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"Blegh," came the sound of my stomach contents emptying onto the loamy dirt. Sitting near the bushes at the edge of the camp, I saw the macaroni and cheese I had eaten for dinner for the second time.

"Shit," I whimpered, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. Slowly I stood up, and, certain that my stomach was empty, I started to stagger back to my tent, tripping over tree roots in the thin light coming from the stars. As I began to unzip the tent flap, my insides cramped up again and I was running over to my previously appointed puking site. It was the summer after my eighth grade graduation, I was up at three in the morning in the middle of the Pennsylvanian wilderness, and I was sick as all hell.

For the past three years, I had been going on the Susquehanna canoe trip. A trip where I, along with my family living in Pennsylvania, canoed one hundred miles down the Susquehanna, a river that ran from southern New York all the way down to Chesapeake Bay in Maryland. It was our third night of camping. And by camping, I don't mean the kind of camping where you drive down to the lake, check into the sites with barbeques, fire pits, showers, and bathrooms. No, we had to find and make our own camps every night, and haul all of the food and gear out of the canoes, make our own fire pit, cut wood for the fire from the surrounding forest, put up our tents, set up our sleeping bags, and yes, dig our own crap-holes. We considered ourselves lucky if we found a nice clear, flat, dry, area within fifty yards of the river.

The day before, we had not been lucky.

Oh, the campsite we found nice enough, beautiful in fact, with the sunlight gently filtering through the tall maple, birch, and sycamore trees, a clear coldwater stream, better for bathing than the muddy Susquehanna, and, joy upon joys, a beautiful rock fire-pit, testament to the previous campers that had stayed there.

The problem? It was twenty feet above river level, the cliff face leading up to the flat area was at a seventy-degree incline, and we had to get all four hundred pounds of awkwardly shaped supplies up to the camp in ninety-seven degree weather.

Needless to say, the sun and the hard work had their effects on me.

A voice came from behind me. "Chris?"

I turned to see my cousins' friend Tim, or Gerber as he was called by the people in our camp for his height, curly blond hair, and pretty-boy features, rubbing his eye with the heel of his hand. He was thin with a small nose and dark blue eyes. His skin, like mine, was tanned from the hours spent in the sun.

"Hey." I tried to smile, but ended up adding more vomit to my already formidable pile.

"What's wrong?" he asked. I couldn't see his face but he sounded concerned.

"I think I'm dehydrated or something." I clenched my teeth and gripped the tall grass and dirt beneath my hands.

"I'll be right back, ok?"

I nodded, and he walked a few yards over to the "kitchen" and grabbed a couple of water bottles from the cooler. As soon as he handed one to me I took the top off and started gulping it down.

"Stop," he said. "Take small sips, if you guzzle it, you'll throw it all up again." He was a Boy Scout. He knew these things.

"'Kay." I started to sip. Soon, I was able to talk without feeling nauseous, and I poured a little water onto my feverish face.

"Cra-ap," he said, looking at my pile of vomit. His north Pennsylvanian accent made his A's longer. "I don't think you actually ate that much."

I laughed at that, and instantly regretted it. My head began to spin again, and I sunk lower to the ground.

He put an arm around me for support, and I was acutely aware of the contact. This was how the trip had been so far. We shared a tent with my two cousins: Timmy and Mike Decker. They were fraternal twins and nothing alike. Timmy was dark haired and athletic, while Mike was blonde and bookish. They never got along and despised sleeping close, which is why I found it strange that Gerber always ended up sleeping next to me and the twins were left next to each other. I would always wake up to find Gerber very close to me, his head resting on my shoulder, his hand on my lower back. I would tell myself that this meant nothing, that we were sleeping on a slope and simply rolled downhill, that it was all just some annoying coincidence.

The problem? I didn't find it annoying. And that confused me.

No, that's a lie. I wasn't confused. I knew why. Deep down, I knew I was gay.

