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Introduction, 2015

More than twenty-five years ago I was invited to talk to a book group. This group didn’t meet in a home or a school or a library but in one of our Vermont state prisons. A group of the inmates had read The Great Gilly Hopkins and
wanted an opportunity to talk with the author about it.

It was my first trip to prison. My brave husband had spent time in the Selma jail during the civil rights era, but I’d never been to jail before. Now that airline security is what it is, I might not have been so nervous as I divested myself of briefcase and purse, took off my necklace and earrings and finally my shoes. I went through a metal detector for the first time in my life and then through one heavy steel door after another, the first one closing before the next opened.

I finally arrived in a large room to find the instructor who had invited me and twenty men and four women seated around a long table.

I was anxious and felt quite awkward. I mean, how do you make small talk in such a situation? You can’t say “I love your outfit” when everyone is dressed in orange, or “Now, what is it you do?” But then we began to talk about Gilly Hopkins and what it had meant to the prisoners to read it, and it is hard to remain awkward around people who obviously love a book you’ve written.

One of the young men said that when he was a teenager he had been briefly in a foster home with a foster mother who was really kind to him. She had wanted him to read the book at that time, but—he sort of shrugged—“I was a kid that didn’t want anybody telling me what to do. I guess that’s why I ended up in here. Now that I’ve read the book,” he added, “I know what she was trying to say to me.”

“Just out of curiosity,” the instructor asked, “how many of you were ever in foster care?”

Every single prisoner raised a hand.

Another inmate asked: “Do you think Gilly would have made it if there’d been no Maime Trotter?”

I said I didn’t know, but that wasn’t really true. I do know that no child makes it without at least one caring adult in his or her life.

As part of the program, each participant was given a paperback copy of the book, so at the end of the session, the inmates lined up to have their books autographed.

“What’s your name?” I asked a young man handing me his book.

“Oh, it’s not for me,” he said. “It’s for my daughter. Her name is Angel.”

It had been an emotional afternoon, but that one sentence was the one that haunted me for years. I wanted to write a book about Angel, a child whose parent is in prison.

But one idea, as I often tell students who ask about ideas, doth not a novel make. If you try to write a book based on a single idea, you are not likely to get beyond the third chapter. It takes more than one strand, sometimes many, to weave the fabric of a story. At least a dozen years after that day in the prison, I was in California and a friend gave me a copy of a small magazine that her husband was editing. On the back of the magazine, beside a dramatic picture of Supernova remnant Cassiopeia A, was this quotation:

“When the Chandra telescope took its first image in August of this year, it caught not just another star in the heavens, but a foundry distributing its wares to the rest of the galaxy.

“Silicon, sulfur, argon, calcium, and iron were among the elements identified from Chandra’s X-ray image. ‘These are the materials we are made of,’ said the project
scientist.”

The thrill that every writer recognizes went through my body. I knew I had an idea for a book in that quotation. Then, finally, I recognized it as the missing strand I had needed to write Angel’s story.

Society has all but discarded Angel. Her father is in prison and her mother has never been able to be a true mother. It is up to Angel to hold things together. One reviewer said that Angel was almost too perfect. Angel is not too perfect—she is too anxious. No child should have to bear the weight of parenthood when she is still a little girl herself. But Angel does, at the same time, bearing the insults of a world that tells her she is nothing, until one starry night a mysterious stranger tells her that she, Angel, is made of the same stuff as the stars. What would it mean, I wondered, to a child that the world regards as waste material to know that she is made of the same stuff as the stars? I gave Angel two Maime Trotters—the Star Man and Miss Liza at the library—so I know she’s going to make it.

I wrote this book for the many Angels in our world. I hope they find it. And I hope those of us who are more fortunate will take a wiser, more empathetic look at the Angels in our midst and remember that we all are made from the same stuff, the stuff of stars.

 

—Katherine Paterson
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Wishing on a Star

When she heard the first yelp, Angel was at the sink washing the supper dishes. She thought the sound had come from the couple in the upstairs apartment beginning their nightly fight. She was late washing up, having waited supper, hoping that since it was Friday, Verna would get home in time for the three of them to sit around the table and eat together like a family.

