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Prologue


He pulled his head back inside of the
wood-shed,careful to not let the children see him. Instinctively, a
hand went to his cheek,where the horrible jagged cuts criss-crossed
,rendering his face grotesque. Sometimes,children would cross
through his backyard on a overgrown path,on their way to school.He
knew they were scared of him,not understanding why he was
different,and didn't look like other people

He had believed other people,maybe not his beloved
Anna,would come to accept his appearance,and in time their eyes
wouldn't focus so much on his injuries.But this had not proved to
be the case,and he had found it easier to simply avoid seeing
anyone.The small amount of groceries that were needed he had
delivered;leaving the money in an envelope in the shed.

The piano was a source of comfort,and he would often
sit each day for long periods,playing songs he had taught himself
from an old piano song-book.When playing,problems could be
forgotten,and he would lose himself to the graceful notes that he
was adapt at playing.


When he had first returned from the war,he had still
held hopes that Anna would still love him;despite the severe
disfigurement to his face. For a while,she had tried,but he
supposed their love hadn't been great enough to readily accept his
appearance.And while this had hurt him for a while,he found that he
preferred being alone;especially as he never knew when his heart
would start to pound madly,and a fear unlike any other would
threaten to overtake him.

At times,he awoke from the bed,sweat dripping
profusely down his face,as he recalled the horrors of the First
World War.The constant echo of guns being fired off,the loud
eruption seeming to shatter his very soul.Even now,any loud sound
made him flinch;and instinctively look for cover.And finally,the
hot shards that had fallen literally from the sky,scarring his face
irreparably.


As the first darkness of twilight descended,he
gathered up his coat,and walking stick,in preparation for a walk
through the village.It was the only time he felt comfortable
leaving his small house;when he could be sure his face was shrouded
in darkness.

















Stacey grimaced as she noticed the gas gauge. She had
been sure the amount she had spent would be enough to have it last
for a few more days. She glanced at her mirror,relieved to see her
son,Austin,had settled down,and was busily inspecting some plastic
beads on a string. The colours changed with the sunlight that was
filtering in on this winter afternoon,and he was for the time
being,content.

She thought about her son as she carefully steered
her car towards her apartment,and both her love;and feelings of
helplessness, tore at her heartstrings. Austin had a condition
known as Autism, a disorder which was characterized by impaired
social interaction,and both verbal and non-verbal
communication.While he was now almost seven years old,he had yet to
talk,or otherwise indicate to her he even hardly knew she was
there.

Memories flooded back,to the time when she was
pregnant,and her and John had touched her ever expanding
stomach,with joy,each tiny movement a milestone. They had
pain-stakingly planned the nursery,ordering furniture to be
delivered,and waited expectantly for the big day to
arrive.

When it finally did,she remembered how they had
marvelled at their tiny bundle,and for the first while,she had felt
as if she could never stop looking at her newborn son. But just
after his first birthday,her son was still having difficulty
crawling,when most of her friend's babies had already started to
take their first steps.

John and her worried also that Austin cried
frequently,and when they went to comfort him,seemed not to focus on
their love the way other babies did. On his yearly checkup,their
doctor confirmed he was a little concerned about Austin's
development,and made an appointment with a specialist. A series of
tests confirmed that their son had developmental delays in both
physical movement,and not saying simple words. There were other
noticeable differences as well. Austin had trouble focusing,and did
not respond to contact with his parents or others.

Shattered,both parents asked if their son would ever
even learn to talk,and were told they would just have to wait and
see. In vain,they had attended seminars with other parents whose
children also suffered from Autism Spectrum Disorder. And while the
support of others made things a little easier,the reality both had
to face was that their son would never be like normal little
boys.

It was around that time that their relationship with
each other began to fall apart. Both people struggled with fear
concerning Austin,as well as the dissolution of their own marriage.
After a while,her and John agreed to separate,and
eventually,divorce. Stacey was left with the prospect of raising a
boy who was autistic on her own.

She had stayed on in the couple's apartment,but the
rent was atrociously high,as were all apartments in the large
suburb where she lived. John’s monthly cheques helped slightly,but
more often than not, Stacey found herself mentally calculating how
much this or that cost. Sometimes she found herself wakening in the
deep hours of the night,fretting over money,among other
things.

And there was indeed so very much to fret about,she
grimly reminded herself. She was just letting herself and Austin
into the apartment,when she heard her phone ringing,and the machine
picking up.”Hi,there,Stac,just wanted to let you know the old
Neilson place is up for sale,and you won't believe how cheap it
is!It does need a little fixing up,but Dave says he'll help with
that. Just something for you to think about,I know we've
talked,Anyway,no pressure,right?

It's on Countryside, if you wanna have a look. Talk
soon,love you...”Amy's cheerful voice rang off. Stacey felt a
little guilty,she was in a way glad she'd missed the call. Her best
friend lived in a small rural village on the outskirts of the
suburb. Amy was well aware of how Stacey struggled to pay the high
rent fees on the apartment each month,and was forever looking now
in the real estate books for her. While Stacey knew her friend
sincerely meant well,once she got an idea into her head,she could
be relentless.

