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​Content Warning:

This story contains sensitive themes including abuse, abandonment, mental health struggles, emotional violence, and suicidal thoughts. Reader discretion is advised, especially for those sensitive to these topics.

This work does not seek to glorify suffering, but to give a voice to those who have lived through it in silence.

If you’re going through a difficult time, please don’t face it alone. Talking about it can save your life.

With love,
Jaycel.
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​Chapter 1: Standing at the Edge
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The day started out completely normal.

Érika got up and headed straight to the bathroom. It was the first day of the week, which meant she had classes. She didn’t miss school at all, but she’d still woken up earlier than everyone else to get ready, and there, in that big bathroom covered in blue tiles, while the water ran down her body, she started crying.

She couldn’t help it.

She carried marks that reminded her of the hell she’d lived through. Not physical marks, but mental ones. There was a scar carved into her memory so deep it could never be erased.

Her world had been painted black. Everywhere she looked, all she could see was sadness, because her life was overflowing with it. She was tired of living with constant fear tormenting her. Tired of feeling alone in the middle of it all. Tired of crying every time she looked at her own body. Tired of everything. Tired of everyone.

Once she got ready, she grabbed her bike and left the house without seeing a single sign of her family yet.

The sky was only beginning to brighten, so there weren’t many people awake aside from a few heading to work, or at least that’s what she assumed.

A lot of them greeted her, but Érika didn’t greet anyone back. She just kept going, knowing none of it mattered anymore. Today, it would finally end. She’d never have to see Gabriel again. She’d never have to feel alone anymore. And most of all, she’d never have to cry like she was crying now.

The salty tears blurred her vision, making it hard to see, but she didn’t slow down. If anything, she pedaled faster and faster.

She wasn’t going full speed, but she was going fast enough that when someone suddenly stepped in front of her, she couldn’t stop in time. Maybe if she’d been looking ahead, she would’ve noticed them sooner, but for a few seconds she’d been staring down at the ground, and by the time she looked up, it was too late. Even though she slammed the brakes, the bike crashed straight into the person and sent them to the ground.

Érika jumped off immediately when she saw the body lying there, completely still.

Fear crept through her as she approached.

It looked like a young girl. Long hair covered part of the person’s face.

Érika dropped to her knees, horrified. There was a wound on the arm, blood running from it, and still no movement.

There was no way she’d killed her... right?

—Are you okay?

The girl didn’t move.

—Can you hear me?

This time, Érika reached out with trembling fingers and nudged the body slightly, terrified of confirming something horrible.

I killed her.

She grabbed her bike and took off.

—Hey! Wait!

She heard the voice after she’d already gotten farther away.

A man’s voice. Probably someone who’d seen everything and was going to report her.

She never looked back.
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Érika stood in front of the railing, staring into the void.

She’d had enough. All she wanted now was peace.

The morning kept brightening as the sun rose higher, people crossing the bridge in their cars, but she was almost underneath it, where the giant metal structure connected to the ground above the water. From where she stood, it was hard to spot her. Besides, what did it matter if someone saw her? Nothing mattered anymore anyway.

She climbed onto the metal bars separating her from the endless drop below and looked down again. The water was so far beneath her that she knew if the fall didn’t kill her, drowning would.

She closed her eyes and started counting down.

Five... four... three... two...

—Don’t do it! —someone shouted behind her.—I’m sorry, okay? I shouldn’t have scared you like that. I never thought this would happen.

She didn’t turn around. She barely even understood what he was talking about, and judging by his voice, she was sure she didn’t know him.

—Leave me alone.

—Please, look at me.

So she did.

Shoulder-length blond hair. Gray eyes filled with panic. A small cut on his arm.

And suddenly, she knew exactly who he was.

The girl... well, the guy she’d hit with her bike.

—See? I’m alive. I’m not some ghost or anything, I was just messing with you. I didn’t think you’d take it like this. Please, get down from there.

He pleaded with his eyes, with his hands, with everything in him.

—Please —he repeated when she didn’t even make the slightest move.

—You don’t understand —Érika said, her eyes drowning in tears.—You don’t understand anything.

She wobbled slightly, her pulse shooting up.

He instinctively reached toward her, but when he saw she’d steadied herself again, he stopped.

—Okay, then explain it to me. But get down first. I couldn’t live with myself knowing someone took their life because of me.

Érika looked into his eyes again and understood exactly what he was feeling, because it was the same thing she’d felt less than fifteen minutes earlier, when she’d seen him lying motionless on the ground and thought he was dead.

Living meant continuing to suffer.

But she didn’t want someone else carrying the guilt of her death forever.

She climbed back down from the railing and walked away without another word.
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In the end, Érika stayed home.

Her parents had already left for work by the time she got back, so they’d never know she skipped school, and honestly, she doubted they’d care anyway.

She locked herself in her room and blasted music through her headphones. The songs she listened to were always sad and depressing because she saw herself reflected in most of the lyrics.

She stared at the ceiling for a long time, and at some point, without even realizing when, she fell asleep.

In her dream, she was running in every direction. Someone was chasing her, and no matter where she tried to escape, he kept appearing in front of her again and again. Érika changed paths, and there he was. She turned another way, and still found him there, until suddenly she was trapped, surrounded by a group of men all wearing the same face. They started closing in, violently tearing at her clothes and...