It was when the yelp turned into crying that she realized where it was coming from. “Bernie!” Angel raced down the hall to the living room, not even stopping to wipe the suds off her hands. Bernie sat on the rug, whimpering and staring at the couch. Flames were dancing up from a worn cushion. “What are you doing?” she yelled, slapping the open box of kitchen matches from his hand. The matches scattered over the rug. “You want to kill us all?”

“I just wanted to see if it would really burn,” he said, still whimpering.

She raced back to the kitchen and grabbed the dishpan, not stopping to take out the dishes before she ran back to the fire. Angel sloshed the dirty dishwater over the flame. It sizzled angrily and died. She stood watching the steam, her heart pounding. When she could speak, it was a yell. “I swear, Bernie Morgan, how old are you?”

“Seven,” he muttered.

“Well, you act like you’re two.” She knelt, putting the dishpan down, so she could pick up the matches and put them back in the box. Her hands were shaking. “Now I’m going to put these away, and don’t you ever touch them again, you hear me?” She stood up. “You can bring the dishpan to the kitchen for me.”

He followed her down the hall, rattling the dishes against the side of the plastic pan. “Don’t tell Mama,” he said.

“It won’t matter if I tell Mama or not. The minute she comes in here she’s going to smell smoke and know something happened. I swear you’re going to run me crazy if you don’t kill us both first.” On tiptoe, she put the matchbox on the highest shelf she could reach. Bernie plumped the dishpan down on the floor. “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked his retreating back.

“To watch TV. You’re too mean to talk to.”

She put the dishpan back into the sink and marched down the hall. Snatching the remote out of his hand, she threw it on the sodden couch. The whole room stank.

“Quit it!” he said.

“Do you think you can just sit there on the floor watching TV like nothing happened? Come on.” She grabbed Bernie’s hand, dragging him to his feet. “We’ll go out and wait for Mama to come back, and then you can just tell her yourself what a fool thing you did.”

He set his feet and tried to wriggle his hand out of her grasp, but Angel was wiry, and the boy was no match for her. Still, by the time she had dragged him out the heavy front door and onto the porch, her fury was spent. He was always into things. She should have been watching more closely. That’s what Mama would say when she came home. Just where were you, Miss Angel Morgan, while your brother was trying to burn down the house? Huh? Where were you?

And where are you right now, Verna? Did you forget tomorrow is Saturday and we have to make an early start? Angel let go of Bernie’s hand and went over and sat down on the edge of the porch, her feet on the top step. It was nicer outside than in the hot, smelly apartment. The night had absorbed some of the stickiness of the summer day. “Sit down, Bernie,” she said gently, and patted the spot next to her. He stayed where he was. She could almost feel the stiffness in his little body. He was still angry with her and scared by what he had done.

In the strained stillness between them, she could hear the hum and honk of city traffic a few blocks away. Their own street was quiet and dark. Someone—she would have suspected Bernie if she’d thought he could throw a rock that far—had broken the single streetlight weeks before, and the city had yet to replace the bulb. Burlington didn’t seem to worry about fixing things in this neighborhood—just about poking around trying to catch drug users. The large houses, most, like theirs, divided into two or more decaying apartments, squatted like old women, staring at each other, fat and sullen, across the narrow, potholed street. She hated this place, but it was better than some they’d lived in, certainly better than foster care.

Then she saw the star. Just one, through the cloudy night sky, but blinking like a friend above the house across the way. It was like a sign. Like a promise that things were going to get better.

“Look, Bernie,” she said. “With the streetlight out, the star looks really bright.”

“So?”

“So wish. Wish on the star, Bernie.”

“I don’t want to.”

“You got to.”

“How come?”

“’Cause I told you to, okay?”

“You can’t make me. You’re not my boss.”

“Bernie, we got to do it.” She craned her neck around to look at him. He was standing where she’d left him, his small back pressed against the screen door. “How else are we going to get Daddy home?”

“I don’t want him to come home.”

