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				“Crash here we go

				You can face it or erase it

				I do believe we can take this

				And make it a wonderful love.” 

				Creeper Lagoon, Wonderful Love

			

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.”

				“Speak, and your sins shall be forgiven,” answered the priest in a strong yet gentle voice. It was dark and quiet in the confessional, although he could hear the woman nervously smoothing down the fabric of her dress. The answer took a while to come, but the words that followed were resolute: “I’m going to send my son to the camp.”

				When the woman spoke, her high-pitched voice trembled slightly as she continued: “I know they’ll help him there, but … but I still have my doubts, Father. Maybe it doesn’t have to be this way.” 

				“You mustn’t doubt God’s word, my child,” answered the priest calmly. “Your son must change.” 

				“Who says he must?” she protested. Her voice was now loud and unconstrained, and she seemed to be suppressing a sob.

				The priest rose with a sigh. He left the confessional, and then returned after a little time had passed. Paper rustled as he opened the Bible: “Thou shalt not lie with mankind, as with womankind: it is abomination.”

				The priest noisily snapped the Bible shut. The dull thud sounded unreal in the deathly hush of the confessional. “He must change, my child. You know that.” 

				The woman said nothing, but the priest heard her starting to weep quietly.

				Three weeks later.

				Please … salvation …

				The only thing that Jeremiah wanted now was salvation.

				He frantically looked around, searching for a way out, even though he no longer had the strength to carry on. Not after everything that had happened. 

				You can do it—you must do it!

				But he couldn’t think of anything that would save him, no weapon, however pitiful, with which he could defend himself against the cruel tricks that life had played on him, and that had once again driven him into this church. It seemed as if the gray walls were laughing at him, as if the dust that was swirling in the air was mocking him, as if the wooden pews were creaking in triumph because they had imprisoned him again. He was back, trapped in a cage like an animal, and he heard the lock click shut for the last time.

				He gazed at a droplet of sweat as it fell and then burst onto the flagstones. The floor felt so cold, cold to his knees and his forehead, because he was still crawling, crouched down, fearful, dead.

				I have to run.

				But where to? Where could Jeremiah run to without the man on the cross seeing him? It wouldn’t be surprising if his dull eyes concealed cameras, tiny malicious lenses through which the guards were intent on mocking the animal in its cage: We can see you; we can always see you.

				Jeremiah sprang to his feet. He wouldn’t give up without a fight, not if Chester was still waiting for him somewhere outside!

				A door lay behind him; he couldn’t take it because the guards were waiting on the other side. That meant there was only one option remaining: the stairs leading up the church tower.

				As he hurried up one step after another, higher and higher, he thought he resembled Quasimodo, the Hunchback of Notre Dame, who chased his master Frollo to the top of the cathedral so as to finally cast him down as revenge for the death of his beloved Esmeralda. 

				The sun was shining on the roof of the church. The sky was a radiant blue, and the birds were twittering without a care in the world while the big brass bells remained silent. A light breath of wind ruffled his hair, which he had to wipe from his eyes in order to gaze at the doves that rose from the church tower, flapping their wings.

				Freedom.

				Jeremiah was still panting with exhaustion as he took in the view: In front of him lay the camp with its high walls, the camp that had made his life hell, and behind it was the little patch of woods with the mysterious white building; and even further away he could make out the smog that on hot summer days such as this constantly hovered over the city of Memphis like some harbinger of doom.

				It was so far away.

				So infinitely far away.

				He closed his eyes as the last vestiges of his newly acquired hope slipped through his fingers and evaporated into thin air. It left painful traces on his hands, scars that would never heal, as it became clear to him that there was no way out.

				I’m not Quasimodo. I’m Frollo. 

				In order to be free, he had to throw himself to the ground.

				Jeremiah gazed into the abyss that opened up before him. Heard his mother murmur: “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” Heard Chester say: “Trust me.” Heard for the last time the rustling of leaves in the wind; felt for a single second the warm sun on his skin; forgot the taste of vomit on his lips.

				Then he smiled and took a step forward.

				Salvation.

				And in his mind’s eye everything was replayed at a furious speed, faster even than his fall, just like people always claim it is.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				 “Which have forsaken the right way, and are gone astray …”

				2 Peter 2: 15

				The jet-black Mercedes drove through the stiflingly hot streets of Memphis, surrounded by thousands of other vehicles. Jeremiah Jessop stole a glance at his mother, who was sitting next to him in the driver’s seat of the car. She briefly returned his gaze, then swept aside the few strands of straw-blond hair that weren’t firmly attached to her bun and once again fixed her eyes on the road—the eyes that were royal blue, like those of her son. You could die quicker in the Memphis morning rush hour than you could in the rapids of the Mississippi—which was chiefly due to the fact that nobody was dumb enough to venture into the rapids of the Mississippi, whereas car drivers appeared only too eager to try out their airbags.

