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This book discusses suicide and suicidal idealization. 



If you are in emotional distress or suicidal crisis, you are not alone. Call the US National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 988 to speak with a trained counselor. It's free, confidential, and available 24/7.



For my readers outside the United States you can find a hotline for your area here: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_suicide_crisis_lines
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Gretchen stood in front of me on the roof of her apartment building, precariously balanced on the half wall that ran around the perimeter. The building was downtown, although which town I never learned. Cars passed by the building but they did not honk incessantly so I knew it wasn’t a major metroplex. 

I’d followed Gretchen here, not by walking behind her on the flight of stairs, but through time and space. Her bloodcurdling scream called my name, I heard it as soon as I left the younger version of myself and a parallel version of her, to enjoy their coffee at the Light House Café. 

The apartment roof was unfinished, designed for maintenance workers to access equipment, not for residents to come and relax. The tension in Gretchen’s shoulders and dark bags under her eyes indicated she hadn’t relaxed in a long time. She was close enough to the ledge that she wouldn’t relax if she valued her life. 

Capped metal vents were clustered around the roof like mushrooms. Air conditioners hummed, fighting back the heat of the summer sun. The fire escape door squeaked on rusty hinges as it blew in the breeze. Gretchen hadn’t cared to close it behind her. 

The breeze carried gray storm clouds towards us from the horizon. Anything lower than clouds was blocked by a wall of skyscrapers. This apartment was far from the tallest building around. But it was high enough to suit Gretchen’s needs. 

Gretchen smelled different from the younger version I’d killed countless times. Her perfume carried hints of orange and lemon instead of cherry blossoms. It was only a perceptible change because I’d spent so much time around her recently. 

I tasted sweat in my mouth. My long brown leather coat was not suited for the day’s heat. It rippled in the breeze, but the wind did little to cool me. 

Gretchen wore a sun dress. She wasn’t in high school anymore, probably about to graduate college by my best guess. She wore sandals and next to her feet sat a small clutch purse with a bright pink paisley pattern. Her blond hair whipped around her face masking her terrified eyes. 

“Get away from me, Todd!” she shouted.

I wondered how she knew who I was. I wore a scruffy face much older than the high school version she knew. But that was a question for another time and place. 

I raised my hands in surrender. I wasn’t going to hurt her today, I was done with that. “Let’s step down from there,” I said and offered my hand to help. 

She flinched at my movement and teetered on the lip of the wall. Someone shouted from below. 

 “It’s okay,” I assured her. “You don’t want to do this.” 

“You’re going to kill me.” Gretchen sobbed in terror. Her tears caught her hair which slowly quit flapping in the wind. “I’ve seen you do it!”

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I assured her. It was true but I felt like a wolf speaking to a sheep. “Where did you see me before?”

“In my dreams. Every night I watch you kill me. I haven’t slept for days.”

Dreams, I hadn’t had them in ages. I hadn’t slept in ages either. Gretchen was tired, people acted silly when they were tired. “They’re just dreams. They can’t hurt you.” Assessing the situation I doubted Gretchen was in my grasp. I could lunge to catch her, but it wasn’t a guarantee. 

“Every night, I watch you choose just the right brownie on the assembly line and place a deadly peanut in the batter. I feel my throat constrict and I wake up gasping looking for my EpiPen.” 

She was right, that was one of my preferred ways to kill her in order to get the attention of my younger self. However, this Gretchen, the one that belonged to the timeline we stood in, shouldn’t remember that. It happened far away in one of the infinite universes that I traveled through. I could kill thousands of Gretchen, likely did, and it’d be a drop in the barrel of infinity.

 “I had to do it,” I said. “I’m done now though.” 

“It’s still happening.” Gretchen gestured at the world around us between her sobs. “It’s not over. It will never be over.” 

“It is over. They’re just dreams, ” I assured her. She didn’t look like she believed me, so I decided to lie. “You have an exciting life ahead of you! Full of meaningful memories you’ll make with others. Friends, family, maybe kids. They don’t want you to do this right now.” In truth the universe was indifferent to her, it was indifferent to me and I could travel through it. 

“I’ll never sleep again. I can’t do it.” She looked over her shoulder to measure something in her gymnast mind, assuming she did gymnastics in this universe. 

I took advantage of the pause and lurched towards her to pull her off the wall. Gretchen turned back, her ears must’ve alerted her to my movement. She scampered back. Maybe she forgot she was on the ledge. Maybe she thought what lay below was less terrifying than me. 

She fell backwards. My hand passed over her thin dress but didn’t grip anything. She tucked her arms and head in reflexively. While it would’ve helped her when landing on a padded gym floor it’d do little for her now. 

