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Synopsis

 Kieran Quinn is a bit
telepathic, a little psychokinetic, and very gay—three things that
have gotten him through life perfectly well so far—but when
self-styled prophet Wyatt Jackson arrives during Pride Week, things
take a violent turn.

Kieran’s powers are somewhat underwhelming but do
have a habit of refracting light into spectacular rainbows for him
to hide behind. Even so, it’s not long before Kieran is struggling
to maintain his own anonymity while battling wits with a handsome
cop, getting some flirting in with a hunky leather man, saving some
drag queens, and escaping the worst blind date in history. It’s
enough to make a fledgling hero want to give up before he even
begins.

One thing’s for sure: saving the day has never been
so fabulous.
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Black

 It didn’t make sense to him
that his mother looked so much better now that she was dying. Maybe
the doctors were wrong.

“What are you thinking, honey?” she asked him.

The boy looked away, embarrassed. His father had
told him not to upset her. “Nothing.”

His mother nodded, then glanced up at the television
that loomed in the corner of her hospital room like an electronic
gargoyle.

“It’s starting,” she said.

The boy looked up and grinned. His embarrassment
slipped away and he climbed onto the bed beside her, barely fitting
in the bed. She moved her IV hand away from him in a move that had
become an unconscious old habit. He looked at the door, wondering
briefly if he should go find his dad and his brother, then snuggled
down beside his mother.

“Do you think it’s real?” he asked, excited.

“I hope so,” she said.

He rolled his head back to look up at her,
surprised.

“It’s like magic,” she said, and tousled his hair.
“I’d like there to be magic in the world.”

He pondered that, and then gave her a fierce
nod.

They turned to watch together.

On the screen, a fairly plump toad of a man in his
late forties stood in the middle of the room, his red receding
hairline damp with perspiration. He was in an auditorium, and his
name was on the bottom of the screen.

It said: “Thomas Wright—Psychokinetic.”

Oh, how the boy loved that word. Psychokinetic. He’d looked it up, memorized the
definition, devoured the syllables, and tried to find ways to use
it in everyday discussions at school, much to the ongoing chagrin
of his teacher. Psychokinetic. Telekinetic. Mind over matter. All
of it caught his attention like nothing else. Pyschokinetic.
Abracadabra. He thought the word sounded like magic. Just like his
mom.

He wanted it to be real, for her, in some way that
left him a bit confused.

Another man was speaking, a news reporter who had
nice hair, a handsome face, and teeth that seemed to shine too
brightly.

“Thomas Wright’s agreement to be on live television
is a landmark moment in history,” the reporter was saying. “He has
agreed to this evening as what will be the first public display of
psychokinetic ability by any known individual, here in the his
former high school gymnasium in his home city of Jackson,
Mississippi.”

“What about Miracle Woman?” the boy said,
annoyed.

“I think they mean that they don’t know who she
really is,” his mother explained. “She hasn’t told anyone her name
or where she lives.”

“Oh.” His mother was usually right.

On the screen, Thomas Wright was now beside a
container of basketballs. The room fell quiet. Wright pointed at a
basketball, and as the news reporter whispered that Thomas was
pointing at a basketball—Well duh, the boy
thought—there was a collective gasp as one of the basketballs rose
about a foot into the air.

“Wow,” the boy’s mother said.

The boy watched, transfixed. The news people were
playing some kind of stupid music, like wind chimes, which was
distracting him and making it hard to hear what the news reporter
was saying. He watched as Thomas slowly turned, still pointing his
finger, and the ball rose, arced around the gymnasium as though it
were attached to Wright’s finger on some sort of invisible pole,
and then dropped through the basketball hoop when Thomas flicked
his finger. Wright didn’t seem overly impressed with himself. The
boy couldn’t help but wonder if the toadlike man ever smiled.

The applause was loud enough to be heard even over
the strange chiming.

“Why are they playing that stupid music?” the boy
complained, but it stopped once the ball bounced its way back
across the gymnasium floor.

