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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.

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
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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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