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Chapter 1: The Descent Begins
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Jake Marshall sat at the top of the stairs, straining to hear the muffled voices drifting up from the kitchen. His mother’s tone was sharp, an edge of frustration biting into every word she spoke. His father’s voice was quieter, almost pleading, but there was a tension to it that made Jake’s stomach churn. He hugged his knees closer to his chest, trying to make sense of the conversation below.

“...just a rough patch,” his father was saying. “We’ve had them before. We’ll get through it.”

“This is different, Mark,” his mother snapped. “The bills are piling up, and the bank is breathing down our necks. We can’t keep pretending everything is fine.”

Jake’s heart pounded in his chest. He’d noticed the little things—how the cupboards were stocked with cheaper brands, how the thermostat was kept just a little lower than usual, and how his mother would stare at the stack of mail on the counter with a frown etched deep into her forehead. But hearing it confirmed like this made it all too real. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

He shifted slightly, trying to get a better angle to hear his father’s reply, but the floorboard beneath him creaked. Jake froze, his breath catching in his throat. The conversation downstairs stopped abruptly, and for a moment, there was only silence.

“Jake?” his mother called, her voice softer now, tinged with concern. “Are you up there?”

Jake debated pretending he wasn’t, but he knew it was too late. Slowly, he stood up and descended the stairs, his footsteps heavy with reluctance. As he entered the kitchen, he found his parents seated at the table, their faces drawn and tired. His father’s eyes, usually so full of warmth, looked distant, almost hollow.

“Sorry,” Jake muttered, shoving his hands into the pockets of his hoodie. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”

His mother forced a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “It’s okay, sweetie. We were just... talking about grown-up stuff. You don’t need to worry.”

But Jake did worry. He could see the tension etched into every line of his father’s face, the way his hands trembled slightly as he reached for his coffee mug. Something in his father had changed over the past few months. It was subtle at first—the way he’d come home later than usual, the faint smell of alcohol clinging to his clothes, the distant look in his eyes when he thought no one was watching.

At first, Jake had convinced himself it was nothing. His father had always been the rock of the family, the one who could handle anything life threw at them. But now, as Jake stood in the kitchen, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was slipping, something vital that held their family together.

His mother stood up, brushing past him to the sink, where she began scrubbing a plate with unnecessary force. “Jake, why don’t you head up to bed? It’s late, and you have school tomorrow.”

Jake hesitated, glancing at his father, who was staring into his coffee as if it held all the answers to the universe. “Dad?” he ventured, his voice barely more than a whisper.

His father finally looked up, a flicker of something unreadable in his eyes. “Don’t worry, Jake,” he said, but his voice lacked the reassurance it once held. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

But Jake wasn’t sure he believed him.

In the days that followed, the tension in the Marshall household only grew. Jake’s father started coming home later and later, and when he did, his words were slurred, his movements clumsy. His mother tried to keep up appearances, plastering on a smile whenever Jake was around, but the cracks were showing.

Jake’s grades began to slip as the weight of it all pressed down on him. He couldn’t focus in class, his mind constantly drifting back to the arguments he heard late at night, the sound of glass bottles clinking in the trash, and the empty promises his father made.

One evening, Jake came home from school to find his mother sitting at the kitchen table, a stack of bills spread out before her. Her eyes were red-rimmed, and she barely glanced up when he walked in. Jake’s heart sank.

“Mom?” he said quietly, stepping closer. “Is everything okay?”

She looked up then, forcing another one of those smiles that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Just a bit stressed, honey. Nothing for you to worry about.”

But Jake knew better. He saw the way her hands shook as she reached for a glass of water, the way she bit her lip to keep it from trembling. He wanted to say something, to ask about the bills, to ask about his father, but the words stuck in his throat. Instead, he nodded and turned to go to his room.

“Jake,” his mother called after him, her voice wavering. He turned back, surprised to see tears welling up in her eyes. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but then she seemed to think better of it. “Just... remember that your father loves you. He’s just going through a tough time right now.”

Jake didn’t know how to respond to that, so he just nodded again and headed upstairs. He shut the door to his room and leaned against it, letting out a shaky breath. The weight of his mother’s words pressed down on him, suffocating him with worry.

He glanced over at his desk, where a stack of textbooks lay untouched. There was a math test tomorrow, but the thought of studying made him feel sick. Instead, he flopped down on his bed and stared up at the ceiling, trying to block out the sound of the front door opening downstairs, the heavy footsteps of his father returning home.

