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The Hunt for the Nightingale

Jasper hears the bird singing, and it feels like coming home.

Sarah Ann Juckes

Illustrated by Sharon King-Chai






‘An incredibly moving story of feeling lost and finding your way again’

Lisa Thompson, author of The Day I Was Erased

‘A clever, gentle adventure with a masterful plot that deals with the difficult subject of grief so poignantly’

Emma Carroll, author of The Week at World’s End

‘Will break your heart and mend it together again’

Piers Torday, author of The Last Wild

‘A stunning tale echoing fables of old that paints a portrait of grief with the lightest, deftest touch’

Aisha Bushby, author of A Pocketful of Stars

‘Brave, unforgettable and beautiful’

Lauren St John, author of Wave Riders

‘[A] beautifully realised story… tender and hopeful’

Bookseller








[image: images]







[image: The Hunt for the Nightingale, by Sarah Ann Juckes, illustrated by Sharon King-Chai, UK Children's]







[image: Image]






For Amelia, Edward and everyone who stops to listen

S.A.J.

For Chloe, Zac, and Casey

S.K-C.
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BIRD FACT #1 Nightingales are very difficult to spot


From Rosie and Jasper’s Book of Birds

My big sister Rosie says that the first thing you need to do when you’re feeling lost, is get your bearings.

At first I thought this might have something to do with bears, but it doesn’t. It means you have to work out where you are and try not to panic too much.

Working out where I am right now is easy, because I’m in the tree in the field behind our house. It’s tall, but has branches laddering up it so we can climb really high. And there’s a flat branch in the middle like a bench hanging in mid-air.

Every spring since always, Rosie and I have sat here together. And we’ve closed our eyes, held on tight and listened to the nightingale sing in the inky dusk – its chutter-chatter splattering against the dark sky like it’s a page in an art book.

But the sun is all the way down now. And there’s no Rosie next to me. There’s no nightingale to listen to.

All I can hear is silence.
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BIRD FACT #2 A group of nightingales is called a ‘watch’


‘Mum? Where’s Rosie?’

I call to Mum through the door of the study, and she comes out of the dark, squinting. She looks at me and rubs her eyes. ‘Jasper? What are you still doing up? Go to bed, honey – your dad and I are a little busy at the moment.’

I step back, because I know I’m not supposed to disturb them when they’re working and it is past my bedtime. But they’ve done nothing but lock themselves in their study all week making phone calls and I don’t think I can wait any more. ‘This is an emergency,’ I say. ‘And you said I’m allowed to bother you if there’s an emergency.’

Mum looks really tired, but she kneels down on the floor and takes my hand. ‘Is this the missing bird again? Jasper, we’ve talked about this. There’s nothing your dad and I can do about that. It’s a wild bird and compared to everything that’s happened, it’s really not—’

‘I know you can’t do anything,’ I say. ‘But Rosie can. She was supposed to come home from university last week and help me find the nightingale. But now they’re both missing.’

Mum suddenly goes as pale as a pelican. She drops my hand, but then takes a deep breath and picks it back up again, holding it tighter than before.

‘I know this is really hard, Jasper.’ She swallows. ‘It’s hard for your dad and me, too. But Rosie is…’

She trails off and I snatch my hand away, looking at my boots and the mud splattered up the sides. I shouldn’t be wearing them in the house, but I don’t think Mum’s noticed. She usually cares a lot about things being neat and clean, but this week, her hair is messy and she smells like she hasn’t had a bath for a few days.

Dad comes out of the office and I see his toe poking out of his sock. ‘Jasper?’ he says. ‘What are you doing up?’

Mum stands and whispers to him, but I hear what she says. ‘It’s the bird again. He wants Rosie to help him find it.’

Dad sighs for a really long time and I lift my head up to see if he’s deflated like a balloon. He pinches his eyes under his glasses and then looks at me. ‘Your mum and I need a bit of time to sort important things out, buddy. Maybe in a couple of weeks – after the funeral – we can help you find the Night-Tail—’

‘Nightingale!’ I interrupt.

Dad clenches his jaw and then the phone rings from inside the study and he jumps back inside to answer it.

I look at Mum instead. ‘This is important, too.’

She smiles at me, but it’s not a proper smile. ‘Try not to panic, sweetheart. I know it’s hard. Why don’t you go read your book – take your mind off things for a while? I know your dad finds it useful to distract himself.’

‘But, Mum—’

‘Julia!’ Dad shouts from inside the study.

‘I’m coming!’ she calls back, before quickly combing her hand through my hair. ‘I’ll be up soon to say goodnight.’

Dad calls again and Mum sighs and shuts the door behind her.
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BIRD FACT #3 Nightingale songs are made up of around two hundred different phrases


I don’t like losing things. It makes my stomach hurt, and I feel dizzy and sick.

