
Ida’s Sabbath

I DA sat at the organ for the 1,039th Sunday (one week
shy of twenty years) playing the prelude music and
peering over her glasses at five patriarchal backs lining

the front row, blue serge and grey pin stripes, and one
freckled balding pate.

"Ida, how could you?" she asked herself as her trained
feet picked out the bass line. "How could you have said
that it didn’t matter anymore when you did the wash last
night?"

Out of habit, she flipped to a new page in "Quiet Music
for the Church Organist" but didn’t look at the music.

"Oh, Ida," she moaned as she started to play "In the
Garden."

Except for three Sundays which she had had to miss
because of emergencies and which her dutiful
conscience had subtracted from the total, Ida had a
perfect record--on time and in place (once she sliced her
finger chopping onions for a meatloaf and had to sit out
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Sunday mornihg waiting for a doctor to stitch her back
together; the second time, Ida’s daughter Raylene had
had he~ baby on Sunday morning and because her
husband Jody was crawling around in Viet Nam, Ida had
filled in; and Louis, Ida’s ex-husband, had been
responsible for her missing the third Sunday when he
had been wheeled into the operating room with a
bulging hernia, no less), Ida had a perfect record--on
time and in place.

Ida always arrived fifteen minutes early and always
posted the hymn numbers by sliding them into the
wooden slots on the pine, gothic-shaped hymn board
before Morris Sant, the chorister, came striding in with
his real leather briefcase. And she always wore soft
pastels because her friend, Milly, who learned about
color coordination from her cousin in Salt Lake City, had
told Ida that she was a "Spring" and looked best in soft
greens, pinks, and blues.

Today Ida had worn pink and posted the hymn
numbers, but she had also been ten minutes late. Of
course, everyone else was late too, though Ida didn’t
notice. Nobody had time to pat babies or inquire about
missionaries in Chile, New Jersey, and Taiwan who were
out asking strangers what they knew about the
Mormons.

When Bishop Jensen finally climbed the three stairs to
the stand at 10:05 and sat on the row beneath the
elevated Hammond organ without smiling or saying his
usual "Hello Sister Rossiter" to Ida, she repeated "In the
Garden," forgetting that she had already played it twice.

After a brief huddle with his two counselors, Bishop
Jensen stood to start the meeting. He shook out the
creases in the knees of his trousers, smoothed his hair,
and walked to the pulpit. The first counselor pressed the
button that raised the microphone to the correct height.
Ida modulated quickly to the key of D, ending
somewhere in the middle of the piece.

"Welcome, Brothers and Sisters," said Bishop Jensen.
"Welcome to another Sabbath, though an unusual one.
You probably saw our steeple, or what’s left of it, as you
came to church this morning .... "

Ida’s attention darted to a tiny spider that dropped
onto the first counselor’s collar, springing back and forth
between his shirt and blue suit jacket. Ida wished she
could spin a magic thread like the spider. Then she could
transport herself far away, weave new garments for
herself, whatever she needed to do. The spider lifted off
into mid-air, crabbing at the slender thread.

"... and Brothers and Sisters, it seems that the Lord
must be testing our faith. With that in mind, let’s open
our hymn books to page 98 and sing ’Let Us All Press
On,’ after which Brother Bill Parsons will open our
meeting with prayer."

Ida, pre-occupied as she was with the spider, trying to
forget the last twelve hours, still noticed that Bishop
Clarence Jensen, the fifth bishop to serve during Ida’s
reign as organist, had forgotten to announce her name.
He hadn’t said, "Our hymn will be accompanied by Sister
Rossiter at the organ." Ida wanted to say "Wait... you
forgot something," but she thought better of it.

Pressing into the keyboard, she played her version of

the hymn, oblivious to Morris Sant, standing there,
beating a different tempo. She proceeded at her own
pace, added a few notes to the bass line, and poured extra
volume into the "Fear nots." "But, Ida, you’re a
tradition," she said to herself, "almost a permanent
fixture in this ward."

