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The Tent That Collapsed Three Times

The car stopped on the grass by the lake. The trunk opened and out rolled a fat
green bag. Dad said: this is it, set it up. He and I emptied the bag onto the grass:
two poles, one rain fly, a bundle of stakes, spread all over the ground. The
instruction sheet was at the very bottom of the bag, wrinkled from being pressed. The
pictures on it looked perfectly clear, but the pole in my hand refused to match

anything in the drawing.
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The first time, we threaded the poles through the loops on the outside of the
fly. The tent rose halfway and looked like a hunched man. The second time, the poles
went in right, but the fly was inside out, its zipper facing the sky. The third time,
just as we fastened the last pole, a wind came off the lake and the whole tent
buckled down toward me. I crawled out with my hair a mess. The man at the next
campsite lifted his flap, watched for a while, and finally walked over, squatted
down, and swapped the order of the two poles: long one first, short one second, press
down the crossing point. The tent stood up on the fourth try, straight and square, as

if it were a different tent.

The man waved and left. My mother spread the moisture pads inside the tent,
laughing at the two of us: the instruction sheet said long first, short second. Dad
crawled in to test the height, stood up inside, and said: a little lower than our

living room, but this one wins for having a lake.

At night I could not sleep and lifted the flap. Outside was a hundred times
darker than at home. The stars were not a few but a whole sheet, so thick it made the
eyes ache to look too long. Dad lay on his back on the pad, his phone screen still
glowing. He switched it off and said: stop looking at the phone, look over there,
seven stars joined into a ladle. I squinted and searched, first finding three in a
straight line, then following down, and the ladle slowly appeared. I shouted: found
it! My voice carried far in the night, and someone on the far shore of the lake

answered back.

The wind rasped through the grass. A star slid past above the treetops, very
fast; I thought my eyes were playing tricks. Dad said that was a meteor, too late to
make a wish, so just treat it as a mark. Neither of us wished. We just lay there
counting until counting failed, and I fell asleep first. When I woke, Dads snoring

was soft, and the sky outside the tent had begun to gray.

Taking camp the next morning, the tent was wet, dew soaking the fly heavy. We did
the mans lesson in reverse: pull the stakes, slide out the poles, shake the grass
bits out of the inside. To roll it, I knelt on the fabric and pushed from one end
forward, but the air would not come out and swelled into a big balloon, so my mother
worked with me from the other end. The two of us rolled the tent into a long green
loaf and shoved it back into the bag, but the mouth would not close, and in the end

we tied it shut with a strap from my backpack.

Before getting in the car I looked back at the grass. The spot where the tent
stood left a flattened mark, the grass still pressed down. Dad said we would come
back next year. I hugged the tent bag. It was fatter than when we came, holding a
whole night of stars inside. Next time, I thought, I will thread the long pole first.
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The Camp of Four

A week before setting out, we settled the plan in the group chat three times
over: who brings the tent, who brings the stove, who buys the food. Only when we
reached the clearing below the hill did we notice the one thing the plan never
covered: none of us had ever pitched a tent. Four boys stood around the parts of two
tents, nobody reaching first. In the end Ache dropped his pack and said: split up,

one tent at a time. Dazhi and I take one, you two take the other.
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Chubby and I faced our pile of poles, turning the instruction sheet over four
times. Poles slid through the sleeves in the fabric; when we threaded the third, the
first two popped out of their joints. We pressed the tent flat on the ground and
started again, knees pinning the fabric, fingers clawing at the joints, Chubby
shouting: pull that end, gently. When the tent finally stood, crooked and listing,
all four of us applauded as if we had won a match. It was not beautiful, one side

higher than the other, its door facing the wrong way, but it was ours.

At dusk we gathered dry branches, 1lit a fire, and boiled a pot of underdone
noodles. Ache said it did not matter: the broth was salty, and salty broth is a good
meal. After dark we cracked the tent flaps open and lay side by side on the pads.
Someone switched off the flashlight, darkness pressed in all at once, and then the
stars came out, first a few, then a whole field, like someone scattering silver bits

across black cloth. None of us talked.

