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Stuart arrived at Evergreen College Camp in the midst of a Pacific Northwest downpour. Although the windshield wipers on his rusty but reliable VW bus were going full speed, he still almost missed the turnoff to the gravel driveway due to decreased visibility. The drive took a loop first to the left and then to the right through dripping, towering cedars and then he came into the clearing.

The camp was in a long open field overlooking Hood Canal. If the day had been clear, the Olympic Mountains would have been visible across the water, but low clouds obscured all but the nearest foothills on the far shore. Hood Canal Bridge was vaguely discernible far off to the right through the mists and rainfall. 

Along the shallow cliff fronting the water sat a row of buildings. First was the reception/office/medical clinic, next was the mess hall/library, and finally there were three identical lecture halls one after the other. Before the buildings in a vast network of raised slat sidewalks, platforms, and electrical hookups was the student campground. Sprouting from intersections in the matrix were the communal restrooms. A number of students with campers, trailers, or tents had already arrived and were setting up their living quarters.

A sign in the gravel parking area pointed left for student parking and right for temporary and guest parking in front of the office. Stuart turned right and pulled into an empty slot.

After Stuart wiped his muddy feet on the already-filthy mat and entered the chaotic reception area, bureaucracy commenced.

Three hours later, class schedule, campground rules, and campsite assignment in hand, Stuart emerged, officially registered. Following the soggy gravel track, stopping often to scan a map of the camp's grid pattern, he found his designated slot, backed the van into it, and pushed down the parking brake. After pausing only a moment to listen to the hard drumming of the rain on the van's roof, he uncoiled the hookup wire, went outside into the torrent, and plugged one end of the wire into the van and the other into the platform connection. He then threaded an Ethernet cable out the corner of a window where the rubber border would insulate from leaks and hardwired into the college's Internet network.

Only then did he reach into the mini-fridge for a beer, pop it open, sit at the collapsible table, relax, and celebrate his arrival.

He was working on his third celebratory beverage and the downpour had turned to drizzle when there was a knock on the side door.

Sliding it open, he beheld a woman in olive rain slick with hood, a bloated backpack on her back and the handle of a large duffle bag on wheels in her left hand.

Her hair was long and black, her skin and eyes light brown.

"Hi," she said. "Do you have an awning?"

"What?"

"An awning, you know. That's what this platform is for."

"Oh. No, I don't have one. Is that a problem?"

She smiled sardonically. "Of course not. If you're not going to use this space, can I pitch my tent here?"

"Isn't there a tent platform somewhere north of here?"

"Yes, but it's already crowded. It's a mob scene, in fact. There's going to be no privacy or elbow room. Other people are using awning space for tents. Do you mind?"

"It's fine, I guess, as long as there's room to walk."

"Thanks. Don't worry. My tent's not that big. I'll make sure you can pass."

"All right then. Uh... Do you need some help?"

"It's okay. I can manage. I've set it up before. Thanks anyway."

The conversation seemed to have lulled. Stuart stayed at the door for an awkward moment, then shut it again and sipped his brew as he watched his new neighbor set up the aluminum poles and the double tent skins. The tent appeared to be tall enough to stand up in, and it had a vestibule and two rooms. When it was ready, the woman lifted her gear into the vestibule and zipped up the door.

That was it. She was gone.

Stuart sighed, went to the tiny bathroom cubicle where the portable toilet was ensconced, relieved himself, and sat down at the table again.

The rain had stopped. Around him he could see students chatting, getting acquainted.

He wanted to requite his loneliness, but it had never been easy for him and it wasn't now.

He sat for a long time, as the afternoon progressed and shadows lengthened.

Finally he pulled the door aside, stepped up on the platform, stood a moment in indecision, and then said, "Knock, knock."

She unzipped the flap partway, stuck her head out, and smiled up at him.

Stuart blanked out immediately, but after a moment managed to force out a few words. "I... Uh... Do you want to come over for a drink or something to eat or something?"

"Sure. Just give me a couple of minutes."

Stuart left the door open while he waited, even though it chilled the interior. He couldn't believe his temerity. Normally he would have spent the evening thinking about asking her over but never getting around to doing it.

When she exited her domicile she was wearing a thick, light blue sweatshirt and blue jogging pants with white stripes down the legs. She zipped up the tent fly, stepped in, and swung the van door shut. "Hi. I'm Alice."

"Stuart."

She sat down opposite him at the small table. Now that he could see her up close, he realized she was older than he had first imagined, though still very attractive.

"Uh... What can I get you?" he said. "There's beer in the fridge. I have some vodka in a cupboard. I could warm up some soup."

Wrinkles appeared on her cheeks and forehead when she smiled. "How about vodka and soup. Can I have two things?"

