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The track stretched out before Matthew like a question he didn't know how to answer. Oval, endless, the same loop over and over. Coach Henderson was shouting something about intervals, but the words dissolved into white noise before they reached Matthew's brain. He'd been awake for thirty-six hours. Not by choice—sleep had become something his body rejected, like bad food or poison.
"Matthews! You deaf? I said line up!"
Matthew moved to the starting line, his legs operating on autopilot. The September sun felt aggressive against his skin, like it was trying to burn through to whatever was underneath. He wondered sometimes if there was anything underneath anymore, or if he'd become just surface—a shell walking around pretending to be a person.
That's when he saw her.
She was standing three lanes over, adjusting her shoelaces with the kind of focused intensity most people reserved for surgery or defusing bombs. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail that had already started to come loose, wisps of it sticking to her neck with sweat even though practice had barely started. There was something about the way she held herself—coiled, ready to spring or shatter, he couldn't tell which.
"New girl," someone muttered behind him. "Gorgia something. Transferred from Riverside."
The whistle blew.
Matthew ran.
He'd always been good at running. It was the only thing that made sense anymore—the simple mechanics of it, the way his body knew what to do even when his mind was static and screaming. Left foot, right foot, breathe. Don't think about the voices that had started whispering at the edges of his consciousness three months ago. Don't think about the way his mother had looked at him this morning, like she was trying to recognize someone she used to know. Don't think about the pills he'd stopped taking because they made him feel like he was drowning in cotton.
Just run.
He was halfway through his second lap when Gorgia passed him.
She moved like water, like something that couldn't be contained. Her stride was longer than it should have been for someone her height, and there was something almost violent about the way she pushed herself. Matthew found himself speeding up, matching her pace, running alongside her even though Coach had told them to maintain their own intervals.
She glanced over at him, and for just a second, their eyes met.
Hers were brown, almost black, and completely empty.
Matthew recognized that emptiness. He'd seen it in his own mirror every morning for the past year.
They finished the lap together, both of them gasping, bent over with their hands on their knees. The rest of the team was scattered around the track at various stages of completion or collapse.
"You're fast," Matthew said, because he had to say something, because that look in her eyes had cracked something open in his chest.
"You're faster," she said. Her voice was rough, like she'd been screaming. Maybe she had been. "You were holding back."
"So were you."
She straightened up, wiping sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. Up close, he could see the scars on her arms—thin white lines crisscrossing her forearms like a map of somewhere terrible. She didn't try to hide them.
"I'm Gorgia," she said.
"Matthew."
"I know. Coach called your name."
They stood there in the September heat, two broken things recognizing each other, and Matthew felt something shift in the universe. Not hope—he'd given up on hope. But maybe recognition. Maybe the possibility that he wasn't completely alone in whatever hell he'd been living in.
"You want to run another lap?" Gorgia asked.
"Yeah," Matthew said. "Yeah, I do."
They ran until Coach made them stop, until the sun started to sink toward the horizon and the other kids had already headed to the locker rooms. They ran until Matthew's lungs burned and his legs trembled and the voices in his head finally, mercifully, shut the fuck up.
When they finally stopped, Gorgia threw up in the grass beside the track. Matthew held her hair back without thinking about it, without asking if she wanted help. When she was done, she wiped her mouth and looked at him with those empty eyes.
"Thanks," she said.
"No problem."
"I haven't eaten in three days," she said, like she was commenting on the weather. "Probably should have mentioned that before running six miles."
Matthew should have been shocked. Should have asked why, should have told a teacher or a counselor or someone. But he just nodded.
"I get it," he said.
And he did.

