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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. 1 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

listened. Dad turned over in his sleeping bag and mumbled: an owl, let it call, you
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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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