"Of course. But now there are more choices. I'm a great soup fan. There's nothing to attempt to cook; I just have to warm it up. I have minestrone and clam chowder and beef with vegetables and maybe a few others."

"You choose," she said. "As long as it's warm. I could use something warm."

"I think I can warm it without burning it. I'll try."

Alice smiled. She appeared reserved but friendly. Stuart, being familiar with interior panic rooms, sensed that she had some but was confident to step outside them when she felt unthreatened.

He set down two mismatched glasses and poured generous portions of vodka. "I don't have ice but it's cold from the freezer. I have a lime we can squeeze into it."

"All right."

"I'm sorry. I'm not well-stocked for company."

"Don't worry about it. This is fine. I like your van. It's cozy."

"My father and brother bought it when it was near junk and fixed it up. They spent months making it mobile and livable and had it ready when I got back from deployment."

"Where were you?"

"The Middle East, same as everyone else." As usual, when he spoke of it he went back there, felt the explosions, saw the blood and bodies, and didn't hear what Alice said next. "Uh... I'm sorry. What?"

"I said, it must have been difficult. I knew someone who went there. He drinks a lot now."

"I did too, for a while. I guess I still do. But not as much as before." As Stuart was talking he had opened and emptied two cans of soup into a pot. Occasionally he remembered to stir it. "So... What are you studying?"

"I want to get a nursing certificate."

"Where would you work?"

"I don't know. Anywhere. People still need healing and care, don't they?"

"Yes."

"Does it sound boring to you?"

"I don't know. A little."

"I don't care. I need a steady job that's in demand. It beats being a hooker."

"Uh..."

"I'm kidding. I guess you don't know me well enough to appreciate my sense of humor. So what are you studying?"

"I don't know."

"You don't know?"

"No. I just want a degree, that's all. At this point I don't even care in what. I had to break myself out of my inertia and do something. The GI Bill wouldn't cover the price of a dorm room wastebasket in one of those damned elitist red brick universities, but I can handle a college camp. Barely."

"Are any of those Ivy League places still open? I thought no one could afford them anymore."

"There's always someone. The sons and daughters of the munitions makers, I guess. And the dot-com heirs."

"I guess. I prefer a college camp. I've been camping all my life. And the best professors have switched into this program. What's not to like? Long hours, lots of travel, bad weather..."

"There you go with that sense of humor again."

"I guess." She drained her glass. "Any more of that fire water?"

"Sure. Oh, shit. I did burn the soup. Maybe not all of it. Just the bottom."

"Serve up the rest, then. I'm not picky."

Soon they faced each other brandishing spoons over steaming bowls.

It was almost dark outside. Lights came on above the pathways. The rain began again, drumming on the roof.

Alice said, "I like the sound the rain makes. I like that it's outside and we're inside."

"Are you sure you're going to be all right in your tent in this weather?"

"I'll be fine. It's worth it. I need the training. I want the certificate."

Stuart said, "You can stay in here tonight if you like. We can rig up an air mattress across the front seat. Nothing implied. I just want to help. I don't know why I'm even saying this. I'm scared to have other people around. Scared to be alone, but scared to be with other people. Since the war. I'm sorry. I don't mean to be dumping my shit on you."

"That's all right. What would scare you more, Stuart, to have me here or to be alone?"

"I don't know."

"To help you decide, let me tell you a little more about myself. I'm a mother. I have two sons. The twenty-year-old works in an orchard and lives in Los Angeles with his father. That's where I'm from, Los Angeles. The eighteen-year-old just joined the army because he couldn't find a decent job, and I'm very frightened that he's going to be deployed."

"He won't be. Nobody's fighting. They're scaling down. I'm surprised he got in the army at all."

She looked at him quizzically for a moment before continuing. "I'm not married now. I'm on my own. I'm not that old, either. I was very young when I first got pregnant."

"You don't look old."

"Well, you know, when people hear I have grown sons they assume..."

"I don't assume anything. I'm too fucked up myself to make judgments."

Stuart poured the last of the vodka into their glasses.

They sipped their drinks silently, meditatively.

Afterwards, Alice went to her tent to get her sleeping bag and toiletries while Stuart blew up the air mattress and strung curtains around the windshield and front windows of the van.

When she returned, Alice grabbed toothbrush and toothpaste and said, "The rain's let up a bit. I'm going to make a run to the lady's room. I'll be right back."

While Stuart did the dishes, he waited for the oppression he always felt when he had to spend much time in the presence of others to set in. It didn't. There was no guarantee it wouldn't show up later, of course, but its delay this long was a good sign.

When Alice came back she said, "You should have let me do the dishes."

"I don't mind doing them. I kind of like it. Something's dirty, you make it clean."

"I feel that way too."

They hesitated awkwardly, looking at each other.

"Well," said Alice. "Classes start
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