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Moan
Motes of west Kansas dust swirled in a slanting shaft of light

A jingle of harness outside the open window intruded,

as Tessyn studied herself in the mirror. Her fingers picked at

drawing both aunt and niece out of their thoughts and into the

a limp satin bow and tugged at drooping shoulder seams. She

moment.

squinted at her reflection; but no matter how hard she tried to

“The choice is yours, Tessyn dear,” said Till, “entirely yours.”

alter the image she found there, the girl who looked back still

She attempted a weak smile, but her lip quivered. Abruptly she

wore the same plain dress, out of vogue and yellowed by the

turned and disappeared down the hall, leaving Tessyn to stare

years. She sighed. Tomorrow was her wedding day...she should

at her retreating back. Almost immediately, however, a mis

have been happier.

chievous grin lighted the girl’s face. Quickly she undid the row

“My but you look lovely,” murmured her Aunt Till as she

of buttons and stepped out of her m other’s gown and into the

bustled about the room. “Just like your dear sweet mama, God

new dress. She whirled about the room until finally, breath

rest her soul.” The older woman steepled her fingers as if in

less, she stood before the mirror. Gone was the Kansas farm

prayer. “You know,” she continued, eyes bright with tears,

girl—in her place, a woman.

“your mama carried her wedding dress all the way from
Pennsylvania.”

She closed her eyes and imagined herself in the tiny country
church, the noon hour sun filtering through its single stained

The girl nodded automatically. She had heard the story a

glass window. Family and neighbors filled the pews. If she

thousand times in her eighteen years—the tissue-wrapped

strained her ears a bit, she could almost hear a gentle swish-

bundle stowed carefully in the Conestoga—and her response

swish as the new dress brushed her ankles on her way toward

came like a school lesson repeated rote. “Yes, Aunt Till. She

the pulpit. Gentlemen nodded, smiling, as she passed. Ladies

dreamed of the day her daughter would wear it.”

murmured approval behind paper fans.

“And now you are wearing it.” Aunt Till plucked a hand

A light tap-tapping invaded Tessyn’s fantasy. The annoying

kerchief from inside her sleeve and dabbed at wet cheeks. “If

sound persisted until it pulled her back to the real world. Her

only Emma could see her little girl now.”

eyes popped open.

“But Till, she can’t,” Tessyn reminded her aunt. “She’s dead.
You know very well she died the day after I was born. She can’t
see me now nor possibly care what I wear.”

“Papa!”
Her father waited solemnly outside the door. His eye swept
in a wide arc from the bed, where her mother’s dress lay care

At that Tessyn edged toward her wardrobe where a creamy

lessly discarded, to Tessyn’s glowing reflection in the cheval

white dress hung from a wooden peg. Since the day Frank had

mirror. He plowed work-gnarled fingers through the sparse

proposed, she had secretly set aside every penny she could for

field of his hair.

this dress. Now she ran a hand slowly along its delicate folds,

“Your Aunt Martilla sent me.”

trying to temper the enthusiasm in her voice when she said,

If he intended to remark further, the opportunity was lost,

“Isn't this a pretty dress, Aunt Till? It’s store-bought. I haven’t

for Tessyn’s three cousins, newly arrived, burst upon the

even worn it yet, and it’s really the latest fashion.”

scene—giggling, chattering, filling the room with their eager

“It's very nice, but. .." Aunt Till's voice trailed off into a

presence. They surrounded her, hugs lavished all around.

silence which expanded until it filled the room. The girl sighed

“Tess, is this what you’re wearing?”

again and let the rich fabric slip from her grasp.

“You’re so beautiful, Tessie.”
“Frank will think he’s marrying a princess.”
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They all spoke at once. By the time Tessyn disengaged her
self from the tangle of their arms and looked up, her father was
gone. In his absence lingered the sting of his silent reproach.

Just wait till he sees me tomorrow, she thought.
By the time a tinkling brass bell summoned them all to the
dinner table, Tessyn glowed.