They started running together every day after that. Not because they planned it, but because they both showed up early and stayed late, because running was the only thing that made the world feel less like it was closing in.
Matthew learned things about Gorgia in fragments, pieces she dropped like breadcrumbs during their cooldowns. She'd moved to town because her parents were trying to "start fresh" after what she called "the incident." She didn't elaborate, and Matthew didn't ask. She had a younger brother she never talked about. She was taking four different medications that she sometimes took and sometimes flushed down the toilet. She heard things that weren't there—voices, music, sometimes screaming.
"Do you ever see things?" she asked him one afternoon, three weeks after they'd met. They were sitting on the bleachers, sharing a water bottle because Gorgia had forgotten hers again.
"Sometimes," Matthew admitted. "Shadows, mostly. Things moving in my peripheral vision. Once I saw my dad standing in my room, but he's been dead for five years."
"What did he say?"
"That I should have died instead of him."
Gorgia nodded like this made perfect sense. "My brother tells me to kill myself. Except he's not dead, he's just at home playing Xbox. But I see him anyway, and he tells me all the ways I could do it. He's very creative."
"That's fucked up."
"Yeah." She took a long drink of water. "The doctors say it's schizophrenia. Paranoid type. They also say I have PTSD and DMDD and depression and probably some other acronyms they haven't figured out yet. I'm like a fucking alphabet soup of crazy."
Matthew laughed, and it felt strange in his throat, like his body had forgotten how. "I've got the same collection. Different flavors, maybe. My therapist—before I stopped going—said the PTSD and the schizophrenia feed each other. Like they're best friends having a party in my brain and I'm not invited."
"Do you take your meds?"
"Sometimes. You?"
"Sometimes."
They sat in silence for a while, watching the sun paint the sky orange and pink. Matthew felt something unfamiliar stirring in his chest—not happiness, exactly, but maybe the memory of what happiness used to feel like.
"I tried to kill myself last year," Gorgia said suddenly. "Pills. My mom found me and called 911. I was in the hospital for two weeks, then a psychiatric facility for three months. That's why we moved. Fresh start and all that bullshit."
Matthew's hand found hers without him deciding to move it. Her fingers were cold despite the heat.
"I tried twice," he said. "First time was pills too. Second time I tried to hang myself in the garage, but the beam broke. My mom thinks it was an accident, that I was trying to fix something and fell. I let her believe it."
"Why?"
"Because it's easier than watching her look at me like I'm already dead."
Gorgia squeezed his hand. "I get it."
They sat there until the sun disappeared completely and the automatic lights on the track flickered on. Matthew knew he should go home, knew his mother would be worried, would be pacing the kitchen and checking her phone every thirty seconds. But he didn't want to leave this moment, this strange pocket of understanding he'd found with this girl who was just as broken as he was.
"Same time tomorrow?" Gorgia asked.
"Yeah," Matthew said. "Same time."

October came with cooler weather and shorter days. Matthew's sleep got worse—he was averaging maybe two hours a night, and those two hours were filled with nightmares so vivid he sometimes couldn't tell if he was awake or asleep. The voices got louder, more insistent. They told him he was worthless, that everyone would be better off without him, that he should finish what he'd started in the garage.
He started cutting again.
It wasn't something he planned. He was in the bathroom at two in the morning, staring at his reflection and trying to remember who he used to be, when he saw the razor his dad had left behind. Five years dead and his stuff was still in the medicine cabinet, like he might come back and need to shave.
The first cut was shallow, experimental. Just to see if he could still feel something.
He could.
The pain was clean, simple. It cut through the static in his head and gave him something real to focus on. He watched the blood well up, bright red against his pale skin, and felt something like relief.
He did it again. And again.
By the time he stopped, his forearm looked like Gorgia's—a map of pain, a record of every time the world became too much.
He wore long sleeves to practice the next day, even though it was seventy degrees. Gorgia noticed immediately.
"Let me see," she said.
They were supposed to be running drills, but they'd wandered to the far end of the track where Coach couldn't see them. Matthew hesitated, then rolled up his sleeve.
Gorgia studied the cuts with the clinical detachment of someone who'd seen it all before. "Fresh," she said. "Last night?"
"Yeah."
"Did it help?"
"For a while."
She nodded, then rolled up her own sleeves. Her arms were covered in scars—old white lines and newer pink ones, some still scabbed over. "I started when I was twelve," she said. "After my uncle—" She stopped, swallowed hard. "After something happened. It was the only thing that made me feel like I had control over something, you know?"
Matthew knew.
"I'm not going to tell you to stop," Gorgia said. "That would be hypocritical as fuck. But—" She pulled a small first aid kit out of her backpack. "At least keep them clean. Infection is a bitch."
She cleaned his cuts with antiseptic wipes, her touch gentle and practiced. Matthew watched her face as she worked, the way she bit her lower lip in concentration, the way her hair fell forward to hide her eyes.
"Why are you being nice to me?" he asked.
Gorgia looked up, surprised. "Why wouldn't I be?"
"Because I'm fucked up. Because I'm—" He gestured vaguely at himself, at the cuts on his arms, at the whole disaster of his existence.
"So am I," Gorgia said simply. "Maybe that's why. Maybe it's easier to be nice to someone else's broken pieces than your own."
She finished bandaging his arm, then sat back. They were sitting close enough that Matthew could smell her shampoo—something floral and sweet that didn't match the darkness in her eyes.
"I think about dying every day," Gorgia said quietly. "Every single day. Sometimes it's just a passing thought, like 'I could step in front of that bus.' Sometimes it's all I can think about. Sometimes I plan it out in detail—what I'd write in the note, what I'd wear, what song I'd want playing. Is that fucked up?"
"No," Matthew said. "I do the same thing."
"Do you think we're going to die?"
"Probably."
"Does that scare you?"
Matthew thought about it. "Not as much as living does."
Gorgia leaned her head on his shoulder, and Matthew felt his heart do something complicated in his chest. They sat like that until Coach's whistle called them back, two broken kids holding each other up in the only way they knew how.

