
Delta, East of the Sun



The day Delta Featherstone and her fox Virgil stepped out of the saltbox paint factory with three reams of paper and a bucket of silver paint, I was sunker, as they say, than a drowned toad in a horse trough. They’d traded the supplies for eggs they brought in from the country, making scant smalltalk about where they’d procured said eggs and even less to say about which nature of poultry had laid them. Because they didn’t know, couldn’t say or chose not to divulge is your guess as good as mine, though it’s a safe bet that on the part of Virgil, we’ll go with (b) couldn’t say.

Why am I telling you this? Why at all? Why now? What, this? About the paint, or the weather (which I haven’t got to yet, but like all things, give it time.) or the tall, narrow structure of the building? No, none of that matters. It, as they say, shoves the ball down the alley. Though there is no ball in this story, bowling or otherwise. Kinetic objects in motion, yes. A steady glide toward an inevitable end, yes, involving a runaway typewriter table on wheels, a suitcase full of paperclips, and the melting orange sun. This story is contingent on a river flowing east of the sun, carrying with it reams upon reams. 750 pages, no more, no less, on which Delta Featherstone had written everything down. Everything. 

So, to be fair and accurate, tender and true, the only factoid in my opening lines that pertains to add up to any amount of nevermind is the count of reams of paper. Why did the paint factory even carry #20 typing stock in their inventory? That doesn’t figure in the never-minding, so never you mind. Same with the color of the paint. Silver is as silver does, a shine and a tarnish. Appeals to a fox the same as to you and me. 

Silver. Fox. Ha. See what I did there? I guess that’s what the ladies at the nursery where I volunteer four days a week might call me, if they think I might not be listening or if they hope I am. Otherwise they call me Cooper. 

Nursery, plants, not nursery, children. Got nothing against rug rats, I swear, I’ve even met a passel could carry on a decent conversation, but conversation anymore can’t measure knee-high to a katydid, so I’ve plum given up on it. I stick to plants. Ever since Delta broke the only heart God ever gave me, I’ve had no truck with exchanging pleasantries. At least with plants, when they die you can compost their spent foliage and get something greener the next time around. Maybe that’s true with love, but not for me. Not for mine and Delta’s. Mine and Delta’s sprouted something deeper, red and purple and shiny like the moon and the silver paint on the tip of Virgil’s tail.

Delta smelled like sage and chicory. Her toenails tough as riprap, her hair a bundle of husks. I dedicated my days, the days we had together, to tucking the sheets in when she wanted them tucked, airing them out when she said her skin needed to breathe the night. My skin must breathe the night, she’d sigh, and pull the covers out from under her, take off her nightgown and prop her feet up on the windowsills, come rain or clear glow midnight. It was maddening, so I gave off trying to predict, I just kept a pair of wool socks under my pillow for the nights when she slept bare. 

Oh Cooper, she would have corrected me, you said you dedicated your days, when it was the nights we did the dances you recount. During the days, she would reminisce, you were always two steps ahead of us, Virgil and me. We took our time, I know. And Crimminy Jickets (that was my favorite expression of hers. I’m a sucker for a spoonerism) but were you patient with us. 

Virgil’d stop to pick at mites, or squint into a sudden breeze, invite it to comb his hair. One summer, the summer Delta started writing everything down, as a matter of fact, Virgil introduced himself to the same skunk three times and Delta didn’t have time to help me with the tomato juice because, “I can’t!” she’d call from her spot in the garden, banging away on the typewriter, “I’m writing! I’m writing everything down!”

Virgil’s gitalong got a little faster after magic spray number three, right around the time when Delta’s gitalong developed a hitch. Each day it took her a little longer to wheel out the table, set up the machine, go back inside, pour her iced tea, search for a hair clip or a head scarf, sit back down, stare into the clouds and divine their meaning and what it was she meant to capture with the clackity-clack of keys hammering on paper. Each day, she ventured a little further, which meant each day the process took a minute or two more. And a minute or two more; a few feet off the path. Deeper and deeper into the weeds. 

