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Maybe there was something to the whole “imprinting” thing. That when you’re a child, and you see a particular person for the first time, you look for aspects of them in every potential partner you meet when you’re older. The softness in their eyes, the warmth of their smile.

Or they ruin you for anyone else.

One or the other. Or both.

That’s the only thing that makes sense to me for why Adam Gallagher had such a hold on me from literal childhood. And why my type in men became tall, older, slim brunettes with blue eyes.

I still remember the first time I saw him. He was tall—six foot five—with dark hair brushing his cheekbones, that perfect freckle at his cheek below his left eye, and those cerulean blue eyes. As if that wasn’t enough, he also had a strong chin, a prominent nose, and a slim build. He was always the life of the party with his laugh and energy. All he wanted was to make people smile.

“Katie, honey, a new family moved in just a few houses down a few months ago. They have a son a little older than you. Would you like to meet them?” Grandmother Lynn had asked one summer afternoon.

Being the shy kid I was, especially at four, I just shrugged. It wasn’t like I was allowed my own opinions anyway. Still, my grandparents took that as a yes. I didn’t know then that they couldn’t keep up with my childhood energy and thought the younger couple could relieve them of the burden for a few hours.

“What a beautiful girl!” Helen, Adam’s wife, had first said to me. She was slim, with a blonde bob, her skin smooth, and her clothes impeccable; she looked different from the moms I was used to. More put together. Better dressed. Simple jewelry caught the sun as she knelt and smiled, asking, “And what’s your name, sweetie?”

When I was quiet, I was rewarded with a not-so-nice nudge from my grandfather.

“An adult is speaking to you,” he not-quite-whispered to me. Image was everything to Everett Carter.

“It’s okay, I understand,” Helen had said with a smile, offering me her hand.

“Her name is Kate, and we’re working on this silent treatment of hers,” my grandmother had said.

“Oh, Mr. and Mrs. Carter!” a deep, I’d thought almost booming, voice had called out as he walked up behind Helen, curling a lean arm around her shoulders.

There he was: Adam. Tall, smiling, perfect. Even to my four-year-old self. Dressed in a red Polo that hung loose on his slim frame and jeans. Probably the tallest man with the broadest shoulders I’d ever seen at that point.

His eyes locked onto mine. Blue like lake water. Deep. Endless. A grin flashed across his face as he crouched down. “Hey, kiddo,” he’d said. His voice was softer than I thought it would be, but still deep. “I’m Adam.”

He smelled a bit like pine and something warm and sharp, almost like coffee. My grandfather squeezed my shoulder, pushing me a little closer. Adam didn’t hold out his hand like Helen. He just stayed where he was, looking at me, calm and patient. Waiting.

“Yes, I know we’re early, but young Katherine here just seemed so excited when we told her there was a boy about her age she could play with,” my grandmother said.

Adam chuckled softly, looking at Helen. “Zeke’s upstairs playing his video game, but we’ve got room outside for hide-and-seek later.” Helen squeezed his shoulder. The wrinkles around his eyes deepened as he smiled at me. “So, Katherine?” he asked. “Or do you prefer Kate?”

I could only stare at him. No one had asked me that before. You could choose what people called you?

“Kate,” I finally said, barely loud enough to be heard. I was afraid my grandfather would go on another rant about how ‘Kate’ was “a small name for a small girl,” and I wasn’t supposed to be small, even though I was. What four-year-old wasn’t?

“Kate, then,” Adam said easily, smiling at me again. “Do you like hide-and-seek, Kate?” His question hung in the hot afternoon, cicadas buzzing. I nodded, twisting my dress. Something in his low, rumbling voice made my stomach flutter in a way I couldn’t name.

My grandfather cleared his throat, gripping my shoulder tighter. “She’ll play whatever you suggest, Mr. Gallagher. Won’t you, Katherine?” His tone made it clear I had no choice, and I felt a sharp prickle of anxiety. I flinched at the pressure, my gaze dropping to the scuffed toes of my sandals, wishing I could disappear.

“Adam,” he corrected, looking to my grandfather. “Mr. Gallagher was my father. Mr. Carter.”

Adam’s face stayed the same, but something changed in his blue eyes for a moment, like clouds moving over water. He stood up slowly, once again proving he was much taller than the rest of us. “But no rush,” he said quietly. The criticism was gentle but clear. Helen gripped Adam’s arm, her smile growing stiff.