They started spending time together outside of practice. It wasn't dating—neither of them called it that—but it was something. They'd meet at the park after dark and sit on the swings, talking about everything and nothing. They'd text each other at three in the morning when the insomnia got bad. They'd skip class and drive to the lake, sitting on the hood of Gorgia's beat-up Honda and watching the water.
Matthew's mother noticed the change in him. "You seem happier," she said one morning over breakfast, her voice careful, hopeful.
Matthew wanted to tell her that happy wasn't the right word. That what he felt was more like less actively suicidal. That Gorgia hadn't fixed him or saved him, but she'd given him a reason to keep showing up. But he just shrugged and said, "I guess."
His mother smiled, and Matthew felt guilty for the hope in her eyes. She didn't know about the cutting, about the voices, about the way he sometimes stood on the edge of the overpass and thought about jumping. She didn't know that her son was still dying, just slower now.
Gorgia's parents were less observant. Or maybe they just didn't want to see. She told Matthew about the fights they had, the way her father drank and her mother pretended everything was fine. She told him about her brother, who was eleven and perfect and everything Gorgia wasn't.
"They wish it had been me instead of him," she said one night. They were in Matthew's car, parked behind the abandoned grocery store where no one would find them. "When my uncle—when it happened, they blamed me. Said I must have done something to make him think I wanted it."
Matthew's hands tightened on the steering wheel. "How old were you?"
"Thirteen."
"Jesus, Gorgia."
"It's fine. I'm fine." But her voice cracked on the word fine, and Matthew knew she was lying.
"What happened to him? Your uncle?"
"Nothing. My parents didn't want to 'tear the family apart,' so they just stopped inviting him to holidays. Like that fixed anything. Like I wasn't already torn apart."
Matthew reached for her hand in the darkness. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be. It's not your fault." She was quiet for a moment, then said, "He comes to me sometimes. In my head. He tells me I deserved it, that I'm dirty, that I should finish what I started last year. The doctors say it's a hallucination, that he's not really there, but it feels real. He feels real."
"My dad does the same thing," Matthew said. "Tells me I'm worthless, that I killed him by being such a disappointment. Never mind that he died in a car accident. Never mind that I was twelve and had nothing to do with it. The rational part of my brain knows it's not real, but the rest of me—" He shook his head. "The rest of me believes every word."
They sat in the darkness, holding hands, two kids haunted by ghosts that might or might not be real.
"Can I kiss you?" Gorgia asked suddenly.
Matthew's heart stuttered. "Yeah. Yeah, okay."
She leaned across the center console, and her lips met his. It was soft at first, tentative, like they were both afraid of breaking something. Then Gorgia's hand was in his hair and Matthew was pulling her closer and the kiss deepened into something desperate and hungry.
When they finally broke apart, both breathing hard, Gorgia's eyes were wet.
"I don't know how to do this," she whispered. "I don't know how to be close to someone without destroying them."
"Me neither," Matthew said. "But maybe we can figure it out together."
"What if we just destroy each other?"
"Then at least we won't be alone."
It was the saddest thing Matthew had ever said, and also the truest.