I seem to feel anxious like that more than anyone else in my school. Dad always tells me that I’m worrying over nothing. He always says things like: ‘the other children in your class aren’t really laughing at you, Jasper,’ or that: ‘losing your homework isn’t the end of the world, you know’.

I’m not sure about that, because Rosie not being here feels like the end of everything, which is probably why I’ve felt so panicky all this week. But Mum’s right – usually I can make the panic go away by thinking about good, true things instead, like everything in our Book of Birds.

The Book of Birds is a book that Rosie and I have been writing for ages and for ever, and it has everything we know about birds in it. It’s the map of my brain, and it’s filled with feathers and facts about how to find different types of birds. And when I read it, thoughts about birds take over the worry and I don’t feel so bad any more.

There are pages and pages about the nightingale. They say that it’s a ‘migratory bird’, which means it flies away in the summer and comes back to the field behind our house every April. And even though Rosie has flown off to university now because she’s nine years older than me, she still promised to drive home every other weekend in April and May, so we could sit in our tree together and listen to the nightingale sing, because it’s important.

Two weeks ago, when the nightingale hadn’t arrived like it usually does, Rosie sat with me in the dark and the silence.

‘I don’t like it,’ I said. ‘The nightingale is usually here by now, isn’t it? And now it’s May and we’ve still not heard it once.’

She held my hand in the black. ‘You know, I heard there was a nightingale at the M23 motorway services? I bet that’s our bird, Jasper. I bet it just got lost on its way home. A bird is only missing until you find it. And I’ll find it – I promise.’

And I couldn’t really see her face, but Rosie always tells the truth. So I believed her.

‘I’ll help you,’ I said.

And she squeezed my hand, tight. ‘We’ll do it together, me and you. I’ll come back again next weekend.’



That’s what she said. She even wrote it herself in our Book of Birds.

Rosie and Jasper’s hunt for the nightingale

NEXT WEEKEND

She was supposed to come back last Friday – a whole week ago now. I kept looking at our drive after school, waiting for Rosie’s rusty purple car to chug up the kerb, with its feathery seat covers and the sunshine music she always plays at full volume. But it was hard to keep a lookout, as Mum and Dad suddenly went out for a long time and left me with our granny, who lives across the road. Granny let me watch cartoons all weekend, but didn’t answer any of my questions about where Mum, Dad or Rosie were and kept leaving me to go and sit in her bedroom for some reason.

Mum and Dad were gone so long that I thought maybe they’d got lost, too. And maybe they had, because when they finally came home, they looked as though they didn’t know where they were. And Rosie wasn’t with them.

I didn’t like their expressions. They looked scared and it made me panic. They wanted to hug me and talk to me, but I couldn’t listen because my stomach was hurting badly. When I feel anxious like that, the only thing that ever makes me feel like I’m not floating away on an angry, black sea – is birds.

So, while Dad cried, I thought about how nightingales fly three thousand miles to Africa every year.

And while Mum rubbed my hands between hers tightly, I thought about how common nightingales can also be found across Europe and Asia.

I felt bad about not listening properly, but I couldn’t help it. I’m supposed to distract myself with nice thoughts when I feel panicky. But the only thing that was left in my head at the end was one thing Dad said:

‘Rosie has gone to a Better Place.’

It should have been a nice thing to hear, but it was confusing. What place could possibly be better than sitting in our tree, listening to our nightingale? I am her Better Place.

So where is she?

I turn on my phone and dial her number again, listening to the crackle silence on the other end until her answering machine starts. And I do that again and again, until Mum comes in to say goodnight. But maybe I’m still mad at her for talking about the nightingale like it isn’t important, because I pretend to be asleep.

She sits on my bed and watches me for ages. At some point, I do such a good job of pretending that I actually do fall asleep. But when I wake up the next morning, she’s gone.

I jump out of bed and run outside still in my pyjamas to check the tree again. And when I can’t find Rosie in the branches, I come back to search all the rooms in the house for the millionth time. But all I find is our cat, Fish, asleep on the bathmat.

I go downstairs and jump on the sofa in the living room, so I can pull back the curtains and look on the drive for Rosie’s purple car again. But all I can see is the tangled-up front garden and an empty space on the drive next to Mum and Dad’s car.

Dad comes in and he’s wearing his jumper inside out. He sees me looking out the window and looks sad. ‘Maybe we should get you back to school…’

I didn’t go to school all last week. Mum said I didn’t need to go if I didn’t want to, and I never want to, so I didn’t. It did get boring though – especially because I kept being sent to Granny’s. And at her house, there was nothing to distract me from the stomach-ache feeling that something was very wrong.

‘It’s Saturday,’ I say, sliding down the sofa.

