
[image: Cover: Kestrel Takes Flight, by Joy McCullough.]



[image: Kestrel Takes Flight, by Joy McCullough. Atheneum Books for Young Readers. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]



[image: A silhouette of a bird in flight with outstretched wings.]
For Loraine and Tippi




[image: A grayscale digital painting of a serene mountain landscape with rolling hills and a bird flying in the sky.]





A kestrel


is the smallest

bird of prey

in North America.

Bigger than a robin

smaller than a crow

it must be vigilant

watching for both

predator and prey

when leaving its nest

to hunt.

When it is sure

no larger predator lurks

it ventures out.

It hovers

while it  s c a n s

the ground

and then

swoops

to snatch its prey

with its merciless beak.







Kestrel


is also me

and like the bird

I’m named for

I am disappearing

from my native land.







It’s my first time


on a plane.

Mom says

I don’t need

to be afraid.

Mostly

I’m confused.

Why

would she do this and

why

didn’t she warn me and

why

didn’t we say goodbye

to Grandpa?







My aunt Haven


is a flight attendant

which means

she gets passes

for her family

to fly for free.

We’ve never

used them.

She picked us up

while Grandpa slept.

She took us to the airport

and got us on a flight

but we had to wait

until everyone else boarded

to be sure there was room for us.

While we waited

Mom was acting weird.

Aunt Haven took me

to buy candy and magazines

and a twenty-four-dollar neck pillow.

She talked the whole time

and I couldn’t figure out

what questions to ask.







When they called our names


Mom started to cry

even though

I thought

she wanted this

whatever this was.

Aunt Haven hugged her tight

and when she hugged me

she said,

Your mom gets scared on airplanes.

You’ll be brave for her, right?

I nodded.

I wasn’t scared

of the plane.

A kestrel is meant to fly.

But not like this.

Not away from my home,

away from my grandpa,

with no warning

and no reason.







As the wheels lift up


and the engine roars

Mom grips the armrests

like she gripped my hand

at opening day

of the San Diego County Fair

as people swirled around us

and neither one

wanted to admit

we were terrified

to lose the other.

Grandpa didn’t know

where we’d gone

that day either.

We’d been to the fair before

but only to stand outside

and hand out flyers about our church

to the people streaming in.

I knew better

than to ask Grandpa

if we could go in too.

A fair full of sugary treats

and frivolous rides

was way too Of the World.

Things that are

Of the World

cannot be Of God.

But Grandpa went

to a conference for pastors

and Mom surprised me

with a day at the fair.

She didn’t have to tell me

not to say a word about it

to Grandpa.







The flight attendant


wheels a cart

through the aisle

and offers us drinks.

But Mom shakes her head

quick, without even

opening her eyes.

The flight attendant

looks to me.

Is she okay?

She should be asking

if I’m okay.

I’m basically

being kidnapped

even if

she is my mother.







My mother


is my best friend

which is cool

when we’re giggling

in the dark

of the bedroom we share

about something that happened

during a church service

that we knew better

than to laugh at then.

It’s not as cool

when I need her to

remember appointments

notice too-small shoes

buy stuff for school lunches

help me with fractions

stand up for me.

Or tell me

when we’re taking a trip,

apparently.







Montana


is in the same country

as California

but you wouldn’t know that

from the view out my window

as the plane

sneaks

down

like a bird

stalking

prey.







No palm trees


beaches

shopping centers

but craggy brown

hills and valleys

blanketing the surface

of an unexplored planet

switching suddenly

to flat fields of green

dotted with rivers and lakes.

When the wheels touch down

the plane hurtles forward

familiar as a car

on a San Diego freeway

but familiar

is not always good.







If I had known


Mom was going to sneak

me out of Grandpa’s house

and whisk us to Montana

I might have tried

to learn something

about this unfamiliar place

about bears

and Karelian dogs

but like Grandpa always says,

Mom doesn’t prepare,

she’s not organized,

she’s flighty

(which is kind of funny

considering how much

she hated the plane).







Here’s what Mom told me


before the plane’s

swoops and

dives

clenched her jaw

shut too tight

to tell me anything.

Bears don’t want trouble

but they’re hungry

and losing their homes

and they’ll do anything

to protect their cubs

which is why

they come into campgrounds

and neighborhoods

and even houses,

because they’ve learned

that humans have good food.

But humans and bears

aren’t meant to live together

which means sometimes

humans get hurt

but more often

bears get killed.

Is it horrible to think

that bears who trespass

on human property

maybe should be killed?

Isn’t it

us or them?







Karelians are dogs


from Russia and Finland

who were raised to hunt bears

more for food to eat and furs to wear

than to protect picnic tables.

Some lady in Montana

figured out how to train Karelians

to keep bears and humans apart

so nobody has to get hurt.

Mom got a job helping raise the dogs

who protect the bears

by teaching them

to stay away from humans.

Why would anyone care

about protecting bears?

I shouldn’t have asked

unless I wanted a lecture

about ecosystems and food webs,

which I didn’t.

But I got one.







Here’s the short version:


When bears are awake

they’re pretty much always

eating and pooping.

Let’s start with eating

because that’s the usual order.

Grazing animals like deer and elk

are a bear’s favorite meal

so when bears are around

those grazers keep moving

to avoid them.

That keeps them from grazing on

too much plant life in one area

because when deer or elk overfeed

then the area’s birds have nowhere to nest

and if there aren’t enough birds

no one eats the harmful insects

that spread disease and destroy crops.

Now poop (I’m sorry):

As bears wander their habitats,

they poop all over

which is gross but good

because their poop is fertilizer for the soil

and also

the seeds in the fruit they eat

pass through undigested

so then they get planted

and wherever the bears poop

more plant life grows

to support the grazing animals and birds and insects.

I promise,

that was the short version.







When the wheels touch down


Mom becomes a new person.

She’s always talked more

when Grandpa’s not around

but now she won’t stop talking

about bears and dogs and conservation

about things she learned in college

about freedom and possibility

places she wanted to travel

things she wanted to do.

We’re welcomed by a sign

in the airport that says

Big Sky Country

and the views

out the window

of wide-open space

make me dizzy.

Unlimited possibility

feels very Of the World.

Sometimes limits

keep us safe.







We flow through the airport


with the people from our flight.

Mom leaves me

outside the airport bathroom

to stand with our stuff while she goes in

like it’s nothing

like we’ve done this before

like I’ve been out

in the big wide world

alone

without her or Grandpa

(usually both)

there to watch over me.

My heart pounds a wild beat

and I try to remember

to breathe

counting the people

as they flow by

none of them looking at me

none of them thinking

an eleven-year-old girl

standing alone with some bags

is anything unusual.







She’s laughing


as she comes out of the bathroom.

You’ll never believe it, Kes.

I dropped my phone in the toilet!

I believe it. She’s always losing things.

She’d never have her keys

or her phone or her lip balm

if I didn’t know where they were.

How will we call Grandpa?

We’ll find a shop.

Airports have everything.

I’m skeptical

but Mom finds a basic prepaid phone

in a shop that also has

snow globes, sunglasses, and hair gel.

It’s kind of a relief when she’s sometimes right.

Do you know Grandpa’s number?

Of course I know

Grandpa’s number.

But she doesn’t call him.
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