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This was the seventeenth time ten-year-old Oren Benson sat outside a room while her 
father, Matthew Bensen, was told that he would have to find another after-school program 
for his daughter. The hallway was quiet now, all the other children had left with their 
families to go home. Oren sat on the chair counting by threes. At 3,312 the door opened and 
her father smiled as he patted her gently on the head. “Let’s go home, Oren.” He didn’t ask 
her to say goodbye to Mrs. C., not that she wanted to anyway. 

Traffic clogged the freeway in every direction, as far as one could see. Oren counted the 
cars and trucks and buses and everything in between. She liked the order and puzzling 
ways she could fit them together. Blues, greens, reds, browns, lots of white, black, and 
silver. Clusters of the different types, she compared groups and delighted when they 
ordered up the way she expected. Numbers were what made the world make sense. 

“Oren,” Matthew looked back at her in the rear-view mirror of the silver four-door car. 
“Tomorrow after school you’ll have to come back to the office with me.” 

It wasn’t a great surprise, Oren knew very well that the after-school program had asked her 
father to find a more “appropriate” place for kids like her. The Learning Palace, Learning 
Center, Play Time, Little Great Minds, and every other care center for “normal” children had 
told her father the same thing: theirs was not suitable to the needs of someone like Oren. 

“Okay, Dad,” she looked back out the window to count more cars. The office wasn’t so bad, 
lots of adults and no other noisy kids. She would sit in an empty cubicle with her drawing 
pad, left alone to doodle, calculate, and read. The adults in the office were off with their 
faces pressed against screens, scowling and frowning while they worked through endless 
lines of code. Matthew was a software architect, he had explained to Oren once. Instead of 
designing building layouts, he designed software. It’s what kept the world functioning, he 
had said. Oren thought that was numbers but she accepted that this was what her father 
did for work. 

“I want you to know that this wasn’t your fault. We just have to keep trying until we find 
the right fit for you,” Matthew stared ahead at the stopped traffic. 

“I know. But maybe…” Oren added rust to her list of car colors. “Maybe if I wasn’t so weird 
it would be better.” 

“No, Oren. You are not weird. You are you and that’s all that matters. We’ll find something 
though, don’t worry.” Matthew looked up at Oren and smiled, “how about pizza for dinner?” 

Oren smiled back and nodded, then returned to counting cars. Dr. P. had said Matthew 
needed to stop “avoiding the problems with Oren and address them.” That was the last time 
Oren had to go see Dr. P. but she wondered if maybe he wasn’t a little bit right. Her father 
didn’t say anything about the meltdown she had today that caused Mrs. C. to expel Oren, 
and she was glad. 



*** 

By the time Matthew picked Oren up from school, she was relieved that she was finally able 
to sit alone for the next four-six hours at her father’s office. Matthew was at the end of a big 
project which meant working every day, many, many hours of the day. 

Mr. B., Matthew’s boss, came around the corner as Oren was unloading her books, drawing 
pad, and pencils. “Matt, a word please,” he said, not looking at Oren. She sat down and 
flipped the book open to the section on nebulae. Maddy at school had said gas was gross 
and that only boys liked that kind of stuff. Oren told her this was different gas, and anyone 
could like whatever they wanted. Maddy laughed and made faces at her, saying that Oren 
has gas, running off to make a song of it that spread through all of Maddy’s friends down 
the hallway. 

“Look, I get it, you’re a single dad and I can’t imagine what kind of pressure that has to be, 
but this is no place for kids. She can’t sit there for hours on end! What if she gets bored, 
starts making noises or wanting something? I need you focused on your job here, Matt.” 
Oren couldn’t help listening, the door was wide open and Mr. B. wasn't doing a very good 
job at keeping his voice down. 

“Oren isn’t like that, she’s a quiet girl who will keep to herself. I just need a few days, a 
week, to find a new after-school program,” Matthew said, his voice low and pleading. A 
pang of guilt ran through Oren. Her father did everything he could to make things work, but 
it was always Oren creating more problems for him. 

“A week, Matt. I’m holding you to it,” Mr. B. said and left her father’s office, ignoring Oren as 
he passed by. 

Matthew leaned out the door and winked at Oren, “Chinese food tonight?” 

Oren smiled, “but not orange chicken. Or rice.” 

“No orange chicken and no rice, got it.” Matthew closed the door so that only a crack was 
visible. Oren watched him roll up to the four monitors lined up in a semi-circle before him. 
She would have hours to herself now, and went back to sketching the tiny glittering points 
of the nebula as it blinked stars into life. 

