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      I’ve gone away. And I wonder, do they notice? I am here but not. I smile and nod in suspended greetings. But it really isn’t me. Instead, it is the frozen persona that waits here while I journey. This adventure hasn’t taken me far, perhaps half a second away.

      I make excuses for this microsecond delay. I say I’m tired or not feeling well. But the truth is I am somewhere else. And this place cannot be shared. Not that I’m completely alone in this place. It is just that most of us are so inured in the work that there is no time to chat.

      Well, that’s not completely true. We all have time. It’s exactly what that nanosecond is about. Time. That tightly woven baseball of flying moments where we who work with the delay play our own game. But this game isn’t about hitting a ball with a stick. In this game, we unravel the threads of the ball one by one to look backward.

      And what do we see, you may ask? Is there a tunnel of light? A black hole of oppressive gravity? Or a storm of electrons traveling from atom to atom? I wish I could answer you in words you’d understand, but I can’t. This place is felt more than seen.

      Time. What is it? How do we even know that it exists? In starling murmurations, time is coordinated so perfectly, not a single wing brushes the other. Ornithologists, like myself, aren’t exactly sure how a murmuration forms, but we do know the sequence of these scale-free correlations. As soon as one starling mirrors seven neighbors, the next group of seven does the same, continuing until they are not simply flocking but moving as one.

      An ever-evolving cloud.

      The word murmuration comes from the sound starlings’ wings make when thousands flutter together in one large liquid mass. This synchronized twisting and turning often occurs over a roosting site, where they rest for the night. We believe that this is why most murmurations occur at sundown. While starlings separate into small groups during the day to feed, they flock in vast numbers when shadows grow long.

      Creating the interwoven space we use.

      While many humans revere the starling for its insect control, others deem it an invasive species. With long beaks, they cannot crack hard shells. Instead, these omnivores have a varied diet including caterpillars, mealworms, beetles, crickets, spiders, fruits, thin-shelled seeds, and, in urban environments, landfill waste. They also steal resources such as barley intended for cattle on farms, with a propensity to feast on farmed fruits and vegetables.

      However, I love starlings. How could I not? They carry wild berry seeds to different areas, enabling the plant to spread and grow. They are also pollinators, assisting giant lobelias, for example, in cross-fertilization. And of course, their murmurations are the crux of time.

      Between those wingbeats lies the empty space we use. Think of how the largest proportion of atoms seems to be unoccupied, and you will find the invisible forces that exist in the emptiness. These powerful fields fuel our journeys.

      I know. I know. Mathematicians may have written equations that describe time travel that are fully compatible and consistent with relativity, but equations are meaningless if they don’t correspond with the laws of physics. One theoretical physicist, Stephen Hawking, postulated in his chronology protection conjecture that time travel should be impossible. He even argued that time tourists would be all around if it were.

      In fact, we are not tourists per se, but observers who compare subjective historical accounts with objective data. Not that this is all we do, but I digress.

      It all started when I volunteered for Audubon’s annual Christmas bird count. It was Winter Break, and I didn’t have to be back at Cornell until January, so I thought I’d visit my family in San Francisco for a while.

      Mom still lived in the Mission District where I grew up. I’d tried to convince her to move out of the city, but she argued that her teacher’s salary made it pretty impossible.

      “Maybe after I retire, Renata, when your sister is off on her own. Then I’ll sell this place and move out of state where land is cheap.”

      I got it. My place in Ithaca cost about a fourth of what homes were going for in San Francisco. And the gangs may not be as bad as when… But I’m not going to talk about that now. Still, the idea of Sofia and Mami walking those streets gave me a pit in the bottom of my stomach.

      My mother, Guadalupe Aguillón, or Lupe as everyone calls her, had taught in San Francisco for as long as I can remember. Her favorite grade is third, but she was such a martyr that whenever the district needed someone with a bilingual credential, she volunteered to pack up her classroom and switch grades. I helped her do it four times over summer breaks, twice as a teen.

      At fifteen, the last thing I wanted to do on my first day of summer vacation was get up at the crack of dawn and schlep boxes of books. All of my friends were sleeping in. “Why are you moving again? You have seniority,” I said before grudgingly picking up another box.

      I balanced the box on my hip, following Mami through the narrow hallway. Even with the windows cracked, the air was thick—baked paper and pine cleaner. Fluorescents buzzed overhead.

      “You know you don’t have to do this,” I muttered.

      Mami glanced back, a smile flickering across her face. “Mija, you think you’re too good to help your mamá now?”

      “No, I think you’re too good for this school. They should be giving you your own office, not making you switch classrooms every other summer like some⁠—”

      “—like some substitute?” she finished lightly.