				Jeremiah returned his gaze to the road in front of him. He wondered where his father was right now. Samuel hadn’t shown his face today, hadn’t joined his mother to take him to the camp that was to be his home for the next eight weeks. “Your son can be helped there, Cornelia,” the pastor had told his mother. “If their faith is strong enough, the people there can find their way back to God and free their soul from sin.”

				Jeremiah was firmly convinced that he would manage to save his soul. That was simply the way it had to be. For his mother, so he could see her laughing; for his father, who couldn’t always be there for him, but who would be proud of him.

				Soon everything would change.

				Jeremiah’s attention was suddenly drawn to a billboard by the side of the road: The bottle of whisky depicted on it suddenly made him realize how dry his throat was. Even after five months of strict abstinence, a mere picture sufficed to lead him into temptation; but he didn’t care to think about his previous alcoholism.

				That would soon change too. Everything would change soon.

				He glanced again at his mother as they drove along the freeway, which at this time of year stank like a mangy stray dog. His mother adjusted her thistle-gray raincoat, which she had only loosely thrown on, thus covering her snow-white blouse and beige, knee-length skirt. There was not a run to be seen in her sandy-colored pantyhose, and the golden crucifix about her neck fitted perfectly into the color scheme. Everything was so well matched that it seemed boring.

				The crucifix had only been added ten years ago, when she and her son had been christened. They had thus been changed from atheists into Catholics, even though—unlike his mother—he had never internalized this transformation.

				“I’m very happy that you’re going to this camp, Jeremiah,” his mother suddenly said. 

				“Thanks, Mom,” he replied honestly. He was thankful to her—for so much. For the fact that she still loved him, that she had never quite given up hope, and that she wanted to help him.

				She smiled. “Jeremiah. You should thank God, who has led you once more to the path of righteousness. I know it’s been very hard for you. It wasn’t as easy for you as it would be for other children to make the right decisions. I can understand that you turned to sin. But believe me: God will forgive you once you’ve changed and found the love of a woman, and he will acknowledge you as his son.”

				Amen, added Jeremiah mentally, but he was listening to every word his mother said.

				“The people there will be able to help you. There’ll be children there who are struggling just like you. I know you’ll make it. You’re a strong boy!”

				He felt a warm tingle course through his stomach as his mother turned her head and smiled directly at him. Jeremiah grinned back happily. He had to tell her. He hadn’t told her back then that he found men attractive, but that had been a mistake. He had to tell her how much it meant to him. They had to share everything, then they’d be able to resolve their problems.

				“Anything for you, Mom.”

				She smiled benignly and looked at the road again, but briefly laid her hand on his shoulder. “Anything for the Lord to begin with, ­Jeremiah.”

				He winced, although not because of what she’d said but because her fingers lay precisely on one of the bruises that adorned his arm. A small farewell gift from the assholes at his school. Jeremiah had gotten used to it. There really were worse things than the slight aggravation he got at school; sure, he had already been thrown into a locker and had been kicked and pushed around, but he always escaped with just a couple of bruises. Nothing major. The insults weren’t particularly original either: It didn’t usually go beyond “fairy” and “fag.” 

				But that would also change soon. Yes, everything would change soon!

				The camp was located in Oakland, the outermost suburb of the city of Memphis. As you approached, there was one final intersection, to the left of which stood a dazzlingly white rectangular building. Jeremiah took a closer look: no windows, no doors, and a flat roof that was just as clean and pure white as the walls themselves. He couldn’t help being afraid that the camp would take place in this building. It stood out for a few ominous seconds until his mother turned off to the left and it faded into the distance. Yet, despite the nasty feeling in his stomach, he turned around and didn’t lose sight of the pristine image until it had disappeared behind the trees of the wood through which they were now driving.

				The camp lay behind the wood.

				The first thing he saw wasn’t the upward thrust of the modern church tower or the high walls or the barred iron gate. It was the demonstrators.

				A good twenty people had gathered on the 250 yards that separated the edge of the wood from the camp. They stood on both sides of the road, and each of them held a placard in the air: 

				LOVE DOESN’T NEED HEALING! 

				JESUS LOVES ME because I LOVE. WHAT WOULD HE SAY ABOUT YOUR HATRED?

				GOD CREATED US AS WE ARE. GOD LOVES US AS WE ARE.