[bookmark: _n9rvo8yvs8nl]Part Two: The Breaking Point
November brought rain and darkness and a shift in the atmosphere between them. They were together now, officially, though neither of them was quite sure what that meant. They held hands in the hallways at school. They kissed in Matthew's car and in the empty locker rooms after practice. They texted each other constantly, a lifeline in the darkness.
But the darkness was getting darker.
Matthew's hallucinations were getting worse. He saw his father everywhere now—standing in the corner of his bedroom, sitting in the passenger seat of his car, waiting for him at the end of the track. The voices were constant, a chorus of criticism and cruelty that never shut up. He started taking pills again, not the prescribed ones but whatever he could find in his mother's medicine cabinet. Painkillers, mostly. They didn't stop the voices, but they made them quieter, made everything softer and further away.
Gorgia noticed. "You're high," she said one afternoon. They were supposed to be running, but Matthew could barely stand up straight.
"Just a little."
"What did you take?"
"I don't know. Oxy, maybe? Whatever was in the bottle."
Gorgia grabbed his face, forcing him to look at her. "Matthew, you can't—you could overdose. You could die."
"Would that be so bad?"
The slap came out of nowhere, sharp and stinging against his cheek. Matthew stared at her, shocked.
"Don't you fucking dare," Gorgia said, and she was crying now, tears streaming down her face. "Don't you dare give up. Not when I'm still here. Not when I'm still trying."
"I'm sorry," Matthew said, and he was crying too. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry."
They sank to the ground together, holding each other while they sobbed. Coach Henderson found them like that and sent them both home, told them to take a few days off and get their heads straight.
If only it were that simple.

Matthew tried to get clean. He really did. He flushed the pills, avoided his mother's medicine cabinet, white-knuckled his way through the withdrawal. But the voices got louder without the chemical buffer, and the hallucinations got more vivid. His father started touching him—cold hands on his shoulders, his neck, his face. Matthew knew it wasn't real, but his body didn't care. He'd flinch away from empty air, his heart racing, his breath coming in gasps.
Gorgia was dealing with her own demons. She'd stopped eating again, and her weight was dropping fast. She'd show up to practice shaking and pale, barely able to complete a single lap. Matthew tried to help, tried to make her eat, but she'd just throw it up later. Control, she said. It was about control.
They were both spiraling, and they both knew it, but neither of them knew how to stop.
"I think I'm going to do it soon," Gorgia said one night. They were in her room—her parents were out, her brother at a friend's house. She was lying on her bed, staring at the ceiling, and Matthew was sitting on the floor with his back against the wall.
"Do what?"
"Kill myself."
Matthew's blood went cold. "Gorgia—"
"I'm not asking you to talk me out of it. I'm just telling you. I've been planning it. I have the pills saved up. I wrote the note. I just need to pick a day."
Matthew stood up, crossed the room, sat on the edge of her bed. "When?"
"I don't know. Soon. Maybe next week. Maybe tomorrow. Whenever it feels right."
"What about me?"
Gorgia finally looked at him, and her eyes were so empty it hurt. "What about you?"
"If you die, I die. You know that, right? If you go, I'm going with you."
"Matthew—"
"I'm serious. You're the only thing keeping me here. The only thing. If you're gone, there's no point."
Gorgia sat up, grabbed his hands. "You can't put that on me. That's not fair."
"I know it's not fair. Nothing about this is fair. But it's true."
They stared at each other, two kids on the edge of the abyss, trying to figure out if they should jump together or pull each other back.
"Okay," Gorgia said finally. "Okay. Not yet. Not today."
"Not today," Matthew agreed.
They lay down together on her bed, fully clothed, holding each other like they were the only solid things in a world that was falling apart. Matthew felt Gorgia's heart beating against his chest, fast and fragile, and he thought about how easy it would be for that heart to stop. How easy it would be for both their hearts to stop.
"I love you," Gorgia whispered into the darkness.
It was the first time either of them had said it.
"I love you too," Matthew said, and he meant it, even though he wasn't sure he knew what love was supposed to feel like. Maybe this was it—this desperate clinging, this shared understanding of pain. Maybe love was just finding someone who was broken in the same way you were.
Gorgia's hands found the hem of his shirt, slipped underneath. Her touch was cold and tentative. "Is this okay?"
"Yeah."
They undressed each other slowly, carefully, like they were unwrapping something precious and fragile. Matthew had never done this before—had never been naked with another person, had never wanted to be. But with Gorgia, it felt right. It felt like the logical conclusion to everything they'd been building toward.
Her body was a map of trauma—scars on her arms, her thighs, her stomach. Bruises in various stages of healing. She was too thin, her ribs visible, her hip bones sharp. But she was beautiful in the way broken things are beautiful—raw and real and honest.
"I don't know what I'm doing," Matthew admitted.
"Me neither."
They figured it out together, fumbling and awkward at first, then finding a rhythm. It wasn't like the movies—it was messy and uncomfortable and sometimes painful. But it was theirs. It was real.
Afterward, they lay tangled together, sweaty and breathing hard. Gorgia was crying again, silent tears sliding down her cheeks.
"Did I hurt you?" Matthew asked, panicked.
"No. No, it's not that. It's just—" She pressed her face against his chest. "My uncle was the last person who touched me like that. And I thought—I thought I'd never be able to do this without feeling dirty. Without feeling like I was back there. But with you, it was different. It was okay."
Matthew held her tighter. "I'm glad."
"Me too."
They fell asleep like that, two broken kids finding temporary peace in each other's arms.