“Music?” his mother asked.

“It stopped,” the boy said, not noticing his
mother’s frown.

“Devil!” someone yelled.

Both of them looked back at the screen, shocked. The
boy frowned at the television. The camera shifted around with a
blurred jerk and showed a man standing and yelling angrily. His
hair stuck up at odd angles, and there was a stain on the front of
his shirt.

“Devil worshipper! Witch!” the man yelled.

“Honey,” the boy’s mother said. “Let’s turn this
off.”

The camera panned back to Thomas Wright, who was
frowning and turning red. His hands were balled at his sides,
white-knuckled. The boy slipped off the bed and reached for the
remote control.

The news reporter was saying something about a
religious person, but the chimes were back. Louder than before.
They grew in volume to the point where it started to hurt.

Hide!

“Ow,” he said, and pressed his hands against his
ears. He dropped the remote.

“Honey? Are you okay?” his mother asked.

The gunshot was so unexpected his mother swore—her
cry would stay with the boy for the rest of his life. He looked up
just in time to see the half second of red that spurted from Thomas
Wright’s forehead. It was surprisingly bright, and fountained once
before the image on the television suddenly cut away to two people
sitting at a desk, both of them white with shock and speaking in
clipped and tense voices. The chiming clashed loudly, and the boy
rocked to the side, tumbling against the bed, clipping his temple
on the table that swung over his mother’s lap at lunch and
dinnertime. His world darkened as he slumped to the floor and in
his head he heard a woman’s voice, insistent and full of fear.

The woman’s voice was an order. She said one
word.

Hide.

The boy obeyed.


Red

 I woke from the dream with a
strangled yelp and the remembered scent of hospital antiseptic
itching in my nose. I was shaking, sticky with sweat, and panting,
and I hadn’t even done anything fun to deserve it. I forced myself
to take a deep breath and tried to calm down. It had been a long
time since that dream had paid a visit. It was probably
overdue.

My cat padded into my bedroom, hopped up onto the
side of my bed, and stared at me with his wonderful mismatched
eyes.

“Hey, Easter,” I said, and shivered. It’s amazing
how quickly sweat cools once you’re not tangled and thrashing in
the sheets.

Easter lay down next to my hand and nudged his head
beneath my fingers. He’s very subtle, in the way of all cats. Once
I started scratching, he purred for me, and I lost myself rubbing
at his beautiful white fur and let the last of the dream anxiety
go.

I looked around the room. My water glass was on the
floor and four books were scattered over my desk. At least I hadn’t
broken anything this time.

Over Easter’s purrs, I listened to the sounds of
Ottawa coming to life. My small apartment is off the Byward Market,
just far enough away to not quite hear the more raucous bars at
night, but still close enough to enjoy the chimes of the Peace
Tower. It wasn’t bright out yet, and I could hear a few cars and
the louder rush of buses. My alarm clock was on the other side of
the bedroom—the only place it is worthwhile for me to place
anything with a snooze button—but there hadn’t been an alarm set
for this morning. I had no idea what time it was. I couldn’t see
the numbers without my glasses.

Easter rolled over, and I rubbed his tummy. The
purrs increased in volume and bass, and his paws started to curl
and wiggle. I was seconds away from a pounce, I knew, where his
needle-sharp teeth would give me a playful nip. It was our morning
ritual, though I’m not sure who’d trained who.

My glasses were on the chest of drawers, where I put
them every night. Still rubbing Easter with my right hand, I raised
my left hand, palm flat.

The glasses began to glow with a faint blue light as
they lifted from the chest of drawers, floated across the three
feet to the bed, and landed in my palm. “Ta-da,” I said.

Say what you will, telekinesis is just the thing to
make an early morning bearable.

Easter pounced and nipped my thumb. I rolled him
over, and his purr rumbled. He narrowed his eyes.

“What?” I said, defending my laziness with the
glasses. “I’m on vacation.”

Easter pounced again.