				What do they want from me? wondered Jeremiah. He looked uncomprehendingly at the men and women, girls and boys who had assembled there. What’s it to them anyway? 

				But one particular placard had drawn his attention. It was being carried by two young women who held each other tightly. Jeremiah would never forget the look that emanated from their dark eyes, so penetrating was their gaze. For a moment the girls simply looked at the automobile, then spontaneously stood on the road and blocked the path of the Mercedes. Their placard read:

				YOU’RE NOT ALONE.

				Jeremiah swallowed. His mother, who had been forced to stop, gave a warning honk on the horn, but the couple refused to stand aside. Other demonstrators followed their example and stood in front of the midnight-black car until all twenty of them had finally found their way there. Some banged provocatively on the windows, or even sat on the hood.

				His mother now began to press the horn vigorously. Some security people in black uniforms promptly appeared and drove the demonstrators back to the side of the road. A brief tussle ensued, as a result of which Jeremiah lost sight of the placard and the girls. In spite of this, they stayed in his memory, even as his mother drove into the camp through the wrought iron gate. And suddenly he felt strange. Uncertain. He knew that he would never again pass through this gate as the same person.

				A large banner was resplendent above them, stretched between the walls that surrounded the camp. On it, in block letters, stood: 

				SUFFER LITTLE CHILDREN TO COME UNTO ME, AND FORBID THEM NOT: FOR OF SUCH IS THE KINGDOM OF GOD.

				“Luke 18, verse 16,” murmured his mother, and crossed herself. Jeremiah gulped, and the feeling that something really would change soon became stronger as they drove onto the dusty forecourt. ­Jeremiah took another look into the rearview mirror, maybe to catch a final glimpse of the two young women and their sign. But instead he saw two men in uniform following the Mercedes, both so broad-shouldered that Jeremiah could have hidden twice over behind them. He hastily looked straight ahead to avoid becoming even more nervous, and peered over a broad expanse of grass to see a hill rising in front of him where the camp was enthroned. Next to it he could make out a small church; they were bright, friendly buildings, and the bells were ringing out merrily—almost as a welcome. 

				Then his mother turned off the road and parked. As soon as she had switched off the engine, the two uniformed men opened the car doors. His mother got out as if it were the most natural thing in the world to be helped from her car by armed musclemen. However, ­Jeremiah avoided looking at the two men as he removed his suitcase from the backseat. The security guards escorted them as he and his mother walked across the forecourt to a couple of tables. It was uncommonly dry for this time of year, and yet it still seemed as if they needed to fight their way through the damp, heavy air. The dust stuck to Jeremiah’s shoes, and it was almost unbearably hot.

				The guards only left them once they had reached the tables. Maybe they think I’ll run away? thought Jeremiah suddenly. Why would he do that? After all, he was here of his own free will. But before he could devote any more thought to this, a deep and penetrating voice said: “Mrs. Jessop, I’m delighted to welcome you here.”

				Jeremiah looked up. Before him stood a man of about forty, with broad shoulders and an incipient beer belly. His hair was a dirty gray because the aging process had still left him with a few black strands. By contrast, his dark gray suit seemed to be brand new, and the polished cufflinks gleamed white in the sunlight. He looked as if he had leapt out of an old black-and-white movie; even his piercing eyes were the color of slate. 

				“It’s an honor for me to bring my son here, Mr. Feth.”

				Mr. Feth merely nodded. “Just call me Richard. And I assume this is Jeremiah,” he said with a brief sideways glance. It gave Jeremiah a strange feeling that this man already knew his name even though he hadn’t even introduced himself. He found it even stranger, annoying even, that Mr. Feth and his mother were talking as if he weren’t there at all. Nevertheless, this gave Jeremiah the opportunity to look around. Next to him, two women were deep in conversation; one also seemed to be an employee of the camp because she held a clipboard in her hand. She was tall, slightly chubby, and laughed a lot. Next to the other woman stood a boy of Jeremiah’s age: short ash-blond hair, a brown parka, a T-shirt that evidently featured a band called Lovin’ & Hatin’ Me, and ice-blue eyes that threw him a swift glance. The narrow lips smiled hesitantly. Jeremiah smiled back. 

				“I can assure you that we will do everything possible for your son. And all things are possible with God’s help!”

				Jeremiah’s attention was immediately drawn to the fire that suddenly raged in Mr. Feth’s voice. It was as if the roles had been reversed and the rest of the world was now in  black-and-white while Mr. Feth blazed in glorious Technicolor. He seemed to grow and radiate from within. Everything else looked pale and colorless by comparison. Jeremiah’s arms were covered with goose bumps; he didn’t know whether this was due to awe, fear, or amazement, and he couldn’t help taking a small step backward.