      I clamped my mouth shut, but heat rose in my cheeks. We both knew Mami deserved better. Not bouncing between rooms with peeling posters and wobbly desks. But she never complained.

      “It’s fine.” Mamá opened the door to the new room. “I like fresh starts.”

      I dumped the box on the nearest desk with a grunt. She went straight to the supply cupboard, humming under her breath. That same half-tune she always sang while cooking or folding laundry.

      “I could never do what you do.” The words slipped out before I could stop them.

      Mami’s hands stilled on the shelf. She glanced over her shoulder, eyes softening.

      “You don’t have to.”

      I swallowed hard and turned back to the box, peeling back the flaps. Inside were stacks of handwritten lesson plans, the same blue ink in Mami’s careful cursive.

      “There are other teachers.”

      “They’re not bilingual.”

      “So?”

      “Imagine if Papi hadn’t had Mr. Castillo,” she said, reminding me of the teacher who helped my father learn English when he moved to Los Angeles. “He might have ended up like Tío Héctor.”

      Tío Héctor was Papi’s brother. He joined the Avenues gang after years of struggling in school and ended up serving a long stint in San Quentin.

      She then went on to lecture me on how Latino students needed role models. “It shows them a path out of the barrio. Anyhow, there is still plenty of time for vacation. You should be happy to help. Not all kids have it like you.”

      I groaned but inwardly was proud of how hard she worked. For a second, I saw her as the students must, a woman who never stopped, who carried whole worlds on her back. She’d even been nominated for Teacher of the Year twice! Still, that martyr routine could be pretty annoying.

      The daughter of Mexican immigrants, Lupe spoke Spanish until she started kindergarten. She was proud to be the first in her family to graduate college and always pushed me to do well in school. My father, Berto, a building contractor, also valued education but deferred to Mami for parenting my younger sister, Sofia, and me.

      Unless, of course, we were in real trouble. That was when she would warn us, “Just wait till Papi gets home.”

      Sofia and I always trembled, waiting for Berto’s work boots to come stomping up the stoop.

      But when it came time to punish us, Papi never spanked. Instead, he would heave a sigh and tell us about his journey to America.

      “You do not know what it means to be poor, Mija. To go to bed with hunger pangs and wake with the same. I was seven, and Abuelo Aguillón knew that there would be no life for us in Mexico. So, he met with a scarred man who asked for more pesos than your abuelo made in a year. I do not know how he got the money, but he did.”

      Papi ran a hand through his thick black hair. “One night the coyote came and told us it was time. We had little, so we took little. We then were put in the back of a truck with crates of old oranges we were forbidden to eat. The rotting smell!

      For two days we were hidden. No stops. Only a few tortillas to fill our cramping bellies. And Abuela Aguillón made sure to stretch those out, allowing us a few bites here and there.”

      Papi wouldn’t have oranges in the house. Hated them.

      “Even when we arrived in Los Angeles, there was fear. La Migra could pound on the door at any time and take us away.”

      “Yet you, like Mami and Sofia, were born here. You have never feared deportation or been so hungry that your stomach aches. Think of others’ pain before you act.”

      Here Papi gave me a hard look that I could not meet. Stinging with more piquancy than any spanking might have.

      And I behaved. For the most part. Until that night. The one I still limp from and that makes me wake in a cold sweat.

      Berto passed away suddenly from a heart attack shortly after celebrating my graduation from Cornell with a B.S. in neurobiology and behavior. I’m so grateful that he was able to fly out with Mami and Sofia and share special family time attending my graduation, taking in the sights, and dining at some of Ithaca’s cool eateries. I still get choked up remembering his speech at Le Chen’s.

      His face beamed like the Transamerica Pyramid’s beacon as he raised his glass. “To my hija, Renata, my pajarita. Little bird, I am so proud of you and all your accomplishments. Because I want you to keep looking to the skies, this is for you.”

      He handed me a box that weighed less than a pound. Could it be? I swallowed hard and slowly tore off the graduation wrap. Yes! A pair of Zeiss 10x42 Victory binoculars. Waterproof and nitrogen-filled for fog-proof performance. Great ergonomics and so lightweight they can be held in one hand. They have the best optics on the market with extra-low dispersion fluoride lenses and phase-corrected prisms.

      One of my professors had a pair that she let me borrow during some fieldwork, and I was blown away by how clear and bright the images were. No distortion across the entire field of view. Even the colors were accurately represented, essential for bird identification.

      I didn’t wait for cake but immediately attached the eyepieces and dashed outside to try them, my chuckling family in tow. The waitress chased after us, and Sofia had to go back inside and explain that her big sister just got the graduation gift of her dreams. When I peered through the eyepiece, I gasped at the clarity.

      “Oh Papi, thank you.”