 


*

 


Every year, I take Pride Week off from Now &
Zen—the spa where I work—and glory in hitting my local coffee shop
at the same time everyone else is racing off to their
nine-to-fives. Seated at Bittersweets, I toast them with my tea and
eat something decadent and sugary for breakfast. At the
sugar-breakfast, I open my Pride Week flyer and decide which events
I want to hit, and generally spend my week off feeling happy to
have been born the gay child.

After showering, feeding Easter his morning kibble,
and changing into my favorite shirt—a light-green short-sleeved
piece of awesomeness that fits me just right—and a pair of khaki
shorts, I went to my regular coffee shop where I go most mornings
before work and ordered my chai tea. The barista—a cute pixie of a
girl with blond hair and dimples whose name I’ve never managed to
catch—raised an eyebrow.

“You’re late today.”

I shook my head and regarded all the sinful morsels
in the baked goods display.

“Nope,” I said. “Vacation. I’ll have the lemon poppy
seed. With the icing.”

“Ah,” she said, and cut me a slice of the cake. I
gave her a loonie tip and went to the small outside porch, propped
myself facing out among the crowds of people who were still cutting
through the Byward Market on their way to work, and sipped. All
around me, people in suits with ID badges on little strings were
rushing back and forth, some of them already chatting on their
earpieces. Ottawa is a government town, and government jobs abound.
As far as I can tell, while government jobs all require boring
suits and little ID badges on little strings that clip to your
belt, the earpieces seem optional and tied to self-importance.

It was sunny. It was warm. The Byward Market was
full of people, and some of the nearby stalls were filled with
fresh-cut flowers that I could smell from where I sat.

“This is the life,” I said to myself. A passing
woman frowned at me, giving me that odd look people reserve for
those they find speaking to themselves, and then looked the other
way.

My cell phone rang. I let it ring twice, then sighed
and tugged it out of my pocket and checked the display. It was the
spa. I thumbed the screen.

“You’ve reached the voice mail of Kieran Quinn,” I
said, “who is so completely and utterly on vacation that he can’t
come to the phone right now, even if someone has the most insistent
need for a massage ever known to mankind.” I paused, considering.
“Unless he’s gay, single, and really hot.”

“No emergencies,” said Karen, the spa’s receptionist
and baker of healthy goodies. “I’m just calling to remind you not
to willfully forget the blind date you agreed to.”

“I’m fairly certain I didn’t agree so much as I was
told.” I sipped my tea. Heaven.

“I’m an Aries,” Karen said. She reminded me of this
more often than she needed to. “When we tell you to do something,
that’s asking.”

“What’s telling, then?”

“Believe me, you’ll know it if it happens,” she
said. “He’s going to meet you at the coffee shop you always go to
when you’re on vacation.”

“How do you know these things?” I grumbled, not
delighted that my morning ritual was going to be interrupted by
another one of Karen’s dubious blind dates. The last one she’d set
me up with was with Elliot, an accountant. Try finding something
fun to talk about with an accountant, I dare you.

Though, to be fair, I did end up starting an
RRSP.

“Aries,” she reminded me.

“Right,” I said, then thought of a second exit
strategy. “How will he know who I am?”

“I told him to find the dark Irish lad with the
self-contented smirk on his face, brown eyes, and hipster Buddy
Holly glasses who’d be sitting on the patio and lording it over the
worker drones.” She paused while I groaned, then put the cherry on
top. “I said you’d probably be wearing your favorite green
shirt.”

“You frighten me.”

“As I should.”

I scowled. “I’m not a hipster.”

“Your glasses are hipster.”

“My glasses are inanimate.”

“Animate is so five months ago.”

I laughed.

“Be very nice to him, he’s a gentle, gentle soul,”
she said.

“Oh for crying out loud, what is he then, a poet?” I
asked.

“Worse,” she said. “A Pisces!”

“I’m a Pisces,” I said, but
she’d already hung up.