There were days when I looked out, and if it hadn’t been for Virgil’s russet fur against the green, I couldn’t have found them, the way they just seemed to disappear the closer to the river they drew. She loomed large, then neared and shied in my vision. Mind you, my hitch wasn’t gitting any better along than hers and my hands hurt from wringing and digging, and stirring the pot, but the doc said my eyes were all right so I know I was not hallucinating the way she hovered. She’d always had a wingspan large as a bevy of angels, a halo crookeder than a saint on roller-skates. Doc also said to resurrect the pain of living long enough to bury it somewhere else. Doc was kookier than the rest of us, and who’s the joke on—-we paid him. Us commoners just spread our kook around for free. 

We didn’t raise chickens, we didn’t raise ruckuses, we didn’t raise a hand to heaven and ask for help, which is why Delta bartered for the paper. We did once, as they say, raise the dead their bet against the barn, but that’s another story. That’s about the only story Delta didn’t write, and I don’t see why it’s any of your business.

What I wanted to tell you about was the eggs. 

There were a couple of swans that lived at the mouth of the river. We’d see them and invent fairy tales about the whereabouts from whence they came, faraway lands, fairways, boardwalks. Bards’ tales, bearded ladies’ lairs. Liars bearing lore, we were real carefree with our word associations. I’d pack a picnic —oatmeal sandwich for me, bread and butter for my Delta Ray— That’s what I called her. I added the Ray for effect. She never denied it so maybe it was there from jump. 

And plums. Always plums. She loved them best with chocolate but chocolate was rarer than silver and if we did have some, Virgil got to it first without an ounce of contrition. Foxes are like that. 

I read somewhere that true love feels like an egg in the mouth of a mother fox, her jaw not too locked, not too loose. Her maw a cradle, beginning before beginning, swaddled by instinct, wild and knowing what all mothers know: if they trip or startle or awe, praise too loudly or need too madly or too much, the risk of loss is unbearable. And always close enough to taste. OK, OK, you got me. I didn’t read that. I made it up. That’s what it was like, loving Delta, her and her need to edge up to the mouth of life. 

After a month of her madness — typing, subsisting on tea and mail order yew tree tablets, I found her one morning asleep at her table which she’d parked, without knowing it, right on top of the swans’ nest. And bo and lehold (God help me, I could eat her up when she switched consonants like that.) Virgil guarding those eggs with a sentinel vengeance I never saw on any soldier, war-bound or otherwise. When Delta’s hair turned from desiccated husks to cornsilk-soft feathers, I did have my suspicions that she’d mated with or cloned herself from or spread the yolk of those lovebirds on her buttered bread but let the Magi take their gifts back, as they say. When I saw her familiar protecting the clutch the way his own mate would have protected breakfast, I knew she wouldn’t have swapped swan eggs for paper at any point heretofore, so there I was left, still wondering. Some days when I’m charged with picking small spider roe off the ferns and flora, I still ponder the source. Providence, I suppose. 

She’d traveled so far, and the cancer had advanced enough to slow her to the speed of loneliness, so rather than carry her back to the house, I round-tripped it solo and returned with a bowl of plums. I figured a pick-me-up was a form of resurrection. I put a plum in her hand and one on her lips, then I nestled into the roots of the mangroves to think my thoughts. It’s scary, really, how silently a body can struggle for air. She was choking on a pit and I sat beside her for the longest time, staring at the mouth of the river and not even realizing it. When I did finally turn to look, it was only because of trickery of sound. What I heard emanating from her blocked airways — well, honestly I thought it was the mama swan talking to her male.

All was dreamlike then, the way my Delta fell, a crumpled ballerina without breath. And then the slow cascade of typed pages, one after the other, sifting out into the stream. Give me no credit for saving anything. All I did was receive her in my arms and serve as a prop to hold her jaw as wide as a hinge full spread. It was Virgil who reached inside the back of her throat with the black pointed tip of his fine skull and retrieved the offending pit.