“How about we go meet Zeke, Kate?” Helen asked me, offering her hand again.

I hesitated, looking from Adam’s reassuring nod to my grandfather’s impatient glare. The choice felt obvious, but it made me worry more about what would happen when I went back to my parents. My chest tightened, but Adam’s gaze softened, quietly encouraging me and easing the tension. Still nervous, I slipped my hand into Helen’s. Her fingers were cool and smooth as she led me toward the house. Adam started talking again behind us, but his words faded into the background, mixed with the sound of cicadas and the crunch of gravel.

I didn’t know what I expected with Zeke. Maybe a seven-year-old boy? Ten at the most? But it turned out Zeke wasn’t “about my age” at all. Rather than a little boy, I met a fifteen-year-old who complained that he didn’t want to be a babysitter.

He tossed his controller onto the couch as Helen brought me in. Explosions flashed on the TV. “Mom,” he groaned, running a hand through messy brown hair. “I was about to win.” His dull, muddy green eyes flicked to me, irritated. I shrank back against Helen’s leg.

“Zeke, this is Kate Carter. She’s visiting her grandparents, who live down the street,” Helen said brightly. “She’s shy. Be nice.” The air conditioning hummed too loudly, chilling the sweat on my neck. The scent of microwaved popcorn and stale soda hung in the air.

Zeke was good at video games. I gave him that. But even a kid can only watch someone else play a game for just so long before they get bored. And get bored, I did. And when I got bored, even now, I’d wander.

The house wasn’t too big, and I didn’t think I’d get lost. Still, I wasn’t really sure where I was headed. Eventually, I ended up in the kitchen.

Adam stood at the sink washing dishes. He didn’t see me at first. He was humming something low and tuneless, his shoulders loose under his Polo. The afternoon sun made the water droplets on his forearms look like tiny sparklers. I remember thinking his arms were very long.

“Lost interest in Zeke’s pixelated warzone?” Adam asked without turning. His voice was quieter now, not booming like when he greeted my grandparents. It startled me—how did he know I was there? I froze, clutching the doorframe. He glanced over his shoulder. “He gets absorbed. Doesn’t mean much.”

I stayed silent. Adam turned off the faucet, water dripping from a plate he held. “You’re quiet,” he observed. Not unkindly. More like stating a fact about the weather. “That’s okay. Silence is underrated.” He placed the plate on the drying rack. “Want to help?”

“Mommy says I’m not allowed to,” I finally said with a shake of my head. According to her, I wasn’t any help at all.

Adam chuckled. “Mommy’s not here.” He slid a stack of plastic cups across the counter. “Dry these?”

As always happened sooner or later, I dropped the third one to the floor. Even though it was plastic and didn’t break, I still flinched, bracing myself for the yelling that usually followed when I broke a dish at home. My chest tightened—expecting anger.

“I’m sorry!” I cried out. “I didn’t mean to!”

Adam didn’t shout. Not even a frown. Instead, he crouched down beside me, his knees popping softly. “Hey now,” he murmured, picking up the cup. “No harm done. See?” He held it out and slowly turned it. “Not a scratch. Plastic’s tough.” His eyes, impossibly blue under thick lashes, met mine. Warmth lingered there, a patience I never saw in other grown-ups. “Accidents happen. Especially when you’re learning. The important thing is that you were helping.”

He stood, placing the cup back on the counter. “Tell you what,” he said, leaning against the sink. “Let’s switch jobs. You wash, I’ll dry. That way, fewer dropped dishes.” He motioned for me to come over. I moved closer, a little unsure. Adam lifted me onto a wooden stool beside the counter. The change in height made me a little dizzy. He handed me a soapy sponge. “Just a little squeeze. Like this.” His large hand guided mine over a tumbler. The water was warm, the suds slippery. “See? Easy.” He stepped back. “Your turn.”

I scrubbed carefully, concentrating. Adam was beside me, drying dishes and humming that tune again. I liked it – the water sounds, the sponge working, and the clinking of the cups as they stacked up. I could feel my shoulders relax a little. He wasn’t bothering me with questions; he was just letting me help. He wasn’t treating me like a problem.