Dad looks at his watch, surprised, and then comes to sit with me on the sofa, squeezing my shoulders really tight.

‘You know your mum and I love you very much.’

I nod, because I do know that. But him saying it like that makes my heart feel fluttery for some reason, so I wiggle out of his grip and try to escape before he sees that I’m panicking again.

‘Where are you going?’ he calls as I get to the door.

I stop, but I don’t look at him. ‘I need to find out where the “Better Place” is,’ I mumble.

Dad makes a strange noise in his throat. ‘Probably with your silly birds, isn’t it,’ he says, bitterly.

I am about to argue that birds are magnificent and not silly, but then it clicks.

‘Dad, you’re a genius!’ I leave him in the living room and run up the stairs to my bedroom, where I left our Book of Birds. I grab it from the bed and spin through the pages until I find it again.

Rosie and Jasper’s hunt for the nightingale

NEXT WEEKEND

Dad’s right. If Rosie isn’t here with me, then her Better Place must be with the nightingale. And if the nightingale is at the motorway services like she said, now I know where to find her.

She told me last weekend that something is only missing until you find it. So if I can find them both, maybe everything will go back to normal.


[image: Image]







[image: Image]



BIRD FACT #4 Nightingales build cup-shaped nests close to the ground


Before Rosie got her car and left for university, we’d wait ages for Dad to remember to give us lifts to see important things like birds. But Dad isn’t usually very good at remembering things that aren’t to do with work, so Rosie and I got good at doing things on our own.

I can’t drive to the motorway services, because I’m nine. And even if I wanted to ask Mum and Dad for a lift, they’ve shut the door to their study again which means I’m not allowed in. But there are lots of different ways to get around instead of using a car.

The first thing I need is a map. Rosie has some Ordnance Survey maps in her room, so I take the right one down from her bookshelf. I find the motorway services on one page, and our house on a whole other page, and know that all I need to do is follow the coloured lines from one page to the other.
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Maps can look confusing at first. All the lines squiggle into each other and there are symbols like a secret spy code. But there’s also a square grid drawn over the top and Rosie taught me that reading it is easier if you just take it one tiny square at a time, and use the ‘Key’ to find out which colour line means what.

I can see a big blue line, snaking across the map. The Key says that’s the motorway that links up Rosie’s university to our house, but you can’t get on that unless you have a car. There are smaller yellow and white roads that I can probably walk on though, because they usually have pavements. One links my house up with my local town called Littleworth. Another line carries on to a town called Dunton Mayfield. And then there are smaller lines like scraggly black-and-red hair that Rosie and I used to follow on our walks, which are footpaths.

I look on the internet and find that there’s one bus that will take me almost the whole way there, to the town called Dunton Mayfield in under an hour – and it’s leaving soon. And then it’s just a walk along a trail and a cycle path to the motorway services, and it’s almost like I can see Rosie in the little bit marked ‘trees’, waving up at me and saying, ‘I’m here, Jasper! Come find me!’

Now I have a plan to find Rosie, the stomach-ache panic I’ve been feeling all this week feels like it’s beginning to fade away.

I go downstairs and fetch the pot of money that Mum and Dad use to go food shopping, and take ten pounds. I feel bad about taking money, because only last year, Mum and Dad said money was tight and we might have to sell our house, which is why they work all the time now making seedy-nut cereal bars for adventurers – so that we have enough to stay here. But maybe if I use it for food and buy chips with it for Rosie and me when I get there, then that will make it okay.

Next, I take my school books and my pencil case out of my backpack and I fill it up with everything I think I’m going to need. And, because I’m prepared, I make a list:

Jasper’s list of wilderness survival tools

The Book of Birds

A map

A compass

My binoculars

Food (Lots of seedy-nut bars. A banana. A chocolate biscuit bar.)

Water

A micro-fibre towel because Dad says you always need a towel.

Money

My phone

Clean socks

A wind-up torch

A whistle for emergencies

My walking boots, which are the shoes that are okay to get muddy.

A coat, even though it’s quite sunny.

Suncream

A sun hat
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If I was going to go overnight, then I would take a camping stove and a sleeping bag and things like that, but the bus is in thirty minutes from the station down the road and I’ll probably be there just after lunch, so I think I’ll be okay.

I eat some toast and make sure Fish the cat has enough food and water, and her litter tray is clean. I find her asleep on Rosie’s pillow and give her a lot of chin-scratches goodbye. And then I stand outside Mum and Dad’s study for a long time, wondering if I should knock. But inside I can hear typing and sighing and coffee cups being picked up and put down, and all of that usually means I shouldn’t disturb them.

So I write a note instead, and leave it for them on the kitchen counter.