Jake squeezed his eyes shut, hoping that when he opened them, everything would be back to normal. But deep down, he knew that nothing would ever be the same again.

A few days later, Jake found himself walking home from school, his backpack heavy with books he had no intention of opening. The afternoon sun was warm on his back, but it did little to ease the cold knot of anxiety that had taken up permanent residence in his stomach.

As he turned onto his street, he noticed something odd. His father’s car was parked in the driveway. It was only three in the afternoon—his father should have been at work. Jake’s steps slowed, a sense of dread creeping up his spine. He approached the front door cautiously, his hand trembling as he reached for the doorknob.

Inside, the house was eerily quiet. No sign of his mother, no sound of the television or the radio. Jake’s heart pounded in his chest as he walked through the hallway, his eyes darting around as if expecting something to jump out at him.

When he reached the living room, he stopped dead in his tracks. His father was sitting on the couch, a bottle of whiskey clutched in one hand, the other hand buried in his hair. His eyes were bloodshot, and there was a wild, desperate look in them that Jake had never seen before.

“Dad?” Jake whispered, his voice barely audible.

His father looked up, and for a moment, it was as if he didn’t recognize his own son. Then something in his gaze shifted, and he let out a heavy sigh, setting the bottle down on the coffee table with a clink.

“Jake,” he said, his voice hoarse. “What are you doing home?”

“School’s over,” Jake replied, still frozen in place. “What are you doing here?”

His father let out a bitter laugh, rubbing his eyes. “Got the day off. Boss said I needed a break.”

But Jake knew better. He wasn’t a child anymore—he understood what was really happening. His father’s drinking had finally caught up with him, and now they were all paying the price.

Jake took a step forward, his throat tightening with a mix of anger and fear. “You shouldn’t be drinking, Dad.”

His father looked at him, a flash of something like shame crossing his face. But it was gone as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by a hard, defensive edge. “Don’t tell me what to do, Jake. I’m the adult here.”

Jake’s fists clenched at his sides. “Yeah, well, you’re not acting like one.”

The words were out before he could stop them, and as soon as they were, Jake regretted them. His father’s face darkened, and for a moment, Jake was sure he was about to get hit. But instead, his father just slumped back on the couch, defeated.

“Maybe you’re right,” he muttered, reaching for the bottle again. “Maybe I’m not.”

Jake felt a surge of frustration and helplessness. He wanted to scream, to shake his father until he snapped out of whatever dark hole he was in. But instead, he just stood there, watching as his father took another long swig from the bottle.

Without another word, Jake turned and walked out of the room. He climbed the stairs two at a time, heading straight for his bedroom. He slammed the door behind him, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he tried to hold back the tears burning in his eyes.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. His father was supposed to be strong, the one who held the family together. But now everything was falling apart, and Jake didn’t know how to stop it.

He collapsed onto his bed, burying his face in the pillow. The tears came then, hot and angry, soaking into the fabric as he let out all the fear and frustration he’d been holding in for weeks. It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair.

But life wasn’t fair. That was the harsh reality Jake was slowly coming to understand. And as he lay there, his body shaking with silent sobs, he made a vow to himself.

If his father wasn’t going to fix things, then he would. No matter what it took.

The next day, Jake trudged through school like a zombie. His eyes were puffy from the tears he’d shed the night before, and he hadn’t slept a wink. His thoughts were consumed with worry about his father, about his family, about how everything seemed to be spiraling out of control.

During lunch, Jake found himself sitting alone in the cafeteria, picking at a sandwich he had no appetite for. His usual group of friends was laughing and joking a few tables over, but he didn’t have the energy to join them. Everything felt so trivial compared to the chaos at home.

As he stared at his food, his mind racing, a voice broke through the fog of his thoughts.

“Hey, man. You okay?”

Jake looked up to see his best friend, Ryan, standing beside him, concern etched on his face. Ryan was the kind of guy who could always lighten the mood, no matter how bad things were. But today, even his presence wasn’t enough to lift the weight from Jake’s shoulders.

“Yeah,” Jake mumbled, forcing a weak smile. “Just tired.”

Ryan didn’t look convinced. He pulled out a chair and sat down across from Jake, his eyes searching his friend’s face for any sign of what was really going on.

“You’ve been acting weird lately,” Ryan said, his tone serious. “Is something going on at home?”

Jake hesitated, his stomach twisting with the urge to spill everything. But a part of him held back. He didn’t want to burden Ryan with his problems, didn
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