After a while, he stopped and asked, “Want a snack?” Before I could answer, he was already reaching into the cabinet above the stove. “Ah-ha. Helen’s stash.” He pulled down a small, blue tin decorated with faded flowers. Inside were cookies, thick and studded with chocolate chunks. He offered me one. “Our secret,” he whispered conspiratorially. “She thinks I don’t know where she hides these.”

The cookie tasted like pure bliss. Sweet, crumbly, and rich. I devoured it, licking chocolate off my thumb. Adam chuckled softly, popping one into his own mouth.

“Good, right?” I nodded vigorously. He handed me another. “Zeke’s probably paused his game by now. Want to go check?”

He offered his hand again. This time, I took it without hesitation. His fingers were long, warm, and slightly damp from drying dishes, but solid. Safe.

By the time I was a teenager, and Zeke was in grad school, it was obvious Zeke wasn’t who I’d be looking for when I left my grandparents’ house for Adam’s.

Zeke was tall, sure—he’d inherited Adam’s height—but he was thicker, broader, with sandy hair that never fell right. He’d grunt when he saw me, barely looking up from his laptop. “Hey,” he’d say, and that was it.

No big laughs, no warm feelings. Just eating chips. I would sit on their couch, acting like I was watching TV, waiting to hear Adam’s key in the door. When he came in, everything got brighter. He would walk over and mess up my hair. “Katie-Bell! Still getting taller?” he would joke, and I would blush, pretending I didn’t like it.

Helen would roll her eyes from the kitchen, saying, “Adam, give the girl a break.” But he would wink at me, and I would feel safe again.

By sixteen, I knew it wasn’t normal. Not the way my stomach flipped when Adam hugged me goodbye after dinner. Not the way I’d replay his jokes later, alone in my room. My grandmother noticed once. “You light up around Adam,” she’d said, stirring her tea. “Like a little firefly.” I shrugged, staring at my shoes. What could I say? That my childhood hero lived three doors down from my grandparents, and I only saw him in summer? That I’d memorized the crinkles around his eyes?

Adam never seemed to mind my showing up. He’d still talk to me. About school, about my parents, my grandparents, and his work. It was all normal. Comfortable. But it was also my excuse to get as close to him as I could. Which, I knew even then, was only ever going to be that.

Not only was he old enough to be my father, but he was almost ten years older than my father. I knew it was wrong. That, maybe, there was something wrong with me. But I had a crush on him all the same.

And it never went away.

Not even when he did.
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The last time I saw Adam was right before Labor Day in 2003. I was eighteen. Zeke had come home, and some of our mutual neighborhood friends had come over, too—Steve, Yasmin, and a few of Adam’s own friends from the neighborhood. We were playing fake poker in his garage—fake because we weren’t playing for money, but snacks.

Our “pot” was a large paper plate, and our “chips” ranged from real chips or pretzels we’d pour out from the bags.

Adam was sitting across from me. He didn’t say much. He watched me. And he smiled at me whenever I looked at him.

I was sitting next to Gil, who was trying to teach me how to bluff. Gil was one of Adam’s friends. He was tall, dark-haired, and slim. Adam-like. But Gil wasn’t Adam. Gil was friendly and funny. Gil was safe. But Gil wasn’t Adam.

The garage smelled of motor oil and old wood. The air was thick and warm, despite the open garage door.

Adam dealt the cards with practiced ease. His sleeves were rolled up again, revealing forearms corded with lean muscle. Gil leaned close to me, his voice low. “See Steve’s eyebrow twitch? He’s got nothing. Bet aggressively.” Gil smelled like pine needles and cheap beer. Safe. Predictable.

Nothing about the night felt off. We were laughing, snacking, and playing. Then, without warning, Adam’s expression changed. It was sudden—a shift I couldn’t quite place. There was a look on his face when he lost a hand, something heavy, unlike anything I’d seen. In that instant, it was obvious something far beyond the game was happening.

No money was being bet, and no one had said anything wrong. But Adam’s look stunned me. It was like, by losing that hand, his whole world had shattered. The mood shifted: what had felt light moments before now weighed heavily, like watching someone’s armor fall away.

He didn’t yell. Didn’t slam his cards down. He just froze. His gaze locked onto mine across the folding card table. All the easy warmth vanished, replaced by a terrifying stillness.