*** 

By the end of the week, Matthew had made arrangements for Oren to go to their neighbor, 
Mrs. O., after school every day. Oren used to go there before but Mrs. O. had gotten sick so 
often that Matthew couldn’t count on her watching his daughter on a regular basis. 
Matthew and Oren both needed the stability of routine that Mrs. O. wasn't able to offer. 

This time it would be different, Mrs. O. promised. Oren stepped in through the open 
doorway of the apartment that Mrs. O. had left open for her. The apartment was the same 
size and layout as the one she shared with her father; however, everything was so different 



at Mrs. O’s. The smells were always the first to hit Oren, and it happened everywhere she 
went. Mrs. O’s apartment smelled like mothballs, menthol ointments, and the powerful fake 
flower scent that she drenched herself with every day. 

“Hello Oren! How was school? Would you like a cookie? Here, let me take that…” it was 
always the same; peppered with questions back-to-back, Oren never knew which one to 
answer first. 

“I need it,” Oren clutched the backpack straps and turned to keep it safe from Mrs. O. Mrs. 
O. paused, puzzled. “You do? For what? Do you have homework? I thought school was done 
for the day. Besides, you have the whole weekend to do homework.” Oren wished the 
woman would ask her one question at a time. 

“I need my things so I can draw and look at the stars,” Oren said. 

Mrs. O. pursed her lips tight then nodded, “alright then. Take it with you into the kitchen, 
but don’t make a mess.” 

Oren never made messes. She wanted her things in a neat, orderly way so that she could get 
to them any time she needed. The person who really needed to stop making messes was 
Mrs. O. 

The kitchen table was covered with papers, folders, stacks of cookbooks and magazines. A 
bag of birdseed was clumsily sealed and sat precariously close to the edge. In the corner, a 
wire birdcage housed two parakeets, both screeching and chattering as Oren and Mrs. O. 
entered the room. 

“Oh there’s my pretties, hello! Pretty birdies, pretty birdies. Who’s my pretty darlings?” 
Mrs. O’s carrying on was as bad as the birds. The noise was too much for Oren to focus on 
her books and drawings. She gripped the straps of her backpack tighter and began to rock 
from side to side. The birds’ screeching grew more intense, Mrs. O’s voice more grating 
with every second. 

“I have to go to the bathroom,” Oren blurted out as she fled the maddening room. She 
locked the bathroom door, gasping for breath, and sat on the closed toilet. Quietly she 
rocked back and forth, counting by threes, trying to ignore the smells of the chemical 
fresheners, bleach, and the other unpleasant odors found in bathrooms. Quiet and alone. All 
she wanted was to be alone after a long day of chaos at school. Yelling, screaming, the 
constant thrum of hundreds of students all around her, and the smells. Teachers calling on 
her to read out loud, then telling her to be quiet for a test but twenty other bodies were 
shuffling and shifting, and the clock kept ticking. Lunch time was a never-ending horror of 
so many mouths smacking and chewing and talking and laughing. All the questions too. 
Why don’t you want to play with the other kids, Oren? Who are your friends? What are you 
staring at? You need to look at people when they are talking to you, why don’t you do that? 

Oren sniffled once, twice, but before she could stop it, the tears flooded down her face. She 
wrapped her arms around herself, squeezing hard, needing the input that no one else could 



give her because hugs were uncomfortable, frightening. For a few minutes longer, Oren 
cried and hugged herself, the pressure of the day having finally reached its limit. 

A few minutes later, Mrs. O. knocked on the door. “Oren dear, are you alright in there? Do 
you need something for your stomach? A magazine to read?” 

“No thank you, I’m fine,” Oren broke in before Mrs. O. could ask any more questions. “I’ll be 
right out.” 

“Okay, dear. There are cookies on the table for you.” 

Oren didn’t want any cookies, she just wanted a quiet space. She still had her backpack on, 
full of all the things that interested her, that were important. Oren washed her face and 
hands, looking down and away from the mirror. Her own eye contact made her uneasy, 
almost as much as everyone else's, but she didn’t tell anyone. At ten-years-old, she was well 
aware that a lot of what she did or felt was different from others. Telling anyone only 
caused more problems. 

When she finally came out of the bathroom, Mrs. O. was sitting in her rocking chair in front 
of the blaring television. The noise of the show Mrs. O. watched, and the repetitive creaking 
as she rocked, grated on Oren’s nerves. Mrs. O. glanced at her briefly, waved her towards 
the kitchen with a smile, and went back to watching her show. At least she didn’t ask any 
more questions, Oren thought as she escaped to the equally stressful kitchen with its 
clutter and noisy birds. 