I looked down at my lemon poppy seed cake. If I ate
it fast enough, then I could get a lid for my tea and be out of
here before—oh for crying out loud, I didn’t even remember his
bloody name—showed up. I’d make it up to Karen some other way,
probably with many of her favorite almond mocha lattes. I took a
big hunk of the cake with my plastic fork and stuffed it into my
mouth. The icing was definitely worth it.

“Kieran?” It was a hesitant voice.

I turned, mouth full, and saw my blind date.

“Mlrph.” I nodded.

He was taller than me, fair-haired, and had nice
green eyes. He was about my age, I guessed, or maybe just on the
other side of thirty, and wearing a black T-shirt that was a little
tight and showed off his trim waist well enough. The T-shirt said
“I’m Beyond Your Peripheral Vision.”

Ani DiFranco. I gave him a point for obscure song
lyrics.

He smiled awkwardly, then said, “I’ll just get
myself a coffee, and I’ll be right back out, okay?”

I nodded again, chewing furiously. The icing was
stuck to the roof of my mouth. I made what I hoped was an
apologetic face. He smiled again—he had a good smile—then ducked
back into Bittersweets.

I managed to swallow and swig some chai before he
returned, a steaming cup of black coffee in one hand and a bagel in
the other, without cream cheese or jam or even any butter, which
made me wonder if he was an alien or something and cost him a
point. He put his food and coffee down, sat across from me with his
back to the street, and then offered a hand.

“I’m Justin.” He smiled, revealing a tiny gap
between his teeth. He reclaimed the lost point for dental honesty.
No veneers.

I shook his hand and managed to speak now that the
lemon poppy seed cake wasn’t choking me.

“Sorry, I had my mouth full,” I said. “I’m
Kieran.”

“Karen didn’t do you justice,” he said. Flattery was
worth another point. He was racking them up faster than Eliot the
boring accountant. I must have felt generous since I was on
vacation.

“Karen’s an Aries, which she says is permission to
live bluntly,” I said. “All I got about you was my orders and a
‘handle with care’ warning.”

He winced. “Handle with care?”

“You’re a gentle, gentle soul.” I tried for Karen’s
booming voice, and missed by miles. “And a Pisces.”

“Oh God.” Justin laughed. “She’s mean. Though I am a
Pisces.”

“Me too,” I said.

This wasn’t so bad. We were on a safe topic, even if
it was a bit vapid. Justin seemed nice enough, but I didn’t want to
pounce on him. It was a shame. It’s not that I try to make snap
judgments, it’s just that I know when I’m attracted to someone in a
hot and sweaty way—which usually involves me having trouble
concentrating and completely humiliating myself by stuttering or
babbling—and Justin wasn’t invoking that feeling. To be honest, I
liked men who were rougher around the edges, which was something I
was never going to tell Karen, because she’d probably know the
perfect ex-pro-wrestler to set me up with.

“So what are you planning for the week?” Justin
asked.

I raised one eyebrow. “She gave you all the details,
didn’t she?”

He sipped his coffee. “I may have asked.”

“Today’s the pride flag raising at City Hall, and
the Gay Men’s Chorus will sing the anthem, which I like to go
see.”

Justin seemed surprised. “They raise a flag at City
Hall?”

I nodded. “And the mayor reads the proclamation.
It’s when Pride Week officially begins.” I forked off a much
smaller bite of lemon poppy seed and chewed carefully.

“You’re really into it.” Justin bit his unbuttered,
dry bagel. I watched to see if he’d implode but he seemed to
survive. Weird. I guess some people have invulnerable stomachs or
something.

“I love Pride,” I said. “I love every second of it,
the dancing, the speeches, the parade.”

He smiled, but I heard two words, like Justin’s
voice was echoing badly through a long and crooked tunnel.
Club kid. I kept my face from showing it,
but it deflated me a bit. Most of the time, I kept the thoughts of
other people out of my head. I’d go nuts if I didn’t. I only really
“heard” things if someone really thought something strongly, or
when I was distracted from keeping my mental wall in place.