				The moment passed as quickly as it had arrived. His mother smiled, answered “You’re so right!”, and Mr. Feth shrunk back into his colorless self. The passion disappeared from his voice, and he now spoke like a businessman instead.

				“Have you already confiscated your son’s FIs?”

				His mother shook her head, and Jeremiah was slightly puzzled: “Excuse me, sir, my what?”

				But Mr. Feth ignored the question and instead placed his hand in Jeremiah’s pants pockets. He pulled out a cell phone, keys, and a pencil.

				Jeremiah turned bright red. His mother examined the objects in disgust. Mr. Feth carefully placed everything in a box under the table. “Excellent,” he finally said, while Jeremiah waited for an explanation. But his mother maintained a dogged silence, and Mr. Feth still resolutely refused to look at him as he invited them both to follow him.

				At that moment a loud noise suddenly swept through the air: It was either the rumble of distant thunder or the roar of an engine. Jeremiah turned around, peered through the open gate, and froze.

				Two motorcycles, as black as ravens, were speeding toward them. The machines tore through the crowd of demonstrators, hands stretched out on either side so that they could exchange high-fives with the crowd. They raced toward the forecourt at breakneck speed, heading toward the tables, where they came to a standstill with a squeal of tires.

				A young woman of Jeremiah’s age jumped off the first motorcycle. She was short, but her leather set off her attractive physique to good advantage. As she removed her helmet, her chocolate-brown hair fell in a ponytail onto her shoulders, and her amber-colored eyes keenly scrutinized everyone present. Her distinctive eyelashes didn’t appear to blink once as she jutted out her fine chin and proudly looked up at the camp.

				The second rider now dismounted too, and in turn divested himself of his helmet. 

				Jeremiah couldn’t prevent a sharp and audible intake of breath. A young man who must have sprung from an oil painting stood before him: another pair of amber-colored eyes scanned the people who surrounded him. A gloved hand passed through his dark blond hair, which looked as if the motorcyclist had just been enjoying rampant sex. His lips formed a smile—lips begging to be kissed.

				Jeremiah stared spellbound at the young man’s slim body, the clearly defined upper arms, and the firm backside, while the new arrivals walked up to Richard.

				“Chester Smith,” the motorcyclist introduced himself. His voice sounded pleasantly low, casual, and amused. “This here is my twin sister Maggie. Our parents send their apologies, but they can’t drag themselves away from work and they’ll only be able to join us later.” He had placed one arm around Maggie’s waist as if he wanted to protect her. 

				Richard cleared his throat theatrically as he disapprovingly looked first at the motorcycles and then at the brother and sister. Several uniformed men had gathered behind the two new arrivals, all of them gripping the batons that were placed in their belts. 

				Richard finally made a brief note on his clipboard, and asked the twins to hand him their ‘FIs’—which, it later transpired, stood for “false images.” He dropped a wallet, two cell phones, and the motorcycle keys into the box under the table. Then he addressed the assembled company, feigning an air of unnatural calm: “If you could all just follow me.”

				Jeremiah cast another glance in the direction of the security guards; only now did they seem to withdraw, gathering nonetheless like a protective wall in front of the gate. Did they perhaps believe that the two motorcyclists would make a run for it?

				Jeremiah snuck a peek at Chester at the precise moment when he turned his head to one side in order to whisper something to his sister. Their eyes met. Chester’s face initially betrayed no emotion, but then he suddenly grinned. Jeremiah immediately looked at the ground so as to hide his reddened cheeks. 

				The small group slowly set off, and by pure coincidence Jeremiah found himself walking next to the gangly youth with the ash-blond hair. They briefly looked at one another as they passed along a gravel path that led up the hill, yet Jeremiah said nothing and instead merely stared at the back of Chester’s head. He didn’t know what was more excruciating: not being able to keep his eyes off the young man, or the embarrassing silence between himself and the boy next to him.

				“Hi. I’m James.”

				“My name is … Jeremiah.”

				“Cool. Where you from?”

				Jeremiah hated small talk: “Germantown, here in Memphis.”

				“That’s really cool!” The enthusiasm in James’s voice made ­Jeremiah look at him. “I’d sure like to live there too!” He grinned broadly, and Jeremiah couldn’t help smiling, albeit uncertainly. It actually felt good to meet somebody who somehow seemed normal; on the other hand, was anybody who came here exactly normal? 

				Without being put off by Jeremiah’s taciturnity, James continued enthusiastically: “Just look! Wow!”

