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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.

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
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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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