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                Dedication

         
         
            To all my queer readers:

            whether you have known for years

            or are just meeting yourself for the first time,

            whether you are afraid of nothing or everything,

            thank you for being you

            and for taking a chance on me.

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	One: Lesbian Sheep Do Exist

            	Two: Ornithologists Have a Thing for Boobs

            	Three: A Twist of Events

            	Four: Authority Figures Can’t Be Trusted

            	Five: Asking for Help

            	Six: There’s a Metaphor Here Somewhere

            	Seven: Extracurricular Crime Solving

            	Eight: Another Small Felony

            	Nine: Dead Man’s Book of Conspiracies

            	Ten: Queer Kids Love English Class

            	Eleven: Watch Your Back

            	Twelve: What the Puck?

            	Thirteen: A Rose by Any Other Gender Would Smell Just as Sweet

            	Fourteen: The Answer Lies in Destruction

            	Fifteen: Lesbian Sheep Meets Valley Quail

            	Sixteen: Reasons to Actually Be Afraid

            	Seventeen: The Weird-Ass Bird Symbol

            	Eighteen: Join the Flock

            	Nineteen: Shall I Compare Thee to a Birding Gay?

            	Twenty: Therefore I Lie With Her

            	Twenty-One: A Family Next Door

            	Twenty-Two: Bianca Torre Laughs in the Face of Danger

            	Twenty-Three: Not a Peep

            	Twenty-Four: Anderson Coleman Is Afraid of Some Things

            	Twenty-Five: Return of the Jamba

            	Twenty-Six: A Field Guide to North American Birds and Murders

            	Twenty-Seven: Kate Torre Makes a Comeback

            	Twenty-Eight: A Message from Mr. Conspiracy

            	Twenty-Nine: The Flock Follows Through

            	Thirty: A Completely Uneventful Birding Hike

            	Thirty-One: Enter the Flock

            	Thirty-Two: Real-Life Escape Room

            	Thirty-Three: Exit, Pursued by a Bird

            	Thirty-Four: All’s Well That Ends Well

            	Thirty-Five: New Beginnings

            	Bianca Torre’s List of Fears

            
            	Justine Pucella Winans Is Thankful to Everyone

            
            	About the Author

            	Books by Justine Pucella Winans

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      
      


	ii

	iii

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

   	363

	364

	365

   	366

   	367

   	368

   	369

   	370

   	371

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	One: Lesbian Sheep Do Exist

         

      
      

   
      
      
      
         
                       [image: chapter header]
             One
Lesbian Sheep Do Exist

         
         There are many things we are uncertain of on this planet, like what happens after death, the possibility of life outside our
            solar system, and the existence of lesbian sheep.
         

         
         Maybe that last one isn’t widely regarded as one of life’s great mysteries, but it is. I read an article about homosexual
            male rams but found no mention of homosexual ewes. It goes back to their mating patterns. When female sheep, so I’m told,
            are feeling some kind of way, they go still so a male sheep can mount them. Apparently, it’s highly unlikely for any ewe to
            mount another sheep.
         

         
         So it isn’t that there aren’t any lesbian sheep, it’s that we can’t figure out if there are. Somewhere out there, a lesbian
            sheep is frozen and horny, waiting for the ewe of her dreams to top her.
         

         
         I really relate to lesbian sheep.

         
         Not because I would love for a hot girl to mount me—although I most definitely would—but because no matter what I want, it’s like nature prevented me from being capable of chasing it. I was programmed to be too afraid, too uncomfortable to do anything. I’m not the kind of person that takes risks. Or makes the first move. 

         
         I’m the person who goes still and waits, even though I know nothing ever happens for sheep people like me.

         
         There’s a lot I don’t like about myself, but sheep don’t stop being sheep because it’s unlikeable. They don’t suddenly go
            against nature and mount whatever they want without consequence.
         

         
         It’s the way we’re wired.

         
         Ewes don’t get to hump other ewes like they want, and I spend all my time alone in my room.

         
         Sure, I have to go to school and mandatory dinner with my family, but even when I’m outside, the sheep personality is still
            prominent.
         

         
         There are people who can do whatever they want, say whatever they want, and there are people like me who have a full CVS-receipt-long
            list of fears.
         

         
         And, by the way—

         
         Fear #24: Sheep

         
         Those soulless eyes hide something more than just lesbianism, I’m sure of it.

         
         I know a lot about hiding. I do it constantly. Whether it be my sexuality, my personality, or the literal hiding happening
            right now.
         

         
         I’m standing in front of the large window, wedged between two tall bookshelves that are filled with novels I’ve never opened and birding bibles I’ve well worn out. Interacting with the world safely behind a piece of glass, I adjust the position of my telescope to dip below the sky. Point it at the weathered red brick of the building across the little alley. There’s enough of a distance to be subtle about it, but not enough to prevent me from seeing everything clearly. This telescope works great for constellations or shooting stars too far away for small wishes like mine to reach. At night, it provides a fantastic view of the open sky, filled with endless possibility, reminding me that when facing the bulk of the universe, everyone is tiny, not just the fearful ones. It’s a comforting thought. 

         
         In the daytime, however, it’s great for being a total freaking creep.

         
         I position the telescope to Queen Elizabeth’s apartment. Obviously not the late queen. I call her that because she’s a white
            lady in her late seventies who wears formal dresses like she’s going to an opera. Though whatever sound spins on her record
            player by the window can only be heard by her and her two cats. She lives on the second floor, which is about level with my
            bedroom window, in the apartment farthest right. The third floor is too high for me to see anything. I may get bored, but
            I haven’t gotten to the point of staring at someone else’s ceiling fan.
         

         
         I would at least have to exhaust the option of staring at mine first.

         
         Queen Elizabeth doesn’t seem to be near her big-ass bay window today. I spot one of the cats, the fluffy white one with the permanently pinched face, as he licks his paw before rubbing it over his nose. He glances in my direction, almost like he knows he’s being watched. 

