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On the fourth night of our honeymoon, we missed our reservation in Rapid City, and ended up in an old motel of cabins off the main road. Kathryn decided quickly that she liked it, the linoleum floors and the old cotton bedspread with its tassels. The water ran well in the tin shower. She said that there couldn't be many such places left, and that this was the place that we would always remember. Then she started crying again. This time, she said that it was all the driving.  She sat on the bed and cried, and then she sputtered a laugh, while I lifted the suitcase onto the rack.


She said, "I'm going to sit out on the porch."


The porch was wooden and not much wider than the door, with two metal chairs well rusted at the base. The sun was in its last gasp, and it splayed itself in golden rays across the prairie and the dusty pathways of the motel. Down the lane of cabins, another car had pulled in, and a couple ten years older, tired from the road, carried their suitcases from a Lexus without looking our way. They must have missed their reservations somewhere as well. Kathryn and I rocked ourselves in the old metal chairs.  She played with her dark hair and rubbed strands of it over her lips. The night was all over now, bright with the moon, and we had a view across the field to a grain elevator well in the distance. I snuck down toward the other cabin and checked out the license plate.  When I came back and sat down, Kathryn was still staring into her distance.


"Minnesota," I said.


She nodded.  "Have we got a TV?"


"Sure."


"Did you check?"


"It isn't necessary to check. It's right inside."


She nodded again. "Maybe there's something good on. Have we got a TV Guide?"


"Where would we have gotten that?"


She shrugged.


"This is South Dakota," I said. "No TV Guides in South Dakota. Land of the Indian Wars. You go into TV Land brave and cold."


She seemed to consider her options and gave me her agreeable smile and patted my hand.



"You're the best of all the girls," I said.


"Then you limit my bestness to girls."



"You're the best of all the creatures," I corrected myself.


"Then I'm a creature," she said.


I thought about it. I was sure that she was a creature, but I couldn't find a way to say it and make it sound as awestruck as I was. "Come on.  Let's spin the dial."


"Is there a remote?" she asked.


"You're the remote,” I said. 


"None of that."


"I'm sorry.  Come on."  


Kathryn pouted and stood and I followed her inside. She played with the dials and the picture came on. "Oh, Wonders!" she said.  "It's Red River."


"Turn up the sound."


She fiddled with the dials. "It doesn't turn up."


"Lemme try." I tried, but there was no sound.


"It's best," she said. "I know it by heart. Come snuggle.  Quickly now. This is the scene of scenes." 

    
I obeyed. We lay on the bed and watched, as John Wayne, going by the name Tom in this movie, stood in the middle of a vast Western vista, and Colleen Gray, impossibly beautiful, begged Tom to take her with him. She faced him, resolute, her prairie dress taken by the wind, staring upward at his height, her eyes sparkling, her near perfect prettiness sending all of her energy his way. Colleen's mouth moved silently on the soundless TV, as Kathryn held my hand and murmured the words.


`You need a woman, Tom. You need what a woman can give you.’

We watched while Tom left her behind with the wagon train, and the Injuns came and put an end to her.


Kathryn made her humming noise, as if to register that the movie was still being exactly the movie that it should be. "Will you ever let me be taken by Injuns?"


"I'll do everything in my power to prevent that."


"So then, it might happen." 


"Unlikely to the point of evanescence."


"What do statistics matter when the Injuns are taking you?"


"Maybe they'll take you to a good place."


She rolled toward me. "You may take me now."


I laughed. "Sing me a song.  I love it when you sing me a song."


"What'll it be?"


"Home Sweet Home."


"I know it."


She sang it, soft, in my ear.  "Be it ever so humble, there's no oh place like home ..."  


In the morning, we ate at an old diner down the road.  There was a paper place mat, with puzzles. 


"What has four legs and a tail?" she asked me.


"Damn near everything."


"I left something out. What has four legs and a tail? 

And wings?"


"Damn, Kathryn, that's a puzzle. Let's see. Let's seeee. I got it. The as yet undiscovered four-legged wing tail."


She was instantly annoyed.  "You looked."


"I didn't."


"You cheated."


"I didn't."


Her fingers tightened around her water glass. "I could throw this in your face.  That would be decisive."


"It wouldn't be that decisive. It would just be water in my face.  It would be decisive if you stopped."


"How do I do that?" She whined. She never whined.


"Just stop.  That's my advice.  Just ... stop."


She lowered her face and then looked up at me from under eyebrows. "Do you think about her?"  


"Never.  Never," I repeated. "Only when you do."


"Are we telepathic?"


"Maybe. I just meant, I only think about her when you bring her up."