She woke up with her heart racing.

The headphones were still playing. She pulled them off and shut the music off.

Then she walked outside.

The house was still empty. It was only eleven in the morning, and her parents wouldn’t be home until after six.

She sat down on the couch, and suddenly an image flashed through her mind: the long-haired boy.

His expression had caught her off guard. A complete stranger had seemed more worried about her than the people who’d known her since the day she was born.

She went back to her room, grabbed her sketchbook, and started drawing the face of the person who’d unintentionally extended her suffering a little longer... at least for a few more days, until that desperation came back again, the same desperation that showed up every so often and begged her to finally jump into the abyss.

Seconds passed. Then minutes. Then hours.

And Érika kept tracing delicate lines that slowly formed a thick curtain of blond hair.

When she finished, she stared at the drawing in awe. She’d improved a lot over the years. The portrait looked almost like a black-and-white photograph.
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Her mother was the first to come home.

Érika was watching TV in the living room when she heard her ask how school had gone, but she knew she didn’t really care, so she just answered, “Fine,” and kept staring at the screen.

A little later, her father arrived and greeted them with the same energy people use when delivering bad news about a dead relative. He always looked annoyed to be home, like someone forcing himself to do something he hated. After his usual greeting, he went upstairs to shower while Érika and her mother set the table, exchanging as few words as possible.

The three of them ate dinner together and alone at the same time, because none of them seemed aware the others were even there.

Her father somehow managed to eat without taking his eyes off his phone. Her mother watched the television sitting a few feet away. And Érika just pushed the food around on her plate.

She’d barely eaten all day, but she still had no appetite.

Eventually, after getting tired of spinning the spoon in circles, she got up and left. And if either of them noticed, they gave no sign of it.

It’s incredible how much things change, she thought.

Back then, eating together as a family had felt special.

Now it just felt pathetic, and she constantly wondered why they even bothered anymore.
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​Chapter 2: The New Boy
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When Érika got to school the next day, she found out something that honestly didn’t matter much to her, though it did leave her wondering how it was even possible considering classes had started almost three months ago already. She couldn’t come up with an answer, but the facts were right there.

There was a new boy in her class.

That was what Juana was telling her, practically vibrating with excitement like a little kid opening a new toy. Érika just nodded along, quietly analyzing every word she heard.

Apparently, this Rafael guy was the new sensation at school.

—How do you know he’s new in the neighborhood?

—Because I was talking to him yesterday and I asked him —Juana said casually, like it was the most normal thing in the world. Then her voice filled with excitement again as she bounced slightly in place.—Just wait until you meet him. He’s seriously the sweetest person ever. His hair is incredible and his eyes are to die for. He’s gorgeous.

—Wow, I see your descriptions are improving. I mean, this one at least has three qualities besides “he’s gorgeous.”

Juana gasped dramatically and pressed a hand to her chest.

—Wow. You say that like I talk this way about every guy I meet.

—Because you do.

—I do it with the ones I like, not everyone. Besides, Rafael isn’t like the others.

Érika rolled her eyes. Here we go again.

—He’s perfection in human form. Funny, sweet, and... ugh, I can’t wait for you to meet him!

Once the conversation died down, the two girls sat on one of the benches in the courtyard, each lost in her own world. It was part of their daily routine: arrive at school, sit together, talk about whatever random thing came to mind, or just scroll through their phones side by side in silence.

Not long after they started doing the second option, someone appeared in front of them. Érika looked up and found Alexandra standing there with her hands clasped together in front of her face like she was praying.

—Érika, please, I need your help. I’ll pay you whatever you want, I swear.

Érika sighed.

She made money doing assignments for people at school, but sometimes even that annoyed her. Stuff like that was supposed to happen once in a while, not every single time there was homework due. Apparently no one had explained that to Alexandra.

—What do you want? —she asked, setting her phone aside.

—The last history assignment. The one about World War II.

—That was assigned two weeks ago. And it’s due tomorrow.

—I know —Alexandra said in the exact tone people used when they were trying to guilt someone into helping them. A mix of regret and begging.—But I’ve been really busy lately, and honestly, I was too lazy to do it. Plus I didn’t understand any of it.

Érika thought about it for a moment. Alexandra always came up with the same excuses, but at least she was honest. She really was lazy when it came to school.

—Please help me. I’m behind on a ton of assignments already and I can’t keep up. I’ll even pay you today if you want. I promise.

—Fine. I’ll see what I can do. We’ll talk about the price later.

—Thank you! —The brunette’s face lit up as she gave Érika a quick hug.—You’re the best.

Then she spun around and walked away doing ridiculous little hops.

—You’re doing her homework again? —Juana asked, like she hadn’t heard the entire conversation.

Érika nodded.

—You should let her fail. She’s unbelievably irresponsible and she totally takes advantage of you...

—She’s not taking advantage of me —Érika cut in.—She pays me, just like everyone else. Besides, I can’t let her fail. That would be cruel, and you know it.

Juana let out a tired sigh.

At some point, her friend did have a point. Érika shouldn’t keep doing Alexandra’s assignments. But saying no was hard, especially because she was saving money, and this helped a lot.
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Halfway through class, while the math teacher explained another theorem from the endless collection in her textbook, Érika subtly turned her head again just to look at him one more time.

Because apparently her life wasn’t miserable enough already, now the same boy
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