         
         Cats. Nothing gets past them.

         
         “You think I’ll be like her in fifty years?” I ask Puck, my own ginger cat currently curled up on my bed.

         
         Being as she’s a cat, she doesn’t respond. Although the fact that I asked her kind of speaks for itself.

         
         Swallowing that thought, I slide the lens over to the next window. Mr. Conspiracy has his curtains drawn shut during the day,
            so it’s not like I actually watch him. Which is almost a bummer, since he’s directly across from my window and would offer
            the best view. I only know that he looks like a thirtysomething-year-old white man because one time, there was a manhunt nearby,
            and the LAPD had a helicopter circling real close. He happened to have the curtains open just enough to see if someone was
            hopping buildings.
         

         
         It was a really lucky break. We get a decent amount of helicopters circling in this area of North Hollywood, but that was
            the one that took him over the edge. He didn’t have aluminum foil on his head like I expected, but he had a phone that seemed
            like a burner from Walmart. And what looked like an alarming amount of Post-it notes on the wall, hence the nickname.
         

         
         But we have a different kind of connection. He knows I’m looking. Maybe he doesn’t care because I can’t see him anyway. Or maybe he thinks I’m only doing it for birdwatching, based on the feeders I fastened outside my window with sheer hope and loads of duct tape. 

         
         Either way, he’s taken to leaving little bird drawings for me on occasion, which is actually kind of sweet. Right now I can
            make out the familiar, slightly grayed white paper taped to the very top and center of his window, where he always leaves
            them.
         

         
         I twist the focus to give the drawing some clarity.

         
         With the rosy coloring on the neck and crown and a beautiful blend of emerald and lime on the body, it’s unmistakably a male
            Anna’s hummingbird.
         

         
         A smile creeps up on my lips. Mr. Conspiracy may be a weird dude, but he’s a great artist. And sadly enough . . . he might
            just be one of my closest friends. Sure, I’ve only seen him once, but there isn’t anyone else drawing birds for me.
         

         
         Romeo and Juliet live below Mr. Conspiracy. I don’t care about Shakespeare like my mom, with her classical theater obsession,
            but being named after a character from one of his plays is a pain I know too well. Though, as far as Shakespearean names go,
            I kind of got lucky with Bianca.
         

         
         I tried to fight Mom when it came to naming the cat, but she won.

         
         She always wins.

         
         Romeo and Juliet bring it upon themselves, though. They’re all over each other 24-7 with the curtains wide open, like they get off on the idea of someone watching. I try to avoid it. Sure, they aren’t bad looking, and I’d be lying if I said Juliet wouldn’t have me freezing my sheep self any day, but even creeps have to draw the line somewhere, and mine is at the PG rating. 

         
         Romeo stands by the window, about to say something to Juliet. He smiles, pulling off his shirt to reveal a large tattoo over
            his brown skin that I think says Aguilar. I don’t really get the trend of tattooing a last name on your body, but some of
            Dad’s favorite UFC fighters ride that bandwagon hard.
         

         
         I catch some welcome movement to the upper left—a window sliding open. Immediately, my telescope lens follows, as I push it
            in the direction of a very familiar frame—the last apartment on the second floor.
         

         
         It’s the apartment of Anderson Coleman, the only person in the building I actually know, because he’s kinda my only real-life
            friend.
         

         
         He leans his head out the window, making him clearly visible. He’s Black, with deep brown eyes, and he currently wears a huge
            smile as he looks right in my direction.
         

         
         And flips me off.

         
         I watch as he lifts his phone to his cheek, and my own phone buzzes from next to me on the shelf. I pick it up.

         
         “You’re stalking people again, huh?” he says as I see his lips move through the telescope.

         
         “How did you know?”

         
         “My Spidey senses. I’m basically Miles Morales, you know this.”

         
         I snort-laugh into the line.

         
         “Don’t be jealous just because you have a crush on Gwen Stacy,” he adds.

         
         For someone who only really hangs out with me outside of school, he knows me too well. I don’t know if it’s strange to still watch him through the telescope as we’re talking, but I think he learned to stop caring. And to shut his curtains more often, even though I try to respect his privacy and only look when he’s at the window. 

         
         It’s harder to spy on people you know and like. Especially when they know about your spying.

         
         “My animated crushes have nothing to do with this.”

         
         “It’s the shadows. You block the light when you’re standing in the window, even if I can’t really see you.” As he speaks,
            he adjusts the glasses he only wears at home.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me that before?” I ask. Nobody else would have noticed, I hope. At the very least, maybe they’ll assume
            I’m chilling by my window. Or birdwatching, like I sometimes am and should be doing.
         

         
         Anderson’s sigh is heavy through my cell phone. “Because friends don’t enable their friends’ creepy habits, Bianca.”

         
         “Whatever,” I say. “We still watching the new episode of One Piece on Sunday?”
         

         
         Through the telescope, he points at his Monkey D. Luffy T-shirt and gives a thumbs-up. “Of course we are. I am so ready for
            this next battle.”
         

         
         “I can’t wait.”

         
         “For sure, we’ll talk soon.” He makes a face at me before hanging up and closing the curtains behind him.

         
         Anime is the reason that someone like Anderson is friends with me in the first place. We don’t really talk at school, where he’s popular and has friends in basically every social circle, and I am considerably . . . not and don’t. 

         
         But our freshman year, we were the only two students to walk home to this area, so we’d see each other a lot. One day I wore
            a shirt with a subtle reference to Haikyuu!!, and he practically ran up to start a conversation.
         

         
         No one else knows it outside his family, but Anderson is a total weeb. Worse than me. Like his room is covered in anime figures,
            and not just mainstream Goku and Naruto kinds of figures. He’s got, like, super sexy Boa Hancock figures from One Piece that I have to look away from when I visit or I start blushing profusely.
         