“Yes, you do. C’mon, Bernie. Wish. ‘Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight. I wish I may, I wish I might, have the wish I wish tonight.’ Now, go on. . . . I wish Daddy would soon—”

“I wish that stupid guy would never never never come home.”

“Bernie!” She jumped to her feet, hands on her thin hips. “Take that back! You don’t wish any such thing!”

“Do, too. I hate him. I never want to see him again.”

What was Angel to do? Bernie had messed up the star wish, and there weren’t that many first-star wishes you could make in the middle of Burlington, Vermont. If the streetlight hadn’t been broken, they probably wouldn’t have had this chance. And now Bernie had ruined it—canceling out her wish with his terrible one.

“I’m never going to speak to you again as long as I live, Bernie Morgan.”

“Good. Then you can’t boss me around no more.” He stuck his thumb into his mouth, but just as he turned to go back into the apartment, the lights of a vehicle turning into their dead-end street swept across the yard across the way. “It’s Mama!” Bernie said.

“Wait,” she cautioned, standing on the porch, squinting her eyes to try to see past the headlights. It was the old pickup, going too fast for this short street, making a wide turn into the driveway. It passed by the waiting children. Beside the kitchen entrance it slammed to a stop. Bernie, as though he’d forgotten he was in big trouble, raced down the drive to meet Verna as she got out of the cab of the truck. Angel followed behind.

“What are you doing up, boy?” Verna’s voice was thick but not unkind, so maybe she hadn’t drunk too much.

“We was waiting for you,” Bernie said.

If they all went in through the kitchen, maybe Verna wouldn’t even go into the living room. Maybe everything could be put off until after tomorrow. Angel didn’t want to mess up Saturday morning. Not after Bernie had ruined the star wish. Verna would have to know eventually, but maybe they could get through tomorrow morning without a blowup.
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Angel undressed in the living room by the light of the bare bulb in the hall. It wouldn’t do to turn on the living room light and attract Verna’s attention. She took the cushions off the couch. The wet one really stank. If she turned the burned side over, though, maybe it would be days before Verna noticed. For tonight she’d hide them between the back of the couch and the wall. Maybe by morning it would be dryer and not so smelly. She yanked hard and lifted up the couch seat, turning it into her bed. Mama had told her not to leave the sheets on, but Angel usually did. It was so much trouble to put them on every night, and Verna hardly ever noticed, whatever she might say.

Angel took off her clothes and laid them on top of the dresser in the closet. In the morning she’d put them away properly. She got her pillow off the closet shelf and pitched it onto the couch. Then she fumbled in the top drawer of the dresser for her nightshirt, really just one of Verna’s old T-shirts, and slipped it over her narrow shoulders.

She could hear the murmur of Verna’s and Bernie’s voices coming from across the hall. They sounded almost cheerful, so Bernie hadn’t told Mama what he’d done. That was for sure.

As she settled down under the rough sheet, she remembered the dishes. They weren’t even soaking. The leftover macaroni and cheese would be stuck on like cement. She ought to get up and finish washing them and putting away the leftovers, but she couldn’t make herself. She was tired. Besides, Mama had been drinking. Even though tomorrow was Saturday, she’d want to sleep in as long as possible. Angel would have time to clean up in the kitchen and give Bernie his breakfast before Verna was up.
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Angel made sure the water was boiling hard before she poured it on the heaping spoonful of powdered coffee. She stirred it well and then carried it into the bedroom.

Verna was sprawled across the width of the double bed. Her bleached hair with its dark roots was damp with sweat. Her face, which could really be pretty when she fixed herself up, looked tired and unhappy even when she was asleep. Whenever Angel got mad at Verna, she tried to make herself remember how hard Verna’s life was, had always been. Angel and Bernie had only been in foster care twice, and they had been back with their mother for almost a whole year. Verna had never lived with her real mother or father. She’d spent time in eight different foster homes and a group home before she ran away and married Daddy. She’d hadn’t even finished high school. How could anyone expect her to know about being a good mother? She couldn’t remember having a mother of her own.

“Mama?” Angel said. “I brought you some coffee.”

