brass candlesticks taller
than my dad. The army
of firemen (firefighters
were all men in the
1950s) posted every few
yards became a bit of a
distraction when | was
older, but at five | saw
only the brilliance of it all.

The music was glorious. There must have been fifty
adults in the Chancel Choir and a hundred and
fifty kids in the five children’s choirs. We sang
separately and in various combinations, and
sometimes we all sang together, and between
songs Dr. Stimson said religious things in his
booming, authoritative, This-Is-God-Speaking
voice, and | wiggled in my seat and twisted my
robe until it was fime to sing again.

Do | have a sainte

When we stopped going to church, my brother
announced that he was glad he didn’t have to
wear that stupid red satin robe anymore and he
was an atheist anyway. But | pretended that
nothing had changed. | kept going to choir
practice and Sunday School—it was a short walk
to the church—and at Thanksgiving and Christmas
Mom and Dad came to see me sing in the choir.

Sometimes | went to church with my friends. |
especially enjoyed going to St. Margaret Mary’s
with Be Colway because it was beautiful and
mysterious and smelled of incense, and because
of the saints. Be had her own saint she could pray
to. Someone was looking out for her.
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| asked Be if | had a saint, and she said, “Maybe.
But you have to be Catholic to find out.”

A piece of Heaven on the Platte

The best thing about Dundee Church was church
camp. Every summer in August, for thirteen years
straight, | spent a week living in a cabin that
crawled with daddy-long-legs. Our bathroom was
a three-holer outhouse. We walked the equivalent
of a city block to get a drink of water, which
tasted strongly of iron, from the one drinking
fountain that served the girls’ cabins on the Hill.

The Hill was almost a bluff, overlooking the Platte
River at its widest, near where it joins the Missouri. It
Was a piece
of Heaven.
The lodge had
a wall of
windows
facing west,
and at dinner
we watfched
the sun setting
on the Platte.

Apart from the
music and the
annual camp, however—for all my churchgoing
and Bible-reading and honest seeking—I got
mostly guilt: God wanted me to Be Good, and |
knew | was horrible. There were several things you
had to do to Obey God and Be Good, and | did
all of them poorly or not at all:

Being Good Checklist

1. Be nice to my brother Never
2. Keep myroom clean Never
3. Help Mom with the dishes At gunpoint
4. Share Grudgingly
5. Be nice to everyone,

especially unpopular kids,

poor people, and Negroes Sometimes

The only Negroes | knew were Dr. Pittman, our
veterinarian, and Alma, our housekeeper, whom |
had adored since the day | was brought home from
the hospital, along with Alma'’'s sister, children, and
grandchildren. Most of them were easy to love, so
there was no particular virtue for me there.

But I didn't “love my neighbor as myself.” | hated one
of our neighbors, even though she has a spectacular
flower garden, and sometimes | hated my mom and
my brother and Susie Fritz, who threw daddy-long-legs
on me at camp.