         
         I wouldn’t be surprised if he has a secret body pillow of his waifu (either Boa or Nami, because he can’t decide) and just
            refuses to admit it. But one thing is for sure: I’m probably the only girl from school who’s been in his room, and I’m a socially
            awkward lesbian.
         

         
         “Hey, you stalking people again?”

         
         Kate pushes my door open enough to see me. I can’t keep it fully closed because Mom assumes if our door is shut, she’s going
            to suddenly become one of those white moms on TV that doesn’t understand how their kid went wrong and tried to make a bomb
            in their closet. It’s overkill, because she’d murder me in cold blood for doing anything that’d make her look bad. As for
            Dad, he’d cuss us out at the mere thought of deviant behavior and ship us to our very Catholic nonna in Bologna.
         

         
         But having to step into a church and not burst into flames would only be second in torment, right after my cousins constantly teasing me for only knowing a solid fifteen words of Italian, and half of those just being flavors of gelato. 

         
         Regardless of Kate and me being the hopeless Valley girls of our family, the doors always stay open. It allows Puck free rein,
            which she enjoys. You can’t even use the toilet with the door closed or she’ll freak out, pawing at the wood and meowing like
            she hasn’t eaten in years.
         

         
         “Bianca, you’re in your head again,” Kate says. “And as much as I love your overthinking little self, it’s awkward when you
            stare off and say nothing.”
         

         
         “Sorry.” Now I’m blushing. I really do get lost in my thoughts too much. “But I’m not stalking people, I’m birdwatching.” I gesture to the bookshelves on either side of my large window. Encyclopedias, field guides—nearly every text you can easily
            get on ornithology is in my collection. “So, if you mean stalking this lesser goldfinch, then sure, yeah. I’m stalking.”
         

         
         Like Anderson, my whole family knows about my weird habit of people-watching, but I get by using the excellent cover of birding.
            It helps that this accidental hobby actually became a big part of my life. With the help of my birding group and Mr. Conspiracy’s
            drawings, birding really grew on me.
         

         
         My people-watching is like my sexuality. Mom and Dad must have picked up on some clues that I’m gay, like my childhood obsession
            with Angelina Jolie’s Maleficent and the fact that I can’t even say hello to the hot bookseller girl at the local Barnes & Noble without tearing up and trembling. I don’t know. Since I never came out officially, we don’t talk about it. To my parents, I am a raging homosexual stalker and just an awkward straight birder at the same time. 

         
         I’m like Schrödinger’s queer. Or Schrödinger’s creep.

         
         Maybe both.

         
         For being so close, my family is really great at not talking about things.
         

         
         “Sure, kid,” Kate says.

         
         She raises her newly waxed eyebrows, a little red around the edges. She’s even whiter than I am, which is saying something.
            I can at least get a color in the sun that isn’t red. Kate’s hair is that light brown that’s basically blond. I’m more halfway
            between Mom and Dad: her light brown eyes, his dark and wavy hair.
         

         
         “Seriously,” I say. “Birding.”

         
         “Whatever, you can save the birding for later. Dinner’s ready, and since I got dish duty today, you’re setting the table. Lucked out.”
         

         
         I tilt my telescope back up to the sky as Puck makes that weird I see a bird chatter at the sight of a feathered friend that is not even remotely close to a lesser goldfinch. At least Kate doesn’t know
            the difference.
         

         
         “Well,” I say as I stand. “Did you ever hear of that lesbian sheep thing?”
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             Two
Ornithologists Have a Thing for Boobs

         
         Even though it’s early on a Saturday morning, my entire family is already awake. Dad has to start a shift at the urgent care
            he works at, Mom has rehearsal for her all-female production of Hamlet, and Kate agreed to take me to my birding group hike, since I seem to be one of the five sixteen-year-olds in Los Angeles
            without a license.
         

         
         Dad wants me to learn to drive, but I can’t even imagine myself behind the wheel. I’d have an actual heart attack if the slightest
            thing went wrong. Not to mention, my reaction time is so bad, I nearly cried trying to play a first-person shooter. How am
            I supposed to brake in time? It’s like everyone else has some sixth sense that I missed out on.
         

         
         And with our giant freeways and careless drivers that actually seem to have a death wish?

         
         Fear #50: Driving (And Inevitably Failing at It)

         
         I’m not sure trusting my sister’s driving is much better. But Mom and Dad are busy, and I don’t think Anderson and I have
            reached the level of friendship for me to ask for rides or anything. Maybe if a new anime movie was out, he’d ask me to come
            so I could be his geeky excuse if we ran into anyone from school. But my birding club is a different beast altogether—a geekier
            kind of geeky—so I’m stuck with my sister.
         

         
         She looks half asleep. Her light hair’s barely combed as Dad pours her a cup of espresso to match his own. I don’t know how
            they drink it black, especially not with the way Dad packs the ground coffee into the bottom of the silver pot.
         

         
         “Why can’t we get one of those nice automatic machines?” I ask. “To make cappuccinos?”

         
         “Waste of money,” Dad says.

         
         It was worth a try.

         
         I take my piece of toast after it pops up, a little too burnt for my liking, but good enough. As I spread some Nutella over
            it, I can’t help but glance out the window above the sink. It gives a view into the yard of our other neighbors, who have
            a small, weathered house and a huge American flag that kind of makes me think they’re racist.
         

         
         The guy who lives there is outside, watering the grass in the front lawn. Guess they don’t care much about wasting water either. His farmer’s tan is severe, the line clearly visible with the tank top he currently wears. He has something in his hand, the one without the hose, but I can’t quite make it out. He moves behind a bush, and I rise to my tiptoes to get a better view. 

         
         “Bianca, you want tea?” Mom asks.

         
         I snap my head toward her, trying to hide the fact that I’m watching people again. “No,” I say a little too slow. “I’m good.”

         
         She shrugs, putting a cup of water into the microwave and pressing one of the buttons to start it. “Kate, did you get an update
            on the musical?”
         

