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  One


I often used to wish that things had been different. That my family had been happy and whole. But now, I've come to the realization that wishful thinking solves nothing. All you can do is make the best of your circumstances and try not to let the dark, twisted thing born of hard times take over. For once it devours you, it may be impossible to come back.

- The Diary of Jackson Archer








My chest heaved a sigh of relief at seeing my father's car pulling up the driveway through our living room window.
The clock read five-thirty. A pinkish haze cast a beautiful evening glow in the distance as if to solidify the sentiment.
Tonight will be a good night.
I rubbed at my wrists, ignoring the slight twinge of pain the action brought me. They were still raw and discolored from two nights ago when my dad had come home past eight. Those were the bad nights.
My father, David Archer, walked along the narrow concrete pathway toward our small single-wide mobile home parked on half an acre. My eyes went wide as they caught sight of a brown paper bag with yellow arches clutched in his hand.
A really good night!
"Mom, Mom, he brought McDonald's," I squealed with delight, running toward the kitchen.
My mother stopped drying a dish and gave me a tired smile.
"That's great, hun," she said. Her sleeves were rolled up, showing bruises vaguely in the shape of a hand.
I averted my eyes, not wanting to think about what had caused them. Instead, I imagined the smells of greasy fries and burgers wafting from the bag as my father entered the house.
"I brought dinner," he called out. My mother winced, pulling down the sleeves of her sweater. Dad didn't like seeing the things he'd done on the bad nights.
Anticipation began to bubble within me. Take-out food was a rare treat.
I hurried over to him, and he handed me the bag with a gentle smile. I grinned. This was my real dad. Not the man who'd come home drunk after a bad day at work.
Mom joined us at the table, looking as though she was trying to hide her discomfort.
I took a fry and dipped it into ketchup, hoping to break the silence with some small talk.
"How was work, Dad?" I asked, trying to sound nonchalant.
"It was fine, other than having to work on a Sunday," he grunted before taking a bite of his burger. "But the overtime pay was worth it, and I think Bobby is finally noticing all the hard work I'm putting in at the site. And a new foreman position opened up. They're choosing someone to fill the role Friday. It's between me and another guy, but I have seniority."
I nodded, taking another fry and savoring the salty taste.
"That's great! I'm sure you'll get it," I gave an encouraging thumbs up.
After that, the conversation died as we ate. The only sounds came from the rustling of paper bags and the occasional slurp of soda.
My mother's eyes darted nervously around the room as if searching for something to say. Nowadays, she always seemed anxious, and I wished I could do something to make her feel better.
But then my father spoke up, breaking the silence. "Hey, kiddo, I've got a surprise for you."
I looked up from my food, my heart racing. Surprises were even rarer than takeout dinners.
"I got tickets to the amusement park for next Saturday to celebrate the promotion," he said, grinning broadly. "We'll go as a family."
I could hardly contain my excitement. I'd never been to an amusement park before. "Thank you, Dad!" I exclaimed, jumping up and hugging him.
For a moment, I forgot the beatings on me and mom. The times he'd grab my wrists and shake me so hard, I thought they'd snap.
I forgot the times he'd yell at me until I cried, the times I had to hide in my room until he passed out.
I forgot the bruises and when I had to lie to the teachers at school about them.
We even had to move after child protective services came because they didn't believe me when I said I'd fallen. I lied then too.
But in this moment, with the promise of an amusement park trip, everything seemed okay.
My father chuckled and ruffled my hair. "Anything for my little dude," he said.
My mother managed a small smile, and I could see the fear in her eyes receding. Maybe tonight really was a good night.
As we finished our meal and cleaned up, my excitement for the amusement park trip grew. I couldn't wait to ride rollercoasters and eat carnival food.
The night passed by without incident. My father watched TV while my mother and I cleaned up the kitchen. I could tell she was still tense, but she kept a smile whenever she looked at me.
When it was time for bed, my father gave me a rough pat. "Get some rest, sport."
I nodded eagerly and ran to my room. I couldn't wait for it to be Saturday. The faster I was asleep, the faster the week would go by.
As I drifted off, under my superhero covers, I couldn't help but feel grateful for my father. Despite the bad nights, he tried to make up for them in his own way.
But as I closed my eyes, a small voice in the back of my head whispered a warning.
"Don't get too comfortable. The pain will come again."
I pushed the thought away and focused on the excitement of the upcoming trip. It had been a while, but sleep came quickly.