I leaned over the ledge. My hand nearly knocked her purse off. I clutched it to save it from the fate of falling. I was infinitely more successful at rescuing it. 

The crowd gathered below parted like rippling water. Gretchen landed and the crowd let out a unified scream. 

I turned back from the ledge, Gretchen’s purse still in my hand. I started my focused breathing. It was time to leave this universe. There were infinitely more interesting places than this. I could go be a captain on a Star Liner cruise starship again. Those trips through the cosmos were always fun. 

Sirens sounded around the corner. Someone would be investigating her death. They wouldn’t get far. It’d likely be chalked up to another suicide due to the stress of college.  

That was all it was. She was sleep-deprived, not thinking straight. But how had I heard her scream? How did she know who I was? I quit breathing like I was going to leave. I went to the stairs and looked through her purse on the way down.

It wasn’t a big purse. It had some cash, a few plastic cards, a makeup kit, small pen, notebook, and flip phone. I played with the old-style phone and wondered why it wasn’t more advanced. It was blue and shaped like a river rock. It had an enamel pug looped as a trinket around the stubby antenna.  

Maybe she was short on money. I’d bought burner phones like this in various universes. But with the amount of cash in her wallet that seemed unlikely. What college kid carried around this much money? I had a few unsavory ideas but none of them suited Gretchen as I knew her. 

I stepped out of the stairwell and walked through the lobby of the apartment complex. I tried to remember my college experience. My home universe, my original life, it was so far back in my past I didn’t remember it. But I could remember more recent lives I’d lived, like the one I lived with Gretchen after saving her from being run over. In that one, my phone had a touch screens and apps to transfer money digitally. 

The sun shone in my eyes as I walked out of the apartment lobby. A few people in the crowd looked at me. Police were interviewing others. I turned away from the crowd and walked down the street. It felt strange holding a bright pink purse with my long coat so I stuffed it in the large inside pocket of my jacket. 


      ***After putting some distance between me and the crowd I smelled buttery baked goods and easily found the source. A small bakery had its door propped open with a foldable slate sidewalk sign. Someone had doodled the day’s specials on it with chalk, but I had no doubt that the smell was doing far more marketing for the place.

I stood in line. Most of the customers seemed to be college-age. Groups studied sharing textbooks and notes. Strangely, no one had a laptop out. A man in a suit talked loudly on a phone in the corner. His phone also flipped open, despite his suit indicating he could afford something much nicer if it existed. 

“What can I get you?” The young man at the cash register asked me. 

“Lemon poppy seed muffin.” I gestured to the row of them sitting in the display case. 

“Anything to drink?” He asked while punching my order in on a plastic keyboard. 

“Coffee,” I replied, “Lots of cream and sugar.” 

“Cream and sugar is over there,” the cashier pointed at a small kiosk near the man on the phone. He read off my total, it wasn’t as much as I expected.

I pulled some cash out of Gretchen’s wallet. Was it stealing if she was dead? 

The young man gave me a funny look as I pulled the money out of the purse, but he didn’t say anything. 

“I thought it matched my eyes nicely.” I held the purse up to my face to give him the opportunity to judge. 

He let out a forced laugh. Humor was always tough to transfer across the multiverse. I passed him the cash and he gave me my change followed by my food and drink. 

After filling my coffee to the brim with cream and sugar I found a small table away from the door. With my back to the wall, I shrugged off my jacket. I picked off pieces from the muffin top and flipped through the plastic cards in Gretchen’s wallet. She only had one debit and one credit card, the rest were gift cards, memberships, and various ID cards for school and driving. They sat in front of me like I was playing poker with friends. Much like cards in poker, they gave me little to work with. 

I pulled out the notebook hoping it’d be more interesting. The cover matched the pink paisley purse and a small magnetic clasp held it shut. The first few pages were marked up with to-do lists filled with homework and chores. Gretchen’s handwriting was soft and curved as I remembered. 

As I flipped through, the dates at the top of the page jumped a few years and the handwriting became difficult to read. Occasionally a familiar curved “c” or “n” popped up but the majority of the print was jagged and unevenly spaced letters as if a songbird once walked across the pages.

Doing my best to read the handwriting I found it was a story. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a very good story. It was littered with amateurish “and thens,” it jumped locations without explanation, and each scene failed to come together in a meaningful conclusion. After a few pages, it ended with “…and then I woke up.” I realized it was a dream journal. 