Ida was an essential but unobvious element of the
Gardenville Ward. No one thought of the organ without
thinking of her with her soft pastels, short honey brown
permed hair, and trim figure. She didn’t make dramatic
entrances like her best friend Milly, the bishop’s wife,
who bought all of the latest styles at ZCMI in Salt Lake
City and urged Ida to be more daring. (There was talk
that once, before her husband had been called as bishop,
Milly Jensen had been seen in a sleeveless dress at an
election party for a county candidate. "She must have
pinned up the sleeves of her temple garments so she
could wear that dress," the talk went around. "Can you
believe that anybody would do that?")

No, Ida wasn’t dramatic or stylish (though Louis had
suggested on occasion that she take some lessons from
Milly). Music and God mattered most to Ida. "She’s
dependable. A good woman," people said of her, with the
possible exception of Brother Bassett. "You’re a real
sleeper, woman," he told Ida once. "Pretty too. No telling
what will happen to you." Ida had only blushed, not
knowing what he meant, and found herself thereafter
avoiding him. He was a little on the suspicious side
anyway as he didn’t say much in Sunday School class,
and when he did, it was usually off base, not quite in line
with the usual comments.

The song ended. Morris gave the cut-off signal. Ida,
however, prolonged the swell of the final chord. She
didn’t even notice Morris or his glare. As Bill Parsons
stood to pray, she folded her arms and bowed her head.

"Our Father, we thank thee for our many blessings."
Ida’s feet began slipping off the organ bench railing

onto the long wooden pedals below. Without a
comfortable spot to rest her feet in between songs, her
only option was to cross her ankles and rest the tips of
her toes on the slender rail. Her feet weighed heavy and
slipped toward the pedals below. The extra gravity,
maybe the devil, pulled her navy shoes toward the big
bass sound that would startle everyone in the
congregation and ruin the prayer. Hopelessly
uncomfortable, Ida picked up her right foot, then the
left, and hung both in mid-air.

"And watch over all those who are not with us today,"
Brother Parsons prayed on, "that they may be blessed
and comforted .... "

Ida’s glasses slid down her nose, the back of her neck
itched, and she finally put her feet to rest under the
bench where they immediately began to slide again. She
wished that this prayer would end and wished for the
fiftieth time that she hadn’t put all of her garments in
the wash together, something she’d never done before.
Last night, for the first time in her life, she had decided
that if didn’t matter if she took her garments off, at least
for the hour it would take to wash and dry. How was she
to know that they would get caught in the rinse cycle
when the power went out?
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She had tried to get them dry, wringing and squeezing
the cotton; she had tried holding them over a candle
flame, had even run through the house holding them
over her head like a sail. Ida, not used to running, had
collapsed onto her sofa after two laps through the
kitchen and living room. She had finally given up and
gone to bed, thinking she could use the dryer in the
morning when the power would be on, but the outage
had not ended until 9:45--fifteen minutes before
church.

She could feel her thighs touching, her slipperiness
underneath pink polyester, and blushed at the thought
of near nudity. She wished she had some of that fancy
lace underwear that Louis had always wanted her to buy
"just for special occasions." Anything but this. She
wished that she had I,ouis. Why had he left just when
she had bought the electric organ that she’d been saving
for with her egg money. He never got to hear her play
"Tico Tico" or the boogie woogie walking bass. She had
learned some secular tunes just for him, to show him
that she cared. But he never came back after Peach Days.

"And bless our missionaries in the field that the doors
of the honest in heart might be opened to them .... "

"If God could put the power back on time for the
church meeting," Ida wondered, "why hadn’t he seen fit
to put it back on one hour earlier so she could have
gotten her garments dry, the next to her skin reminder
of her promise to build up the kingdom of God here on
earth, her holy garments that she had promised to
always wear, night and day, without fail, when she and
Louis had said ’Yes’ to each other across the cushioned
altar of the Salt Lake temple."