         
         Kate’s supposed to be starring as Audrey in our school’s winter show, Little Shop of Horrors. But apparently the PTA has some issue with the content. Not the abusive boyfriend dentist character. Or the multiple murders
            that happen.
         

         
         They think the lead, Seymour, taking care of a plant is going to make kids want to grow their own weed.

         
         I wish I was joking.

         
         “We’re doing that preview show on the eighteenth.” Kate sighs. “If that goes well, we can do the full run next month before
            break.”
         

         
         “Good, we’ll be there, of course.” Mom then turns to me. Her mouth opens but she doesn’t speak, like she’s trying to think
            of what she can ask me about. “How’s the . . . bird group going?”
         

         
         “It’s good.”

         
         “School?”

         
         “Good.”

         
         “You know, dear, what I really admire about you is your way with words.”

         
         She breezes past me to flick my shoulder before grabbing a banana off the counter. Mom’s a theater professor at a few community colleges in the area, so everything she says is projected and overenunciated. It’s a little weird, but I still love her. 

         
         “I’m a regular Chekhov,” I say, earning a proud smile from both her and Kate.

         
         For someone who would rather take a venomous snake to the tit like Willy Shakes’s Cleopatra than step onto a stage, I know
            a little too much about theater from living with them.
         

         
         And that’s saying something, because

         
         Fear #25: Snakes

         
         Which is nothing compared to

         
         Fear #1: Public Speaking/Humiliation

         
         Dad sits with his espresso, trying to enjoy a small moment of peace before his long shift. “I’m glad you have fun.”

         
         “Yeah,” I say.

         
         “You know . . .” The microwave beeps, only momentarily stopping Mom as she grabs the mug and adds her tea bag. “You should
            have some of your bird group over, you never have anyone over besides Anderson, and all you two do is watch those Japanese
            cartoons.”
         

         
         He’s the only person I have to invite over. So. “You know it’s called anime,” I say, like that’s a good comeback.

         
         As if Mom’s voice could summon her, I get a text from Jillian, who is in charge of my birding club.

         
         
            Jillian: You’re able to make it today, right?

            Yep, will be there.

         

         Her response is almost immediate.

         
         
            Jillian: Awesome! I have good news!

         

         I feel like her good news is probably just a bird sighting, but I don’t mind. I really like Jillian. Aside from running the
            one thing that gets me out of the house on weekends, she’s a cool person.
         

         
         She’s also like, thirty, so I’m not exactly going to invite her over to dinner.

         
         “If I’m off, I can make food for your bird pals,” Dad suggests after swallowing his shot of espresso. They just can’t let
            the whole Bianca Has Basically No Friends thing go.
         

         
         And bird pals? Really?

         
         “Because my cooking’s bad?” Mom asks, voice light.

         
         Dad laughs. “Does anyone go to Ireland for the food?”

         
         “Italians.” She makes a show of pointing to his espresso.
         

         
         “Grazie, mi amore. Posso fare il mio Bolognese?”

         
         “We get it, Dad,” Kate says, head against the table. “You’re Italian. You can do spaghetti whenever, leave Bianca alone.”

         
         Dad actually clears his throat. “Spaghetti Bolognese non è vero. Te l’ho detto tante volte! Tagliatelle, Catarina, tagliatelle.”
         

         
         Kate rolls her eyes. “Sì, lo so, lo so.”

         
         “You’re so sexy when you’re heated over pasta,” Mom says to Dad.

         
         With a smile, she puts her mug down to hug him from behind. He turns to kiss her, then places a light touch on her chin to
            kiss her again. Kate gives an annoyed groan, but I think it’s kind of nice. I can’t imagine finding anyone who would like
            me that much for so long. They’re such different people, it gives me hope.
         

         
         “No one has to cook anything,” I say. “It’d be weird to invite them over. They’re old.”

         
         “Not that one . . .” Kate starts before catching herself. “No, wait. Yeah, Mom, they’re all like, sixty. Who is Bianca supposed to invite over?” 

         
         The tension in my chest releases. Kate not only knows that I’m a lesbian, but she knows about Elaine Yee. Not even Anderson
            knows about her, because we don’t really talk about girls of the 3D variety. Elaine’s the only other person in the Greater
            Los Angeles Ornithological Enthusiasts group below the age of twenty.
         

         
         And, also, basically my dream girl.

         
         So, of course, I could never invite her over. I’m a damn sheep. I can barely say hello to her.

         
         In fact, the mere thought of it terrifies me.

         
         Fear #13: Beautiful Women

         
         Not that I deal with many, obviously. I’m certainly not going to find them in my bedroom, no matter how many computer ads
            promise that Sexy Women Nearby Want Me.
         

         
         “Well, I don’t know,” Mom replies, defeated. “I’m not saying you should stop birding, but perhaps you should do something
            where you can meet some people your age.” She gets a look in her eyes. Here it comes. “A boy, maybe.”
         

         
         Fear #11: Telling My Parents I’m a Raging Lesbian

         
         “You sure it won’t work out with Anderson?” she asks.

         
         “Yes, I’m sure. We’re not really each other’s types, and we’re just friends.”

         
         “I just think you’re old enough to date a nice boy. We don’t mind.”

         
         Dad looks up, grinning. “Or don’t date. Focus on school.”

         
         Not exactly where I’m going with this either, but okay.

         
         “Yeah, Mom, I don’t think I need to worry about meeting a boy right now, and school’s fine, Dad, but thanks.” I can barely
            stomach the rest of my toast. I take a bite and swallow the lump along with it. Maybe I should tell them. Kate and Anderson
            accepted me when I came out to them.
         

         
         Sure, Kate has gay friends from theater and Anderson’s brother is trans, so they have queer people they love, but my parents
            would accept me too.
         

         
         Probably. I think.