      I heard a short burst of whistles, and a flash of scarlet caught my eye. After scanning the trees, I focused in on a northern cardinal, his black mask and throat contrasting dramatically with the bright red plumage. I handed the binoculars to Papi, who grinned widely as he peered at the bird.

      “So that’s a flashy male strutting his bright stuff for his mate. Like I did for Mami.”

      “You? In your old T-shirt and paint-splattered jeans? Ha!”

      “I had just come from a job site. But it was inside that I shone for you.”

      With that, he planted a loud kiss on Mom’s lips. Sofia and I exchanged a glance and groaned before ducking back into the restaurant for cheesecake. It wasn’t Mom’s pastel de tres leches but delicious nonetheless. We all ate our fill and laughed late into the afternoon.

      When he died three weeks later, I offered to move back to help Mom with Sofia, who was fourteen and rebelling, but she said no.

      “Getting your master’s is the best way to honor Papi. Sofia and I will be fine.”

      Today Lupe loves to tell the other teachers that she has a daughter who not only has a bachelor’s degree but is also working on her master’s at Cornell University in ornithology.

      “Es porque Renata always loved birds. Almost went into a trance around them. Her papi even called her pajarita. Used to beg us to take her on hikes to find them and draw them in her little sketchbook.”

      Now my sketches include wings and the places between.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            RENATA (2024)

          

        

      

    

    
      Since I’m interested in movement ecology and the population biology of migratory organisms, I decided to participate in Audubon’s Christmas Bird Count. I wanted to see how seasonal interactions influence population dynamics and be part of a tradition that spans more than twelve decades of community science.

      I couldn’t help but smile when I discovered my assigned area, the wetlands north of San Francisco International Airport. This part of the bay is a critical stopover point along the Pacific Flyway migration route of shorebirds and might give me the opportunity to see some rare birds.

      Although neurotropical migrant species may leave the United States for the winter, I learned long ago that there are always exciting rarities and stragglers to be seen. Avifauna that winters within the North American region are still very much in movement through early January. Many factors affect where and how far south some species linger, especially water-dependent species like waterfowl and rails.

      Right up my alley.

      In the two years since Papi gave me those binoculars, they’ve gotten a lot of use yet are still in perfect condition. And ideal for the Christmas Bird Count. That morning, I rose early and loaded up my daypack with binoculars, a bag of peanuts, and a Nalgene BPA-free water bottle before tossing them in the back of Mami’s minivan, a ten-year-old Honda Odyssey that still runs great at 141,000 miles. Along with a change of clothes and a rain poncho in case the weather turned foul, I headed out.

      The San Francisco skyline was clear and still indigo blue with a slight tinge of cobalt where the winter sun’s shoulders waited to appear. No haze interrupted the view, but it was streaked with a few distant cirrus clouds—a perfect day for birding. The relative humidity was eighty-three percent and the expected high was sixty-two, not freezing but brisk enough to keep me alert and glad for my fleece pullover and windbreaker.

      6:07. I was early. The other birders in my CBC circle wouldn’t arrive for twenty-three minutes. Because the Christmas Bird Count divides observation areas into fifteen-mile-diameter circles, working in groups is required. Each area is too large for one person.

      Not that I minded; as a student I’m accustomed to working with others. Still, a few minutes of birding alone was too tempting. Mourning doves were cooing, and I thought I heard the distant clattering of the endangered Ridgway’s rail. The trail was flat and would be easy to trek and retrace to meet the others.

      American goldfinches with glowing yellow bellies perched in the willows near Oregon juncos and California towhees. I’d expected that but was surprised when I turned the corner to see hundreds of starlings roosting in the trees. An invasive species, starlings tend to prefer large structures such as office buildings and warehouses or industrial complexes, piers, and bridges for roosts.

      Seeing them near a marsh was surprising enough. But then they did something that absolutely blew me away.

      As one, the entire group took to flight and began to murmurate in the most dazzling display I’d ever witnessed. The birds fused together in figure eights, teardrops, and a column that looked so much like a funnel cloud that anyone viewing it would have turned tail, thinking tornadoes were forming in Cali.

      I fumbled for my binoculars to get a closer view of this magnificent spectacle, but the swirling murmuration was changing too rapidly.

      “Shit!”

      I finally focused in on the fast-moving flock that rose and fell as if the sky were breathing. Mesmerized by the images, I thought of how much Papi would have loved this. I could almost hear his voice telling a story to make it all the more poignant.

      Ahh. Pajarita. What you see is the breath of life. Reminding us that we are but one of many working together, como su familia.

      “Sí, Papi,” I whispered. “We are but one of many.”

      Then the murmuration did something that stopped me dead in my tracks.