The happy mood evaporated. What remained was gray and

Laughter added flavor to the meal, and it was not until rich

heavy, a cheerless state in which the lively trio of girls seemed

brown mounds of apple Betty laced with cream had been served

entirely out of place. Tessyn shooed them away, pleading a

and consumed that Tessyn’s dress again became the topic of dis

headache, comforted only by the fact she had not told a lie.

cussion.

Alone again, she quickly changed into a practical daytime

Melanie, the middle cousin, a smitten 12-year-old, wilted

frock of brown cambric over which she pulled a tunic of coarse,

dramatically in Frank’s direction and said, “I wish it was me

unbleached muslin. Thus attired, she reached for the two white

wearing Tessie’s beautiful new dress tomorrow.”

dresses and draped one in each hand. Holding them at arm ’s

The guests exchanged puzzled looks. Most were family, and

length, she stood in judgment, a humanized version of the

like Tessyn, had long lived with the expectation of what Emma’s

beam scale in Mr. Wagner’s general store, one side weighed

only daughter would wear. Conversation ground to a halt, and

down with duty balanced against the other laden with the

Tess sensed her father stiffen. The girl pressed fingertips to her

wistful longing of youth.

temples to deaden the ache mounting there.

Her arms grew weary.
From below, bits and pieces of conversation drifted

I will not change my mind, she recited to herself. I will not.
I will not.

upwards. Tessyn recognized her three older brothers among

She was about to give voice to her thoughts when her

the murmur of voices and knew the house was filling with well-

brother, Will, cleared his throat, breaking both the silence and

wishers. She hung the dresses, side by side, and stepped back

the tension.

for a final look. In the fading light, one called to her louder
than the other and she made a choice. With a determined nod
of her head, she shoved the old-fashioned gown into a dark
corner of the wardrobe and slammed the door shut.

“Say there, little sister,” he said. “Have you got your moon
water yet?”
Caught unawares, Tess looked at him dumbly, totally at a
loss as to what he was talking about. Once more, it was one of

Downstairs the parlor buzzed with excitement. As Tessyn

the cousins who piped up.

entered the room, all eyes turned her way. The figure of her

“What’s moon water?”

Aunt Till cast the lone shadow upon the scene. The woman sat,

Will smiled at the youngster. “Well...now you’ve asked, I

firmly ensconced on the sofa, her face contorted by the effort

reckon I’ll tell you. The bride-to-be...that’s Tess over there...”

to smile, and a lace handkerchief, wrung beyond all usefulness,

He winked in his sister’s direction, “...on the night before her

braided through her fingers. Tessyn's shoulders slumped at

wedding, hightails herself over to the nearest pond or creek

the sight but only for a moment. A snippet of her earlier day

and, if she sees the moon on the water, scoops up some of them

dream replayed itself in her mind, and she could not help but

moonbeams.”

smile, both at the lovely memory and at her waiting guests.

Now others interrupted.

Gracefully she moved among them, offering a flushed cheek for

“It’s for good luck, honey.”

their kisses, shyly accepting their congratulations. She basked

“Yes, a long and successful marriage.”

under Frank’s adoring gaze.

“Happy ending,” added a third. “Like a fairy tale.”
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Tessyn’s eyes grew wide as she listened along with the

of the cool night air. At the shore she elbowed aside cattails

younger girls. Finally she whispered, “it sounds fascinating, so

and thick growths of arrowhead to expose the velvety blackness

romantic.” She stole a glance at Frank. “Why hasn’t anybody

of the water. Slivers of light glimmered across its surface.

told me about this?”
“Surprises me too, sis,” said Will. “It’s Indian lore, and
there’re always Indians around the farm. Seems you might
have had some notion.”