I put the clasp over the page I’d read to hold my place, hoping I wouldn’t have to go back to it. Reading someone else’s dreams was not the way I wanted to spend my time in this, or any, universe. I flipped the phone open, the enamel pug trinket knocked against my knuckle. I started to search for my name in her contacts. 

The problem with traveling the multiverse is that technology is never consistent. Keyboard layouts change frequently and this phone was no exception. The key for 0 sat in the top right corner of the number pad with each sequential number below it. There were only two columns of numbers which left space for shortcut keys on the sides. My thumb cramped while I tried to select the right letters, which were assigned chaotically to each number key. It was like some universes tried their hardest to find the least optimal solution. 

I finally input my name to the search bar of the contacts screen but nothing came up for Todd or Rungson. It might be under a nickname so I tried remembering my recent high school phone number, on the unlikely chance it was the same. 

“Sir,” a woman’s voice said to me. “Is this stuff yours?” 

“Of course. It’s at my table isn’t it?” I didn’t appreciate the interruption. I was trying to remember if the fifth digit in my old phone number was a 6 or a 9. I popped the last of the muffin into my mouth, while I chewed on my memory. 

I could feel the lady looming over me. Without swallowing I asked, “Do you have a problem with my fashion choices?” 

“I do.” She didn’t hide that she was in less of a mood for a joke than the cashier. 

I looked up and realized why. She wore a dark navy blue collared shirt with patches on each shoulder. The tool belt around her waist was filled with all kinds of gadgets most notably a bright yellow gun on her right hip. Her partner, a young man, wore a matching uniform. They had matching shiny silver police badges pinned to their chest. 

The only thing that didn’t match were their name tags. Atkinson was pinned to her chest while her partner wore a name with far too many consonants and not enough vowels. 

That was faster than expected, I thought. “Maybe you’re just jealous because you have to wear such a dull uniform.” I smiled at her then licked my teeth to make sure they were clean, glad I’d taken the chance to finish the muffin. In my haste a poppy seed had lodged itself near my right canine tooth so I picked at it with my pinky finger. 

The entire bakery stared at us. Even the suit on the phone had decided to talk at a reasonable level while he stole glances over at us. 

I considered putting on a show for the place. No handcuffs or jail cells could hold me. And even if I was able to be killed, nothing on their belt was lethal. 

I didn’t know my rights, laws change from universe to universe, so that put me at a disadvantage. But it hardly felt like a fair handicap. 

“Then you are,” the police officer turned Gretchen’s ID so she could read it. “Gretchen Smith?”

Was Gretchen’s last name really Smith? No wonder I had a hard time remembering it. 

“Not much of a resemblance,” the young partner tacked on. Officer Atkinson wiped the smile off his face with a glare.

I was glad someone else was interested in having fun. Taking reality too seriously always seemed dull to me. “I’ve had my hair cut since that picture.” The poppy seed I picked at came loose, I rolled it against the roof of my mouth with my tongue. 

“My partner and I are investigating the death of a young woman that matches this description,” Officer Atkinson said. “A tenant of the building recognized her and described someone like you fleeing the scene of the crime.” 

“I wouldn’t describe what I was doing as fleeing.” I didn’t appreciate her implication that I was a coward.

“But you were on the roof with her?” Officer Consonant asked. 

“Sure. Tried to talk her down. That’s not a crime.” The loose poppy seed rolled around in my mouth. I was playing a dangerous game. The black seed could get stuck back in my teeth if I wasn’t careful.

“How about we take this conversation outside,” Officer Atkinson suggested as she collected the contents of Gretchen’s purse. 

I snapped the cell phone closed and put it over the journal as she reached for it. “It’s a little hot out today. I’d prefer to stay in here.” 

“You’re in possession of evidence related to the death of a young woman. We could place you under arrest,” Officer Consonant said. “Would you prefer that?”

I put the poppy seed on my lips and blew it out of my mouth. It landed on the table as I said, “depends on if your cruiser has AC.”
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The cruiser, in fact, had AC. 

It blew cold air through the grated wall that separated me from the police officers. The plastic bucket seats were uncomfortable, especially since I was straddling the middle of them to read over Officer Consonant’s shoulder. He sat in the driver’s seat flipping through Gretchen’s notebook. He read it slowly, likely having as much difficulty with the handwriting as I did. 

My hands were behind my back and they’d confiscated my trench coat. I was glad to see it gone, even though I knew it’d be back soon enough. I now wore only my black T-shirt and jeans, and my skin stuck to the plastic of the seat.

They’d recited my rights to me inside the coffee shop. It took longer than I expected. We went out to their car and they stuffed me in the back. Despite that, we were still parked in front of the bakery. The flashing lights weren’t helping foot traffic find its way to the bakery. 