      It reversed.

      Or so I thought. Maybe it was my imagination? I’d never seen a murmuration before, so perhaps it just appeared to be going backward. It could be that all murmurations seem to reverse like rewound kite string.

      But no. There was the tornado shape repeating. The column. The teardrops. And finally, the figure eights.

      Then the entire affliction of starlings alighted on the branches, their heads drooping as one to fall asleep.

      Stumbling back, I pulled out my water bottle, unscrewed the cap, and sniffed. The water smelled normal. I peered at the sky. Still clear, no smoke or polluted haze that might have affected my ability to think.

      After taking a long draught of water, I peered into the trees with my binocs. The starlings were sleeping peacefully, as if still waiting for the day.

      Now I’m not superstitious or taken to flights of fancy. As a scientist, I test each hypothesis ad nauseam before reaching conclusions. And dammit, that is what I’d do now.

      I strolled back to Mami’s minivan to find a couple of other volunteers checking their gear. The circle compiler, Patrick “Pat” Hildebrand, a retiree from the California Fish and Wildlife Department, was conferring with one of them, an older woman with salt-and-pepper hair like Mami’s curling out of her beanie.

      “Morning, Renata!” Pat called.

      “Hola,” I said. “You all just get here?”

      Pat nodded.

      “Umm, see anything interesting so far?”

      “A few American goldfinches. But we’re not officially starting yet,” he said.

      Pat took his job as circle compiler pretty seriously, making sure we all followed protocols so that the count was as accurate as possible. I get it. Between climate change and habitat destruction, we needed all the data we could gather to ensure that the most critically endangered species had protected sanctuaries.

      A few minutes later, we were trekking past where I’d seen the roosting starlings. Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw a pair of wings fluttering out of sync. I peered up into the trees and gasped.

      Not a single starling remained.
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      The rest of the day passed in a blur. Oh, sure, I catalogued the birds I saw and made sure to submit all the data to Pat. I even spotted a few rare species that had flown far from their usual range. But my mind kept returning to the murmuration.

      Was there something wrong with my eyes? Perhaps it was time to make an appointment with the optometrist. Or was it a delusion? Although there were no stories of mental illness in the family, it was possible. My mother did not readily share skeletons in the closet unless she wanted to scare Sofia and me.

      “You girls better behave or La Llorona will come for you,” she’d warn. Then she’d retell the Latin American legend about the ghost of the Weeping Woman who drowned her children and then herself in a fit of jealous rage after discovering her husband had cheated on her.

      For years, whenever my lacy curtains flapped in the night, I was sure it was La Llorona coming to punish me for something I’d done. Then I’d duck under the covers and plead, “I’m sorry I hit Sofia. Don’t take me, please. Please!”

      Of course, those were just the fanciful notions all children have, not the beginnings of delusions.

      I hoped.

      That evening, while Mami and Sofia bustled in the kitchen as they often did, I headed straight for the bathroom medicine cabinet. First, I examined each eye to see if there were signs of conjunctivitis or debris. Both were clear. I checked my tongue and skin. Could use a facial, but that certainly wouldn’t cause visions. Finally, I took my temperature and was disappointed with a 97.9, within the average range for a healthy adult.

      Then why did I see birds flying backward?

      Think, Renata. You are a biologist. What might cause a healthy human female to have a delusion in broad daylight?

      Hormones were a possibility. They’ve been known to cause aural migraines. But from what I’ve read, these are silvery streaks in the field of vision, not groups of starlings murmurating in reverse.

      I was about to pull out my laptop and begin some deep research when Sofia knocked on the door.

      “Hurry up, Renata, and help. For once.”

      “Fine! Coming.”

      Sofia was not known for her sweet disposition—pretty much the opposite. Not that she’d always been that way. She was a pretty cute little kid, skipping around and practicing cartwheels in the backyard. And happy. No one would have called her a model student, but Sofia was still an average kid until around the time she started middle school.

      Or maybe she changed the night all our lives did. I couldn’t say exactly, because I was too caught up in my own shitstorm to notice how my kid sister was doing.

      I snapped my laptop closed and shuffled down the hallway, still caught in a confusing daze.

      In the kitchen, Mami was just pulling the red pork tamales out of the steamer. Sofia glared at me as she set the table.

      “About time.”

      Ignoring her sarcasm, I said, “Anything I can do?”

      Mom pointed at the salad bowl while Sofia mumbled something unintelligible that was most likely an insult. I picked up a head of romaine and ran it under some water before pulling off a few leaves and tossing them in the salad spinner.

      Mom hummed an old ‘70s tune while she removed the corn husks from the tamales. She set the husks aside and arranged the tamales on a plate, topping each with chile sauce and sour cream. Yum.