				James pointed at the campus that stretched before them: To their right were two sports fields with a narrow changing room; to their left they surveyed a patch of green grass that contained an azure swimming pool. The bells were still ringing on the hill.

				“Cool! I hadn’t expected a swimming pool. What about you?”

				“No.”

				At that moment Chester laughed out loud and playfully shoved Maggie forward; she seemed to be pretty ticked off. Chester turned to James and Jeremiah and grinned: “Honestly? For the measly ten grand they take for eight weeks here, I would have expected a water slide, too. But they’ve probably invested the rest of the money in surveillance cameras.”

				Jeremiah smiled nervously. The thing about the surveillance cameras was surely a joke … or was it? However, James merely snapped back: “Well, we can’t all be as smart as you.” That was the most feeble rejoinder that Jeremiah had ever heard.

				But Chester replied good-naturedly: “True, honey. There’s no denying that.” And so saying, he turned around once more. 

				“What an asshole,” muttered James as soon as Chester was out of earshot.

				So they followed Richard up the long path to the camp. From the outside it looked like the modern version of a sandstone monastery, complete with cloister and Gothic arches. By contrast, the inside was reminiscent of a pediatric ward: spotlessly white walls with colorful pictures of churchgoers, staff, and clients. They walked in a clockwise direction around the cloister, from which doors in each of the four corners led to L-shaped wings. In the first of these were storerooms, the kitchen, and the cafeteria, while the next wing contained staff accommodation. The third wing was reserved for the young people, and the fourth housed counseling rooms for individual and group sessions. 

				Here they entered a cozy, white-painted room where some chairs had been arranged in a circle. Four more young people and their parents were already waiting for them: A tall blond boy was just releasing a much shorter boy from a headlock, evidently because his mother had intervened. Over by the window a red-haired jock was talking to a pretty blonde girl.

				They all sat down apart from Mr. Feth, the plump woman, and a second man. The latter wore jeans with a checkered shirt in warm colors. He now began to speak. “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls—welcome!” His quiet voice, gentle smile, and soft features seemed absurdly out of place in such an angular face, yet he took a long and attentive look at each young person. Jeremiah couldn’t exactly say that he seemed likeable, but at least he was now looking at him instead of just talking to his mother, as Richard Feth had done. “My name is George. I’m one of your counselors.” His tone remained even, almost flat.

				At this point the plump woman took over: “I’m called Amy.” Her hand grasped that of Richard Feth. “I’m Richard’s wife, and I’m your counselor too.” She winked, and smoothed down her violet-colored dress. “Could I have the parents’ attention please? George will now take you on a tour of the campus so that you can be personally assured of the quality of our establishment. While you’re doing that, our new campers can get better acquainted.” 

				Once the parents had left the room, only eight young people plus Richard and Amy remained. No one looked at anyone else, and the distance between people that resulted from the now-empty chairs seemed to be more than merely spatial. Jeremiah hated situations like this where it was important to look particularly cool so as to impress the other “campers.”

				“Well, campers,” began Amy again, “now that we’re finally on our own, we can get to know one another a bit better.” 

				She smiled: “We all call each other by our Christian names here, okay? But if you’re speaking to the two men, please just add a ‘sir’ at the end. After all, older people deserve a bit of respect.”

				She winked. Richard looked as if he’d drunk sour milk, but he said nothing. The “campers,” as she had called the young people, exchanged furtive glances. As Jeremiah connected with James, the latter rolled his eyes like crazy and then grinned. Jeremiah grinned back. He seemed to be okay after all.

				Amy refused to be put off by the meager reactions of her “children”: “But before we begin, I’d like to once again remind you of the rules, which I hope you’ve all read.”

				Presumably no one had read the rules.

				“Just to refresh your memory, I’ll repeat the most important rules: no alcohol; no drugs; no physical contact apart from a friendly and affirmative handshake or pat on the shoulders. You must never be alone, and you’re allowed no more than fifteen minutes in the bathroom. And something that’s especially important for you young people: Secular music is forbidden; the Bible is your only permissible reading matter; and nobody here sleeps in just boxer shorts, let alone naked. Understood? Doors may not be closed at any time, until we lock them at 10 p.m. After that it’s strictly forbidden to leave your own room.”

				Jeremiah had always been astonished by the way in which young people switched off as soon as they heard the word “rules.” He himself had barely paid attention. 

				Amy had evidently registered that nobody had listened to a word she’d said. “Okey-dokey, you can read through them again in your rooms. Now you’ll start by getting your schedules.”