“Yes,” she whispered. “I do see it. The moon in the water.”
Planting her feet firmly on the sloping bank, she leaned
over the edge of the pond and filled the cup to its brim.
As she turned to retrace her route home, a dark figure

“Well, I don’t.” Tessyn looked to her aunt. “Tell me more.”

stepped from the shadows. Tessyn had not heard anyone

Instead of an answer, Martilla humpfed and said, “If you ask

approach, but now she felt a hand grab her sleeve. Surprise,

me, it’s just silly old nonsense.”
“Well, there’s a full moon tonight. Maybe I’ll do it...just to
be sure, of course.”
“You’ll do no such thing. There’s a chill out tonight. You’ll
catch your death.”
Till’s words closed the discussion and signaled the end of the
evening as well. People rose, said their goodbyes and took their
leave.

and the sharp tug on her arm, caused the moon water to splash
down the front of her dress and send the cup spinning to her
feet.
“Miss Tess?”
In the voice she recognized Anyika, a young Indian woman
whom she had often seen on her father’s farm.
“Mercy, Anyika, you scared the wits out of me.” She laughed,
although tentatively, and placed a hand over her pounding

Much later, when the house was quiet and the sky aglitter

heart. “And look what you’ve made me do. I’ve spilled the

with moon and stars, Tessyn knotted a shawl about her shoul

moon water. I do hope that’s not like breaking a mirror. I

ders and tiptoed down the stairwell. The door creaked when she

wouldn’t want anything to spoil my wedding.”

pulled it open, but no one stirred within as she slipped into the

“With moon water,” answered the Indian girl, “you must

night. At the barn she paused and lifted a tin drinking cup

take great care—but with choosing wisely, not with spilling.”

from where it hung on a nail over the waterbarrel.
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“What’s to choose? Water is water,” Tess said. The com

Eighteen sum m ers of picnics by the pond guided her

ment, however, was met with deep silence. Tessyn swallowed

feet...past the big cottonwood, down the hill, across the field.

back an intended laugh and, with growing anxiety, asked,

The sweet scent of clover filled her nostrils, softening the bite

“Didn’t I choose well enough?”

“It’s not easy to trick Coyote.”

trickster. The ladder led to the moon. When she had ascended

“What does a coyote have to do with this? It’s only a super

all the way up, he took it away and left her a prisoner. Alone

stition—for good luck.”
Anyika released her grip on Tessyn’s arm. “Let me tell you
how it is.”
Tessyn’s eyes followed as the other looked toward the

and isolated.” Anyika pointed over her head. “Up there.”
Tessyn shuddered.
“Well, at least she didn’t have to marry the chiefs son.”
Slowly the woman nodded. “That is true,” she said.

heavens. The moon shimmered, a silver-blue disc in a pitch

“But, I guess, being trapped on the moon is even worse.”

black sky, perfectly round, and dotted with shadows which

“True.”

formed the sketchy outline of a face peering down on them.

“Maybe the chiefs son would have been a good husband

Quietly Anyika began to tell a story.
“When Moon Woman was bom, her father, according to the
old ways, promised her to the chiefs son for his wife. Moon
Woman loved her father, but when she became of age, she hated
the thought of being forced to marry the chiefs son, so she ran
away. Coyote found her. ‘Do as I tell you,’ promised Coyote,
‘and you will never have to marry the chiefs son.’”
“What did she have to do?” interrupted Tessyn. “Something
horrid, I suppose.”
“He took her into the forest. In the middle of the forest
stood a ladder. The ladder led straight up, so high Moon

anyway.”
This time the Indian woman stared straight ahead, saying
nothing.
“That’s such a sad story. I thought moon water was sup
posed to bring good fortune.”
“You must listen to the end of the story. It is believed that
at night Moon Woman tries to fool Coyote and break his spell.
She looks down over the earth and places her image in the
water. If a girl scoops up the face of Moon Woman, she will find
the happiness Moon Woman lost. But the girl must not be lazy
or careless.”

Woman could not see where it ended only that it penetrated the

“What happens if she is?”

very tops of the trees. Coyote told her, ‘Climb as high as you

Anyika paused, as if considering this unlikely possibility.

can.' At first, she was afraid. But worse than her fear of the

Finally she said, “Coyote will have won.”

ladder, Moon Woman dreaded the thought of marrying a man

At first Tessyn dismissed the woman’s words as childish

she didn’t love, merely because it was expected. At last, one

myth. She was confident she had already chosen well. Frank

slow step after another, she began to climb. But Coyote is a

was kind and hardworking. They would be happy with or

Illustration by staci headrick
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without moon water, yet the tale disturbed her and a shiver

Tess trembled now—but not from the cold, wet clothes. She

crept along her spine. Once more she gazed out over the pond.

felt Moon Woman watching her through the window, judging

It sparkled with light. It beckoned her to be the one to trick

her, deciding her fate.