So Justin really thought I
was a club kid. He was dismissing me as loving Pride just as an
opportunity to go get drunk, dance, and hook up with random
fellas.

“It’s not the partying,” I said. “It’s the way
everyone gets together. The lesbians and the gay men, the drag
queens and the leather crowd, the gay pagans and the Unitarians.
All of it. I just love it.”

People rarely understood why I loved Pride. Sure,
the parties were fun, and I loved the parade, but it wasn’t the
debauchery—well, fine, not only the
debauchery—it was the sense of community and spirit and, well,
pride. It was where normal wasn’t normal.
Where we’re all of us freaks and all of us okay with it. I loved
that for all that we were so different, it was a week celebrating
that different was awesome.

Ugh. I really was a Pisces.

Justin leaned back in his chair. “I hadn’t really
thought of it like that. I don’t even go to the parade. It always
seems sort of trashy to me.”

That cost him all of his points. I drank some
chai.

“So when is the flag raising?” Justin asked.

For crying out loud. He was going to come with me. I
forced a smile and told him.

 


*

 


We swung by my apartment for my bus pass, as it
turned out that Justin was averse to making the twenty-minute walk
to get to the flag raising—minus one point—and preferred to use
public transit. When I unlocked the apartment door and didn’t
immediately crouch down to play with him, Easter walked up and
head-butted my ankle.

“Oh, a cat,” Justin said, and knelt down to scoop up
Easter, who dodged him with a disdainful swish of tail. “She’s
gorgeous—so white. Oh wow, her eyes are so pretty.” Easter shot off
into the bedroom and under my bed.

“He’s mostly a Turkish Angora,” I said. “Rescued,
not bought. A lot of them have one yellow eye and one blue eye.” I
nabbed my bus pass and tucked it into my shirt pocket.

“What’s his name?”

“Easter.”

Justin raised his eyebrows. “You got him for
Easter?”

I shook my head. “No, it’s a song lyric.” I patted
my pocket and tried to muster up some enthusiasm for spending more
time together. “All set.”

“Fantastic.” Justin smiled. “Let’s go raise a
flag.”

Boring, he thought, though,
and it came through loud and clear from his head into mine.

I took a second to redouble my efforts at screening
him out. This guy was one of the most projective people I’d ever
met. That, or he had very simple, very loud thoughts. Most people I
could filter out with a casual bit of mental effort I almost always
make on reflex. But some people—and often not those who were on the
top slope of the intelligence bell curve—were much louder and just
blasted their thoughts at me like they were using a bullhorn.
Perhaps Justin was a bit simple. I grinned as I locked the
apartment door.

“What’s so funny?” he asked me.

“Oh, I’m just thinking of my brother, Callum. When I
told him I was heading to a flag raising on my vacation, he said I
was the most boring person he knew.”

Justin rolled his eyes as if brothers couldn’t
possibly know anything, but he blushed a bit.

What? I never said I was a saint. You try hearing
thoughts for a week and see how you manage holding your tongue.

One thing was for sure. Karen owed me a ton of baked
goods.

 


*

 


The crowd at the opening ceremonies was much larger
than I’d expected. I was surprised. For all that I was mentally
docking Justin for considering the flag raising boring, I knew I
was in a small camp of people who’d actually found it worth coming
to.

“A lot of people here,” Justin said, not hiding his
surprise.

I nodded. “This is more than usual.” I looked around
and saw the Gay Men’s Chorus, in pressed white shirts and black
slacks, set up in a semicircle near the stage. They were probably
baking, poor guys, though the humidity at least was holding off.
There was press—more press than I’d ever seen at the opening
ceremonies, come to think of it. And a real, honest-to-goodness
crowd of gays, lesbians, bisexuals, transgendered, a gaggle of drag
queens, and—be still my heart—even a half dozen leather men in
harnesses and tight little black leather shorts or chaps. Yum. One
in particular, a man probably two decades my senior with buzzed
black hair that was graying just perfectly at the temples, caught
my eye. He had arms like a wrestler, and his thighs looked like
they could snap small tree trunks. Was there some sort of ointment
they all used to make chests do that buff shiny thing, even with
the chest hair? Surely it wasn’t natural.

