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In 1964, two astronomers at Bell Labs in New 

Jersey started testing a horn-shaped radio antenna. 

They wanted to detect the natural radio waves 

produced by gas clouds in space.

Instead, they encountered something they 

couldn’t explain—low-level energy, coming evenly 

from all directions in the sky.

Without realizing it, they had made one of the 

most profound discoveries in human history: Light 

from the big bang itself, released when the universe 

was only 380 thousand years old, less than one 

hundredth of one percent of its current age.

–Timothy Ferris, Dark Universe, The American 
Museum of Natural History
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CRITERION #1

A planet must  
orbit the sun.
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Pluto was on the phone with the Hayden 

Planetarium Astronomy Question and Answer Hotline, 

trying to find out how to create a black hole, when her 

mom broke down Pluto’s bedroom door.

Pluto wasn’t allowed to lock her door, but that night 

the rule didn’t stop her. She needed to keep everyone, 

everything, out so she could just . . . just stop. Just turn off 

the lights and shut her eyes and stop, which was something 

she had been thinking more and more about lately.

Hence, the black hole.

But she couldn’t do that, couldn’t stop or think or any-

thing, with the way her mom was pounding on the door, 
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shouting over and over, “Open the door, Pluto! Let me in! Just 

open the door!”

The voice on the other end of the phone was jovial 

and kind as they explained how black holes were created. 

But that wasn’t right, wasn’t what Pluto wanted. She knew 

how black holes were created in space. She knew that it 

took a dying star, an explosion, and a gravitational game 

of tug-of-war.

That didn’t help her here, now.

Pluto felt heavy sadness, a weight that pushed down 

on her chest, and she could hear her mom sobbing as silent 

tears fell down Pluto’s cheeks. That weight, and Pluto’s 

reaction to it, was too much. Too dramatic. It was too dark 

in her bedroom, when it was sunny and spring through her 

window. She was too shut down for someone who con-

fided everything to her mother.

Her mom’s voice, outside the door: “Pluto, please. Please 

open the door!”

The muff led voice on the other end of her phone: 

“Can we help you with anything else today?”

Pluto’s head rested against her cold wall, light gray and 

plastered with little glow-in-the-dark stars she had tacked 

on with her mom when she was four. She picked at one 

with her thumbnail, pulling it off and taking bits of gray 

paint with it. She couldn’t explain what happened next, 
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only that the sadness turned to anger in her chest, and she 

knew those little stars wouldn’t help her. They wouldn’t 

die and explode and suck her into their dense nothing-

ness, and she was mad at them. She was mad at those little 

stars, and at the voice on the other end of the planetarium 

hotline, and at her mom, and at herself, and she needed 

the stars to come down. She needed them to stop glowing.

She dropped the phone and ignored her mom, and she 

pulled at those stars, one by one, yanking paint off the wall 

and throwing them away. It still wasn’t enough to make 

everything stop, and she reached for the books on her book-

case, the astronomy ones her mom had bought her every 

year for her birthday, and she threw them, too, reveling in 

the sound of hard thumps as they hit the walls and the f loor.

She reached for her brand-new book, too, the one 

about the Challenger sitting on her desk next to her mom’s 

old computer, the one her dad had sent to try to make her 

feel happy, which was ridiculous, really. The Challenger was 

a tragedy, and Pluto had enough of her own sadness lately. 

She held the book up as high as she could, but before she 

could launch it across the room, she heard a loud, splin-

tering crack—which was just as satisfying, really—like 

something huge crashing down, down, down.

But it was just her wooden door, and then her mom’s 

arms were holding her tight.
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When it finally came after one hundred and 

eighty long days, the first day of summer break didn’t mat-

ter to Pluto. The countdown she’d made with Meredith 

still read 34 Days Until Freedom!!! because Pluto hadn’t been 

to school in over a month. She hadn’t had to worry about 

end-of-the-year pool parties, or endless have a great sum-

mers, or Meredith begging her to just be her friend again.

And, finally, she didn’t need to worry about school 

calling home, asking where she was, asking when she was 

coming, making her mom’s voice tremble as she spoke into 

the phone, “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know what 

to do, either.”

HowToBecomeAPlanet_4P_aod.indd   6HowToBecomeAPlanet_4P_aod.indd   6 2/10/21   10:25 AM2/10/21   10:25 AM



7

Instead, what Pluto did have to worry about was that 

her mom was already out of the shower, shuff ling around 

in the bathroom they shared, nearly ready to start the day. 

The hall light was on, bleeding into Pluto’s bedroom, mak-

ing the thick purple curtains that blocked out the morning 

sun null and void. If she had a bedroom door, she would 

close it to block out the light and the sound of her mom as 

she hummed while she got dressed.