				The distribution of the schedules was followed by intense muttering. A church service after every evening meal, two therapy sessions a day (one in the group and the other individual), together with such strange-looking subjects as “PRB” created consternation among the campers. The only free time was on Sundays.

				James was just shifting his chair closer to Jeremiah, probably to compare their schedules, when Amy shouted: “Let’s move on now to the nice bit!”

				She clapped her hands, and every head suddenly shot up from studying their pieces of paper. “We’ll start with a little round of ‘getting to know you’—not!” she added quickly as a collective sigh filled the room. “Don’t worry, no dumb games! Just briefly say your name, something you like doing or can do well, and why you’re here. That’s all.”

				This sentence was followed by silence too. Nobody refused, and nobody assented; everyone just stayed sitting on their chairs.

				“I’ll begin,” said Amy finally. She wore elegant high-heeled shoes that were the same color as her long dress. “My name is Amy Feth. I like budgerigars and the color purple. I’m here because I want to help you, just like I was helped here.” 

				Having said this, she sat down again. For a few seconds there was a fresh and embarrassing silence, then Amy spoke again; her voice was deep and melodious, and barely penetrated the silence: “Chester, wouldn’t you like to continue?”

				Jeremiah raised his head just in time to see Chester stop looking at him and stare at Amy instead. 

				“Sure,” he answered casually. Without hesitating, he stood up, straightened himself, and looked everyone in the eye, lingering with Jeremiah as he began to talk: “My name is Chester Smith. I like my music, motorcycles, and sex. I’m here because my parents forced me.”

				Whereupon he sat down again. The silence lasted slightly longer, and Chester’s amber-colored eyes never lost contact with Jeremiah’s. Then he smiled, licked his lips, and winked.

				Oh God! Chester was flirting with him! 

				Chester’s sister stood up without any invitation from Amy: “I’m Maggie Smith.” 

				She glared angrily at Chester and then at Jeremiah. He hastily looked down again while Maggie continued: “I like my family, and I’m here because I feel that I’m attracted to women.” 

				She placed a strand of hair behind her ear and sat down again. When James introduced himself, Jeremiah immediately learned something about his new friend: “I like soccer, and I’m here because I can sense some homosexual inclinations.”

				The two boys who only shortly beforehand had been engrossed in a playful scuffle now turned out to be brothers.

				The older of the two, tall and tanned, began to speak: “I’m ­Sebastian Adams, and this here is my kid brother Marc. I like baseball. I’m here because I had sex but I hadn’t yet entered into a state of matrimony.”

				His voice was loud, almost gruff. His sea-green eyes scurried like excited mice as he looked at everyone who was present, but he covered his nervousness with a charming smile. Then he clapped his much smaller brother on the shoulder to give him encouragement. The raven-haired, pale-skinned boy was the very essence of a miniature vampire. He smiled weakly at Sebastian and said: “I’m here because I’m homosexual.”

				His voice, unlike that of his brother, was soft but clear and articulate. He sounded very matter-of-fact. Jeremiah slowly came to the conclusion that somebody must have faked their birth certificates: Such different people could hardly be brothers. 

				Amy nodded and once again took a discreet look at her list: “Chris …” 

				But she was rudely interrupted: The gym-fit, red-haired guy jumped up and grinned, hands deep in the pockets of his jersey and one leg bent at a casual angle: “Hey, I’m Chris. I like the Simpsons, and I’m here because I had sex before marriage.” 

				His dreamily beautiful mahogany-brown eyes were in the meantime staring at the blonde girl sitting next to him. Jeremiah was very familiar with this type of look; he had examined Chester from head to toe in precisely the same way.

				He now observed the girl more closely too. She was really pretty; her sleek hair fell to her waist and looked incredibly soft. Might be nice to put your hand in it, he thought to himself. She stood up and granted all of them a radiant smile set off by perfectly white teeth: “I’m Mary-Sue.” Her physique was very reminiscent of one of the models in his drawing books that described what the ideal figure for a woman should be. “There’s nothing I don’t like. I’m here because I’ve got a little problem.”

				It was just that her voice sounded slightly wrong, as if she were trying to speak differently than normal. 

				Jeremiah suddenly became aware that Mary-Sue was looking steadfastly in his direction. Her baby-blue eyes were staring right at him, almost hypnotically. 

				It was only Amy’s voice that interrupted their eye contact: “Mary-Sue, you can just tell us what your problem is. We’ll all help you.”

				Mary-Sue hesitated for a moment, looked briefly at the floor, and then looked at Jeremiah again, almost aggressively: “I’ve taken drugs.”

				And now it was his turn. He stood up, unsure of himself. “I’m ­Jeremiah Jessop. I like …” Well. What did he like? “Art.” 