With slit eyes that could pass for closed, Ida decided
not to dwell on the past and to assess the congregation
instead. Most people had their heads bowed, except for a
few, and as always, Brother Bassett sat with wide-open
eyes. Not in the seven years since his wife had died and
since Ida had been monitoring him had Bassett closed his
eyes, even blinked for that matter. He just stared. "He
must have owl blood," thought Ida.

The Hatch boy and the Hall girl, as usual, couldn’t
keep their hands off each other. Ida could see them
touching and grinning, even with their eyes shut.

Milly Jensen, dressed in a red quilted Chinese jacket
with Pagoda point sleeves, glared sit-down-or-die eyes
at her climbing two-year old who straddled the bench
back, kicking.

After fifteen years of marriage, Louis had stopped
going to church with Ida, started to lose weight and
smoke the cigarettes he had given up when Ida had
insisted on a temple marriage. He had sworn off beer,
coffee, and cigarettes, all for the love of Ida. But his new
leaf had aged, crinkled, and disintegrated.

"Why do you have to smoke, t, ouis?" Ida had cried for
two days straight when she found out. "It violates your
body. Your body is sacred."

For a while, in deference to Ida, Louis had smoked
behind the Lava Hot Springs billboard on the road out of
town. Then he moved into the backyard for a month
until he said he didn’t care what the neighbors would say
and started to smoke on the front porch in the evenings.

"We can’t go to the temple anymore if you keep this
up, Louis."

"I don’t want to go to that sanctimonious booby hatch,
Ida. I’ve had it."

"Louis. This isn’t like you. The devil has gotten his
hook in you. Let’s call the Bishop."

"We aren’t calling anybody, Ida. This is my home, and
we’re going to run it my way for a change, starting with
you taking off those shapeless garments, at least at
night. Why don’t you wear some real underwear for a
change--a little colored lace, a little peek through. I want
a woman who knows something about loving a man, not
some far away God."

"Maybe I wasn’t fair to Louis," Ida thought, "but yet,
how could he be so careless about sacred things?"
Snatches of the opening prayer drifted in and out of her
head: "And bless Brother Nelson that he will be
protected in his time of illness."

Ida repinched the slits of her eyes and wished that this
prayer wasn’t so long. She looked at Morris, the music
graduate who had gone down to the University of Utah
and come back trying to reform the way Ida had run the
music for almost twenty years. "Stuffy Morris," she
thought. "He might know music theory, but he doesn’t
know about the spirit like ! do. He detests ’The Holy
City’--says it’s cornball. He tells me not to use the
vibrato so much--says it sounds like a funeral parlor. Oh
Ida, listen to you being critical after what you’ve done."

"And bless us that we may find the means to repair our
steeple, and for these blessings we ask," concluded
Brother Parsons, "Amen."

"The steeple! It’s all my fault," thought Ida.
She adjusted her slippery glasses again with her right

hand and pushed the diapason, dulciano, and 8’ flute
stops with her left. Then she relaxed her legs into her
work--the sacrament hymn: "There Is a Green Hill Far
Away."

Even though "Green Hill" ranked as one of Ida’s
favorites, she couldn’t wrest emotion out of the song,
not even with her usual flourishes---scale passages,
arpeggios, and a few chromatics. Today, on her 1,039th
Sunday, she could only think of that skeleton steeple, its
shingles scattered over the roof and the lawn by God’s
own lightning, its humiliation, and her own. She felt a tic
in her eye, nervous tension crowding her spinal column,
and her wsion started to wobble. She looked out at the
congregation and was surprised at a sea of singing
guppies.

"Ida, get hold of yourself," she begged from inside of
her head and looked to her friend Milly for some human
contact. But Milly and her Lancome red cheeks seemed
to be sinking in the middle of five bouncing children.

