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    To the real Craig—This story is inspired by your journey, your struggles, and your resilience. May your path remind others that even in the darkest moments, redemption is possible. Your story matters.
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​Chapter 1: The Beginning of the End
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Craig Thompson’s childhood wasn't the kind you see in family photos or holiday cards. It was the kind that leaves scars—some visible, others buried deep within. When he was thirteen, Craig’s world shattered. His parents, who had never been the picture of marital bliss to begin with, finally split in a storm of arguments and slammed doors. Craig could still remember the way his mother’s voice shook, the tears she tried to hide as she packed her bags. His father, however, was a different story. There was no sadness in his eyes, just a cold, steely resolve. And in the end, that resolve dictated that Craig would stay with him.

“Your place is here,” his father had said, his voice as hard as the hands that would later teach Craig lessons he’d never forget. Craig had wanted to go with his mother—he had begged, tears streaming down his face—but his father’s word was final. He watched from the porch as his mother’s car pulled away, disappearing down the road along with any semblance of safety or warmth Craig had ever known.

The house felt emptier without her. The walls seemed to close in, echoing with the heavy silence that followed his father’s footsteps. The man was a hard worker, that much was true—always on time, never missing a day. But his work ethic didn’t translate to warmth at home. Instead, he ruled the house with an iron fist, and Craig was the one who felt the brunt of it.

The beatings were regular. Craig learned to gauge his father’s moods by the way he walked, the tone of his grunts, the look in his eyes when he came through the door after a long day at work. Some days, he could almost fool himself into thinking things were normal. But those days were rare. Most days, Craig felt like he was walking on eggshells, waiting for the moment when his father would snap. It could be something as small as a misplaced tool or a dish left in the sink. Other times, there was no reason at all—just a release of pent-up rage that had nothing to do with Craig but everything to do with him being the only one there.

The worst came when Craig was fourteen. He had needed lunch money for school, just a dollar to get through the day. His father had always kept a few bills on the dresser, loose change for cigarettes or a six-pack. Craig knew better than to take anything without asking, but that morning, his father had already left for work, and he had forgotten to ask the night before. He stood there, staring at the dollar bill, his stomach rumbling. One dollar. His father wouldn’t miss it, wouldn’t even notice it was gone. So Craig took it, thinking he could avoid whatever punishment might come if he was fast enough.

He wasn’t.

When his father came home that evening, he didn’t say anything at first. But Craig could tell something was off. His father’s movements were sharper, his breaths heavier, like a storm building on the horizon. And then, without warning, he grabbed Craig by the arm, his fingers like a vise, and slammed his hand down on the kitchen table.

“You think you can steal from me, boy?” his father growled, his face inches from Craig’s, eyes blazing with fury.

“I—I’m sorry, Dad, I just needed—” Craig stammered, trying to pull away, but his father’s grip was too strong.

“Sorry? You’re gonna be sorry,” his father snarled. And then he brought his other hand down hard on Craig’s outstretched fingers. Craig heard the crack before he felt the pain—a sharp, snapping sound that made his stomach turn. The pain that followed was white-hot, blinding. Craig screamed, trying to wrench his hand free, but his father held him down, pressing his fingers into the broken bone.

“That’ll teach you to take what’s not yours,” his father said, his voice low and cold. “You’re lucky I don’t break the rest.”
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