She helped Austin off with his coat,as his eyes
darted every which way but on her face. She gently cupped his
cheek. If only he would look right at her,long enough to see
her!Would it even matter to him if she was no longer around?What
went on in his mind?she wondered to herself.

'No',she told herself again. She wasn't going to
think this way. There was the possibility he would someday seem
more aware of her,maybe even respond with something like affection.
Deciding this was the way it would be,she determinedly began
putting away the small amount of groceries she had
purchased.

She gave her son his i pad,and watched him as he
began to delve into the world of learning games that had been put
on there by his teacher and support workers. There was also a
section with everyday pictures,in which her son was to point to
what he wanted. This was intended to help with communication. Often
though,he had a habit of just grunting, and pointing.

The support workers were firm in that she needed to
continue to try and communicate to him through the pictures. Austin
was adapt at flipping through the controls,often understanding them
better than Stacey herself did. Was this all the future would hold
for her and her son?she thought to herself. He doesn't hardly know
his mother is near,but is very aware of bright figures on a screen
and responds to them?

'Stop,'she told herself yet again.'Stop.Just be glad
he has that'. Stacey paused to look out at the snow covered street
below,the cars congested and honking angrily at each other. What
would it be like to not hear the relentless traffic?,she wondered
to herself. She glanced back at her son,sitting with legs up,busily
navigating his i pad,which had been generously supplied by the
school.

“Honey,would you like a snack”?,she
asked,knowing he wouldn't answer,or even look up. She made her way
to him. Brushing his dark blond bangs out of his forehead,she
watched his eyes dart to her face,seeming not to focus;then just as
quickly dart back to the screen.

She would gladly attend all the workshops
in the world,if only the professionals could unlock the key to her
son's mind. Have him really look,and see her.

Sighing,she went into the small kitchen,to seek out a
snack for Austin,knowing he would eat it eventually. After this,she
sat down at her computer,having made herself a cup of tea,with some
crackers and cheese. Stacey found herself typing in the Real Estate
listing Amy had talked about. At the very least it would prove a
distraction from her ever increasing list of things to worry
about.

The house was a two story frame,reminiscent of the
old farmhouse style,with the front of the home shaped into an
inverted V. It was grey-clapboard,and there were pictures depicting
two bedrooms,each with small sized rooms. The pictures also showed
the kitchen,which had an old-fashioned pantry,off to the side of
it. A door leading from the kitchen depicted a small shed,probably
used to store wood years ago.

She had noticed the house was almost a hundred years
old,and was being sold “AS IS”.Sure,just what she needed,she
thought to herself,a fixer upper. And on her income.

Still,the price was really good,and it also stated
the house qualified for the housing assist program,for which she
had looked into before,and knew she met the requirements. With the
program,you paid what rent you could comfortably afford each
month,and the government paid the rest. In time,you would own the
home.


She got up to reach for the phone,somehow knowing she
would hear Amy's voice on the other end.”So....did you get a chance
to look at the house,”?her friend asked. Stacey smiled to herself.
Of all the hardships life threw at her,she could always count on
one thing. Her best friends ability to continue with a train of
thought;once she got a bee in her bonnet;so to speak.

“As a matter of fact,I have the page on
my computer now. But really,Amy,at that price;and a fixer -upper to
boot. I can't afford that.”Stacey told her.”No worries,I've been
inside the house,”was the reply,”There was an open house not too
long ago,and me and Dave went. He says apart from a bit of painting
and a little dry walling,the structures good. Hey Dave,it's Stacey.
She is interested in the house. Come talk...”

“Honestly,I am not really interested in
the place,Amy,he doesn't have to come...”But all protests were to
no avail as she heard Amy's husband's good-natured voice come over
the phone. He validated what his wife had just said. Before she
knew it,she was agreeing to driving down this Saturday,to see the
place.

As Stacey was putting her son to bed later that
evening,she again thought about the house. A ripple of excitement
went through her. It might be the start of a new life,for both her
and her son. She sat with him as he went to sleep,stroking his
hair.

The apartment they lived in now was too much for
her,but she had hated the inevitable apartment hunting that would
follow,should she decide to move. She had seen some of the
apartments in the west end of town;run down,suspicious characters
forever loitering in front of the building. At least here,they had
a safe security entrance,which of course increased the
rent.

Dave had sounded particularly convincing on the
phone,telling her that he could repair what little needed to be
done to the house. She would be close to them, he added,they were
only a block away. The neighbourhood was quiet and residential.
Austin could continue at the same school, too,he hastened to
add.

Austin. Stacey looked upon her sleeping son,at his
thick fringe of eyelashes. His face totally relaxed in slumber. It
had been a big decision when she had at long last decided to go
back to work. Stacey worked in a bookstore downtown.

When her son had started school at long last,she had
lived in dread of the phone ringing at work, sure each time it was
the school,complaining that they were unable to handle or
understand her son,and could she please come and get
him?

Luckily for them both,Austin had adapted to his new
surroundings surprisingly well. In fact,she had
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