Ida thought of her own daughter, Raylene. She didn’t
have anybody, just a dusty picture of Jody in his fatigues.
Raylene, Ida sighed. She won’t come out to church
anymore, and darn that girl, she’s starting to look like a
penguin. Won’t pay any attention to herself. Buys at
least three of those chocolate-dipped cones at the Dairy
Creme every night. My poor Raylene. I’m trying to help
her. I pray every morning, every night.

The congregation was singing the second verse of the
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sacrament hymn, "There was no other good enough..."
when Ida’s head began to fill with white light, a vacuous,
ballooning light. She couldn’t see anything, though she
kept playing on the keys she knew so well. An eerie
whistling penetrated her ears, like the whistling
between the timbers of the stripped steeple. Ida
shivered. "There is no other good enough... There is no
other good enough." She played the line over anct over
again. Morris looked at her shocked.

The unearthly whistling shifted to a drum beat. Ida
heard it--the snares, the two big bass drums of the
Gardenville High School Band. Ida remembered the
county-wide parade, the floats with the pretty girls, sun-
tanned and moon-ripened. Opalescent smiles.
Mascaraed winks. Mechanical waves to all the world as it
looked up to see the Peach Day Queen and her court.
Louis’s gaze lasted longer than the float stayed in sight.
Ida perspired in the sun, wiping her forehead and neck
with the hankerchief that Raylene gave her for Mother’s
Day. Ida had nudged Louis.

"Those pretty little things aren’t for you, Louis. Don’t
go hanging out your eyeballs." She had laughed. Louis
had looked at her as he never had before, with a watery
stare and wire-drawn lips.

"I’m going," he had said, his voice thinner than
himself.

Ida’s favorite band marched by.
"Oh Louis, the Pocatello High School Band. You can’t

go yet.’" The twirling batons, the fringed epaulets, the
drum major with the tall furry hat that sat low on his
brow. Ida clapped and yelled, "Hooray."

"Louis, don’t you love it?" She turned to an empty
space next to her, the space l_.ouis had filled just a minute
ago.

"Louis?" She scanned the crowd, balloons, and
snocone eaters. No Louis. No more Louis at all.

When Ida played the same line for the tenth time, the
backs of the patriarchal brethren changed to fronts, and
everybody in the congregation turned to stare at Ida
Rossiter, looking at her intently for maybe the first time
in twenty years. Luckily, she pried herself loose from the
"good enough" phrase. Everybody settled
uncomfortably back to their hymn books until halfway
into the third verse. Bishop Jensen leaned over to his
first counselor, and Ida heard him ask, "Am I hearing
things or is Sister Rossiter playing ’Ida Sweet as Apple
Cider’?"

"I don’t know," answered the first counselor. "I never
heard of that song. It must have been before my time."

And suddenly, Ida thought she saw her fingers leave
her hands and begin to play an arrangement of "Come
Come Ye Saints" that no one had dreamed possible:

Come, come ye Saints, cha cha cha,
No toil nor labor fear, cha cha cha, sis boom ba,
But with joy, cha cha cha, do be do,
Wend your way, ba ba bee, doo doo wah.
Ida watched herself leap up from the organ which

continued to play. With an aerial maneuver, she landed
on top of the walnut Baldwin and pulled ostrich plumes
from the depths of her unshielded ample bosom. With a
flip, she fluttered the fan and her eyelashes and began to

gyrate. The curtains over the exit door slowly fell to
velvet thickness, covering the rain-spotted glass. The
hanging lamps glowed pink as Ida pirouetted and leaped
over the metal backs of the chairs, balancing expertly,
arabesquing at row ends. Ida squeezed her eyes against
the sight.