***


The next morning, I woke up early, my heart racing with anticipation for the amusement park trip. I could hardly wait to go on all the rides and eat all the food.
As I sat at the breakfast table eating cereal, my father looked at me with a rare softness in his eyes. "You excited, kiddo?" he asked.
I nodded, a grin spreading across my face. "Yeah, Dad. I can't wait."
He smiled back at me. "Good. You deserve a fun day after all the hard work you do at school. And I'm sorry for my temper the other night."
"I know. You had a hard day," I nodded, then beamed at the compliment. My father didn't often praise me, so it meant a lot when he did.
As we got ready to leave, my mother pulled me aside. "Listen, Jackie," she said, using her pet name for me, voice low. "I want you to be careful today, okay? And...try not to get your hopes up about this weekend."
I frowned, not understanding what she meant. "Why not?" I asked.
She hesitated before answering. "Just...sometimes things don't go as planned. But I promise I'll make it up to you if it doesn't work out. Now hurry to your bus, or you'll miss it."
I nodded, still confused but too excited for this weekend to dwell on it.
The bus stop was about a quarter of a mile down the road—a perfectly walkable distance for a ten-year-old. The October air was chilly, and a low fog covered the ground, obscuring anything more than a dozen feet away.
I said goodbye to my parents and headed down the path towards the bus stop. The fog was thicker than I'd expected, but I knew the way by heart.
"Hey," I waved to Jessica, a girl who lived on a farm a few minutes down the road from me. She and I were the only two for the stop.
"Hey," she replied. "Do anything fun this weekend?
My mind flashed to Friday night, to the stone-hard grip on my wrists as I faced my drunken father's fury.
I shook my head, not wanting to bring up the bad memories. "Not really," I lied. "How about you?"
She shrugged. "Just took care of the animals. Nothing too exciting."
We chatted until the bus arrived, and I climbed on.
"My dad said he's taking me to Whirl World next Saturday," I told Jessica as we sat down together.
"That's awesome. I went there once when I was little. Don't remember much, but it was fun. They have a ride that spins you so fast it makes people throw up. I heard there's a warning on it now and everything," Jessica said.
I laughed, imagining the ride. "Sounds intense," I said, excited at the thought of riding it.
The bus ride was uneventful, and soon we arrived at school. I spent the day in a haze of anticipation, barely able to focus on my classes. All I could think about was the amusement park and the possibility of riding the biggest and fastest rides.
After my last class, I ran towards the bus, my backpack bouncing against my back with each stride. I was so caught up in my daydreams that I didn't hear the teacher's voice calling after me. She grabbed me by the arm, and I cried out from the sudden, unexpected pain.
"Jackson, what... what happened to your arms?"
The teacher's eyes widened, and then her expression turned concerned as she saw the purple and yellow bruises that decorated them. My mind raced as I tried to come up with a story.
"Oh, this? Um, it happened over the weekend," I said, trying to sound casual. "I was walking through the forest near my house, and I got attacked by a dragon. Slayed him, though. Going to have Armor made from his hide."
The teacher looked at me with disbelief and concern but seemed to accept my story.
"Boys," she snorted and shook her head, then sent me on my way with a reminder to be more careful when playing outside.
I breathed a sigh of relief as I climbed onto the bus, grateful my teacher didn't ask any more questions. As soon as I sat beside Jessica, I felt a sense of normalcy return. We chatted about our day as the bus made its way down the winding roads towards our homes.
Dad didn't bring fast food that night, but he came straight home from work. Mom made meatloaf and sweet potato mash. The rest of the week went by much the same. It was tough to tell whether it went by in a blur or took forever. Sometimes it was both.
Friday came, and that was one of the forever days. I was so giddy for tomorrow that time seemed slow.
When the final bell rang, I darted out of my seat and rushed toward the buses, eager to get home and get the day over with.
It was a little after four when I walked into the kitchen to greet my mother.
She was pulling a cake out of the oven.
Must be to celebrate Dad's promotion.
The delicious smell filled the air.
The cake was red velvet, its familiar coloring a welcome sight. I could see the flecks of vanilla bean in the batter.
"Wow, Mom, that looks amazing!" I exclaimed, admiring the cake with a wide grin.
She chuckled. "It's your dad's favorite. I thought we could celebrate tonight."
I nodded enthusiastically. "That sounds great!"
But the night wore on, and Dad still wasn't home. Mom grew increasingly concerned, but she tried to keep a brave face for me. The minutes passed by slowly, dragging on for what felt like hours.