But god how I wished I wasn't. If you were gay, that meant that you were a faggot. That all the other boys would treat you like a leper, that is, except for the ones who came after you. If you were gay, it meant that boys would point at your GAP t-shirt and say "gay and proud", they would call you sissy, homo, pansy, fag, cocksucker: anything to humiliate you in front of their friends, grab at your body suggestively, push you around, make your life a living hell, then laugh at you when you stared to cry. If you were gay it meant that you'd get beaten up, tied to a fence in Laramie and left to die.

So I told myself I wasn't.

That wasn't so hard at home, with all my homework and theater and books to distract me and keep me from close self-examination. I was content in my denial, and I didn't like any of the boys back home. How could I? They were all cruel, sadistic and pretty much just plain evil. They were never kind, so it was easy to keep myself from liking them.

But things were different here in Pennsylvania, with nothing but the river, green hills, and the sound of the paddle moving through the water to distract me from the truth. And Gerber was never cruel. I was in deep shit.

"You feelin' better?" he asked, handing me another water bottle.

"Yeah," I smiled weakly. "Thanks. Did I wake you up?"

"I heard you get out of the tent. I figured that you were off to take a piss or somethin' then I heard you throwing up and…"

"Thanks for coming out to help me," I said, my smile this time was genuine and full of gratitude. "I feel kinda embarrassed."

"Why? Cuz you were sick? Don't be." His eyes locked with mine for a long moment, and I turned away, blushing miserably.

He let go of my shoulders and sat down next to me. There was an awkward silence for a few seconds. Feeling more uncomfortable than ever, I searched my mind for a neutral subject, something that would not lead to kind words or intense moments of eye contact—my current affliction, perhaps.

"I didn't feel sick at all at the campfire," I said. "I sang along with everyone."

Every night around the campfire, my Nani pulled out her tiny guitar and plucked out songs we all knew, and a few only she knew, and those of us not too shy would join her in song, the rest would listen. The three best singers were my Nani, her sister Linda, and me. We shared blood, so we shared a certain type of singing voice. We would have all sounded exactly the same if time and cigarettes hadn't turned theirs husky.

"You sing beautifully," he said, sending me once again into a confusing quagmire of logic versus denial.

Boys didn't say that sort of things to other boys. Boys were cold and kept to themselves. Even if one had thought I sang "beautifully" he would never tell me so, not in those words at least. But Gerber was different.

I told myself that he was simply a sweet person and said nice things to everyone, but that wasn't true. As a matter of fact, he was a little shit sometimes, though never to me. He and the Decker twins fought all the time over stupid little things, but maybe that was because they knew each other well.

Or maybe he likes me. I thought to myself, before furiously stifling the idea.

He was still staring at me, expectantly.

"Thanks," I said. And at that moment, I was very aware of his lips, and mine. I wondered what it would feel like to kiss him.

I shook myself from that thought. Not only was kissing him a horrible idea under normal circumstances, my mouth tasted like bile. So even if he did want to kiss me, which he did not, it would be a nasty tasting experience.

"You should probably go back to bed," I said to him without looking him in the eyes. "We're going twenty three miles tomorrow and we'll need our sleep. I'll be in soon; I just need to go pee, all that water, you know." I smiled. "Thanks for coming to my rescue."

"Any time," he laughed. And walked back to the tent.

After a few minutes, I followed him back in, slipped into my sleeping bag next to him, and tried to go to sleep, no longer concerned about the pain in my stomach.

We had moments like this throughout the trip, and even after we hit the hundred-mile mark and headed back to the Decker home in north Pennsylvania. I had chances for that first kiss, chances for romance and self-acceptance. I had the chance to be at peace with myself, to be happy.

The problem? I was afraid. I was pure, undiluted chicken shit. The remaining days passed and I did not kiss him, did not tell him about my feelings. I left for California before I could find the courage to follow my heart.

I cried on the plane ride home.