“You okay there, Ad-Man?” Gil asked him, as if noticing the shift himself.

After a few heavy seconds, Adam blinked rapidly, the haunted look dissolving into confusion. He ran a hand through his gray hair, leaving it slightly disheveled. “Yeah. Yeah, fine,” he rasped. His voice sounded unfamiliar, strained. He forced a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Just... remembered something I forgot to do at work tomorrow. Stupid. Deal me out next hand, Gil. Need some air.” He pushed back his chair abruptly, the metal legs scraping harshly on the concrete floor.

Seeing that look in Adam’s eyes, I was hit by a sudden certainty—aching and unexplained—that it would be the last time I’d ever see him.

Monday, October 17th, 2005, is a day I still remember like it was yesterday. I didn’t know why, but I didn’t want to answer the phone, be online, talk to anyone, go anywhere, or do anything. So I didn’t. Instead, I did what I still do best, and kept to myself.

But the next day, I made the mistake of deciding to see what I’d missed. In the days of MSN Messenger, my entire friend group could be online at any time of day. I saw the green indicators showing Steve, Yasmin, and a few others whose names have been lost to time were on, so I jumped in like any other night.

But the conversation was anything but normal.

An argument had broken out. Over Adam.

We all knew him. He was like the neighborhood dad in many ways. We all considered him a friend on some level. For Steve, Adam was like the cool uncle.

“Come on, you know he lives for jokes! This is just another one!” Steve had typed.

“He wouldn’t joke about being dead, asshole!” Yasmin had shot back.

“You think Helen or Zeke would think it was funny he was faking his death?” another typed.

“He isn’t dead!” Steve had argued.

All I could think was: What? I sat there, silent, heart pounding, icy dread pooling in my gut. I waited.

The chat window exploded. Messages piled up faster than I could read them. Steve insisted it was a hoax, a sick joke Adam would laugh about later. Yasmin called him delusional.

“Fine! Give me five minutes. I’m calling Denny,” Steve had said next. Denny was a man we knew who lived a few houses down from Adam. He was about Adam’s age and had lived in their neighborhood for a while. It was fair to think he would know if something had happened.

I still don’t know where I fell on Steve’s call tree that night, but at exactly 6:45 P.M., my phone rang.

“Kate,” he said, his voice tight when I answered.

“Yeah, Steve?” I asked, holding my breath.

The clock read 6:46 P.M. in glaring red numbers when Steve said the words, “Adam died Thursday night. They found him Friday morning.”

But Adam hadn’t just died. It hadn’t been a car accident or a heart attack. At fifty-six, after he’d lost his job, Adam had killed himself. The details of how are still occasionally discussed by the first responders who came to... pick him up.

The news made my stomach drop with a force that left me cold and hollow. My body responded before I could think—I dropped the cordless phone, Steve’s voice echoing hopelessly from the floor. I couldn’t answer. Couldn’t even breathe. The room tilted violently. Then I bolted out of my mother’s room, through the living room, and collapsed to my knees by what used to be my nightstand, unable to stand under the weight of the shock.

Adam was gone. Unbelievable, yet true. This was the man who had lifted me onto a stool to wash dishes, who shared stolen cookies, whose laughter could fill an entire garage—and now he was gone, by his own hand. Why? The question screamed in my skull, echoing through the sudden, suffocating silence of my room.

The screams I let out that night didn’t sound human. That night, I learned that people turning blue from shock isn’t just movie magic, when an hour later I stared at my arms while Bonnie Tyler’s “It’s a Heartache” blared from my stereo.

The rest of that night is a blur. In fact, the whole following year is still a blur. All I remember is the crying, often on my then-bathroom floor, making the same dinner every Tuesday night for the next two years, and temporarily swearing off alcohol, knowing with my history, if I started, I wouldn’t stop.

I was ready to crawl into his grave with him.

Because on that cold, moonless October night, part of me died too.

Four years later, the ache remained—a phantom limb I couldn’t stop scratching. I avoided their street altogether. Until Grandfather Carter’s hip fracture forced me back to his house three doors down from Adam’s. Only it wasn’t Adam’s house anymore. Helen moved south; Zeke disappeared into grad school. Only memories lingered.

