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"UNPUTDOWNABLE. YOU’LL CHEER FOR NORVIA AS SHE NAVIGATES HER 
WAY TO JOY IN SPITE OF CHANGE, PREJUDICE, AND HEARTBREAK."

—ANNE BUSTARD, AUTHOR OF PARENTS' CHOICE BOOK AWARD WINNER BLUE SKIEST
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JOHNSON

is a journalist, blogger, and seasoned correspondent for 
Inside Gymnastics. Anna is passionate about historical 
fiction, the Native experience, and writing for children. She 
is a member of the Sault Ste. Marie Tribe of Chippewa 
Indians (Ojibwe/Anishinaabe). The Star That Always 
Stays is directly based on her great-grandmother. Find 
her at annarosejohnson.com.

ANNA ROSE JOHNSON

WHEN BRIGHT AND SPIRITED NORVIA 
MOVES FROM THE COUNTRY TO THE CITY, 

SHE HAS TO LIVE BY ONE NEW RULE: 
 

NEVER LET ANYONE KNOW YOU’RE OJIBWE.

Growing up on Beaver Island, Grand-père told 
Norvia stories—stories about her ancestor Migizi, 
about Biboonke-o-nini the Wintermaker, about the 
Crane Clan and the Reindeer Clan. He sang her songs 
in the old language, and her grandmothers taught her 
to make story quilts and maple candy. On the island, 
Norvia was proud of her Ojibwe heritage.
 Things are different in the city. Here, Norvia’s 
mother asks her to pretend she’s not Native at all—even 
to Mr. Ward, Ma’s new husband, and to Vernon, Norvia’s 
irritating new stepbrother. In fact, there are a lot of 
changes in the city: ten-cent movies, gleaming soda shops, 
speedy automobiles, ninth grade. It’s dizzying for a girl who 
grew up on the forested shores of Lake Michigan. 
 Despite the move, the upheaval, and the looming 
threat of world war, Norvia and her siblings—all five of 
them—are determined to make 1914 their best year 
ever. Norvia is certain that her future depends upon 
her optimism . . . and upon her discretion. 
 But how can she have the best year ever if she has 
to hide who she truly is?
 Sensitive, enthralling, and classic in sensibility 
(perfect for Anne of Green Gables fans), this tender 
coming-of-age story about an introspective and brilliant 
Native American heroine thoughtfully addresses serious 
issues like assimilation, racism, and divorce, as well as 
everygirl problems like first crushes, making friends, 
fitting in, and the joys and pains of a blended family. 
Often funny, often heartbreaking, The Star That Always 
Stays is a fresh and vivid story directly inspired by Anna 
Rose Johnson’s family history. 
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Agwaa’amaazo . . . She comes ashore singing. . . .
Biidaasamishkaa . . . She comes in a boat. . . . 

“I would also appreciate it,” Ma added, “if you four did not mention our—our background.” 

A leaden stillness descended. 

“Our background?” Elton repeated, as if daring her to clarify. 

Ma was up to the challenge. “Our Indian blood,” she said. “I don’t feel it needs to be 
discussed with our new family." 

Elton let out a low, humorless laugh. “They can’t tell just by looking at us?” 

Ma pursed her lips. “I don’t wish to discuss it any further. Can you refrain from mentioning it?”

They dutifully mumbled yeses. 
Norvia was left standing on the porch, feeling more lost and alone than ever. . . .
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ABOUT THE BOOK 

When bright and spirited Norvia moves 
from the country to the city, she has to live 
by one new rule: never let anyone know she’s 
Ojibwe.

Growing up on Beaver Island, Grand-père 
told Norvia stories—stories about her an-
cestor Migizi, about Biboonke-o-nini the 
Wintermaker, about the Crane Clan and the 
Reindeer Clan. He sang her songs in the old 
language, and her grandmothers taught her 
to make story quilts and maple candy. Things 
are different in the city. Here, Norvia’s mother 

forces her to pretend she’s not Native at all—even to Mr. Ward, Ma’s new husband, and to Vernon, Norvia’s  
irritating new stepbrother. It’s dizzying for a girl who grew up on the forested shores of Lake Michigan.  
Despite the move, the upheaval, and the looming threat of world war, Norvia and her siblings—all five of 
them—are determined to make 1914 their best year ever. Norvia is certain that her future depends upon it . . . 
and upon her discretion. But how can she have the best year ever if she has to hide who she truly is?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
•	 Throughout the book there are sections that are 

about the Nelsons when they lived on Beaver Island. 
What is the purpose of these sections? 