The peace didn't last.
Gorgia's parents came home early and found them in bed together. Her father dragged Matthew out of the house by his collar, threw him onto the front lawn, called him every name in the book. Her mother stood in the doorway, crying and screaming about how Gorgia had ruined everything, how she was just like her uncle, how she was dirty and wrong and broken.
Matthew tried to get back inside, tried to get to Gorgia, but her father shoved him hard enough that he fell. By the time he got back to his feet, the door was locked and he could hear Gorgia screaming inside.
He called the police, but by the time they arrived, everything was "fine." Gorgia came to the door with her mother, both of them smiling, saying it was just a misunderstanding. The officers looked at Matthew like he was the problem, like he was some predator who'd taken advantage of a vulnerable girl.
They told him to go home.
He did, but he texted Gorgia constantly. She didn't respond.
Three days later, she showed up at his house at two in the morning. Her face was bruised, her lip split. She was shaking so hard she could barely stand.
Matthew pulled her inside, locked the door behind them. "What happened?"
"My dad," she said. "He—after you left, he—" She couldn't finish the sentence, just collapsed against Matthew's chest and sobbed.
Matthew held her, rage burning in his chest. "We need to call the police. We need to—"
"No. No police. They won't believe me. They never believe me."
"Gorgia—"
"Please, Matthew. Just—can I stay here tonight? Please?"
Matthew's mother was asleep upstairs, and he knew she'd have questions in the morning, but he didn't care. "Yeah. Yeah, of course."
They went to his room, and Gorgia curled up on his bed like a wounded animal. Matthew lay down beside her, careful not to touch her bruises.
"He said I deserved it," Gorgia whispered. "Said I was a whore, just like my uncle always said. Said I'd corrupted you, that I was poison."
"You're not poison."
"Yes, I am. Everyone I touch gets hurt. My uncle, my parents, you. I'm toxic, Matthew. I'm—"
"Stop." Matthew turned her face toward his, gentle but firm. "You're not poison. You're not toxic. You're hurt, and you're scared, and you're dealing with shit that no one should have to deal with. But you're not bad. You're not wrong. You're just—you're just trying to survive."
Gorgia kissed him, desperate and hungry, and Matthew kissed her back. They made love again, slower this time, more careful. Gorgia cried through the whole thing, and Matthew did too, and afterward they held each other and pretended that love was enough to save them.
It wasn't.