“Oh, crap, don’t tell me it’s morning already.”

“It’s past eight, Mama. If we don’t get there before ten . . .”

“Okay. Okay. Get Bernie something to eat and get his clothes on. I’ll be ready in a minute.” She flopped over on her stomach and put her pillow over her head.

“We’ve already had cereal, Mama, and Bernie got himself dressed.” He’d picked out his own T-shirt and pants—not the ones Angel would have chosen, but she wasn’t going to fight that battle this morning. She was hardly speaking to him since last night’s near disaster.

“Well, give me a minute to get my own clothes on.” The pillow muffled her voice. “You can get him washed up. I’m sure he needs that.”

Angel put the coffee down on the bedside table. The TV was blaring cartoon noises from the living room. She went to the door.

“Bernie, Mama said for me to get you washed up. You need to turn the TV off.”

“I thought you wasn’t speaking to me no more,” he said prissily.

“Weren’t. Weren’t speaking to me. Oh, shut up and come here. I got to wash your face.”

“No.”

“Bernie, don’t be a baby. You’re seven years old.”

“I can wash my own face.”

Angel sighed. He wouldn’t do it right. He’d just swipe the rag across his nose. He wouldn’t get any of the dirt off. She went into the bathroom, brushed her teeth, and washed her own face more carefully than usual to make up for not washing Bernie’s.

Bernie was still on the living room floor staring at the TV, his mouth open like the beak of a baby bird waiting for the worm to drop in. His body blocked the closet door. “Move,” she said. He shifted his legs without taking his eyes off the screen.

Bernie was watching entirely too much television. Angel knew about the evils of too much TV for kids. It was like getting only sugar in your mental diet—like not eating all the five major food groups. Ms. Hallingford, Angel’s fifth-grade teacher, was big on the major food groups. She’d also said TV could be a really serious hindrance in a child’s mental development, in the same way not eating right could stunt your physical growth. Angel grabbed the remote and punched the red button.

“Hey!”

“Go wash your face before Mama comes in here and beats your bottom shiny!” She shouldn’t threaten him, she knew, but sometimes it was the only way to make him behave.

“I hate you,” he said, stomping out of the room and down the hall. Angel waited until she could hear the water running before she yanked open the closet door.

Under the clothes rod, pushed back against the wall, was a partly purple dresser. Verna had started painting it, but she’d never finished covering up the old green paint. Angel got out her best jeans and a clean T-shirt, the pink one, so Daddy would know she’d tried to please him. He always said he liked to see his angel girl wearing pink.

She was zipping up her pants when Verna appeared in the door. “Ain’t you kids ready yet?”

“Almost.” Angel began hurriedly to fold up the sheets.

“Here,” said Verna, grabbing the tab and heaving the couch back into place. “Bernie!” she yelled. Bernie stuck his head in the doorway. His face was as dirty as if it had never seen the back of a washrag. “Just look at you. And you, too, Angel. Take off them jeans. Least you could do was put on a dress.”

“Oh, Mama.”

“Don’t you start whining. I am seriously not in the mood. C’mere, boy. I’ll show you how to wash a face.”

Angel could hear Bernie howling from the bathroom as she put the sheets in the top drawer and slid a dress off one of the metal hangers. The dress was almost too small, and it didn’t have any pockets, but with Verna in one of her moods there was no point arguing. She slipped off her jeans, took the money out of her pocket, and put it in her sock. She needed to be prepared—ever since that time Verna had forgotten and left her and Bernie at the all-night diner. That meant always wearing the apartment key on a string around her neck and carrying enough cash to get a taxi home. It was too embarrassing otherwise, strangers pawing all over you and clucking and threatening to call the cops on your parents.

“Okay,” yelled Verna, dragging a still whimpering Bernie down the hall. “I’m leaving,” she said on the way down the back steps.

Angel grabbed up her sneakers and ran sock-footed out the door. She could hear Verna grinding the pickup’s balky ignition. Halfway to the truck, she realized that she hadn’t locked up. She ran back, reopened the door, turned the catch, and slammed hard. By the time she had tested the knob to make sure it had locked, Verna was gunning the motor. Angel raced across the small, weedy yard. She was panting when she climbed up into the cab of the pickup and slid in beside Bernie. The truck began backing down the driveway while she was still pulling the door to. She hurried to fasten Bernie’s seat belt and then her own before they turned the corner into traffic.