At the nursery, there’s a large shop window behind which are displayed the orchids, the Venus fly traps, the decorative little birdhouses shaped like beehives, dainty garden gloves the ladies all buy for each other. Despite the decals we slap up on the plate glass, at least once a month some poor sparrow or chickadee flies right into its reflection, concussing itself or worse, a kamikaze death. It’s my job to scoop up the little suckers and “take care of them.” I could easily deposit the mangled wretches into the dumpster out back, but instead I like to stage mini ceremonies. Only takes five or ten minutes; it’s the dignity of it that’s worth the time. I say a little prayer to St. Francis or whoever, hum a few bars of the Battle Hymn, then get back to unloading pallets of monkey grass or watering the hanging baskets. All creatures, great and small, as they say. 

Each time I hold the once beating hearts of those winged creatures in my two hands, I marvel, each and every time, at the hollowness of bones that can hold them aloft. Each time, I feel once more what it was like to wrap my arms around my Delta’s rib cage and sense nothing but heart. Nothing else in the way to keep it from climbing right out of her skin and settling itself back down underneath my ribcage, where it could feel at home. 

For pity’s sake, Coop, Delta would scold if she were here, take that sentence and write it better. I can’t though, Del. You know what I mean, about that, about how, when I felt your frame you were almost already out of it, that’s how I knew that no matter what, you were going to find a way to die. That’s how come the next time I found you, curled inside the swans’ nest like an egg, I let you stay. 

After the choking though, before the staying, we got to the hospital, one way or your mother. As they say. When we got back from there and cleansed it from us in the horse trough I rigged up out back and heated with hard pecan, it was a few days more before we made our way together down to the typewriter table where we’d left it to the elements. Your papers, all but the one left scrolled around the barrel, had blown away. Everything you’d been writing, scattered to the wind and out to sea. We both would have wept if we’d had any tears left in us, Virgil too was stoic, except he broke character to scamper after a scarlet butterfly. Honestly, I’d never seen one with wings so red, like a wild rose. But after a brief frolic, he came back to rest at your feet, your tired, hollow-boned feet. I had no plums to feed you. I had your heart in my heart and thank the lord, because mine’s gears had stopped turning when the doctors said you were too sick to make it through another moon. 

You pulled your favorite nightgown over your head and pulled the last piece of paper off the drum. The sun was going down. My skin must breathe the night, you whispered. I looked at the sheet. That’s what was written there, ink pale because you’d been too weak to strike the keys with force. 

My skin must breathe the night.


Suddenly, there were roses everywhere. They came up between your legs and around the nest and reached as high as the fading, flowering sun. 

On the paper in my hand appeared the words, Suddenly, there were roses everywhere. They came up between my legs and around the nest and reached as high as the fading, flowering sun.

I had no plums to feed you, but you had brought your own plums. 

He had no plums to feed me, but I had brought my own plums.

She began rending the flesh from the stones and eating the stones. They piled up in her mouth faster than Virgil could remove them. Virgil where are you? I called, losing Virgil momentarily in the wild roses and their vines. Delta, where are you? losing Delta, losing Delta, losing Delta. 

She didn’t choke herself to death that day and I lose track now, how to count the sleepless hours, walking back and forth through overgrowth through garden back to house back to garden back to water. It may have been five nights, six, ten. But goddammit, Doc was right—on the night before the moon was full, full as a milk cow’s tits before the farmer’s wife sits down, as they say,  that’s when she went to the nest and she never came back. 



Plums and roses, swan and fox. I sleep naked now to the smell of plums and roses. The plum trees’ branches and the roses’ stems grow in through my window which I leave open just in case her spirit needs to wander, come and see me. I don’t even need my wool socks. Her memory keeps me warm. Warm as a fox, as they say, with a bucket full of silver.