Coyote at his own game. When she looked back, the Indian girl

Just then the door flew open, bathing Tess in a rectangle of

had gone as quickly and as quietly as she had come, leaving Tess

yellow-white light. Martilla stood in the doorway, lamp held

to wonder if it had all been a dream.

high. At the sight of her niece, the scowl on her face immedi

Thoughtfully, she retrieved the cup.

ately changed into a look of concern.

“Choose carefully,” she told herself.

“Lord have mercy,” she exclaimed and ran to the girl.

Closely she studied the patterns of light. She watched as the

Through chattering teeth and great heaving sobs, Tess told

moonbeams wavered, then settled into the shape of a woman’s

about stealing out of the house and her encounter with the

face. Into the pond she plunged the cup. With her dripping

Indian girl. “The pond...Moon Woman...a ladder...I tried to

prize in hand, Tessyn smiled.

get...the face is gone.” Tess grabbed the cup and thrust it toward

“So, Coyote...” she began, but then noticed something.

Till. “See, I didn’t trick Coyote after all.”

The spot where she had drawn the water now rippled with

Till wrapped her arms around her niece. “Don’t you worry

a thousand pinpoints of light. Had she truly captured Moon

none about some old story. Let’s get you into something warm

Woman’s image or had she missed? She waited for the pond to

and dry.”

calm and gasped as a face took shape a little ways away. She
waded into the water and reached out to the Moon Woman.
Again she dipped the cup. And once again she could not be sure.
She tried a third time, and a fourth.

While Tessyn stripped off the sodden clothes, Till pulled a
thick quilt from a chest and unfolded it across the bed.
“Please don’t tell Frank. Don’t tell Papa. Anyika told me to
choose carefully but I didn’t.”

“This is foolish,” she cried, but even as she spoke, her eyes

“Tessyn, honey, you listen to your Aunt Till. No cup of

scanned the surface for the reemerging face. With each attempt

water is going to make a hoot of a difference to your life with

and failure, she doubled her efforts. Her dress caught and tore

Frank. He’s a good man, and you are surrounded by people who

on the point of a fallen tree limb, but she hardly noticed. Right

love you and will keep on loving you—no matter if sometimes

and left she thrashed about until her skirts were drenched and

you do make a poor choice. I know that Indian story, and, in

her soaking hair clung to cheeks and shoulders. Finally,

my opinion, child, that old Moon Woman got herself into a

exhausted, wet and wheezing, she raised the cup in triumph.

mess all by herself. It has nothing to do with you.”

“I’ve got it.” Out of the water she clambered. “I’ve got it.

Martilla wound a towel around Tessyn’s hair. “Now, you put

I’ve got it,” she repeated. Yet, despite her words, a sense of

on a nice warm nightdress and get under the covers. I’ll see

uncertainty followed her home.

you in the morning.”

Tessyn decided against lighting a kerosene lamp lest it wake

The door clicked shut.

the household, but once safely inside she realized there was no

The moon again became the sole source of illumination,

need. The moon spread a pale, silvery glow throughout her

throwing shadows all around and coloring Tess’s mood a

room. It lighted the way to the dresser where she gently placed

somber gray. As Tessyn reached into her wardrobe and groped

the cup.

around for a flannel nightgown, her fingers brushed her

One last peek, she told herself, but when she looked into
the cup, a strangled “Oh no!” escaped her lips. The moon water
lay still and black as death.

mother’s wedding dress.
“Choose carefully.” Tessyn started. The warning was so real
it sounded as if Anyika herself whispered into her ear. “Choose
carefully.”
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Suddenly everything was clear. Such a little price to pay
to do the right thing in the first place.
Clad now in soft flannel, Tessyn stepped in front of the open
bedroom window. The moon water held no meaning for her
anymore. She took the cup and tipped it over the sill, slowly
dribbling the contents into the dust below. Next she carefully
removed her mother’s dress from where it hung and readied it
for the morning.
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