She sneaked a glance at Verna across Bernie’s head. As usual, Mama had forgotten to buckle up. She wanted to remind Verna to fasten her belt, but she didn’t. Verna was in such a snit. It was better not to say anything.
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They were late, so the parking lot was already jammed. Angel leaned forward, anxious. If Verna couldn’t find a spot right away, she was apt to just turn around and go home. It was funny. As little as she wanted to come, Angel felt somehow that they had to, that something awful happened those Saturdays they didn’t. There was nothing she could put her finger on, just a feeling that they must come, they had to come or else. . . . The else part was cloudy but seemed very real to her. Like money they owed somebody and had to pay regularly, or every Saturday there’d be some terrible punishment for their failure. Besides, there was Bernie’s awful star wish last night. She’d have to work hard to make up for that.

“I see one!” she cried out.

“Where?” Verna slammed on the brakes, throwing Angel and Bernie forward against their seat belts.

“There—beside the Buick.”

“Huh. That ain’t wide enough for a kiddie car.”

But just then a rusting Pontiac behind them on the other side of the lane began to back out. Verna threw the gears into reverse and screeched back to claim it. “C’mon,” she said, hopping out. “We’re late.”

“I—I gotta put on my sneakers.”

“For crying out loud, Angel. You had all morning. Hurry up.”

She hurried as fast as she could. “Okay, Bernie,” she said, unbuckling his seat belt before opening her door and jumping to the pavement. “Out.”

But Bernie had that stubborn look on his face. “I’ll give you money for a pack of M&M’s if you just come on in.”

She could see him weakening, but he still wasn’t moving. “And a Pepsi,” he said.

“Okay.”

“And potato chips.”

“No.”

He folded his arms across his chest.

“Oh, Bernie. I’m not made of money. Just come on.”

Verna was already across the lot. When she reached the door to the building, she turned and yelled, “You kids don’t get over here this minute, I’m taking a belt to the both of you.”

Bernie scrambled out. Did that mean Angel still owed him the bribe? Oh, well, she’d have to worry about that later.
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The Saturday Visit

Verna was signing in at the window when Angel and Bernie pushed open the heavy front door. “Bout time you two showed up,” she said. “Honestly.” The woman on the other side half stood up from her chair to peer down over the sill at them. It made Angel feel like she was standing there in her underwear. Too late, she remembered that she hadn’t brushed her hair. Not that it mattered. It was ugly hair, dirty blond, straight. She’d cut it herself a couple of weeks ago.

Finally, Verna put down the ballpoint and jerked her head at the children. She shoved her shoulder against the inner door, and the three of them crowded through it into the room and toward the metal detector.

“Purses here,” ordered the guard. “All your metal in the tray.” Verna handed over her cracked vinyl bag. Angel took the key from around her neck and dropped it into the plastic basket, hoping Verna wouldn’t ask her why she was wearing it when it wasn’t even a school day, but Verna wasn’t paying attention. She was pushing Bernie through the detector ahead of her while the guard did a thorough search of her purse.

Angel followed. The alarm screamed. “Okay. Just a minute, girly. Empty your pockets.”

“I don’t have any pockets.” Her voice was trembling. “See.”

“Well, you got metal on you somewhere. Go back. Take off your shoes and hand them here.”

The coins in her socks. She’d forgotten about them. She took the socks off, too, and held them out to the guard. He screwed up his face and sniffed. The socks were dirty from when she’d run across the yard. “I got some money in my socks,” she mumbled, hoping Verna wouldn’t hear.

“You what?” the guard asked loudly.

“Money in my socks,” she said miserably.

“Well, get it out and put it in the tray. Jeez. It ain’t as if you people don’t know the drill by now.”