      Not to brag, but Guadalupe Aguillón’s pork tamales rojos were known for their authenticity. They were deliciosos with fresh-ground corn masa kneaded to perfection, pork simmered for hours, and a wonderful combination of Mexican spices with roasted red chiles. She often mixed up a batch for a teachers’ potluck or a special family party. Even in my dazed state, my mouth began to water.

      I started to reach toward the plate to break off a small piece when she slapped my hand away. With a gentle smile, she said, “Wait, gordita.”

      “Hey, I’m not fat. Not thin, but⁠—”

      “Yo sé.” Winking, Mami patted the pooch in her stomach that I’d inherited and that no number of sit-ups could flatten.

      A few minutes later we were all seated at the old dining room table, finishing grace.

      “Amen,” I whispered.

      “So how was the count?” my mom asked. “Anything interesting?”

      Nah, just thousands of birds flying backward before disappearing without a trace, I thought but said, “Ridgway’s rail. Endangered. It looked healthy too.”

      “Well, perhaps their numbers will rebound.”

      “Yeah, right. Climate change is just an illusion. And the planet is going to be healed just like magic.”

      Mami smiled gently at Sofia and said with her usual optimism, “You never know, mija. There are many things unseen acting for the good of this world.”

      Usually, I would have rolled my eyes at my mother’s reference to the spiritual world. She was always telling stories. Sometimes they were about the saints or passages in the Bible. Others were legends like La Llorona, or, more recently, New Age tales of mystical healing. But today my ears perked up.

      “Like what, Mami?”

      “Well, Nicki says that Papi is watching us and⁠—”

      “I told you that lady is a fraud! Ripping you off,” Sofia said. “We can barely afford clothes and you use what little we have on fake conversations with Dad!”

      “Is that true, Mom? Are you seeing some wacko with a crystal ball?”

      “She has no crystal ball.”

      “Con artist,” Sofia said.

      “No, she is a counselor, using the spirits of those who have passed to help us who are grieving.” Mami paused and gave Sofia a hard stare. “And you have plenty of clothes. I just took you shopping for that Instagram shoot you were so excited about.”

      Sofia looked down at her plate and chewed on her lower lip. “The most famous influencers wear new outfits every week.”

      My sister dreams of becoming an influencer on Instagram. She thinks that by making duck lips at the camera she’ll get rich. Bullshit, of course. And a waste of her abilities. If she just unglued her hand from that phone and focused a little more on school, her grades might improve enough to get into San Francisco State next year.

      “What happened with this Nicki?” I asked.

      “You girls will just poke fun. You do not understand.”

      “No, I want to know.”

      Lupe waved a hand, indicating that the conversation was over. I started to argue, but my eyes stayed fixed on her flapping fingers, which kept speeding up as if fast-forwarded in a film. They accelerated to a blur and then froze in a single frame. Suddenly, the room faded from view and thousands of flapping wings took its place.

      I was no longer seated but suspended in space amidst thousands of starlings. Wind rushed above and below. Wingbeats swirled my hair in feathery dust devils and filled my ears with rising and falling windstorms. Caught in the current, my body drifted through a cacophony of echoing gusts.

      I looked down and there was a woman with long black hair and binoculars aimed at the sky. A sky that was not the dark of night but the twilight of early morning.

      I squinted, unable to believe my eyes. Impossible.

      A wing brushed my cheek and suddenly I was back in my chair, clutching the worn wooden table.

      “What, drama queen?” Sofia huffed.

      I opened and closed my mouth, unable to respond.

      Mom laid a hand on my arm. “You okay, Renata? You are as pale as paper.”

      I made up an excuse about a long, tiring day and scooped up a tamale. Pasting on a false smile, I took a quick bite and gushed about how delicious it was.

      “It should be. Only took us hours,” Sofia said, a twinge of pride twitching at the corners of her mouth.

      “Sofie is becoming quite the cook. Before we know it, she’ll give me a run for my money.”

      Thankfully, the conversation turned to Sofia’s latest Instagram reel, and I was able to avoid further scrutiny. The thoughts clouding my mind were making furrows so deep in my brow that my mother would soon offer a face massage.

      After cleaning the kitchen, I retreated to my old room at the end of the hall. Even though I’d been away at school for five years, Mami hadn’t changed a thing. Posters of exotic birds, a map of North America with pushpins marking where I’d gone birding, a few ballet folklórico trophies with photos of a woman in a flowing skirt next to a dancer in a large sombrero, and of course a poster of my high school crush, Justin Bieber. That smile still gets me.

      Hoping for no more interruptions, I sat at the cheap OfficeMax desk with the peeling particle board and opened my computer.