Whatever it was, it was worth every penny.

There were also a half dozen police officers in
their black uniforms standing about. It took me a second to notice
them—they were being unobtrusive but were definitely paying
attention. That was very unusual.

“I’d like to get closer to the stage,” I said, and
started to press my way through to where the small stage had been
erected close to the front of City Hall, beside the flagpole.
Justin followed, amiably enough, a look of wonder on his face. I
think he was considering that this might not be a snooze-fest after
all.

As we broke through near the front, my eyes fell on
a group of people who made the Gay Men’s Chorus look frumpy in
comparison. They all wore gleaming white shirts and plain navy
trousers or skirts, and each carried a sign that said “Repent!” or
“It is not too late to know the love of Jesus!” or “God Saves!” At
the front, standing beside a slim man in a blue suit with mirror
shades and two very muscular buzz-cut types in black suits with
necks as thick as my thighs, was a man holding both his hands to
the sky, his eyes closed, swaying back and forth like he was about
to break out a tambourine at any moment. He, too, wore a white
shirt, but his pants, socks, and shoes were also white. His hair,
long and tied back in a ponytail, was a blond so painfully pale you
wondered if he was an albino, though I knew if he opened his eyes,
they’d be a piercing, deep blue.

“Oh crap,” I said. That explained the press. And the
crowd. It also explained the police.

I must have missed an e-mail or something. I was on
the Pride events mailing list so that I’d hear about last-minute
events or schedule changes, but between the bad dream and being
anxious to start my sugar-breakfast, I hadn’t checked my e-mail
this morning.

“Who’s that?” Justin asked.

“That,” I said, “is Stigmatic Jack.”

Justin laughed. “Who?”

“Wyatt Jackson,” I said. “He’s a preacher from
Toronto. He’s old-school. Came down from somewhere up north because
God apparently told him to. His church is a whole lot of scary. He
bleeds from the hands and tells people they’re going to hell.” I
looked behind me, a chill running up my spine despite the building
heat of the day. “He protested at the Pride events in Toronto, I
think.” I couldn’t really remember all the details, given that I’d
not managed to get enough time off at all during the Toronto pride
week to have made the five-hour trip worthwhile, but I remembered
reading e-mails about it. Wyatt Jackson and his Church of the
Testifying Prophet—which would be Jackson himself—had been loud,
and there’d been a few minor yelling matches. I thought, but wasn’t
sure, that nothing had really come of it. “That explains the press
and the crowd.”

“The mayor doesn’t look too happy.” Justin nodded to
the stage, where the mayor was whispering to her two aides with a
strained face. One of the aides had just finished tying the flag in
place, ready to be raised once she gave the word. She said
something else, then the two men nodded and split up, one by the
flagpole, one by her side.

I heard a single loud tone, like the sound of
someone giving a wineglass a really hard smack with a fork. I
froze, the chill sensation now replaced by outright shivers snaking
up and down my spine.

Something was wrong. For
some reason, I remembered sitting in the hospital room with my
mother. I shivered again.

“Are you okay?” Justin asked.

I managed a nod. It was obvious no one else had
heard the jangled note, which meant…something. I frowned. My heart was racing.

The mayor got up onstage to loud applause from the
audience and an eerie quiet from Stigmatic Jack and his Church of
the Testifying Pigheads. I glanced around, nervous.

What was wrong with me?

I took a deep breath and tried to listen to the
mayor. Her cadence was perfect, as always, and her speech reminded
me why it was I came to these events.