  *** 

Later that night in the peace and quiet of her own room, Matthew gently knocked on the 
door. “May I come in?” he asked, as he poked his head through the open doorway. Oren 
looked up from her desk and nodded. She straightened and let her father look over her 
shoulder at her work. He was one of the few people who knew the comfortable distance to 
peer over her shoulder. Most would grab the back of the chair to lean down and over, so 
close that Oren felt their breath. It was worse when people put their hands on her 
shoulders. She had screamed in the middle of class the last time that happened, and she 
was pretty sure that’s why Mr. L. skirted to the farthest side of the hallway when they 
passed each other at school. 

“Wow, this is amazing,” Matthew said as he reached down to pick up the drawing pad. “It’s 
an exact copy of what’s in that book, only in relief. Well done, Oren.” She smiled shyly. Her 
father always said her drawings were amazing, even the really bad ones when she was 
little, but the way he said it had changed a few years back. They called it inflection, she 
remembered because the speech therapist Ms. M. would remind Oren of that whenever she 
apologized. “I’m sorry doesn’t mean anything if you don’t sound sorry,” Ms. M. explained. 
Ms. M. confused her, and so did most people, but after lots of practice, Oren thought she 
understood what Ms. M. meant by inflection. 

“Maddy said it was stupid to draw gas. That only boys liked gas,” Oren said. 



Matthew chuckled, “Maddy doesn’t understand gas, and it sounds to me like maybe she’s a 
little jealous. This is quite good,” he said, putting the drawing pad down and gently patting 
her head. Sometimes people pat dogs’ heads the same way, Oren thought, but that meant 
they liked the dog. She knew her father liked her too though it was a lot more than like; he 
said she was his little star. A pat on the head was okay, it was like a hug that didn’t squish. 

Matthew sat down on her bed, the dark blue comforter was covered with tiny stars. Not the 
five-pointed ones teachers plastered her schoolwork with; stars were balls of gas that 
emitted light in thousands of tiny arms until they blurred together into a hazy fuzz. The 
comforter had stars that were at least ten points, but no more than twenty. It would have 
been too hard to stitch them on, her father had explained. 

“Oren, I’ve been given a promotion. Do you know what that is?” Matthew always asked only 
one question at a time. He understood that it was important for her to process and think on 
one question at a time. She didn’t know what a promotion was so she shook her head no. 

“It’s when you are recognized for good work and are given a new position with more 
opportunities, and responsibilities,” he said. “Mr. B. said this last project proved I was ready 
to move on to better things with the company. But to do that, I’d have to go to a different 
office, where the company needs me to work.” 

Oren waited for Matthew to go on, unsure if she was supposed to say anything or not. 
Matthew rubbed his hands down the tops of his jeans. She looked at the faded denim and 
wondered why her father liked to wear them so much; she hated jeans. They were heavy 
and felt too restrictive even when the jeans were loose. 

“The promotion would pay a lot more than I make now, we could afford a house with our 
own washer and dryer. A backyard even,” he hesitated then said, “but it means we have to 
move.” 

Oren looked up at her father’s face. He was not angry, not sad, not happy. She didn’t know 
what he was right now. What she did know, however, was that things would change. A new 
home with new smells. Would it be loud when the windows were open? Then there would 
be a new school, new people, and she wouldn’t know anyone. Where would she go when 
she needed quiet time? The teachers wouldn’t know not to call on her as often as the other 
students because she would stammer and stutter, unable to think, and then she would cry. 
She always got to the point that she couldn’t do anything but cry because no one 
understood that it was too hard. Everything was so hard and she couldn’t explain it to 
anyone. She looked normal and seemed normal to most people, unlike the other kids who 
would rock, hum, flap their hands, and avoid contact. Those kids needed help, it was 
obvious to other people, but Oren felt the same as they did, she just knew how to hide it 
better. 

“It’s okay to be scared, Oren,” Matthew broke in to her thoughts, his voice gentle. “This will 
be an adventure, you and me in a brand-new place. And,” he grinned, “you’ll be able to see 
the stars where we’re going.” 



In a flash, the apprehension was gone and Oren’s attention was fully on her father now. 
“Ah, thought you’d like that. Now,” he patted the bed for Oren to come sit by him, “the 
weather isn’t always the best for star gazing, it rains a lot in Washington, but where we’re 
going, there are no city lights or street lamps to disrupt the view. You can look up when it’s 
dark and see stars forever. They say if you look at just the right time of year, you can even 
catch a glimpse of the Aurora Borealis.” 

Oren’s mind churned with this new information. She had been to observatories on field 
trips, and on a vacation out to the woods she could see the stars then, but that was only 
once in a while, never whenever she wanted, and certainly not from her own backyard. 

“Washington, that’s a long way away from here,” she said. 

“It is, but I think you’ll like it a lot,” Matthew nudged her. “So, sound like a good idea?” 

Oren smiled and nodded, “a very good idea.” 

 