But Pluto did not have a bedroom door, and hadn’t had 

a bedroom door for a little over a month now.

Her mom stuck her head in the doorway. “Hey, 

Shooting Star,” she said, words mumbled as she spoke 

around the toothbrush in her mouth. “You’re with me 

today, kid, so start making some moves.”

Pluto and her mom both knew she would not be “mak-

ing some moves.” Pluto resented the fact that her mom 

even suggested it, that her mom went about her morning as 

if nothing had changed inside Pluto, as if an endless month 

in bed could suddenly come to a stop without trouble.

When she didn’t move: “Plu, I’m serious.” As if that 

made a difference.

Pluto was serious, too. She needed to stay in bed, under 

her thick purple blanket covered in white little stars. Her 

mom had picked out the bed set the moment Pluto out-

grew the small wooden crib with the solar system mobile. 
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The blanket was warm, and it was soft, and it was not 

something she was willing that morning, or any other, to 

give up.

The bed shifted as her mom climbed in, smelling 

like the Taylor Swift perfume Pluto had bought her for 

Christmas last year. Her mom’s arms wrapped around 

Pluto’s middle, holding her close against the scratchy fabric 

of one of the low-cut tops her mom always wore that Pluto 

hated. Her mom’s breath tickled her ear. “I don’t want to 

pay for a sitter, Pluto. I want you to come with me.”

Pluto felt a familiar feeling rise from her stomach up 

into her throat, one that made her want to scream and cry 

and argue, if only she weren’t so tired. Tears came anyway. 

Twelve-year-olds couldn’t stay in bed all day on their own, 

no matter how much they might need to. If she was older, 

an adult, she would stay in bed and no one could force her 

to do anything, a fixed planet around which everything 

else moved while she ignored it. But for now, Pluto was 

the moon and her mom was the planet she was forced to 

orbit.

Even if that meant being pulled out of bed, every inch 

of her silently protesting, while an invisible rubber band 

that kept her body strapped down was yanked taut as her 

mom tugged her into sitting. “There’s my girl,” her mom 

said, as Pluto blinked at her slowly. Her mom’s eyes were 
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gray, like clouds during a rainstorm, and while they were 

always so gentle when they looked at Pluto, they hadn’t 

wrinkled at the corners with a genuine smile in what felt 

like forever. That, though, was comforting, because Pluto 

could not remember the last time she really smiled, either.

“Get dressed,” her mom said simply, as if she wasn’t 

asking her to do something that required a Herculean 

effort on Pluto’s part. “I’ll go make you something to eat. 

It’s the first day of summer, Plu. It’s time to start having 

fun again.” 

She left Pluto alone to fight the urge to curl into herself 

and sleep. Standing hurt. Looking over at the Challenger 

book still placed on her desk with the ripped spine hurt. 

She picked it up, and the cover and first handful of pages 

slid away from the rest. Even broken, it was heavy in her 

hand, which was heavy on her arm, which was heavy on 

her shoulder. Gravity, it seemed, was extra hard on Pluto.

In fairness, gravity had been harder on the Challenger. 

The shuttle had fallen from the sky before it was even close 

to orbit. It all happened so quickly, the smoke and the 

explosion and the destruction. Pluto often wondered about 

what that moment had been like, the one after everything 

was okay, but before everything was not okay, where the 

Challenger and the seven lives on it were somewhere in 

between, not okay but not not okay.
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Pluto called the Hayden Planetarium Astronomy 

Question and Answer Hotline to ask, once. After a brief 

moment of absolute silence, the voice on the other end of 

the phone quickly launched into a detailed account of all 

the mechanics of why the Challenger didn’t have a success-

ful takeoff, which didn’t answer Pluto’s question at all.

She placed the broken book back on her desk and 

reached for her phone instead, the one she got for her tenth 

birthday “just for emergencies” but mostly used to down-

load podcasts and, at the time, text back and forth with 

Meredith.

There was a notification that one of her favorite 

astronomy podcasts had a new episode about meteoroids, 

comets, and asteroids waiting to download.

Pluto knew a lot about meteoroids, comets, and aster-

oids already. She knew that when objects speed into Earth’s 

atmosphere, the heat produces a streak of light from the 

trail of particles they leave in their wake.

She looked over at her bedroom wall, at the little white 

specks left in the gray paint from where she’d yanked off 

the plastic stars one by one a month ago, hearing her favor-

ite podcast narrator in her head: Like an asteroid, Pluto Jean 

Timoney leaves a trail of her own destruction in her wake.

“Pluto!” her mom called. “Don’t forget your meds!”
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The little orange bottles sat right on top of her desk, 

next to the broken book. Take 1 with food. Take ½ in the 

morning. Take 1 as needed.

Depression and anxiety. Two words. One brand-new 

diagnosis.
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