         
         “I’m only saying,” Mom says. “Kate needs to focus on her career, but I would love for one of my daughters to bring a boy home.”
            She brightens. “Maybe you should take one of my improv classes.” She eyes my outfit. “And it wouldn’t hurt to wear clothes
            that look like they’re for girls.”
         

         
         Fear #52: Improv

         
         There is a lot to unpack there and really all of it makes me want to throw up. “Mom, I love you, but I would rather stab both
            my eyes out Oedipus style than take a single improv class.” I cross my arms. “And I’m not exactly going to wear a dress and
            heels on a hike.”
         

         
         Or . . . ever. But still. I could probably tell them today. Now. No, Mom, I’ll never bring a boy home like that. So easy.
         

         
         Say well, I’m a lesbian so and be done with it. Simple.
         

         
         “Mom? Dad?”

         
         They both look at me. Waiting.

         
         My palms sweat.

         
         “I’ll see you later, I have to go,” I say quickly. “Kate?”

         
         She downs her own espresso shot and stands up to join me.

         
         “Ciao, ciao,” Dad says.

         
         “Have fun,” Mom adds.

         
         Kate grabs her keys and walks with me outside.

         
         She has her backpack high on both shoulders and a separate rehearsal bag in hand as she gives me a look. “I think I know what
            you meant by that lesbian sheep thing.”
         

         
          

         I adjust the binoculars around my neck before applying sunscreen to my arms for the second time today. Despite it being so
            early, the temperature is fairly high, especially for early November. Most of the group is already gathered. Clutching their
            cameras and field guides. I stand among them, not talking to anyone.
         

         
         “Bianca, there you are!”

         
         Jillian Kingfisher, president of the Greater Los Angeles Ornithological Enthusiasts (GLAOE), and leader of the bird tours,
            smiles warmly at me. She really is a textbook bird enthusiast, down to her last name. She knows everything there is to know
            about the birds of California—and probably even the rest of the world, if she were tested on it. Currently dressed for the
            hike in a shocking amount of khaki, her red-framed glasses fall down her nose. She’s not unattractive, but definitely the
            quirky type.
         

         
         She reached out to me after I submitted a nervous contact form to the GLAOE when I came across their website last year. It’s super outdated, and kind of looks like the page you’d find when typing .net instead of .com by accident, but the passion for birds was clear in the description.
         

         
         Jillian reached out and immediately invited me to chat more and go on a hike. It was nice, and Mom and Dad were glad I got
            out of the house for once, even if they made Kate go with me the first time. What a nightmare that was. Kate is the theater
            kid who doesn’t understand that stage whispers aren’t meant for normal life, and probably scared away half the nearby birds.
            And maybe even other hikers.
         

         
         I was welcomed into the group and Kate was politely asked not to come back.

         
         But Jillian and I got close enough, and she doesn’t mind if I message her with random birding questions. A person like that
            can’t be easy to find.
         

         
         “Hi, Jillian,” I say. “How are you?”

         
         “I’m doing all right,” she says, pushing her glasses up. “Hoping that we have some great finds today.”

         
         “Me too,” I reply because it’s something to say.

         
         “I’m so glad you’re able to come weekly; I know junior year can get busy. It gives me hope, you know, to see such a promising
            young ornithologist.”
         

         
         I blush. “Thanks.”

         
         “So, onto my good news. We are doing some spring internships at the museum,” Jillian says. “I’ll definitely recommend you, if you’re interested. I can’t imagine you won’t get accepted even without me, but it would be great to have you!” 

         
         The museum exhibit where Jillian works is mostly taxidermy birds, but they do a lot of research. Plus, there wouldn’t be contact
            with many people, and I already know her. Excitement builds in my chest. “That’d be great,” I say.
         

         
         Jillian holds the binoculars around her neck. “The deadline is mid-December, so there’s only a few weeks, but I’ll send you
            the application info. I’ll also write you a letter of recommendation, you can send that in as well.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say quickly, “thank you.”

         
         “Don’t worry at all, I’m just so glad you’ve been coming. I know it took some getting used to.”

         
         Yes, meeting with a group of strangers from the internet in nature was not exactly the most comfortable experience.

         
         “It did,” I admit. “But I’m glad I’m here.”

         
         “Me too.” Jillian chuckles lightly. “Maybe that’s why I’m so drawn to birds. They’re never really alone. Most of them are
            with their flocks. It’s kind of beautiful, huh?”
         

         
         I feel like that’s a callout for me being too shy and awkward to talk to people, but she’s pulled aside by another member
            before I can question it.
         

         
         She has a point. At least this group is something. And now there’s the possibility of the internship too. Jillian really is
            the coolest. Without her, I’d be holed up in my bedroom with nothing to do. Now, I might even get to look forward to next
            semester. I don’t know what the hours of the internship are, but it’s not like I have any after-school conflicts anyway.
         

         
         I check the time on my phone to distract myself from smiling alone like a strange person. It’s 7:28.

         
         We never start late, so everyone else will have to get here in two minutes. Of course, our group maxes at maybe fifteen people,
            so it’s not like there will be many more coming.
         

         
         And who am I kidding? I’m waiting on one person.

         
         It’s exactly 7:30 when she arrives, parking her blue Subaru in the lot at the bottom of the trail. The dented car stands out
            in the crowd of Porsches, BMWs, and Teslas the rest of the group drives. But I can’t help but stare as she gets out of the
            car, looking incredible in her hiking gear. Elaine Yee gets my heart fluttering like you wouldn’t believe, and her large Nikon
            and birdwatching field guide only add to the overall hotness of her demeanor.
         

         
         She could be a model. Or an actress. Or probably, like, end world hunger with an OnlyFans.

         
         But she’s a sweet and intelligent badass who spends her Saturdays on birding hikes.

         
         She gives a soft smile that isn’t quite directed at anyone, but not not directed at me, as she joins the group. Her hair is tied back in a low ponytail. Stray strands flutter in the light breeze
            as she stands and waits for our birding adventure to begin.
         