				He swallowed. God, how he hated everyone staring in his direction. Chris and Sebastian both observed him with the same scornful contempt. He could almost read the word “fag”

				 in their eyes. He hurriedly looked at the floor and continued: “I’m here because I … because I’m gay.” 

				He briefly looked up again. Maggie was still looking angrily at him. James grinned. Marc didn’t look at him at all, but shuffled his feet instead. Only Chester and Mary-Sue both tried to look him straight in the eye. Both gave him a self-satisfied smile and winked at him.

				Jeremiah sat down again; his knees were trembling, and he buried his face in his hands. Surely it couldn’t be true!

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				 “What have we to do with thee, Jesus, thou Son of God? Art thou come hither to torment us before the time?”

				Matthew 8: 29

				The small shovel dug into the earth as Jeremiah reflected on the fact that he really knew nothing about botany. He knelt in front of a bed of tulips, wondering whether it was normal to plant bulbs in summer. Because the parents were still looking around the grounds, Amy had instructed the campers to pursue the activities contained in their new schedules. For Jeremiah, that first meant one hour on his knees in the monastery garden followed by a therapy session with Amy, and then PE until it was time for dinner. He could only hope that the parents would be back before the final part of his day actually began, thereby at least sparing him endless push-ups or something equally dreadful. 

				His optimistic train of thought was interrupted by Chester suddenly flopping down on the grass beside him. 

				It was a mystery to Jeremiah why they had particularly chosen him and Chester to do the gardening; Marc, Maggie, Mary-Sue, James, and Sebastian were already on the sports field and were probably being tormented by a coach, while Chris was having his first hour of therapy with Richard. 

				“Despite all the volunteer hours I spent arranging our garden at school, I know diddly-squat about botany,” began Chester, “but I somehow get the feeling that it’s not a good idea to plant bulbs in summer.”

				Jeremiah laughed and replied: “I was just thinking that too.”

				“We could just stop.” Chester looked amused, high-spirited and … challenging.

				Jeremiah was startled. He wasn’t the type to play hooky, simply not brave enough. “Oh well … no, let’s not.”

				Chester began to laugh uncontrollably at him while Jeremiah went bright purple. Maybe James was right, and Chester was an asshole.

				They were silent for a while, or, more accurately, Jeremiah didn’t know what to say, which made him desperately search for a topic of conversation while Chester hummed a song, seemingly totally unaffected by the silence. Jeremiah had never heard the song before, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t the Star-Spangled Banner. Maybe he should ask Chester what it was. But no, it would ultimately have been a current hit, and he would have made a fool of himself. He could also ask Chester what he thought about the camp, but then he might take him for a complete bore. 

				Voices suddenly drifted over. George was just leading the parents through the cloister that surrounded the monastery garden: “May I draw your attention to the smoke alarms? This is one of the most fireproof buildings in the whole of the USA. If there’s a fire alarm, the entrances to the wings are shut off by protective fire doors. All the other door locks are automatically released, the emergency exit at the end of the wing opens, and the sprinkler systems are activated. Even the entrance gate opens automatically …”

				The small group turned off into the cafeteria wing and George’s voice faded away. Jeremiah and Chester still hadn’t exchanged a single word. Surely they had to talk about something.

				Following an inner impulse, Jeremiah said out loud: “You’re pretty … well … outrageous.”

				He was immediately aware of Chester’s undivided attention. Maybe he had also been slightly too outrageous himself?

				“Am I?”

				“Well, telling people that your parents are more or less forcing you to be here.”

				“How come?” Chester merely shrugged his shoulders. “But they are. Yours probably too.”

				“They aren’t.”

				Chester’s gaze suddenly altered; it suggested contempt—and ­Jeremiah looked away.

				But then he felt two fingers on his cheek, and Chester turned to him once more. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, there are a whole lot of people who are too scared to admit it to themselves.” 

				He leaned closer to Jeremiah and kissed his cheek. “You’re gay, and there’s nothin’ you can do about it.”

				Jeremiah’s heart was beating fit to burst, and he shifted a little to the side. Chester laughed triumphantly, when suddenly a shrill blast rang out. The gardener who had issued their instructions was blowing like crazy on a whistle as he strode toward them. He roughly grabbed Jeremiah and Chester by the shoulder and pulled them to their feet, shouting: “No physical contact! Get back to work!”

				Jeremiah could have sworn he heard the gardener muttering “Fuckin’ faggots” as he moved a little further away from them. His arm hurt terribly, as if it had been dislocated, and yet Jeremiah could think about nothing but Chester once they’d knelt down again in the flower bed. Looking sideways at the other young man, Jeremiah wondered whether anybody had ever humiliated him more—or ever called him “sweetheart.”