•	 The book opens on Beaver Island. What does this 
section reveal about Pa Nelson? Describe Norvia 
Nelson’s extended family. How does she learn to  
appreciate her heritage from the older members of 
her family?  

•	 Divorce wasn’t common in the early part of the 20th 

century. How was being divorced especially difficult 
for women? Discuss how the Nelson children are 
treated after their parents’ divorce.  How is Norvia 
affected the most? 

•	 Virgil Ward is asked to leave the Board of Elders 
at the Presbyterian Church because he marries a 
divorced woman. How is he the source of gossip 
among the church ladies? He remains faithful to the 
church despite the way he is treated. What does this 
reveal about his character? 

•	 Why are Norvia and her siblings so concerned 
about their mother marrying Virgil Ward? The old-
est son, Herman, had already moved to the upper 
peninsula of Michigan when his mother’s wedding 
is announced. How does he react when he hears the 
news? How does Marguerite accept the Nelsons? 



JS 9.22

•	 Discuss the conversation between Dr. Rayburn 
and Virgil Ward about the marriage.  How does 
Dr. Rayburn change his opinion by the end of the 
novel?

•	 Prejudice and racism are a central theme in the 
novel. Explain why Norvia’s mother doesn’t want 
her children telling anyone they have Indian 
blood. Why doesn’t she want Virgil Ward to know?  
Discuss Uncle Virgil’s reaction when Dicta  
forgets and mentions it. Debate whether he knew this  
before he married Angélique Nelson. 

•	 What are some specific scenes that illustrate the 
prejudices toward Indians by some of the citizens 
of Boyne City? What other prejudices are revealed 
in the book?  

•	 How is it obvious that Angélique thinks Vernon 
is babied and spoiled? Discuss the scene between 
Vernon and Angélique when Marguerite goes into 
labor. What does his behavior reveal to Norvia and 
her mother? How does this cause them to be a little 
more patient with Vernon? How does Vernon accept 
his stepmother and his stepsiblings by the end of the 
novel?

•	 Norvia is very smart and has always dreamed of go-
ing to high school, but Pa didn’t believe in education 
or reading. Her mother and Uncle Virgil buy gifts 
for the children while on their honeymoon. What is 
Norvia’s first reaction to the book that she receives? 
How does she convince herself to read the book?  

•	 Uncle Virgil gives her novels that his two daughters 
read when they were teenagers, and Norvia identi-
fies with some of the main characters. What does 
she also learn from them?   

•	 Norvia has the following To Do in High School 
list: 1. Be popular 2. Find a beau 3. Be charming  
and exciting.  Which of the three things on her  
list does she accomplish first? What advice does  
Marguerite give her about high school?  

•	 Describe the culture of the high school. Helen 
Haney, Norvia’s best friend, has been away all 
summer. What happens when Norvia sees Helen 
on the first day of school? How does she worry 
that she may always be a misfit?  

•	 Norvia has a Halloween party and invites the girls 
that she has met. How does she think this will  
improve her standing with them? It appears that 
the girls have a good time. What happens that 
makes Norvia know they have been insincere? 

•	 Why does Norvia think that being friends with 
Kittie could hurt her socially? What causes her to 
buy Kittie a Christmas gift and take it to her house? 
Discuss what she learns about Kittie. How does this 
change Norvia as a person?

•	 Describe the school social events. Why doesn’t  
Uncle Virgil want Norvia to invite Louis to the  
Valentine’s Day dance? She finally invites Aylmer, 
but he stands her up. What gives her courage to 
attend the dance without a date? How does Uncle 
Virgil save the day for her? 

•	 At what point does she learn why Aylmer didn’t 
show up? Discuss why he didn’t tell her the truth 
in the first place.  

•	 Describe Uncle Virgil’s gentleness and patience. 
Cite specific scenes that illustrate his kindness.  
Virgil promises to provide security and stability 
to the Nelson children. How does he accomplish 
his promise? How do the children profit from his  
generosity? Explain how Herman changes after 
coming home for Christmas and meeting Virgil 
Ward. 

•	 What is the symbolism of the North Star?
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