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It was Saturday. Paul dialed Steve's phone number for the second time that morning.  While the phone rang, Paul hoped that his friend would answer. The first time, Steve’s mother had answered and said Steve was sleeping late. She said she'd tell him Paul had called.  She didn't even offer to wake Steve up.  She had sounded a little sleepy herself. 

The phone rang once...twice.  

"Hello," Steve's answered.  He sounded wide awake. 

"When are you coming over?  I've got everything packed," Paul said. 

"I have to eat breakfast first. Why don't you meet me over here?"  Steve asked. 

"Okay.  Don't forget your canteen,” Paul reminded him. 

The boys hung up and Paul picked up his backpack from the floor.  

The backpack was really just a thermos of water and some lunch wrapped up in an old sheet.  But it was the best Paul could do. Dad had promised to get the tents and sleeping bags down from the attic, but he hadn't had time. 

Paul was going on a practice campout and he would have to make this do. Since he was only camping at a vacant lot a few blocks from home, he wouldn't need much. 

While Paul walked around the block to Steve's house, he planned what they would do that day.  Paul wished he had a dog to bring along, a good faithful dog that would follow at his heels.  At home, he had a cat.  But it wasn't good for much.  It wasn't even around very much, except when Paul's sister Kate was home.  Then, it would curl itself around her legs while she sat on the porch.  The cat liked Mom too and would let her pet it.  Mom said dogs were too much trouble and she guessed she was just a "cat person."  

Paul wished she were a "dog person".  The cat didn't like him and hissed when he came near.  It didn't like Dad either. 

Steve didn't have a dog either.  Steve's mom said they were unsanitary.  Steve didn't have any pets. 

At Steve's house, Paul knocked at the door. It was one of those fancy doors with pieces of glass inlaid like little windows. Steve's house was neat and tidy.  His mother liked things that way. Paul had an idea that she wasn't thrilled with the idea of Steve taking up camping.  

Steve answered the door.  He was still chewing a bite of breakfast.  "Just a minute,” he mumbled, "Let me get my backpack."  Picking up a backpack that looked a lot like the one Paul carried, he stepped outside.  

"Did you ask your Mom about camping at my house overnight?  Dad promised to find the tent," Paul said. 

"She said she wouldn't get any sleep worrying about me... all those bugs and mosquitoes.  She's afraid I'll come back covered red with little red bumps,"  Steve said.  

"Didn't you tell her we'd be in a tent?" asked Paul.  

"Yes, but you know my Mom," said Steve.  

Paul sighed.  Yes, he knew Mrs. Walters. When she made up her mind, it was no use arguing.  

It was time to use their imagination. The sidewalk was no longer the sidewalk. It was a steep mountain trail.  People they passed became wildlife, like bear and deer and moose.  They passed Mrs. Murdock.  She was Paul's neighbor.  She called them “young men" and complained if they trampled her grass.  If they pretended not to see her, she would tell Paul's mother he had been rude. So they pretended she was a moose. Paul even thought there was some resemblance. "Hello," said Paul.  He ignored the fact that the moose spoke back.  

At the corner, Paul stopped.  

"Do you think we should practice for a bear attack?" Paul asked.  

This was a regular part of their camping practice.  One of the boys would pretend to see a bear coming straight towards them. With no time for escape, they would fall on the ground and pretend to be dead.  It always worked.  

"Bear!" shrieked Steve.  

Both boys fell flat on their faces on the ground. This often startled the people who happened to be passing by. But today the boys were alone at the corner.  They lay still, listening to the few cars that turned and passed down the block. They stayed on the ground until they got tired of lying still.  By then, the bear had gone away.  

Paul looked up.  

"He's gone. It's a good thing, too. Did you see that hump? He was for sure a grizzly," he said.

"Yeah but we outsmarted him that time," said Steve. 

The two campers hoisted their backpacks over their backs again and crossed the street.  But it was no longer the street.  It was a deep stream.  

On the other side, they reached the sidewalk (which had become a steep hill).  

"Dad says to take small even steps when you're climbing uphill. If you don't, you get tired faster and have to rest," Paul said.  

Paul's father had hiked a lot when he was younger.  Once he had even hiked the Grand Canyon. But that was years ago.  

The boys reached the vacant lot and chose a campsite.  They picked two cottonwood trees for shade and sat down to unroll their packs.  

Paul took out his thermos and lunch. Steve took out a thermos, lunch and compass.  He didn't know how the compass worked but it seemed like it should be taken on a campout.  