				The issue of humiliation reared its head again during the first group session. After working in the monastery garden, Jeremiah had gone to the therapy room, where he found a book of mandalas, a box of children’s colored crayons, and a piece of paper that told him that he should spend the next two hours focusing completely on himself by coloring-in the mandalas. The slip of paper had been signed by Amy, followed by a smiley face. He was now sitting next to his mother in the circle of chairs that had been arranged in the large therapy room, and his fingers were still itching. He was thinking about the crayons, the simple colors and various shapes that he could have committed to paper. Even now his hands were trembling with excitement, and he hid them in his pants pockets so that his mother wouldn’t notice. For her benefit, but especially for his father’s too, he had given up art. They had constantly argued about it, and he didn’t want that. He didn’t want to cause them even more trouble and aggravation. Shit.

				Jeremiah closed his eyes as Amy rose and once again welcomed the assembled campers and adults, because in the meantime ­Chester and Maggie’s parents had arrived. But not even the memory of ­Chester’s fingers and lips on his cheek caused him so much shame as the burning desire to draw, whether it made his parents happy or not.

				“And I know you’re ashamed.” 

				Jeremiah’s head darted upward and met Amy’s serious gaze: “But it’s important that we should be ashamed, because regret is the first step toward forgiveness, and that’s what matters. We don’t want to punish you,” she smiled indulgently. “We want to help you.” 

				He smiled back anxiously. 

				“Jeremiah, for example,” continued Amy very suddenly, much to his chagrin, “has been dealing with this today.” 

				She lifted a pile of neatly colored mandalas, and displayed one after the other. The young people began to snigger, and Jeremiah sank even deeper into himself, particularly when he caught his mother’s frosty glance.

				“Jeremiah completed his task with great care. That’s why I hope we can begin with him.” Amy turned to his mother: “Cornelia, can you please tell us how you came to support Jeremiah in his decision to attend the camp? In as much detail as possible, but please stick to the facts.”

				Cornelia frowned disapprovingly; she didn’t like strangers addressing her by her Christian name. After brief consideration she began to speak loudly and clearly: “My son has always been a loving child. Always willing to help; always there if you needed him.”

				Do you mean when you were so drunk that I had to carry you home?

				Jeremiah immediately berated himself for thinking this way. It wasn’t fair of him, and in any case he’d had problems of his own with that.

				“But then he began to drink.”

				Jeremiah was aware that everyone was looking at him, including his mother, all with the same sympathetic contempt. “He spent less and less time at home, hanging around with some undesirables … until finally the hospital called me one night and said my son was in the emergency room and they had to act at once. Alcohol poisoning. Severe physical injuries. Major loss of blood. He’d been attacked because somebody had supposedly seen him … touching another man. When I asked Jeremiah if that was true, he said yes.” 

				Cornelia looked like an old woman as she said this. “My dear son … my only son.” 

				She grabbed a handkerchief and wiped her eyes. Jeremiah stared doggedly at his knees, asking himself what everyone else was probably asking: How could he have done this to his poor mother? 

				“I knew that I was partly to blame too. I’m his mother.” She grasped Jeremiah’s hand. “If I couldn’t have prevented it, who could?” 

				Her skin was damp, and Jeremiah squeezed her fingers to comfort her. She mustn’t blame herself for his wrongdoing. 

				“I quit my job. I devoted myself completely to my son; prayed day and night for him, but I noticed that my strength wasn’t enough to drive the devil out. So we’ve come here, searching for God’s almighty power and healing.”

				Amy nodded. Jeremiah looked into his mother’s tormented face. He wanted to say something to her, wanted to say so much to her: that he’d finally make her proud; that he’d never cause her heartache again; and that they could then live happily with his father once more. But Amy pre-empted him: “Jeremiah, when did you first feel attracted to men?”

				“When … when I was eleven, or thereabouts … I think.”

				“And when did you first kiss a boy?”

				“When I was fourteen.”

				“And your first time … when was that?”

				“Fifteen.”

				Amy nodded, as if he were a particularly hardworking student who had just brilliantly defended a thesis in class. “Please tell us about it. In as much detail as possible, but please stick to the facts.”

				Jeremiah’s eyes scanned the group, and saw that everyone was looking expectantly at him.

				“Um … well … a couple of things I drew were exhibited, and that’s when I met a man who found my art very moving.” 

				James was listening in fascination, yet Amy asked with concern: “So how old was this man?”
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