[bookmark: _au0896w3kj8t]Part Three: The Descent
December was a blur of bad decisions and worse consequences. Gorgia moved in with Matthew unofficially—she'd show up every night and leave before his mother woke up. Her parents had kicked her out, or she'd run away, Matthew wasn't sure which. She wouldn't talk about it.
They started using together. It started with Matthew's pills, then escalated to whatever they could get their hands on. Weed, alcohol, cocaine when they could afford it. Anything to make the voices stop, to make the world feel less sharp and terrible.
School became optional. They'd show up sometimes, when they remembered, but mostly they just drove around or holed up in Matthew's room. His mother knew something was wrong, but she was too afraid to push, too afraid of losing him completely.
Track season ended. Neither of them noticed.
Matthew's hallucinations reached a fever pitch. His father was with him constantly now, a cold presence that whispered terrible things. Sometimes his father would tell him to hurt Gorgia, to punish her for being alive when he was dead. Matthew never did, but the thoughts scared him. The fact that some part of his brain could even consider it scared him.
Gorgia's hallucinations were different. She saw her uncle, her brother, sometimes her parents. They'd tell her to kill herself, to cut deeper, to finally finish what she'd started. She'd wake up screaming, convinced that someone was in the room with them, that someone was touching her.
They were both losing weight, both covered in fresh cuts and bruises. They looked like ghosts, like they were already halfway dead.
"We should get help," Matthew said one night. They were high on something—he couldn't remember what—and the world felt soft and distant.
"Help doesn't work," Gorgia said. "I've tried help. Therapy, hospitals, medications. Nothing works. We're just broken, Matthew. Some things can't be fixed."
"So what do we do?"
"We survive. Or we don't."
It was the closest they'd come to talking about the inevitable.

The first real attempt came in January.
Matthew found Gorgia in his bathroom, unconscious on the floor, an empty pill bottle beside her. He called 911, performed CPR the way he'd learned in health class, screamed at her to wake up, to stay with him, to not leave him alone.
The paramedics arrived and took over. They pumped her stomach at the hospital, kept her for seventy-two hours on a psychiatric hold. Matthew wasn't allowed to see her—he wasn't family, and her parents had put him on a no-contact list.
Those three days were the longest of Matthew's life. He didn't sleep, didn't eat, just paced his room and waited for news. The voices told him she was dead, that it was his fault, that he should join her. He came close—stood in his garage with a rope, trying to work up the courage.
But then Gorgia called.
"I'm out," she said. Her voice was flat, medicated. "They're sending me home. Can you pick me up?"
Matthew was in the car before she finished the sentence.
He found her outside the hospital, sitting on a bench, looking small and lost. She had a plastic bag with her belongings and a handful of pamphlets about suicide prevention and mental health resources.
"Hey," Matthew said.
"Hey."
They drove in silence for a while. Finally, Matthew asked, "Why?"
"I don't know. I just—I couldn't do it anymore. Couldn't keep pretending that any of this matters. Couldn't keep fighting."
"But you're still here."
"Yeah. Unfortunately."
Matthew pulled over, put the car in park. "Don't say that. Don't—I can't lose you, Gorgia. I can't."
"You're going to lose me eventually. We're both going to die, Matthew. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but soon. We both know it."
"Then let's not waste the time we have left."
Gorgia looked at him, really looked at him, and something shifted in her eyes. "Okay. Okay, yeah. Let's not waste it."
They went back to Matthew's house and made love like it was the last time, because maybe it was. They were rough with each other, desperate, leaving marks and bruises. It hurt, but the pain felt good, felt real, felt like proof that they were still alive.
Afterward, lying in the wreckage of Matthew's bed, Gorgia said, "I want to feel everything. Before the end. I want to feel alive, even if it's just for a little while."
"What do you want to do?"
"Everything. Anything. I want to drive fast and scream loud and fuck and fight and feel. I want to burn bright before we burn out."
So they did.

They spent the next few weeks living like they were already dead, like consequences didn't matter because there wouldn't be a future to face them. They stole Matthew's mother's car and drove to the city, spent money they didn't have on drugs and alcohol. They had sex in public places—bathrooms, alleys, the back of the car. They got into fights with strangers, with each other. They cut themselves and each other, mixing pain and pleasure until they couldn't tell the difference.
It was destructive and dangerous and probably insane, but it was also the most alive Matthew had ever felt.
One night, high on cocaine and drunk on cheap vodka, they broke into the school. They had sex on the track where they'd first met, under the stars, laughing and crying and screaming. They spray-painted their names on the bleachers, a monument to their existence, proof that they'd been here.
"I love you," Gorgia said, straddling him, her hands on his chest. "I love you so fucking much it hurts."
"I love you too," Matthew said, and he pulled her down into a kiss that tasted like blood and chemicals and desperation.
They fell asleep on the track, tangled together, and woke up to the sound of police sirens.
They ran, but they didn't get far. The cops caught them at the edge of the school property, tackled them to the ground, cuffed them. They were arrested for trespassing, vandalism, public intoxication. Matthew's mother had to come bail them out, and the look on her face when she saw him—disappointed, heartbroken, scared—almost broke him.
Almost.
But he was already too broken to break any further.