Finally, around 9 p.m., I heard the sound of a car engine outside. My heart sank as my father pulled into the driveway. He stumbled out of the vehicle and made his way towards the door with unsteady steps.
My mother greeted him with a hug as he stepped inside, but he pushed her away and slurred a curse.
"I'm sorry honey, but I made a red velvet cake... you're favorite," she said, trying to sound upbeat, but I could hear a quiver in her voice.
Dad's face twisted in a rage as he looked at the cake.
"You think I care about that right now? I didn't get the promotion!"
He roared, his fist slamming down on the counter. Mom stepped back in surprise and fear as Dad spun around to face me.
"And you! You're a worthless piece of nothing! Just like your mother!" He screamed, his eyes wild with fury.
My stomach churned as he advanced towards me. 
A sharp cry bubbled up in my chest as his fingers clamped down on my wrist, squeezing so hard I was sure the bones would break. His hand lifted, and I flinched in anticipation of the strike he was about to land on me for the imagined offence.
But before he could reach me, my mother stepped forward and placed herself between us.
"No! Stop it!" She said firmly, her voice cracking with emotion. "I've had enough of this, David! We're moving out. I've already made arrangements with my sister. I—I wanted to let Jackie have fun at the amusement park. And like the idiot I am, I baked you your favorite cake, hoping if maybe you got the promotion you'd finally stop drinking yourself to death."
"You made arrangements?!" My dad seethed through gritted teeth. His fists clenched, and his face turned red. He raised his arm to strike my mother, but she didn't flinch. I could see the fear in her eyes, but she stood her ground as Dad brought down his arm with full force.
The sound of skin smashing against skin rang out as he struck her and sent her sprawling across the floor. With a sickening thud, her head slammed into the corner of the counter on the way down. She lay there motionless.
I rushed over to my mom's side, my heart pounding with terror as I tried to rouse her. But it was no use; her body was limp and still.
No. This—this isn't real...
"Mom? Mom!" I shouted.
Her head lolled to the side. A small pool of blood grew beneath her.
"MOM!"
Tears spilled down my cheeks as I shook her, pleading.
She didn't respond. My vision blurred as tears poured down my face.
"No," I sobbed. "Mom, no. Please, no."
Then, a certain number popped into my head. One that had been drilled into me by TV, my parents, and every class I'd ever had.
"We have to call 911!"
I ran over to the phone and dialed the number quickly, my fingers shaking as they flew across the numbers. "Hello? We need an ambulance. My mom is hurt," I breathed into the receiver as my tears spilled.
I don't know what I expected to happen. Maybe for the people on the other side of the phone to tell me they would send an ambulance right away. Maybe for a doctor to appear and heal my mother. But none of that happened.
A voice crackled through the line. "Is your mother breathing?"
I pulled my mother's body into my chest. She was still warm, but she didn't seem to be breathing.
"No, she's not breathing," I whispered. My voice was weak and erratic.
"Okay, I need you to start CPR right now," The person instructed.
I listened as she explained what to do.
I would press down on my mother's chest, like the people on TV did, and then breathe into her mouth.
I started to compress my mother's chest, feeling the bones and tissues give way slightly beneath my hands.
It was all so surreal.
I couldn't believe this was happening.
As I continued to perform CPR, I watched as my father slumped down on the couch, his head in his hands.
After what felt like an eternity, the front door burst open, and two EMTs rushed in, their equipment bags slung over their shoulders.
"What happened here?" One of them asked, scanning the room.
"My dad hit my mom, and she fell and hit her head," I explained breathlessly as they took over performing CPR.
That was the final honest thing I ever said about my life or how my mom died. It hit me then. Harder than any blow I'd ever taken from my father. I knew deep down it was he who killed her. But it might as well have been me.
My mother, Maryann Archer, was strong. She had stood tall in the face of his wrath and tried to protect me. Her warnings echoed in my head, as did the anxiousness I'd noticed the past week. She'd been making plans to escape the cycle of pain our lives had become.
And when faced with similar challenges, I lied. I always lied.
The teachers, social services, and even Jessica had given me concerned looks in the past. There were so many opportunities to tell the truth.
And if I had…
The EMTs worked on my mother, but it was too late. She was gone.
I watched as they wrapped her with a sheet, then took me away from the area, stating it was a crime scene. 
Police came shortly after. My dad was taken away in handcuffs, but I didn't feel any relief. All I felt was a crushing sense of guilt and despair.
I was truly alone.
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