      My hands paused over the keys before typing a search. Did I really want to know? I swallowed hard and forced my fingers onto the keyboard.

      Please not insanity.

      I entered “sudden visions and their causes” in the search box. According to the DSM-5, there are four types of delusions. Mood-incongruent are not affected by emotions, but mood-congruent can occur with manic depressive disorders. Neither of these seemed to fit, as I’d not had any mood swings nor delusions of nihilism. A third category, non-bizarre, could occur in real life, like when people deal with a cheating—been there, seen that—boyfriend.

      The last was called bizarre. These delusions are implausible or impossible and often have schizophrenia, brain trauma, or abnormal dopamine or other neurotransmitter activity as the cause.

      I had had no brain trauma, so that was out. It could be schizophrenia or imbalances in my brain. I had to find out.
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      “Seriously? You’re leaving already? You’ve only been here four days.”

      “Something came up. My advisor needs me back in the lab.”

      Sofia crossed her arms and gave me the look I’d grown used to these past few years. She lowered her voice. “And Mami? Don’t you care how much she’s missed you?”

      “Of course, I do. You don’t understand. I have⁠—”

      “—You always have something. The world doesn’t revolve around you, you know.”

      “I don’t think it does. If I could explain, I would. Maybe spring break.”

      “That’s months away! And you said you’d help me find a dress for the winter formal.”

      “I sent you some pictures from Amazon.”

      “Not the same!”

      Lupe came down the hall in her floral bathrobe, hair still rumpled from sleep. “What is all this? I thought we were going to make pancakes and then go shopping.”

      “Renata’s going home.”

      “No, that’s not true. You know how much I look forward to these visits.” Mami’s voice sang as usual, but I heard the hurt beneath the practiced gentility. “Renata?”

      I looked down at my suitcase and fiddled with the lock. “I’m sorry, Mom. I got a text from my advisor. She needs me.”

      I hated lying to them. And leaving crushed me. We’d made so many plans for my winter visit. But there was no way I was going to have them watch me get fitted for a straitjacket. They had enough to deal with.

      With a quick hug and promises that I’d be back soon, I rolled my suitcase out the front door to the waiting Uber.

      The flight was crowded as usual, and I didn’t even have the luxury of a window seat and the distraction of clouds above our country’s varied landscapes to give me something to think about. I tried watching a movie, but every scene flashed fluttering wings.

      When I got back home, I dropped my suitcase at the entry, slammed the door shut with one foot, and kicked off my shoes before collapsing on top of the bed. I stroked the percale duvet cover, taking some comfort in its silky texture. However, the comforter was so old, and I hadn’t made the bed for a long time, that the down was bunched in places—particularly under my hip. I tried rolling over to find a smooth spot, but what I really needed was a new comforter. Finally, I found a corner that wasn’t too lumpy, told the Alexa app to play birdsong, and closed my eyes.

      Did sleep envelop me in welcome oblivion? Not even close. First, birdsong was not the best choice for calming sleep sounds. My mind amplified every whistle, putting me right back in the center of that murmuration. Second, my eyes kept popping open to a view of the coffee stains on the duvet cover. It hadn’t been washed in two years, and the floral pattern’s lilac thistles looked like they’d been splattered with mud. I considered taking it off, but when I glanced at the overflowing laundry hamper in the corner, I thought better of it.

      I groaned. Obviously, laundry was not my favorite chore. I mean, my clothes were relatively clean, and I always made sure to have fresh panties. You never know who might see them. But it was easier to just grab something new out of the closet than slog all the way down to the apartment complex’s laundry room, only to find that both machines were being used.

      I sat up and combed my hair with my fingers. The scars on my calf started to itch, and I rubbed them gently because the last thing I needed was more keloids. They had grown over the years and were challenging to hide.

      “What you need, Renata, is a distraction.”

      I shook my head. No. Don’t text him. You know right where that leads.

      You won’t let yourself feel. It’s only a booty call. Just sex.

      Squeezing my hand into a fist, I fought the urge to pick up the phone. Then the Alexa app emitted a whistling trill that set my teeth on edge. I knew I was lying to myself, but I reached for the phone anyhow.
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      I ran a hand over the rumpled sheets, trying not to wake him. He looked so peaceful there, his slim pale torso rising and falling evenly. I squinted. A year later, and still not a single hair on his chest. I knew that most Koreans lacked body hair, but it still surprised me as I’d also read that many males continue to develop well into their twenties. Perhaps since Jay was only twenty-three, he’d grow some over time.

      Not that I minded. The opposite. I thought his hairless chest was incredibly sexy. It felt glorious to run my hands over his pecs and down his flat tummy, stroking that smooth skin that always had the sweetest oatmeal aroma.