         
         It would be easy enough in theory to say something.

         
         Just a hello. Not like a full question or anything.

         
         My arms itch and my stomach turns like I had too much iced coffee.

         
         Fear #6: Initiating Conversation

         
         Jillian saves me from making a fool out of myself.

         
         “Welcome, everyone,” she says. “I hope you had a wonderful week, and it is so lovely to be here with you all. Every walk is
            a new opportunity for sightings! Last week, Terrance and Margaret spotted a chestnut-sided warbler. An excellent find from
            our newest members.” She gestures to Terrance and Margaret, a retired couple who consistently arrive at least fifteen minutes
            early and hold on to their cameras proudly. Aside from Elaine and Jillian, they’re probably the nicest to me in the whole
            group, and they’ve only been coming for like two months now.
         

         
         Jillian smiles like a satisfied mother, giving a moment for congratulations before continuing. “Who knows what incredible
            species we may spot on the trail.”
         

         
         There’s a very small murmur of excitement. Jillian lives for this.

         
         “Now, we can’t forget our safety reminders,” she says. “We know there is no smoking of any kind from our organization, as
            wildfires are a constant threat. Also be wary of mountain lions and snakes—don’t be too quiet as we go to keep those predators
            away. Stay on the trail to ensure we don’t disturb the wildlife. And go at your own pace, but try not to get too far behind.”
         

         
         It’s the same speech every week, and it’s virtually impossible to get left behind on a birdwatching hike. It’s not really
            about the exercise.
         

         
         I take a step closer to the warning signs the park has posted and try to cement the advice into my mind. Stay on the trail be alert fire danger medium oh dear God in heaven. I rub in more of my sunscreen.
         

         
         Fear #9: Wildfires

         
         Fear #25: Snakes

         
         Fear #33: Mountain Lions

         
         Fear #48: Skin Cancer

         
         It’s kind of a wonder that I come out here every week in the first place.

         
         “Let’s get started!” Jillian claps her hands together without being too loud about it.

         
         She gets the least enthusiastic response ever, given nobody talks with raised voices for fear of scaring off possible sightings.

         
         My feet crunch over the dirt path as we start up the trail. Trees sprout up from the ground, some greenery visible from the
            few rainy mornings we had recently. There’s hardly a cloud out today. A few wisps of white spread across the sky, but not
            nearly enough to shade from the huge sun that quickly warms any visible skin. I pull down the baseball cap I’m wearing over
            my eyebrows. Sunglasses can obstruct birding views, but it’s too bright to go without something.
         

         
         Although there are a few whispers and breaths of excitement at any wing flutters, the group itself stays quiet. Our steps
            and movements are louder than our voices. I keep my field guide open, occasionally flipping pages like I’m trying to find
            something in it. But I’m really hiding behind it. Watching the people around me more than the surroundings.
         

         
         I’ve gotten so used to everyone here, they’re practically like a second family.

         
         Jeffrey Mayfield, a white casual birder in his early thirties or so, looks a bit too put together. Like he’s an influencer or something. He scans the sky for birds but also keeps checking his phone every so often. I found his social media account once, and he manages a vegan bakery his dad owns, which kind of fits his vibe. 

         
         Mr. Wattson, my least favorite member of the group because of the homophobic things he posts on his Facebook, walks ahead,
            and I make a point to not even bother him. His exterior fits his horrible personality—I thought he was like seventy until
            he posted about having his newest kid at fifty-three.
         

         
         Terrance and Margaret look at the photos in their camera a lot, probably reliving the glory of last week. Terrance is a tall
            Black man and Margaret is a tiny Vietnamese woman, but they have the same mannerisms. Behavior learned from years and years
            of marriage.
         

         
         It even shows up in the way they dress, with matching short-sleeve button-ups dotted with little songbird silhouettes that
            look great on both of them.
         

         
         They also avoid Mr. Wattson as he passes by. He’s asked if Elaine was Margaret’s daughter on multiple occasions, despite the
            fact that he knows Elaine is Chinese and they arrive separately.
         

         
         I hope he quits. Or gets pecked in the ass by a goose daily.

         
         Terrance looks back at me, making eye contact. My face heats.

         
         “Bianca, you didn’t get to see the picture, did you?” He holds the screen of the camera so I can take a look. “A real beauty,
            isn’t he?”
         

         
         The clear rust-colored streak on the side of the bird indicates it’s a male, and the shot highlights his head capped in yellow. The photography itself is impressive. “Yes. Such a great find. Congratulations.” 

         
         They seem to find the sincerity in my robotic tone, which makes me happy. Some people assume my overthinking and fear is standoffishness.
            I mean, I guess I am kind of standoffish, but it isn’t because I don’t like people. It’s because I’m always ninety-nine percent
            sure people wouldn’t like me. At the very least, Jillian, Terrance, and Margaret seem to understand that.
         

         
         “Thank you.” He scratches his beard and smiles. “It would be nice to get some interesting shots today, but if not, I’m happy
            for the fresh air. Are you going to the holiday party next month?”
         

         
         “I’ll try to make it,” I say. “If I can get up to Malibu . . .”

         
         “We can give you a ride,” Terrance says. “I’m shocked it’s at such a fancy place though.”

         
         “In June, they had a summer event on a yacht,” I say. “Not exactly good for birdwatching. I think these are more for socializing.”

         
         My least favorite thing, but I don’t tell them that.

         
         Terrance whistles. I don’t think he and Margaret do bad for themselves, but they don’t flaunt their LA wealth like the other
            members of the group do. I didn’t think birdwatching was considered a rich-people activity, but who knows?
         

         
         “Oh, Bianca, we did get an excellent picture of an Allen’s hummingbird this morning,” Margaret adds. “The flowers you said
            to plant are perfect!”
         