Officer Atkinson had taken my name, date of birth, and address. She radioed the information into the station from the passenger seat her door hung open into the sidewalk as if being confined in the same car as me was unacceptable. 

Without an ID they had to take me at my word. But I had no reason to lie to them. I was headed out of here, likely leaving the default Todd who lived in this universe with a mess of legal problems. But he was young, college-age, and hopefully looked nothing like me. He’d get out of it easy enough. 

“Why is there a description of you killing Ms. Smith in this journal?” Officer Consonant asked. His finger rested on a dog-eared page. I spotted my name at the top, the two lines of the T barely touched and the D’s were bent to the left like they were playing limbo. 

“You had more patience than me reading that thing. They’re just dreams.” I shrugged ineffectively with my hands cuffed behind my back. “Does it say I pushed her off a building?” 

“Says you ran her over,” he replied. 

“Unit 598 we have a match on your suspect,” the radio crackled out from where it was mounted on the center of the dash. “But I’m not sure you’ll like it.” 

I grinned and licked my teeth out of habit. 

“What is it?” Officer Atkinson said. When I told her my date of birth was only 20 years ago she didn’t buy it but I refused to budge. I’m honest to a fault. 

“Your suspect died twelve years ago,” the radio replied. “At the age of eight.” 

I didn’t meet Gretchen until high school, at least that’s how it worked in all the universes I’d ever visited. If the default Todd here had died at eight then there was no way Gretchen could have known me in this universe. 

“But the name and address match the death certificate,” the radio continued. 

“Why would you give us a dead kid’s information?” Officer Atkinson asked me through the grate. 

“I wanted to know what I was up to around here.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Atkinson asked.

“I think he’s a stalker,” Officer Consonant said. “Ms. Smith probably saw him following her and it gave her these nightmares. What’s written in here is dark.”

I started my focused breath. It was time to go home. Not the suburban home of my teenage self but my real home in the stars. 

I slipped into the plastic valley on the passenger side of the bucket seats. I shimmied my shoulders to get comfortable and reached out for the place I wanted to go. 

“Getting nervous that we’re on to you?” Officer Consonant bragged. “We’re going to figure out why you killed that girl.” 

He was more interested in answering that question than I was. I used to do it because it was predetermined by my own history. But I didn’t kill her this time. 

“Drop it.” The slam of her car door punctuated Officer Atkinson’s statement. She settled into the passenger seat “Let’s run his prints at the station.“ 

I latched onto the universe I wanted to go to, found the right time to arrive, and exhaled gently. The universe fell away once my lungs were empty. 

I hope that Officer Consonant spent the rest of his life mystified by the vacant handcuffs left in his back seat. 


      ***Tall monitors loomed over me as I sat at the desk in my high-backed leather chair. My arms were still behind my back and I brought them forward, now free from the handcuffs. The trench coat once again hung heavy on my shoulders. My thick-soled brown leather boots did not fit the fine metal floors of the room. Especially since most humans that lived on spacecraft just wore thin-soled shoes. 

If I ever meet the person in charge of picking out the outfit I wore while traveling the multiverse I’d spend some time making their life hell. It was never the right outfit for the occasion. Too hot in the summer but never quite warm enough for whatever winter I appeared in. Sure I could steal a change of clothes but that took time. Not that I had a shortage of the stuff. I just resented the unnecessary chore. 

I was glad to be home. I lived at the edge of time. Long after this universe’s humans went extinct. I considered the place my Fortress of Solitude, a silly reference to a childish show I liked ages ago. A younger version of me obsessed with an all-powerful hero. By now I’d put away childish obsessions.

 Every timeline I visited had some version of an all-powerful hero. It rarely made great entertainment. Stories were contrived or solved in unnecessarily complicated ways. This character’s name eluded me, but the name of his hideout stuck around. If only because I’d programmed it into the computer, and printed it on the side when manufacturing the satellite. 

But solitude was an apt label for this location. Nothing could bother me here. So I could focus on Gretchen’s recent suicide. 

The tall monitor in front of me held a notification that a delivery was incoming. I ignored it and turned away from the desk, my heavy boots clomped on the shiny metal floor. 

The circular room had glass windows in two opposing quadrants. One window opened out into starry space. In the opposite window a red giant star, smaller than my thumb, hung in the center. 

It was Earth’s sun once. But the star had betrayed its nearby satellites long ago when it expanded into its current form. 

Jupiter, the planet my home orbited, would come into view in a few hours, reminding me how small I was compared to the universe around me. But even Jupiter is a spec on a telescope at a far enough distance. 