“As the mayor of Ottawa, it is a great honor to
stand here today to speak to you on this, the opening day of
Capital Pride Week.” The mayor beamed, apparently as relieved as I
was that Stigmatic Jack and his crew were staying quiet. I could
handle a peaceful demonstration—I even agreed with their right to
have one.

I was feeling more enlightened by the second.

“As a mother of a gay child, however, it is with
great pride that I stand here in the capital of a country that
recognizes love as love, family as family, and marriage as
marriage. My daughter and my daughter-in-law are a constant source
of joy in my life, and standing here before you today is an
absolute pleasure. To the mothers and fathers of our gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgendered children celebrating today, I say
welcome. You’re going to have a great time. We’ve come such a long
way—but as always, we have a way to go. Transgendered rights are
still often neglected from the laws of even our great country, but
every step we take is a step forward. Every day I wake up in this
city I am proud. I am proud of my country. I am proud of my
children. I am proud of you.” The crowd roared, and she smiled
wide, raising her arms and waving.

“Maybe I should have voted for her,” Justin said. I
forced myself to smile at him while I was clapping and whistling
and yelling support for the mayor—who I’d voted for. I docked him
one more point.

“And on that note,” the mayor said, laughing as the
applause once again died down, “I’d like to declare this year’s
Pride Week open!” She raised her hands to applaud and turned to the
left, where the aide tugged the rope and the rainbow flag began to
ride its way up the flagpole.

I grinned at Justin, who nodded with a small smile.
He seemed to be getting why this was cool. I gave him his point
back.

“You are an abomination in the eyes of the Lord!”
yelled a voice, and as one, the audience turned and looked at
Stigmatic Jack, who was now swaying back and forth, lost in one of
his so-called “raptures.” I preferred to think of them as
hate-spews, but I guess that didn’t have the same ring to it that
his Church of Testiculars preferred.

The Gay Men’s Chorus broke out into the bilingual
version of the national anthem, their rich baritones a stark
contrast to Jack’s declarations of our unworthiness, and easily
drowning out his voice.

I heard three tones, like clashing rising notes from
three broken tuning forks, and shook my head. What was that?

Abomination. He…you.…hope…

“Only He can save you!” yelled Jack. “God is
hope!”

I shuddered. The last thing I wanted was to get into
Stigmatic Jack’s head. Though I was surprised that the voice of his
thoughts didn’t sound like his speaking voice—most thoughts, I’ve
found, sound more or less like the spoken voice of their owner. I
didn’t care enough to keep listening, though, and tried to shut my
telepathy down to its lowest setting. I pictured a brick wall in my
mind. The vague whispers—and the odd chiming like broken
music—stopped.

Success. I closed my eyes. I really needed to
practice my telepathy more, probably with someone other than my
cat.

“Oh my God,” Justin said. I opened my eyes again and
saw he was pointing. Wyatt Jackson’s palms had begun to bleed, two
red lines that trickled down his arms and stained his sleeves.

“Yeah,” I said, feeling somewhat sick myself. “He
does that.”

Flashes of light went off as the press captured the
moment. The mayor’s aide had stopped raising the flag until the
mayor shot him a look that would have curdled milk at one hundred
paces. Hopefully no one caught a picture of that particular glance.
My respect for her grew, and the flag began to rise again, nearly
at the top.

One of the drag queens dolled up as a Southern belle
flipped open a lacy fan and began fanning herself, and cried out,
“Preacher Jackson, y’all are being rude and you’re getting your
pretty shirt all dirty! Mister Clean here is gonna have to come on
over there and clean you up!” She pointed to a buff, bald daddy
type beside her, who happened to be wearing a tight white T-shirt
and a gold hoop earring. Jeers and laughter surrounded her. In
return, the church group got louder in their protestations of our
misguided souls.

Wyatt Jackson raised his voice again. “You will burn
in the hell fires for all of eternity if you do not renounce your
sinful ways!”

“Oh, fuck you,” a man called back.

The flag reached the apex, and the Gay Men’s Chorus
finished the anthem. In the quiet that followed, the church
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