Seven

The water came down the mountain in a tiny rivulet.  It was so cold early in the summer that I never took showers outside in the morning, though Alexandra and Leah were always there bright and early, smiling and jumping around under the primitive rubber faucet attached to the shed behind the kitchen.  But I loved to taste the cold spring water, and it was wonderful to cook with.

I would wash in the afternoon when the water was warmer.  I would fill a bucket and take it to Endcamp, the rough-hewn cabin where we slept or fought mosquitoes all night long.  I bathed then so that I would be fresh for dinner, which we would make all together over an open fire in the quirky rock structure made for that purpose long before the big house was built.  I would tote the bucket over the woodland path and then take off all my clothes and after washing pour the water that was left over my head very slowly.  The water was still cold, but not so cold.

Someone was cutting through the woods on the path.  I quickly pulled my jeans on and tried to hide the bucket behind the stone wall next to the cabin.  Then I knew who it was.  It was my nephew.  After being in the woods for just a day or two I was so sensitized that I felt his presence long before he arrived.  So I had recovered fully from my clumsy shower by the time he got there.

“Hi, Aunt Rita,” he said.

“Oh, hi, Scottie,” I said.

“Are you done with this bucket?” he asked, for something to say.

“Just finished,” I said.  Here, conversations were simple.

“Let’s go inside the Endcamp,” he said.

“What would we do?” I asked.

“Let’s play Old Maid.”  He pulled the deck of cards out of his pocket and they sprawled all over the stone patio.  We chased around after them and then climbed the rickety wooden stairs into the screened wooden structure.

“Aunt Rita, do you believe in God?” he asked.

“Do you look up and see stars at night?” I asked.

“Oh yes—I love stars,” he said.

“Who could make such glorious heavens, full of shining stars, except God?” I asked.

“Oh, Aunt Rita, I do believe in God,” he said.  “Let’s go on the deck and look up tonight, okay?”

“Sure, Scottie,” I said.

“Promise?” he asked.

“Promise,” I said.

“And you just got the Old Maid!”

The seven of us made a family in the evenings for dinner, when we would gather for perhaps the first time in the day, so large was the property, and such freedom did we grant one another.  Dinners were always served when the sun set over the distant mountains and then afterwards we would sit on the deck slapping mosquitoes and watching the stars come out.  When the stars were fully situated in the darkened sky it was time for various special nighttime games with the children.

That night we spent hours pacing around on the deck and pointing at constellations.  Scott had already taught Scottie and Leah many of their names.  What they liked to do was see patterns that were not established constellations.  They made up names for them and copied their shapes on paper, showing where the stars were.

“Stars are alive,” Griffin would say, over and over, until we all began to understand what he meant.

They would transfer these maps of the star families to black construction paper, making pinholes to represent the stars.  Sometimes, for fun, they would wrap the construction paper around lights, making lampshades that looked like the heavens at night.  But the most fun was when we all made up names for the new constellations.  There was Olaf’s House, named for their cat.  There was Alexandra’s Wedding Dress; Cat’s Cradle; A Ship at Sea; and Leah named one Scarecrow.  That one looked a lot like Orion to me.  Afterwards we put the lampshades away in a folder that would one day organize the black sheets and the sky the way a scrapbook orders and documents memories.

Griffin, Jane, and I stayed for a week as a family there in the foothills of the Berkshires.  We found time to spare for talk during that long visit.  Griffin and Jane found that they were truly kindred spirits.  Griffin and Alexandra made a business deal.  She would provide a computer, permanently on loan, and he would work off our thousand dollars of debt.  I spent long precious hours sitting on the rock wall near Endcamp talking with Scottie.

“Do you know life is an adventure, Scottie?” I asked, introducing a topic for any age, I felt.

The boy frowned.  “What exactly is an adventure?” he asked.

“You may not know it yet, Scottie, but living here on the mountain is part of the adventure of your life.”  I did not hesitate to speak from the heart, so confident had my woodsy peace of mind—and my general state of recovery—made me.  “An adventure is when you move on, bravely, to a new place or a new experience; when you go beyond where you have ever been, further than you have gone before.  To be adventurous is to face challenges.  You and I avert boredom by dreaming up adventures every day.”

Now a light shone in his eyes, but he looked away.

“You’re not afraid of adventure, Aunt Rita, after all the discouragement you have faced?” he asked.

“Of course not.  You must go forth humbly and bravely, to encounter your destiny, wherever it may lead you,” I said.

“I am not afraid either,” he said.  “Go on, Aunt Rita.”

“Your destiny is imprinted on your character,” I said.

“What is your character?” he asked, with a sweet curiosity.

“Your character, Scottie, is your inmost self: that person you are, in times of great crisis or, oddly, in times of perfect balance in your life.  You are that secret self that rises to the surface when you help someone else who is really in need or who is encountering his or her own fate.  That inmost self cries out for nurturing, cries out to be fulfilled.”

“How do you find fulfillment?” he asked.  “My mother is always talking about being fulfilled.  But I have no idea what that means.”

“Fulfillment comes about when you go forth on the path of your own adventure,” I answered.

The boy was very still.  When I stopped speaking the woods were quiet, but then the crickets’ song rose rhythmically, soothing us, as we sat near Endcamp, rapt in contemplation of our willingness to go forth and meet destiny.  I was thinking of Tom, who was forever silent, and of Griffin, who was off hiking with Jane.  They had gone looking for Lady’s Slippers.

“But how do you know which path is right, Aunt Rita?”  The boy struggled to speak, transparently unable to articulate all his many thoughts.  “Is it like the path that brought us all here?” he asked.

“You speak as part of the adventure of today, Scottie.  We are already on a path we chose long ago.  The twisting, turning, barely evident path you and I took to get over here to Endcamp is hardly visible.  But we knew it was there, as we scrambled over the rotting trees fallen over the path, as we pushed aside the bushes that had grown up since the winter.  We felt our way through the gnarled branches.  We trusted that we could see the familiar rocks that mark the path’s basic design,” I finished.

Now the boy smiled and his eyes gleamed with understanding.  “Adventure is another name for fun!” he shouted.

I shouted back.  “Now you have got it, my little friend!  Let’s go back a different way, through the meadow, where the wildflowers sigh in the morning wind!  Let’s follow our destiny there this morning!”

“Let’s pick some flowers for Alexandra on the way,” he said.  The boy, calling his mother by her name like a grownup, touched my heart.  He began to walk though the grass, which came up to his waist.  He turned back to me for a moment, still awkward, still struggling, and after hours of talking, still fresh.

“It has been an adventure to have this talk,” he said.  He was indeed a sophisticated eight year old.

Such conversations were the heart of our stay in the foothills of the Berkshires.  They kept me from longing to talk to Weedodi again, or Tom.  We had a wonderful week, and then Jane drove Griffin and me on down to New York City.
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