After a long while Chubby spoke, his voice lower than usual: what do you all
think I should do about my final year. Nobody answered; stars do not answer that
question. Instead Ache pointed at the sky: look at that cluster. Packed together, but
actually miles apart. Their light took centuries just to reach our eyes. The three of
us followed his finger, and nobody said more, yet the tight knot in my chest loosened
a little. So distant things look close, and close things are actually far. Hearing it

from a boy who normally only bickers worked better than reading it in a book.

After midnight the wind rose, and the tent fabric banged like someone knocking on
a door. We took turns going out to check the stakes. When my turn came, the wind blew
my hair sideways. I squatted and pressed a stake; it did not budge, while I nearly

blew away myself. Climbing back into my sleeping bag, I found I was smiling.

Taking camp the next morning, we broke the tents down and wiped the mud off each
pole one by one. I rolled the fabric while Dazhi shook out the inner layer, which
released half a pocketful of grass bits and one candy from who knows where. The four
of us restored the clearing, bagged our trash, and carried it down. Before leaving,
Chubby stood a moment on the flattened grass and said: same time next year, and by

then I will not be as clumsy as I am now.

On the way down, my palms showed two red scrapes; even gripping a water bottle
hurt. Chubby saw them and raised his hands: three. We compared the marks on our palms
like medals. The crooked tent, the underdone noodles, and the star field that
answered nothing all stayed on that hillside, but they left something sturdier behind

in us: many first times, once collapsed, can still stand back up.
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Breaking Camp, I Thought of the Stars First

On the morning we broke camp, the web of my right hand showed a square red scrape
from the tent stakes. Walking down the mountain with a water bottle, it throbbed in
waves. I thought: good, let it hurt. This is the mark this trip left on me;
everything else may fade, but this will not. What came back to me first was not the

clumsy tent pitching but the stars after midnight.

A little past eleven that night, I woke to a low hooting outside the tent, one

note, a pause, another, like someone far away working a bellows. I held my breath and
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listened. Dad turned over in his sleeping bag and mumbled: an owl, let it call, you
sleep. I lifted a corner of the flap. The moon had leaned west, a thin white film lay
over the lake, and stars had fallen into the water, rubbed by the ripples into long
silver threads. The stars overhead and the stars in the lake joined into one field,
and I could not tell which side was sky. In that moment I suddenly felt very small,
but not the frightened kind of small, the light kind, like a leaf resting on a very,

very wide sheet of water.

The daytime parts were funny to remember. We reached the camp at three in the
afternoon, the sun bleaching the grass pale. Dad slung the tent bag over his shoulder
and announced that pitching tents was his strong point. In the end he twisted the two
main poles into a knot in his hands, unable to seat them in the base:; Mother read
from the manual, reaching the line about stakes at sixty degrees to the ground, and
the three of us crouched there gesturing at angles, none of us able to say where
sixty degrees was. Finally an old woman walking her dog next door took pity and sent
her grandson over, a boy who looked like a high schooler, who had the tent standing
in three minutes, dusted off his hands, and left. My father stood before our own

upright tent with a complicated face and said: I will practice at home.

Once the tent stood, everything went smoothly. We set up the folding table,
boiled water, made three tubs of instant noodles, ate them with sausages, and it
tasted better than any meal at home. Mother took photos: the tent, the lake, our
three sweat—soaked faces in the frame. She said she would post them tomorrow, caption

already chosen: first attempt, passing grade.

At five thirty in the morning, birds woke Mother first. She opened the flap and
screamed, startling Dad and me upright. Waist—high white fog floated on the lake, and
the far mountain kept only its peak, like ink wash not yet dry. None of us spoke,
afraid words would blow the fog away. In the end Dad moved first, boiled water,
cooked thin noodles, and the steam from the pot joined the white fog on the lake

until you could not tell which breath was from home and which was from the wild.

So now the red mark is still on my hand, the tent tumbles around in the trunk,
and the dew—soaked bag has not dried. Mother asked if we would go again. I said yes.
What I am thinking of is not the instant noodles or my ridiculous father, but that
field of stars with no top or bottom, and the waist—high white fog. Things you never
try remain nouns in a textbook forever:; try them once and they grow into you, and

afterward, looking up or down, you carry that nights lake—light with you.
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