      I met Jay Ha Suh a little over a year ago in a graduate seminar in ornithology. He had recently transferred to Cornell for his master’s degree and was interested in my study of the movement ecology of migratory organisms because he also studied social and environmental factors that influence movement. His specific interest was in the dispersal of the Florida Scrub-Jay and how far this cooperatively breeding corvid might migrate. Still, there was enough overlap in our respective fields for an immediate connection.

      We started to go birding together, share notes, and talk long into the night about everything from the dispersal of bird populations to politics to our families and childhoods. One thing led to another, and I found myself revealing things to him I’d never shared before.

      Not to mention how he opened up a part of me I didn’t know existed.

      I inhaled deeply, breathing in his scent.

      Should I?

      I let my fingers linger on his chest, tracing slow, featherlight spirals over his skin, thinking, just for a second, that I could be someone else. Someone worth choosing.

      The warmth of his body against my palm sent a flicker of anticipation through me, but before I could move closer, he caught my wrist and gently pushed it away.

      “No time.”

      For a second, I thought he might lace his fingers with mine, hold on just a little longer. But then, with a quiet exhale, he let go.

      As if on cue, his phone buzzed. I knew who it was. Her. Checking up on him. He picked up the phone.

      “Morning, babe. How are you doing?”

      Shaking my head, I rolled out of bed and fought back tears as I grabbed my clothes littering the floor. You knew this would happen. It’s your own fault. Stupid Renata. It’s not like he’s going to break it off with little Ms. Perfect, who his family loves.

      Jay’s family isn’t prejudiced. I’m sure they’d be polite if they were to meet a Latina like me. But as he put it, “There’s this unspoken desire to maintain our culture. And who I marry is part of that.”

      Jay had sighed, running a hand through his hair. “It’s not just about my parents. It’s about expectations. About what’s been planned since before I even knew what I wanted.”

      “And what do you want?” I had asked.

      He hadn’t answered. Just kissed me.

      His fiancée, Hwa-Young, sure fit the bill. Born to Korean immigrants like Jay, she was raised near him in New Jersey. Their families, who knew and respected each other, were both active in the Korean community. As kids, they attended the same Korean festivals and both went to the neighborhood high school where they started dating. She was doing her own graduate work at Berkeley in bioengineering and was supposedly so brilliant she’d already had two papers published in professional journals.

      Whoopee for Hwa-Young.

      Of course, she wasn’t just brilliant. She was the kind of woman people rooted for. Confident, accomplished, never second-guessing her place.

      The opposite of me.

      Jay never told me about her until I saw the text on his phone. When I confronted him, he haltingly admitted that, yes, he was engaged. “But she’s the only girl I’ve ever been with. And I don’t want to get married without knowing what other girls might be like, you know?”

      All too well by now.

      Hwa-Young’s wasn’t the only text I’d seen appear on Jay’s phone. And it was surprising. He wasn’t exactly a K-pop star. I mean, he was handsome, but his ears did stick out in a goofy way and his eyebrows were pretty thin. He had nice skin, though, like porcelain. You’d think he’d never had a single pimple in his entire life.

      I locked the bathroom door and turned the shower on full blast, hoping that Hwa-Young would hear the water and figure out that Jay wasn’t the faithful boyfriend she thought he was.

      If I felt that strongly, why didn’t I start yelling when he answered the phone, you might ask.

      Don’t think I have no self-respect. Believe me, when the shit hit the fan and I found out about her, I gave Jay a mouthful. Called him every name in the book and broke it off with him. I told him if he ever called me again, I’d contact Hwa-Young and tell her all about us. Then, I stormed out of his apartment, vowing to stay away for good.

      But a few weeks later I bumped into him on campus, and we had this awkward moment with me trying not to look him in the eye while he asked how I’d been. I mumbled something, but my heart was pounding so hard I couldn’t even hear my own words. I turned to go, and he grabbed my arm.

      “I’ve missed you.”

      That’s all it took. I couldn’t help myself. We went straight to his apartment and have had this—whatever it is—ever since.

      I looked down at the pocked scars on my leg, and my throat got tight. With a hard swallow, I thrust my face under the blasting spray, hot water mixing with salty tears.

      “You idiot.”
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      Well, my “distraction” certainly didn’t bring me any clarity. If anything, I was even more troubled than before and was beginning to think that what had happened back in San Francisco meant there was something seriously wrong with me.

      Jay was waiting for me when I exited the bathroom. “Don’t give me that look. You agreed to this.”

      “Maybe. But it doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “I do like you, Renata. It’s just⁠—”

      I raised a hand. “I know. I know. I’ve heard it all before. I gotta go.”

      With a half-smile, he reached out to caress my cheek, and the lump in my throat grew. I brushed his hand away and got out of there. Fast, before I started crying again.