         
         They are the kind of couple that is always optimistic, but so genuine about it you have to trust them anyway. I’ve got a reputation as someone who knows a lot about birds, even among this group, so a few weeks ago, Margaret asked me how to increase hummingbird turnout in their backyard. I didn’t do much—only suggested a sugar feeder and planting some penstemon and scarlet sage. 

         
         A flash of Mr. Conspiracy’s hummingbird drawing crosses my mind, as if I’m anticipating the picture.

         
         “Oh. Great,” I say.

         
         That probably sounded sarcastic. Or like I don’t care. Or don’t believe them. Why can’t I sound the way I want? I force my
            closed lips into a smile for some hopeful damage control. I actually am glad that it worked, that I was able to help.
         

         
         “Here it is,” Terrance continues on excitedly, putting the image screen back into my view.

         
         “Another great one.” I nod like three times. Who does that?

         
         And why do I keep saying great?

         
         Neither of them seems to notice what a failure at conversation I am. But Terrance’s eyes drop to my arm.

         
         “Oh, you got a little spider there,” he says.

         
         A WHAT?

         
         I glance down at the monstrosity on my arm. Hairy and black. About the size of a quarter.

         
         Fear #2: Spiders

         
         AHHHHHHHHNOOHNODEARGODOHNOWHY.

         
         “Oh,” I say. “Great.”

         
         OF ALL THE THINGS. IT MOVES UP MY ARM. I NOW FEEL THE LEGS MOVING. I WANT TO DIE.

         
         “Let me grab that for you,” Terrance says, before cupping his hand to capture the spider.

         
         THANK GOD DEAR GOD MY SKIN IS CRAWLING. IT’S LIKE PINPRICKS INTO MY FLESH.

         
         “Thanks,” I say. “Let me know if you take more great pictures. Thanks.”

         
         Keeping up my awkward smile and suppressing a shudder and the urge to flail around until my skin stops jumping at every tickle,
            I walk away quickly and put my binoculars over my eyes like I found something exciting.
         

         
         At the very least, it covers the few tears that spring up.

         
         When I’m able to calm down enough to actually focus on the environment around me, and not take a constant mental inventory
            of unidentified bug-like sensations, I look at a few birds and snap some pictures when they let me.
         

         
         I manage to grab a decent one of an American bushtit.

         
         “Nice shot,” a voice says from next to me.

         
         I turn. To Elaine Yee. Talking to me. My palms sweat, staining the sides of my camera. I grip it tighter to keep it from falling.

         
         “Thanks,” I say.

         
         Okay, that’s a normal response. Good job.

         
         “It was a nice bushtit,” I say.

         
         She tilts her head slightly, and I pray the bird will fly back to poke both my eyes out.

         
         “I love birds,” she says and smiles. “But it’s so awkward saying half the names to people who aren’t avid watchers.” She starts to turn. “When I was trying to explain how cool it was to my brother, the first picture I showed him on this Insta account was a tufted titmouse. You can imagine how he took that.” 

         
         A bit of my tenseness fades at the story. My smile splits to show my teeth.

         
         “I guess ornithologists really have a thing for boobs,” I say.

         
         It’s a joke, but she might not take it well. Maybe my tone was a bit too dry?

         
         Elaine meets my eyes. “I guess they do.”

         
         She walks off to look at another spot down the trail.

         
         I stand. Frozen.

         
         Sure, on one hand, even the thought of being naked in front of someone makes me want to dry heave. I’m awkward and not comfortable
            with any part of my body.
         

         
         On the other hand . . . if she’s agreeing . . .

         
         Could she have meant—? Did that imply—?

         
         I maintain composure over my internal screaming and lift my binoculars once more. The bushtit may as well have shaken his
            head at me before flying away.
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             Three
A Twist of Events

         
         What else is there to do on a Saturday night besides creep on the neighbors?

         
         I scratch Puck. She’s biting the hell out of a stuffed mouse, using her back claws and everything to really ensure it’s dead.
            So, needless to say, she ignores me to gnaw on it some more.
         

         
         I’ve been reading The Catcher in the Rye because God stopped answering my prayers long ago. It’s required reading for English, so I’m stuck with it. Even though I
            don’t want to fail another pop quiz, I think three chapters is enough for one sitting.
         

         
         Unfortunately, I can’t get Mom excited enough to spoil the whole plot in detail like with the plays.

         
         Tossing aside Holden Caulfield and his critique of the phonies, I roll off my bed and step toward the window. I position my
            telescope, lens pointing across the street, and do the usual inventory.
         

         
         Anderson’s usually out on Saturdays, which is why our anime-watching day is Sunday, and I resort to my alone-time hobby at my window. Queen Elizabeth, however, is having a night in with the windows wide open. She watches television with one cat draped across her silk-covered lap and the other jumping onto the arm of the chair. 

         
         “Why don’t you cuddle me?” I ask Puck.

         
         She growls, slightly muffled from the mouse pressed in her small jaw.

         
         As Queen Elizabeth sips a glass of red wine, I turn my telescope to Mr. Conspiracy. His drawings come every week, but there
            should be a few days left before he hangs a new one, so I only graze by the open curtains and move down to Romeo and—
         

         
         Wait.

         
         Open curtains?

         
         I tilt the telescope back to his window and focus in. The inside of his apartment is dark. Even though it isn’t that late,
            the sun’s been gone for hours, so it’s hard to make things out with only the small glow of one lamp.
         

         
         But why would Mr. Conspiracy have his curtains open? Even when the manhunt happened, he barely peeked through one of them.
            Now, anyone who wanted to could easily look into his apartment. It feels wrong.
         

         
         Like coming home to see your bed on the opposite side of the room wrong.

         
         This goes beyond my strange curiosity. I can’t help but watch.

         
         For a good while, there’s no movement. Nothing. Aside from the lamp illuminating a warm orange onto the carpet below.

         
         “What’s going on, Mr. Conspiracy?” I ask, twisting the focus until the image is crisp.