"Let's pretend we're lost," Steve said.  

Paul was folding his sheet to be his bedroll. He looked around at the flat field, broken only by a few trees.  They would have to pretend to be surrounded by a forest.  

"Alright, "Paul answered.  "Let's say there's a big cliff over there that drops straight down."  

Paul pointed to the other end of the vacant lot.  

"Let's hike over there and then we'll find our way back to camp," Paul suggested.  

"I'll lead," said Steve.  

Paul followed while Steve led, sometimes climbing an invisible rock on their way to the cliff.  

Steve picked up a stick.  

"You should always check the other side of a rock for snakes before you step over it," he said.  

"I know.  I told you that," Paul reminded.  

Climbing higher, the boys reached the other end of the lot.  Instead of a view of a row of fences, they saw a steep drop off. 

"We can't get down that way," Paul said. 

"That's for sure," Steve agreed.  "We'll have to find our way back."  

"Let's look for landmarks. I remember that rock," said Paul. 

Paul led the way back until they were both at the campsite. 

"Rats!" said Paul.  "We forgot to take our water. I knew we were forgetting something." 

A car went around the corner and the boys looked up. A girl in the car leaned toward the window and made a face. 

"Isn't that Mrs. Peters car?" asked Steve.  

Mrs. Peters was the scout leader. Paul's older sister had gone on her first overnight campout with Mrs. Peter's and some of the girls.  

"Yes. I saw Kate in the car," Paul said.  

Paul thought Steve was lucky.  He didn't have any sisters.  

He was an only child.  It was not that Kate was all bad. Paul thought she was great to have around when he needed help with homework or wanted to sneak a snack.  But she was awfully bossy and never listened to his opinion. 

"Do you want to go home now?"  Steve asked. 

"No, there's no hurry," said Paul.  

The campers stayed until they finished their lunch. By then, it was hot and there wasn't anything fun to do.  

"I wish there was a lake here," said Paul.  "Then we could fish."  

Paul loved to go fishing. Sometimes when he visited his grandpa, they went out by a lake and fished for hours at a time.  Grandpa loved to fish.  Unfortunately, Dad had not inherited  this tendency.  

"Let's go back to my house and play darts in the garage," Paul suggested.  

That sounded okay to Steve, so the boys started to walk back. 

"I wonder if your sister had a good time," Steve said. 

"Kate always has a good time.  And she always knows everything. At least she thinks she knows everything," Paul answered. 

When they reached the garage, Paul found his dad trying to fix something on his car.  Dad wasn't much of a mechanic but he was stubborn when he made up his mind to do something.  

"How's it going?"  Paul asked.  

"Well, I'm getting there.  Would you hand me the wrench over there?  I may just get this thing back together today," answered Paul's father.  

Paul handed Dad the wrench.  

"Dad, have you had a chance to find the tents and sleeping bags?" asked Paul.  

"Not yet, but as soon as I finish here I'll go look."  

Paul couldn't wait to try out the camping equipment but Dad was covered with grease and showed no sign of taking a break until he finished.  

Steve tugged on Paul's sleeve.  

"Let's go play darts," he suggested.  

Paul and Steve had played three games and Paul had lost all three when Kate bounced out the back door.  She was eating an ice cream cone.  

"Need some help?" she asked Dad.  

Paul knew that Kate knew less about cars than Dad.  

"No thanks, Katie.  I'm almost finished," Dad answered. 

Kate turned her attention to Paul and Steve. 

"I saw you playing camp under the trees," Kate said. 

She looked at them critically.  

"You're not even wearing proper camping clothes," she said. 

"You don't need a uniform to go camping," Paul answered. 

"You shouldn't go into the wilderness wearing shorts.  You'll get your legs scratched by brambles or brush against poison ivy," Kate said. 

Kate gestured with her almost empty cone.  Paul never understood why Kate sucked the ice cream out and then ate the cone.  Why did she bother to put them together?  But Paul had learned long ago that it was useless to ask Kate why she did anything. Instead of answering, she would sigh and roll her eyes. It was as though she thought he wasn't smart enough to understand an intelligent being like hers.  

"I know we're not dressed for camping, but there's no poison ivy or stickers in the vacant lot.  It so happens that we checked out our campsite," Paul answered.  

"Ha!  Some campsite.  You should try the real wilderness sometime.  You might learn something," said Kate.  

"I suppose
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