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Ice ran through my veins recently when I read about the Skagit Valley Chorale near Seattle, 
Washington, in which 45 of their members had become ill with Covid-19 and two had died 
following a rehearsal on March 10.  In Fresno that same night, the Fresno Master Chorale was 
to rehearse.  Members were instructed to stay home if they were feeling ill, bring ample hand 
sanitizer, no hugs or handshakes, and sit six feet apart in the rehearsal room.  We were well 
within the limited “crowd size” of 500 people recommended by our governor at that time.  
 
Much like the Skagit Valley Chorale, Fresno’s Master Chorale is a community-based choir with 
180 members spanning eight decades in age—with more of us falling toward the older end of 
the life spectrum.  We were actively rehearsing the challenging music that was to be performed 
in our two upcoming concerts: our own in March and a concert with the Fresno Philharmonic at 
the end of April in which we would be singing glorious opera choruses. As our concerts were 
getting closer our excitement was growing (along with persistent “ear-worms” that were 
keeping us awake). Every moment we had together to rehearse was important. 
 
That day, an emergency meeting was called by the President of our Board of Directors, of which 
I am a member, to discuss the coronavirus spread and decide how we should respond.  The 
meeting was scheduled two hours prior to our scheduled rehearsal. Our Board members were 
prepared for this meeting with scholarly medical articles provided by Dr. Dan Comelli, a 
physician who serves on our board.  We had all studied them and they were frightening.  In a 
lengthy two-hour discussion all aspects of our situation were considered:  the age of many of 
our members, the typical age of our audiences, the increasing spread of the disease, its minimal 
presence in our community at that time, the fact that we had two concerts scheduled, and the 
needs of the orchestra members we had long ago engaged to perform with us.  We all knew 
that the very act of singing created its own risk: our glorious melodies floated out on minute 
droplets emanating from deep within our lungs. The decision-making process was difficult but 
thorough. We resisted the inevitable. The wrong decision could be catastrophic. There are 
some questions in life that once asked have only one answer. No matter how hard we tried to 
rationalize, the answer had to be that we suspend our season.   
 
Choir members waited for us in the rehearsal hall.  We informed them of our decision and, they 
too knew that it was inevitable.  Slowly they left the rehearsal with heavy hearts. Singing 
together is a highpoint of the week for each us.  Thinking of not being together for who knew 
how long, not singing, not performing, would leave a large empty place in each of our lives.  
Some members felt we had acted too soon because, unlike the Seattle area, the virus was only 
beginning to show its presence in our community and was only affecting those who had been 
on infected cruise ships. Yet, a few days later, Governor Newsom issued a “shelter-in-place” 
order and there was no doubt that we had made the right decision.  As far as we know, to date 
none of our members has become ill from the coronavirus.  For this we are grateful and 
hopeful. Our hearts remain with the Skagit Valley Chorale.  We wish them health and the kind 
of healing that making music together can uniquely accomplish. 



 
There is in music something called a “Grand Pause” indicating that the musician should rest 
indefinitely.  How long the pause remains is up to the conductor.  Typically, it precedes a 
change in mood or tempo, and often indicates that something meaningful and important will 
follow.  We are in a “grand pause” in our lives as we wait out this quarantine.  Perhaps being 
forced to be apart will make what we do together in the future take on greater significance. 
Though we cannot sing together now, everyone can sing. Sing in the shower. Sing with the 
radio. Sing with your kids. Sing with each other.  Singing has the power to magically lift our 
spirits, so Sing! Sing! Sing! 
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