The floral arrangement above the sacrament table,
arranged and delivered by Bill Parson’s Nursery every
Sunday morning, started to grow out of the hardwood
as if from the richest compost heap ever. The gladiolas’
trumpet faces opened wider and wider, their tendrils
curling over the edge of the table and coiling their way to
the feet of the seated brethren. Chrysanthemums
puffed, and stems leaped to the ceiling with jungle vine
vigor. Ida’s pink dress shrank to a scanty leotard, and her
hair sprouted twenty inches. She looked electrifyingly
lovely in all of the pinkness.

Catching hold of the vines, she climbed to the
starspackled ceiling of the chapel. "Twinkle, twinkle,
little star," she sang as she scraped her newly grown,
five inch fingernails across the rough surface to scratch
through to the steeple. After clearing a hole big enough
for her and the growing vine, she squeezed through
insulation, picked her way through chunks of plaster,
and finally swayed on top of the church’s peaked roof.
Wind swirled around her ankles, and she leaned against a
rough timber that had supported the steeple’s copper,
shingles, and paint through the twenty years that the
church had been standing. Ida patted the remaining
boards. "You and me, steeple," she said. "We’ve been
through a lot together these past years--you up here, a
beacon for the house of the Lord, me below, playing the
organ, a reminder to everybody to reverence the house
of the Lord. And here we are both undressed. 1 didn’t
mean my undressing to affect yours."

Ida jumped as lightning flashed and thunder rumbled.
She felt something next to her.

"Ida?’"
Ida didn’t respond at first. Nobody else would be out

on the roof of the church in this weather, she thought.
"Ida?"
"Who are you?" she asked, afraid to look.
"Don’t you know?"
She turned her head slightly, enough to see a brilliant

white glow and the hem of a fiery white robe. "You must
be from Heaven above," she said. "How did you get
here?"

"With faith like the grain of a mustard seed," the
white-robed being said. "I can do anything, actually, but
tell me Ida, why did you do what you did?"

"Me? Well I . . . It’s like this. I know I did something
wrong to wash my... well, you know.., my garments all
at the same time, leaving me without your, I mean
without God’s protection and breaking my promise. I’ve
disobeyed but I’ve been good the rest of the time, real
good. I’ve only missed three Sundays in twenty years,
you know, when Raylene’s baby was born, when the
doctor was so slow in emergency, my finger, you know,
and then when Louis had his hernia."

"According to scripture, No man is good save God.
Don’t you know that, Ida?"

"I know I did wrong, Go--, who are you anyway?"
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The being with the glow didn’t answer.
"Well, I’ll call you Presence, since I’m not sure who you

are." She thought of looking directly at the personage
but remembered stories about Moses and the burning
bush and other stories about God being too holy for man
to be able to see him. Actually, the light was brighter
than any she’d seen, even on this iron-grey day wifh
ominous clouds and rain blocking out every inch of
sunlight.

"You’re right, Ida. You did do wrong. You have
endured up until now, but you’ve given up. That’s a sin."

Ida looked at her leotard and panicked. She tried to
hide her bare legs and arms, but there wasn’t enough
pink. She stood awkwardly, hoping that her nipples
weren’t showing through the flimsy material.
Ordinarily, tears would have come at a time like this, but
Ida felt something else growing inside.

"You mean to say, Presence, that because of one slip
up, my twenty years goes for nothing? I thought you’d
be real proud of me for setting a record and all. I did it
for you, I mean for God, I did. Every Sunday when I
thought about sleeping in, I said, ’Nosiree, Ida . . . you
give your time and talents. Understand? Forget your
aches and whines and serve.’ Now you’re trying to tell
me that I’m not good enough?"

"You’re not alone, Ida. It’s the same for every human."
"But Presence, when Louis left me, when he was seen

once in town with one of the Peach Day princesses, even
then I kept going. Even in the nights when I was lonely
and wishing for somebody to keep me warm. Even
Brother Bassett crossed my mind if you can believe that,
but I said, ’Oh no. God wants me to keep my promises’
and I just slept with Raylene’s old teddy bear. I was cold."