Verna stood on the other side of the detector, squeezing Bernie’s arm and looking like a wasp about ready to sting. As soon as Angel got through the detector, Verna grabbed her arm, never letting go of Bernie’s in the process. She pushed both children ahead of her through the series of metal doors that opened before them and closed after them on the way to the visitors’ room. “Ouch,” said Bernie. “Leave go of me. Ouch.” He swatted at Verna with his free hand, but their mother just tightened her grip until even Angel wanted to squeal out in protest. She was already humiliated enough, walking barefoot down the corridor and now standing just inside the door of the big room with her shoes and socks in her hand. She didn’t need to have everybody see her being dragged by her mother and shoved around like a disobedient cat.

The light in the room was always so bright that she had to blink to keep her eyes from smarting. “Find us someplace to sit, Angel.” Verna let go of Angel’s arm and pushed her forward into the room.

Other families, the ones that had gotten here on time, had already claimed the tables scattered about the room. She squinted, looking for vacant chairs. Mostly she saw people. Maybe fifty, maybe more. It was hard to tell. They were different sizes and colors, but most of them, especially the women, wore the same sad, tired expression. There were guards all around, making sure none of the visitors were passing drugs or anything else illegal to the inmates. You could pick out the inmates pretty quickly. Nearly all of them were young. They looked more angry than sad. It was summer, so most of them had on cheap jeans and T-shirts. The man nearest her had tattoos up and down both of his skinny arms, like he was trying to be a he-man. He turned around and glared at her. She moved on, making her way through the maze of tables surrounded by gray, unhappy people.

At the far corner of the big room she found two chairs and put a shoe with the sock stuffed in it down on each of them. Her mother was checking in with the attendant, but when Verna looked up, Angel waved her over.

Verna was still holding on to Bernie. Angel barely managed to pick up her shoe before Verna plunked him down on one of the chairs. “For chrissake, Angel, put on your stupid shoes.” She handed Angel the other offending shoe and sock, then sat down herself.

Angel backed over to the wall and slid down to the floor. She was about to pull on her first sock, the change jangling away, when she realized she was being stared at. She looked up into the face of a little boy who, standing up, was just a little taller than she was sitting down.

“You ain’t got no socks on,” he said solemnly.

“And you got a great big boogie hanging out your nose!” she said fiercely.

His eyes widened in fright.

“Boo!” she said right into his face. His mouth twisted, but before he could begin to cry she whispered, “And don’t you dare cry! Or I’ll get you good!”

He turned and fled.

She should have been ashamed. If anyone had tried to scare Bernie in that room, she would have gone after him. But she couldn’t help it, she was grinning like a jack-o’-lantern as she finished tying her laces. She stood up, but she stayed against the wall until the guard brought Wayne in and led him over to where Verna and Bernie were sitting. Then she made herself join them.

She’d always thought of her daddy as tall and sort of handsome, but today he seemed shorter than she remembered. Or maybe she was getting taller. Wayne was wearing his long-sleeved plaid shirt. He had tattoos to show off, if he wanted, but once she had asked him about the needle tracks and he’d never worn a T-shirt or anything short-sleeved since. “Hi, Daddy,” she said.

“Well, there’s my angel girl,” he said, smiling at her. There was something wrong about his smile. Angel couldn’t figure it out, except that the smile didn’t come from the inside. It was more like someone just twisted up his lips from outside. “You doing good at school?” he asked.

“School’s been out for weeks, Wayne. You know that,” Verna snapped.

“You lose track of time in here, but you wouldn’t know about that.” He turned from Verna to Bernie, bending down to try to see Bernie’s face. But Bernie was watching his toes swing back and forth so hard Angel could hear his heels banging the chair rung. “Bernie, my man, how goes it?” Bernie didn’t even look up.

“Get off that chair, Bernie. Angel, take him somewhere else. I got a few things I got to say to your daddy without . . .”

Angel grabbed Bernie by the hand and started across the crowded room to the opposite corner, where some charity group had put a few worn books and discarded toys for the kids who had to spend their Saturdays in jail.

“Ow,” said Bernie. “Quit pulling on me. I’m tired of you and Mama yanking me around. Yank. Yank. Yank
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