The room had a recessed floor in the center with some comfortable couches. It would be a place to sit and talk with others if I ever shared this place with anyone. Instead, I used the area to lay back and think. 

Counters at bar height surrounded the floor’s indentation with three entryways between them and stairs that led down to the couches. Low-backed stools were pushed under the bar. The surface was intended to be used as dinner seating. But most counter space was just littered with empty glasses since I used that area to think as well. The food on this small space station wasn’t worth eating, which was why I was glad to have finished the freshly baked muffin. 

Six tunnels led out from the central room like a hubcap. Rooms were attached to these hallways like barnacles on an ocean ship. There were more rooms than I’d ever fill. With countless luxuries I’d never use. I had a kitchen, a spa, docks full of manufacturing equipment and tools, a gym with half a dozen workout machines I didn’t know how to use, and a full-sized basketball court. The court was the most ridiculous addition because I was the only one ever on this satellite and I didn’t see the fun of playing basketball by myself.

Furthest away from the center was a ring of airlocks where spaceships could dock to deliver supplies. A few ships were currently attached. Empty of deliveries and waiting to be ejected into the red giant. Based on the computer’s previous notification another ship would be docked there soon.

If I ever needed supplies I went back in time and sent a ship with the necessary goods to these coordinates, and it would arrive after a few hundred years of travel. I hadn’t shipped anything to myself in eons. So whatever was on this ship would be an interesting gift from my past self.

This process never delivered anything instantly, but I didn’t need speed. Occasionally, supplies were lost but in those cases, I just sent a second one. It’s amazing what you can afford to do with well-placed investments and a long enough time horizon. 

But there hadn’t been enough time to save the Gretchen I just left. I felt bad about that, about my hand not moving fast enough. Sure, I’d killed countless Gretchens but that time was over. I’d hoped that she would live a peaceful life throughout the multiverse. 

As I walked towards the center of the room I wondered how I’d heard her scream of terror through the multiverse. And why she was screaming on the ledge of a building. My multiverse traveling powers were immense but the multiverse was far larger and stranger.

Suddenly, the entire satellite began to shake. Objects floating in space shouldn’t shake. Even the ship currently locked into one of the outer airlocks wouldn’t move the proportionally large space station. I normally wouldn’t notice it until the central computer notified me the process was complete. 

I considered darting for cover and treating this like an earthquake. But I wasn’t worried about something landing on my head. I rarely worried about anything; death held no consequences for me since I could fold time with my breath.

My vision began to go fuzzy from the edges. Streaks of gray and white came in from the side. It was like an old TV was unable to find a channel. Except I wasn’t viewing anything through a monitor. The glasses on the table weren’t clinking into each other or falling off the bar like I expected. I wondered if I was the one shaking not the room. 

A long-armed humanoid figure sat at the bar across the room from me. They had no facial features or clothes. Their elbows were rested on the table holding their chin up. It was as if the shape of a person was stamped out of existence and I was looking into a starless void. 

This seemed like a good time to go. I didn’t know who this humanoid was or how it’d got on my space station. But there were other places in the multiverse I could be that didn’t have strange void figures populating them. 

I focused on my breath and reached out for another universe. 

My lungs refused to inflate. 

My entire chest was being compressed like I was seated in a rocket that was taking off. Or worse, as if an incessant cat sat on my chest. 

The figure now had friends standing behind it. I was certain they weren’t there before. It was an army of void figures. Surely I would’ve noticed them. Every metallic surface in the room reflected their presence. I had felt more comfortable floating through space with nothing but a tether cable connecting me to a ship than I did in front of this crowd of figures. 

My heart raced but my breath didn’t come. The TV static at the edges of my vision now connected across my vision like lighting connected the clouds to the Earth.

“Shouldn’t be hard. Just don’t go around killing innocent girls.” A gentle and melodic voice said. I recognized it as Gretchen’s at once. 

The void figures seemed to condense into a single humanoid, like rays of light condensing through a magnifying lens. The remaining humanoid stood in front of me. Its arms were disproportionately long and came to a single point instead of a hand. Its long legs made up more than half its body. Its faceless head looked down at me. I expected the void figure to swallow me whole.

The computer sang a charming jingle, a familiar ringtone from the early years of touchscreen phones, to notify me the ship docked. 

The void figure disappeared with the sound. My breath came back. I could feel a place to go but I didn’t want to leave anymore, and I certainly didn’t want to go there. Relieved that the figure disappeared I exhaled. 

My home disappeared as I traveled through the multiverse. 
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