"Can you comprehend that there is another sphere,
another realm which is a mystery, which the human
mind can’t understand?"

"Can you understand about Raylene?" Ida asked.
"What about her? She was a good girl, good as they come
until Jolty got blown to pieces in the army. And she just
up and fell into pieces herself. How come if I kept all my
promises you didn’t answer my prayers about Raylene?
And here she is now, just living on Cokes and fries and
too much smoothie ice cream, sitting in the Dairy Creme
parking lot every night, just waiting for something,
heaven knows. I can understand that you didn’t bring
Louis back, I guess, but why didn’t you help Raylene?
She’s my baby. She’s my baby."

The last "baby" echoed through the streets of
Gardenville, interspersed with rain drops, and fell to the
grass. One gentle cow in the adjacent field took a’ bite
while the two stood on the roof in silence.

Suddenly, Ida turned and faced the blinding light,
shielding her eyes with her hands but peeking through
the slits of her fingers. "As long as I’m at it and am no
good anyway," she said, "I think I’ll ask about little
LuJean? She needs a better deal all the way around. A
father. Something more than a mother who sits and
stares through a Chevy windshield every night after
work, up and down that darn Main Street."

"Depend not on thine own understanding, Sister
Rossiter," the robed being said quietly before it flashed

off across the sky in the time it would have taken Ida to
count to two.

"Why?" she yelled after the disappearing glow.
"Why?" she whispered to herself.

Ida looked slightly to the left, less slightly to the right,
and then pulled back her shoulders and head. She turned
to the decimated steeple, patting it tenderly. "Well," she
said, "you and me. Twenty years of service and what do
we get?"

Without hammer or nails, Ida could do nothing to
preserve the steeple’s dignity, so she descended the vine,
checked each branch to see if it would hold and stepped
with care to prevent leaves from falling on the patriarchs
and Morris below. To her surprise, Brother Bassett
stood waiting at the base of the vine.

"What’s he doing there, old Owl Eyes?" she wondered.
Then the enormity of Ida’s rashness hit home. She

remembered with a iolt that she hadn’t made the twenty
year mark yet, not until next Sunday, and here she had
been presumptuous, even uppity, with the Presence or
whoever it was. With Brother Bassett holding out his
arms to catch Ida, with him blinking, even winking at
her, and overcome by the full impact of her blunder, she
tripped over a tendril and tumbled.

Ida found herself on the floor behind the organist’s
bench being fanned and tended by the Bishop, Morris
Sant, Milly, and blinking Brother Bassett.

"’It looks like she’s all right," said Milly. "See her eyes
are opening. You can’t keep a good woman down."

"Ida is the only decent organist in a hundred mile
radius," said Morris, "She had me worried."

"She had me worried too," said Brother Bassett.
Ida stared up at the huddle over her and at the redness

of Milly’s jacket. She clutched the handkerchief that had
been tucked neatly in her pink pocket, that was covered
with wet--water, perspiration, some blood.

"The steeple and now you, Sister Rossiter," said
Bishop Jensen. "’What next?"

"You’ve hurt your head, Ida," said Milly, bending over
her and stroking Ida’s cheek. "You must have hit it on
the edge of the chair."

"I’m okay. I’m fine," she said, struggling to her feet.
And then she remembered. She jerked her dress down
around her knees and held its hem tight to her legs,
praying that no one had discovered her, afraid to look
into anyone’s eyes.

"What’s the closing song,’" asked Ida anxiously, still
doubled over. "Do you have the page number, Bishop?"

"Ida," said the Bishop, who always depended on her to
know those things, "you posted it on the hymn board.
There it is. See?"

"Just tell me the page, please."
"But, Ida," said Morris, "it’s page 48. You’ve never

needed the book before, why now?"
"Please don’t ask me, Morris," she said as she slid onto

the organ bench, opened her blue hymnal and started to
play the introduct~’on to "God Moves in a Mysterious
Way."
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