         
         I get no response aside from Puck jumping off the bed to attack another toy mouse.

         
         Maybe I should let it go. I tilt the telescope when I catch a glimpse of movement and immediately slide it back.

         
         Mr. Conspiracy is there. Standing at the window.

         
         Staring right at me.

         
         Part of me wants to immediately look away. I mean

         
         Fear #44: Prolonged Eye Contact

         
         But I can’t. Because to begin with, I never actually had the chance to get a good look at him. He’s so white he’s practically
            luminescent in the moonlight, and it’s clear he hasn’t gotten any sun in a long time. His brown hair is cut short, buzzed
            almost to the scalp. For never leaving his apartment, he’s dressed fairly nicely, in a button-up shirt and slacks.
         

         
         He looks like a ghost.

         
         But what is most noticeable, and even most alarming, is the harsh look of fear playing on his face. His eyes are huge, glassy,
            and he’s practically trembling.
         

         
         His lips move. It’s hard to read them, but it’s one word.

         
         It looks a lot like help.
         

         
         Fear #28: Being Needed in a Crisis

         
         Oh no. What’s going on? Is he okay? I mean, he’s obviously not okay, but how not-okay? My hands shake around the cool surface of my scope, palms leaving sweat marks again. I can’t look away. I can’t communicate with him either. I definitely can’t go over there. I only know him through bird drawings. It’s not like I can run over and knock down his door. We’ve never even said an actual word to each other. 

         
         But what if he really is in danger?

         
         He lifts one finger up, pointing toward the top of the window, around where the bird drawings usually are. The hummingbird
            is gone. I don’t know what that means. I can’t exactly ask him—he doesn’t have any binoculars out to see me. He must know
            I’m watching. Should I give him some kind of sign? I lean over to the lamp next to me and turn it off before turning it right
            back on.
         

         
         You have my attention, Mr. Conspiracy, now what are you trying to tell me?

         
         I focus in on him, and it almost looks like he smiles. Maybe he just wanted to say hi in the creepiest way possible? Then
            through the eyepiece, I see him jump as if there was a loud noise, and turn away from the window.
         

         
         Is someone there? He never struck me as the type to have guests over, let alone have a roommate. Not that I could tell, with
            his curtains always closed. But still.
         

         
         Who would be in Mr. Conspiracy’s apartment?

         
         And why?

         
         It seems like some exchange is happening. Although he no longer faces me, his body moves as if he is speaking. He steps forward,
            completely out of view.
         

         
         My heart is in my throat. I reach up without moving my eyes to put one sweaty palm against it, like that alone will slow the beating. 

         
         Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it’s, like, his mom, telling him to get a better job, or to leave the house once in a while because
            vitamin D boosts your immune system.
         

         
         Then Mr. Conspiracy falls back into sight.

         
         With a large, bloodied slit across his neck, ruby streams spilling onto the carpet and sliding across the hardwood into the
            darkness beyond his small lamp. A shadowed figure kneels at the side of his body and places a blood-stained knife in his hand,
            carefully closing Mr. Conspiracy’s fingers around the handle.
         

         
         Fear #10: Blood

         
         Fear #5: Dead Bodies

         
         Fear #3: MURDER

         
         Oh shit oh God oh no oh shit oh God.

         
         My mouth is open, but my throat goes dry. I jump back from the telescope like it bit me in the nose.

         
         HOLY JESUS WHAT THE HELL.

         
         No, I probably didn’t see that. I probably imagined that. Very vividly. Hence, my fast breathing. Too fast. Deep breaths, Bianca Torre, deep breaths, there was no murder. No sir, my odd kind-of friend across the street did not just
               get his throat slit open.

         
         There was no murder. It was in my head.

         
         I can prove it.

         
         I slowly return my eye to the eyepiece, where a bloodied Mr. Conspiracy stares up at the ceiling, empty.

         
         FUCK MURDER THERE WAS A MURDER.

         
         My breathing hikes even higher as my vision starts to go white. For it being nighttime, everything is too bright, too blurry. My ears ring. I’m having a heart attack. 

         
         And Mr. Conspiracy is dead.

         
         Immediately, my stomach aching and a cough erupting, I dry heave onto the floor next to me. Spit hangs from my lip, and the
            blurred sight of it has me coughing up more. Puck pads over and starts sniffing it, so I carefully push her away. “No, Puck,
            that’s gross.” I let out a shaky breath. I clutch my chest, willing my heart to stop, and try to blink away my crazed vision.
            I’m not dying. But Mr. Conspiracy is. Or did. Or . . .
         

         
         Jesus goddamn Christ.

         
         I have to call the cops. Or something. Someone has to be alerted. That’s how this works. When a person is murdered, someone
            has to handle it.
         

         
         My hands shake wildly, and between that and the sweat, I can barely pick up my phone.

         
         My fingers hover over the keypad.

         
         Will I get in trouble if I admit what I was doing? It’s definitely against the law.

         
         No. No. Mr. Conspiracy saw me. He asked for help. I have to do something.

         
         It takes me three tries to dial 911.

         
         “911, what’s your emergency?” the voice says.

         
         I freeze.

         
         Fear #20: Phone Calls

         
         “Well, um, I . . .” I squeeze my eyes shut to block the tears. “I think something happened to my neighbor. I, uh, heard a s-scream. He’s a white male, I believe. Lives alone. I’m pretty sure. At 5424 Coral Ave, North Hollywood. I’m not sure of the apartment number, but it’s on the second floor. Please hurry.” 

         
         Before they can ask any questions, I immediately hang up.

         
         Although I think my mind is short-circuiting, I shoot a quick text to Anderson.

         
         
            Be careful coming home there will be lots of police, Mr. C was

         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780358721659_coverimage.jpg
<
o
™
= |
L

NE PUC

JUSTII

NANS

.

AW

L

e





9780358721659_tpimage.jpg
IS AFRAI

EVEYFH[/M

P






ch_img.jpg