Dear Mum and Dad,

You said Rosie has gone to a Better Place and I think I know where that is now. She’ll be with the nightingale. I’m going to find them both and bring them back.

I promise to look both ways when I cross the road. And I promise I’ll do my best not to worry.

Love, Jasper
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BIRD FACT #5 The body of a swallow is not much bigger than a matchbox


My house is at the very end of Littleworth town, before the houses turn into meadows and sheep fields and woods.

I walk past the local shop, where Dad goes to buy his newspaper most days and I can sometimes buy sweets or a wildlife magazine, depending on which one I want most. Usually it’s the magazine. And I walk past the play park where I saw a sparrowhawk once.

The bus depot is a building in the middle of a circle of road like a roundabout. The timetable on the internet said there was only one bus that would go to Dunton Mayfield today, and it would be at stop four. I’d hoped that it might be a double-decker bus, which would mean I could sit at the top at the front and watch the whole world spin below me like I was flying. But this one is just a single-decker and looks a bit dirty.

I stand back nervously and watch everyone get on. I recognize a girl called Lulu who’s on her own, like I am. She’s a few years older than me, so she’s at secondary school now, but I remember her big glasses and long braids from when she was in Year Six. I also remember that she used to be the star of all our school concerts, because she could dance like a bird of paradise.

I shift about a bit and try to ‘act confident’, like Dad is always telling me to do. I put my shoulders back and chin in the air and hope that Lulu can’t see how sweaty my hands are. Her glasses magnify her eyes a lot and it feels like they’re magnifying me as she looks in my direction. At school, it sometimes feels like the others in my class look and laugh at me, so I’ve got used to trying to hide. My teacher, Ms Li, says that isn’t true, but Lulu peering at me still makes me feel nervous.

I’m worried that she might come over and start speaking to me, but she carefully steps onto the bus and I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s me next and the bus driver is looking at me like he’s wondering what’s taking me so long to climb aboard.

I grip the ten-pound note and it’s slippery from where I’ve been holding it. The bus driver has stern eyes and white eyebrows, and a long nose like a beak, that makes him look sort of like an American bald eagle. But instead of that making me feel better, it makes me feel like he might peck off my fingers.

The panic in my chest flaps up my throat and I shout: ‘One return to Dunton Mayfield, please.’
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The bus driver looks me up and down, so I grip the Book of Birds and try to think about facts I know about bald eagles.
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AMERICAN BALD EAGLES

Bald eagles are big and fast, with long legs and talons, which means they can catch their prey in mid-air if they need to. That’s quite a good skill to have, because one of their favourite foods is other birds.

Usually bird facts make me feel better, but that one just made the driver look even meaner. I throw the money at him instead and he slowly gives me a ticket and six pound coins in change. He starts up his engine, so I run quickly to the closest seat there is, away from Lulu sitting at the back.

The bus starts to back up with the doors still open. And I know I could run right back through them, back home and into bed, where there aren’t any loud engines, grumpy bus drivers, or people who might recognize me from school.

But Rosie is missing. And when you lose something you love, you do everything you can to find it.



I grip the sides of the seat and feel a bit sick as the bus pulls out and starts rumbling over bumps in the road. We go past my school, and it feels strange seeing the gates closed after not being there for a whole week. The toast I had for breakfast churns around my stomach like it might jump back up out of my mouth at any moment.

I’m used to being the one who worries about things like bus journeys, but the last time Rosie and I were on a bus together, she was the nervous one. We were going to visit her university for the first time, before she officially got accepted. She wasn’t sure if the course was the right one for her, or if she’d feel at home in a whole different place.

Mum and Dad were too busy trying to make us enough money to keep our house to come with us, so to make her feel better, Rosie and I sat together on the top deck, trying to spot birds. We saw a whole flight of swallows, which you can spot because of their forked tails. They were flying a loop-the-loop over the fields, looking for insects to eat, and it made our worry disappear.

When we got to the university, we met a student who was wearing a hat with a picture of an otter on and the words ‘This is my otter hat’, which we both thought was hilarious. He said his name was David and took us for a tour of the ‘campus’, which is the name for where the classrooms and houses camp out together. On it were trees and a big lake with ducks and even a heron. And then we went into a building where the lessons that they called lectures took place, and it was much bigger and posher than my classroom at school. Everyone sits in lines behind long desks that are on stairs that go up and up like a theatre.

We sat at one of the benches as a teacher told everyone about the lessons on the course, and some of them sounded boring, but some of them were about birds. And Rosie put her hand up and asked all these questions, but no one was sighing at her and asking her to be quiet, like Dad sometimes did. They didn’t even seem to mind that she’d brought me along, when there were no other children there. Everyone listened and nodded and I suddenly got sad, because I could tell that Rosie would love it there, and that meant she would be going away.
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