while Aurelia fed Lyden toast in the kitchen slathered with 
local lavender honey, trying to keep her mind off what it 
meant, critical mass, she found that other mass again, criti-
cal in the sense of crucial, which had been a great solace to 
her when she had suffered some desperate romantic crisis 
in her sophomore year. 

She’d been scrolling through memories and songs on 
YouTube and other classical sites. Esther singing “Ombra 
mai fu” in Dallas in a stunning silver dress; Esther in a pro-
vincial Italian production of Il trovatore, as Verdi’s Ulrica, 
the prophetess—almost too young in both to recognize. 
Then she remembered Mozart’s Sparrow Mass, both chirpy 
and sacred, as only he could pull off, which had healed 
her broken heart back then and on several occasions since. 
She’d always loved that Mozart had loved birds as much as 
she did, not least his own pet starling. She looked up “Mo-
zart + birds,” wondering what other references she might 
have missed. 

In her mother’s disused studio that afternoon, as her 
son with a telling smudge of honey on his cheek went back 
to building castles on the faded rug, the description of the 
starling’s carefully planned funeral seared through her. 
The thirty-one-year-old Mozart had arranged a funeral 
procession for the dead bird, with everyone “heavily veiled,” 
and those able to sing were required to join in singing a 
verse he’d written for it.

It was too late, she thought, anguished, as Lyden looked 
up curiously to see why his mother had made that funny 
cry. Too late to have her mother sing a loving requiem for 
them, for everything going and gone. The fall of birds, the 
ending of a life, a world, cathedrals and canyons in which 
the god too had been stilled—who would there be left, 
then, to sing them home?

the air with its intensity. They’d gotten drenched on their 
careful descent back down and down to the soft trail at the 
bottom, but that had felt strangely exhilarating. They had 
laughed at their bedraggled state and gone back arm in arm 
in arm, Esther between her two daughters, to the thermos 
of coffee waiting in the car. “I’ve been drawn to the Anasazi 
ruins since I first discovered them,” Esther said as they tried 
to dry themselves off with the picnic tablecloth. “I loved 
the bit in Willa Cather’s The Song of the Lark where the 
soprano heroine goes off to stay in one of the ancient cliff 
dwellings to recuperate from illness and regain her soul.”

She went on reminiscing on the drive home.
“Living in Santa Fe when I was singing at the opera still 

and Lorenzo was looking for a perfect place to plant his 
vines, we made friends with the artist Gustave Baumann 
and his wife. We were in and out a lot, while he was cutting 
and printing his fabulous woodblocks. He showed me the 
prints he’d made before the war of pictographs that aren’t 
there anymore—in Frijoles Canyon, at Bandelier—the ar-
eas surveyed by archaeologists who worked on the ruins 
and petroglyphs and slept in caves on piled juniper boughs. 
I’ve always wanted to do that, like Cather’s plucky heroine.”

* * *

The memoir wound down, a flow of memories superim-
posed, without particular direction anymore. Not confused, 
just indiscriminate. Needing to get down every last detail.

“One of my caregivers, Aurelia, makes tamales with 
turkey and green olives and agreed on a trade for the fruit-
and-nut strudel my mother used to make with hazelnuts 
and figs.”

When Micaela next looked up from her work and 
chased some errant wooden blocks Lyden had been pil-
ing into a wooden castle on the garnet-colored rug, her 
mother was describing to Peggy a trip down Sicily after 
singing Norma in Palermo. 

“In the Valley of the Temples, outside Agrigento, a big 
lobster escaped the fancy display table on the outdoor ter-
razza, while we were eating antipasti, and scurried off with 
great fanfare among the dining tables, sounding like noth-
ing so much as a paroxysm of Spanish castanets.”

And then she summoned back the Sunday lunches 
here at home on warm June afternoons, when they’d gather 
for hours under the apple trees with friends and friends of 

friends and the foreign exchange students, who stayed most 
years long after classes had ended.

“Often as not I’d roast a turkey breast with fresh herbs, 
or made tagano, an Agrigento specialty. Rigatoni in a clay 
casserole with beaten eggs, chopped mint, saffron, and 
cinnamon, and usually some pork I’d grind with gusto 
in the heavy hand-cranked grinder—singing something 
lively from Rossini, which was how the cranking made me 
feel, like one of his jolly Tyrolean peasants—since almost 
nobody was vegetarian back then.”

Micaela felt bad, thinking of the three-ingredient 
meals she’d been throwing together since March to keep 
them fed in what little time was available. Chicken thighs 
with bottled sauce and sautéed greens, farro with roasted 
cauliflower and some parmesan, black beans and avocado 
wrapped in tortillas. Sheet pan practically anything.

* * *

In her deep window seat, Micaela watched the castle being 
built again with the rapt pursed-lip concentration of her 
young son and thought of the castle-like towers the Ana-
sazi had built into the cliffs the way swallows built nests. 
The castle they had toured once in Milan. The muricate 
cathedral where her mother and father had been married, 
where Esther had first heard the holy Bach/Gounod “Ave 
Maria” sung—“Knowing the instant we got to the gratia 
plena, no further than the second line, but then line after 
line more glorious than anything I’d known before, that 
there was nothing in the world I could possibly do but sing.”

 Micaela had visited the duomo only once but saw it 
live again during the stunning Easter concert broadcast a 
few months ago—seeming as fragile suddenly as the bodies 
of her suddenly lifeless birds.

Esther, without sight, hadn’t had to come to terms with 
that fragility and emptiness. She had the music strong as 
ever in her head, where it had been since that first encoun-
ter, the abiding “Ave Maria” she sang imperfectly these days 
but always reverentially, under her breath, to put Lyden to 
sleep, before being helped off to her own bed. The arias 
and sacred songs were blurring in her head and throat, vo-
cal cords scarred with a lifetime of use, but they were all 
part of her still—essential, familiar, and loved. 

* * *
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