The court mandated therapy and community service. Matthew's mother made him start taking his medications again, watched him swallow the pills every morning. Gorgia was sent back to inpatient treatment, this time for sixty days.
Matthew was alone again.
The voices came back with a vengeance. His father was there constantly, telling him that Gorgia had abandoned him, that she'd realized he was worthless and left. The rational part of Matthew's brain knew this wasn't true, but the rational part was getting smaller every day.
He started cutting again, deeper this time. He wanted to feel something, wanted to punish himself for existing. The pain helped, but only temporarily. Nothing helped for long.
He wrote letters to Gorgia that he couldn't send. He told her about the voices, about the cutting, about how much he missed her. He told her he was sorry for dragging her into his mess, for making everything worse. He told her he loved her, over and over, like a prayer or a curse.
When she finally got out, she was different. The medications had changed her—made her slower, quieter, more distant. She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. She said she was better, but Matthew could see the lie.
They tried to go back to normal, whatever normal meant for them. They went to therapy, took their medications, attended school. They held hands and kissed and pretended that love could save them.
But they both knew the truth.
They were dying. Slowly, painfully, inevitably dying.

[bookmark: _4hsd9wvvea01]Part Four: The End
February brought snow and a cold that seeped into Matthew's bones and wouldn't leave. He and Gorgia were still together, still trying, but the weight of their combined trauma was crushing them both.
Gorgia's eating disorder had gotten worse. She was skeletal now, all sharp angles and hollow eyes. She'd pass out randomly, her body too weak to keep going. Matthew tried to help, tried to make her eat, but she'd just throw it up or hide the food or scream at him to leave her alone.
Matthew's drug use had escalated. He was taking anything he could get his hands on, mixing pills and alcohol and whatever else would make the voices stop. He'd nod off in class, at the dinner table, behind the wheel of his car. His mother threatened to send him to rehab, but he was eighteen now—legally an adult. She couldn't force him.
They were both waiting for the end. They just didn't know when it would come.

It started on a Tuesday.
Matthew woke up to seventeen missed calls from Gorgia. He called her back, his heart racing.
"Matthew." Her voice was strange, distant. "I need you to come over."
"What's wrong?"
"Just come over. Please."
He drove to her house, breaking every speed limit. When he got there, the front door was unlocked. He found Gorgia in her bedroom, sitting on the floor, surrounded by pill bottles.
"I can't do this anymore," she said. "I can't keep fighting. I'm so tired, Matthew. I'm so fucking tired."
Matthew sat down beside her, took her hand. "I know. I'm tired too."
"Let's stop fighting."
"What do you mean?"
Gorgia looked at him, and her eyes were clear for the first time in weeks. "Let's do it together. Let's end it. No more pain, no more voices, no more pretending. Just—peace. Finally."
Matthew should have said no. Should have called for help, should have talked her down, should have done something. But he was so tired, and the idea of peace—real, permanent peace—was so tempting.
"Okay," he said. "Okay, yeah. Together."
They spent the day together, their last day. They drove to all their favorite places—the track, the lake, the park. They had sex one last time, slow and gentle and sad. They wrote notes to their families, trying to explain the unexplainable.
As the sun set, they sat on Gorgia's bed, holding hands, surrounded by pills.
"Are you scared?" Gorgia asked.
"Terrified," Matthew admitted. "But also—relieved? Is that fucked up?"
"No. I feel the same way."
They took the pills together, washing them down with vodka. Then they lay down, wrapped in each other's arms, and waited.
"I love you," Gorgia whispered as the drugs started to take effect.
"I love you too," Matthew said. "I'll see you on the other side."
"Promise?"
"Promise."
The world started to fade, soft and warm and finally, finally quiet. The voices stopped. The pain stopped. Everything stopped.
Matthew's last thought was that maybe this was what peace felt like.