      I googled Cornell Health Clinic and was dismayed when I read it didn’t open until 8:15, a whole hour away. “Shit.”

      The sun was just cresting the horizon, its rays radiating orange and pink through the winter clouds. A sharp wind cut into me, chilling my face and hands, and I groaned. In the rush to be with Jay, I’d left my scarf and gloves at home.

      The wet and slushy snow slopped around my feet, soaking my tennies. Why didn’t I wear my boots?

      Because all you could think of was his skin. That sweet pale skin that will never be yours.

      The streets of Ithaca were just beginning to fill with joggers, early morning commuters, and construction crews off to take advantage of the clear weather. I trekked up the street toward my Subaru Outback. There isn’t much parking near Jay’s apartment, so I’d had to park a couple of blocks away.

      It was a beautiful morning, with just a few clouds and the rising sun making colorful patterns in the sky. Ithaca gets a lot of precipitation in January, so this was a rare opportunity to enjoy a stroll, and I took a moment to breathe in the sweet cold air. I can’t tell you why I like Ithaca so much. Maybe it’s the changing seasons. Or perhaps it’s all the trees on every street. Maple, sycamore, black walnut, and oak, as well as white pine and eastern hemlock, are indigenous and everywhere. However, the city has made sure to plant diverse species such as cherry, southern magnolia, and ginkgo, making a stroll here a delight for the senses.

      Another thing I like about Ithaca is its population. At just over 30,000 individuals—swelling when the universities and colleges are in session, of course—it is the perfect size. It has everything a woman like me could ever want. Wonderful libraries and bookstores. Charming coffeehouses and cafés. Art galleries. Lovely walks abound in town and on Cornell’s campus, with the meandering Fall Creek flowing through seven hundred forty-five acres landscaped with botanic, herb, and wildflower gardens that are home to numerous bird species I’ve often had the privilege of viewing.

      Best of all, Ithaca feels safe. Unlike San Francisco, with its gangs breaking out into warfare, hundreds of homeless shuffling in the streets, and hardened faces. You never knew if they were frowning because they were going to rob you or were just trying to look tough to avoid being accosted.

      Even though my feet were getting wetter with every step, my racing heart slowed, soon beating a quieter rhythm.

      I turned a corner and heard someone whistling a happy tune. Then I saw a man, mid-twenties, who was wearing a lime green parka with red and yellow stripes at the cuffs and walking an adorable little Jack Russell terrier. Now, there were several people out with their dogs that morning, but none were dressed so brightly they looked like they might be hitting the slopes in 1980. I didn’t want to be rude but couldn’t help staring.

      Not only was his jacket out of time, it also looked brand new. Living in San Francisco, you see lots of people wearing vintage clothing. Some like to adopt a ‘60s hippie look, while others prefer the ‘50s with poodle skirts and ponytails. If I had to pick an era, I’d say his outfit and fluffy hairstyle were more from the late ‘70s or maybe ‘80s. But he didn’t strut his style flamboyantly like other Retros I’d seen. Instead, he wore it modestly, as if that was his usual attire.

      “Good morning. Beautiful day, isn’t it?” he said.

      “Yes,” I replied, a bit embarrassed that he’d seen me stare.

      “Not a lot of birds chirping yet, though.” He gave me a knowing look with piercing blue eyes. “I wouldn’t mind seeing some starlings.”

      I stumbled back. “What did you say?”

      “Isn’t it glorious to watch them flock?”

      “You mean murmurate,” I said, automatically correcting him.

      “Yes, murmurate.” He smiled.

      His Jack Russell yipped and tugged on the leash. The green-clad man bent down and patted her. “I know, girl. Time.” He stood and bowed his head in a gentlemanly way you don’t see today. “Have a good day.”

      “Uh, you too.”

      Could this week get any stranger? I stood there immobile, watching him turn a corner.

      A shiver went up my spine, and I reached to pull down the beanie that wasn’t there. My ears were so cold! I shook my head and, since my car was in that direction anyway, followed the strange man around the corner. But when I rounded the bend, he was nowhere in sight.

      I glanced up and down the long street. No man or dog anywhere. There were large indentations skirted with paw prints, but they disappeared a few feet ahead. I bent down for a look. Nothing. It was as if the pair had been lifted skyward from that very spot.

      I retraced my steps. No sign of a lime green parka, no tiny paw prints leading away. Just… silence. The kind that makes your ears ring, like the sound had been sucked out of the air.

      I gaped until my leg started to cramp around the old wound. I bent down to rub it and realized that I was standing right in the middle of an icy puddle, and my shoes were absolutely soaked.

      “Renata, you are really losing it.”
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