"You seem to be unusually sensitive to when I'm bringing her up. All I said was that I was going to throw water in your face."


"There's a drift."


"Maybe I should just throw the water in your face."


"I don't think it will accomplish anything."


"What will accomplish anything?"


"Maybe this. At the time of that forgettable incident, we, you and I, weren't engaged, weren't married, weren't coupled, weren't anything."


"We had gone out," she reminded me. "Twice. We had had our dates."


"True."


"That isn't anything?"


"I shouldn't have told you about her. That's for sure.  Long drives make for bad confessionals. We should never have gone to Mount Rushmore. It was that damn crowded parking lot.  It got my guard down."


"No no," she insisted. "Honeymoons are for lowering guards.  It's best.  In the long run."


"It meant nothing," I assured her. "It means nothing.  It's nothing."


"Thus do you rush to your defense. If it meant nothing, why did you do it?"


"Good lord."


"Why?"


"I'm not rushing to my defense. I'm trying to find a way for you to forget it, because it hurts you, and I love you, and I don't want you to be hurt." 


"I slept with Jason."


My face filled with blood and heat. Stupidly stumbling into my future, I burdened myself with the past. "When did this happen?"


"May twenty-second." She touched her glass. "Mid-afternoon."


"Good lord.  Where did this happen?"


"His place.  It meant nothing."

It seemed to me that in no book of lore, no exploration of significance, could I find a way to discount that Kathryn had slept with another less than twenty-four hours after she'd agreed to marry me. I thought about all of my options. I reached into my pockets and gave her the traveler's checks and the car keys. Then I thought better of it and ripped off some of the traveler's checks for myself.  I started to slide out of the booth.  She held my hand to stop me.


"Why did you do it?" I asked.


She shrugged.


"A shrug won't do."


She pouted.


"Did you find him attractive?"


"Which answer is best?"


"Good God, Kathryn."


"I didn't sleep with him."


I smiled at the same time that I angered even more.  "Never, ever do that again."


"Exactly my point."


"What are the rules here?"


"I don't remember reviewing any rules."


"If I throw my water in your face," I asked, "will that be within the rules?"


"Surely not."


"How," I asked, "are you going to dispel my suspicion now?"



She pushed the traveler's checks and the car keys back toward me. "Exactly my point," she said. "Listen.  I slept with him because I felt sorry for him. I slept with him because I always wanted to. I slept with him because a lot of women want to have one more fling, and I got mine out of the way early. I slept with him because I knew all along that you'd slept with that ... creature ... and I wouldn't have slept with anyone after I met you, and you did, and you destroyed my fantasy, my personal fantasy, of a man who was so taken with me that to lie with another was an impossibility. A biological and metaphysical oddity so great that nature trembles. For starters."


"Once and for all, did you sleep with him?"


"I may have."  


I saw a long future ahead, dark and mad.  I slid out of the booth and stood.  "I don't know you."


"That's what honeymoons are for. Please sit. Let's go to the monument."


"I think I'll head out."


"I'd rather you took the car."


"Fine." I scooped up the keys.


Again, she grabbed my hand. "I didn't tell you to go.  I just meant, if you were going to go, I'd rather you took the car.  I'll take a plane."


"You're afraid to fly, Kathryn. Thus, all of this driving."


"It'll be my penance."


"Then you need penance?"


"For not being perfect.  Yes."


"What's your imperfection?"


"I find it hard to be blasé about the fact that you slept with that ... creature. So ... I'm not perfect."


"This is all some kind of logical exercise?"


"I don't think so. Do I get a last request?"


"Go ahead."


"Let's go to the monument."


We drove into the Black Hills in a steely silence. Then she started humming and I told her to stop it and she did. The grounds were crowded. The huge monument was in progress.  It rose out of sheer mountain. When Crazy Horse finally emerged, he would be the largest monument in the world.


Kathryn bought a brochure. Back at the car, we looked at each other over the roof.


"What's the next stop?" she asked.


"Cody."


"What state is that?"


"Wyoming. Just next door. We gotta push. It's seven hours."


"Have we got a reservation?"


"Yes, Kathryn, you know that."


"Still buddies?" she asked.


I laughed. "What are the rules for buddies?"


"We're working that out.  I think I said that."


"Did you sleep with him? Once and for all."


She shook her head. 


We got into the car. "You know," I said, "when we get back, I don't ever want to see his face again."


"Okay by me," she said. "I never liked him. Did you believe me when I shook my head?"


"You've successfully made it impossible."


"I meant to shake it vigorously. Did you see my shake as vigorous?"