They were found the next morning by Gorgia's mother. The paramedics tried to revive them, but it was too late. They'd been dead for hours.
The funerals were separate—Gorgia's family blamed Matthew for corrupting their daughter, and Matthew's mother blamed Gorgia for taking her son away. Neither family understood that the kids had been dying long before they met, that they'd just found each other in the darkness and decided to face the end together.
The school held a memorial. Kids who'd barely known them cried and talked about what a tragedy it was, how they'd seemed so happy, how no one had seen the signs. The guidance counselors handed out pamphlets about suicide prevention and mental health resources, the same pamphlets that had been handed out a dozen times before and would be handed out a dozen times again.
Nothing changed.
Nothing ever changed.
But for a brief moment, two broken kids had found each other in the darkness. They'd loved each other in the only way they knew how—desperately, destructively, completely. They'd burned bright and fast and then they'd burned out together.
And maybe that was enough.
Maybe that was all they'd ever needed.

Matthew's mother found the letters he'd written to Gorgia, the ones he'd never sent. She read them late at night, crying, trying to understand the son she'd lost. In one of them, he'd written:
"I don't know if what we have is love or just shared trauma. I don't know if we're helping each other or hurting each other. But I know that when I'm with you, the world feels less impossible. The voices get quieter. The pain feels bearable. You make me want to stay, even when every part of me is screaming to go. That has to count for something, right? That has to mean something."
It did mean something.
It meant everything.
It just wasn't enough to save them.

Gorgia's brother found her journal, hidden under her mattress. The last entry, written the night before she died, said:
"I'm not afraid anymore. I thought I would be, but I'm not. Matthew will be with me, and that makes it okay. We'll go together, hand in hand, into whatever comes next. Maybe there's nothing. Maybe there's something. Either way, it has to be better than this. It has to be."
"I hope people understand. I hope they know we tried. We tried so hard to stay, to fight, to survive. But some battles can't be won. Some pain can't be fixed. And that's okay. It's okay to stop fighting. It's okay to rest."
"I love you, Matthew. I'll love you forever, even in death. Especially in death."
"See you soon."

The track where they'd met was empty now, abandoned. The spray paint with their names had been scrubbed away, erased like they'd never existed. But if you looked closely, you could still see the faint outline of the letters, a ghost of what had been.
Two broken kids had run these laps, had pushed themselves until their bodies gave out, had found each other in the pain and the sweat and the desperate need to feel something, anything.
They'd loved each other.
They'd destroyed each other.
They'd saved each other, for a little while.
And then they'd left together, hand in hand, into the darkness.
The track remained, oval and endless, the same loop over and over.
But Matthew and Gorgia were finally free.
Finally at peace.
Finally home.

THE END

[bookmark: _22foz1jen6g9]Epilogue: After
Matthew's mother never recovered. She moved away, unable to stay in the house where her son had lived and died. She went to therapy, took medications, tried to rebuild her life. But there was a hole in her chest where Matthew used to be, and nothing could fill it.
She kept his room exactly as he'd left it—a shrine to a boy who'd been in too much pain to stay. Sometimes she'd sit on his bed and read his letters to Gorgia, trying to understand, trying to forgive herself for not seeing, for not saving him.
She never could.
Gorgia's family fell apart. Her parents divorced within a year. Her father drank himself to death. Her mother moved across the country and changed her name, trying to escape the memory of the daughter she'd failed.
Her brother grew up angry and confused, haunted by the sister he'd barely known. He'd find her journal sometimes and read it, trying to understand why she'd left, why she'd chosen death over life.
He never could.
The school moved on. New students filled the halls, new dramas unfolded, new tragedies occurred. Matthew and Gorgia became a cautionary tale, a story told to freshmen about the dangers of mental illness and untreated trauma.
But they were more than a cautionary tale.
They were two kids who'd loved each other in the darkness. Who'd found each other when the world felt impossible. Who'd held on as long as they could before finally letting go.
They were Matthew and Gorgia.
They were infinite.
They were gone.
And somewhere, in whatever comes after, they were together.
Finally.
Forever.
At peace.