"Please.  Enough."


"Just put it out of your mind."


"I don't ever want to see his face again."


"Okay by me."


We drove north and west on Interstate 90. Kathryn read through the brochure. "See," she said. "The White Man swept over the plains. It was the end and the beginning. Crazy Horse was one of the last great warriors. He was religious. He was also in love with another man's wife. Her name was Black Buffalo Woman.  Did you know that?"


"Lots of men are in love with another man's wife. They just have to live with it."


"Do you think that Black Buffalo Woman was beautiful?"


"I have no doubt."


"You wonder how they snuck around. Out there on the prairie."


"No idea."


"The great warrior was shot in the face by the angry husband. There are no photographs of Crazy Horse. It says.  There are lots of photographs of the others. Sitting Bull.  See."  She held the brochure in front of my eyes.


"I'm driving," I cautioned. "Anyway, there aren't any photographs of lots of people.  Alexander the Great.  Aristotle.  Shakespeare."


"But this was when photographs were.  Nobody could get away without being photographed today."


"So what's your point?"


"No point. It was the end of the Old West and the beginning of photography. The end and the beginning. That's when the wind blows. The cavern unto the sky. It's sad. I'd like to have seen a photograph of the face of Crazy Horse.  Warrior. Big medicine. Adulterer." She pointed to an exit road.  "Take it," she said.


"I have no idea where we are. We'll miss the reservation."


"The reservation," she murmured.  "Not a happy place for Crazy Horse. Take the side road.  Let's explore."       


I veered off the highway and we wound around the ramp.  At the crossroads, she said, "Take the oldest road.  That one."


We took the old road and wound around dusty turns.


"Are we going West?" I asked.


She looked at her watch and then at the sun. "Refresh me on the basics of maps and direction."


I thought that I could figure it. The sun was ahead of us.  We were going west. "You know," I said, "our derelictions are minor, in the scheme of things."


She made her humming sound.


We switched on the radio. Every song was a country song.  The station had local advertising. One of the ads was for the `Jenny Lind Museum'. A few miles later, we passed a rain beaten sign that said that the `Jenny Lind Museum' was two miles down the road.


"Ooooh," she said, with song in her voice, "oh let's stop.  It's a concordance."


"What's that?" I asked, ever learning more about her.


"We heard the ad on the radio for the museum, and then we saw the sign. Ooh, that's a coming together."


"Local station.  Local sign.  Not a big coincidence.  Not a big deal."


"Noooh. They want us to stop."


"Of that, I am certain."


The Jenny Lind Museum soon appeared. It was an old wooden building set on a dirt lot. The lot was empty of cars.  We pulled over.


"Owners of weird museums tend to be fervent," I warned her.


"Oh, fervency," she said.


She jumped out and I followed. She opened the screen door and I followed. It was dark inside. The man who appeared from the back looked to be very old indeed and white of skin, as if he had never ventured into the sun. He was dressed nattily in good silk and creased trousers. He smiled as if we were expected. He told us everything. He showed us old photographs. Jenny Lind had been a woman of Victorian dress and manners. She had been in the cities all civilized at the same time that Crazy Horse was out on the great painted prairie. The man had posters of her appearances with Barnum, and tickets to her concerts. The Swedish Nightingale. Her voice was a miracle. She was a deeply religious woman.  He showed us brown newspaper articles of the time. The critics had tumbled over each other in their words, in an effort best to describe what it was like to hear her sing. He told us that her range extended from B below middle C to high G. That was, he said, offering an economy of his awe, a lot. He smiled. He had a fine smile. But it was the heart of her singing, he told us, the feeling, not just the notes. This was heaven, he told us. He had been an actor in Hollywood in his youth. Both of his wives had been singers. 


Kathryn asked him if there were any phonograph recordings of Jenny Lind's voice. He said that the gramophone had been invented about that time.  "But none of Jenny Lind," he assured us.


I knew what Kathryn was thinking.  It would be so good to hear her voice. Nobody who sang could get away without being recorded today.  Jenny Lind was at the end of silence.  


"Ooh, so much disappearance," Kathryn lamented. "Did she have a favorite song?" 


"Yes. She and her audience had the same favorite.  There's no place like home. When she sang it, they were stunned.  Every time."


Kathryn looked at me.


He told us that there was an old motel down the road that had clean sheets, and we stayed there that night. We sat out on the porch and looked at the Western stars. Kathryn said that Crazy Horse's face and the voice of Jenny Lind were out there in the dark high canyon wind.

********
[If you enjoyed the short story, you might like the play,

which also appears on this website.]