Hospitals. They reek of ammonia and grief. Granddad slept, morphine-wasted. I fled to the cafeteria, gripping tepid coffee. Across from me, a man slid into the seat—tall, angular, dark hair draping one eye. Ice-blue eyes. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. Adam?

“Mind if I?” His voice was wrong—higher, softer. Younger. “Every table’s taken.”

I nodded numbly, coffee sloshing over my fingers. Not Adam. Couldn’t be. Adam was ash in a brass urn somewhere. This man was maybe thirty, his stubble uneven, his collar wrinkled. He unfolded a newspaper—local section—, and I glimpsed the headline: Local Tech Firm Collapses. I recognized the name. It was Adam’s old company.

“Rough day?” he asked, folding the paper deliberately.

I stared at my coffee. “My grandfather’s sick.”

“Sorry.” He tapped the newspaper article. “Lost my job today. This company?” He pointed at Adam’s former employer’s logo. “I was lead engineer.”

I nodded. “I had a friend who worked there.”

The man—the name badge at his hip read “Paul”—raised an eyebrow. “Small world.” He took a sip of his own coffee. “Friend still there?”

I shook my head. “He isn’t anywhere anymore.”

Paul’s eyes softened. He didn’t push. “Ah. This friend... he was important?”

“He was my world,” I admitted quietly.

Paul leaned back, the plastic chair creaking. “You know,” he said, folding the newspaper crisply along its original creases, “I thought I’d feel gutted. About the job.” He gestured at the headline. “But sitting here? All I feel is relief.”

“Are your bosses suffering? From the company collapsing, I mean?” I asked. I had hoped every day they were in the most painful, gruesome ways possible. For them to know every ounce of pain Adam had felt before, after, and especially during his death.

Paul shrugged, his shoulders loose under a worn flannel shirt. “Probably not. They’ve got golden parachutes.” He tapped the folded newspaper. “Me? I’ve got a severance package fat enough to buy a boat. Or maybe just a really nice kayak.” His grin was crooked, genuine. “Thing is, I hated that job. Woke up every morning dreading it. Now?” He spread his hands. “Freedom.”

I stared at him. The fluorescent light buzzed overhead, harsh on the cheap plastic table. “But... Adam loved his job.” The name slipped out, raw and unexpected. “He worked there for twenty years.”

Paul tilted his head, considering. “Adam Gallagher?” At my sharp intake of breath, he nodded slowly. “Yeah, I knew him. Briefly. Quiet guy. Kept to himself near the end.” He paused, swirling the dregs of his coffee. “He got pushed out, you know. Six months before the beginning of the collapse. Management blamed him for a project failure. Wasn’t his fault. The specs changed weekly.” He met my eyes. “They made him the scapegoat.”

I nodded, tears pricking my eyes. “Yeah, they did.”

A lot of stories had come out after Adam’s death. That was one of them.

Paul slid the folded newspaper aside. “Gallagher deserved better. They broke him.” He paused, studying my face.

I swallowed hard. “You knew?”

“Only after,” Paul said quietly. “The whispers started when the layoffs hit. How they’d forced him out before the ship sank. Funny thing—I almost quit that day, too. But Adam... He told me to stick it out. Said I had a family to feed.”

The fluorescent hum of the cafeteria felt suddenly oppressive. I traced a chip in the plastic tabletop. “He always put others first.”

Paul nodded slowly. “Yeah. Saw that.” He hesitated, then leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Look, I shouldn’t say this... but after they pushed him out? He came to my cubicle late one afternoon. Looked... hollowed out. Asked if I knew any good therapists. I gave him a name. Dr. Chen, downtown. But I don’t know if he ever went.”

“Doesn’t matter now,” I said, shaking my head.

Paul sighed, crumpling his cup. “Guess not.” He stood abruptly, chair scraping. “Take care of yourself.” He walked away without looking back.

Ever since, I’ve moved through life like a ghost haunting my own body. I worked cash registers, folded clothes, served lukewarm coffee—jobs requiring zero thought, minimum engagement. For those first two years, my nights were spent staring at Adam’s old Polaroid of us at some library ceremony, some pet project of Helen’s. She took the picture of us with his arm around my shoulders. It felt eternal. But now the world felt muted, colors drained.
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One thing that never faded was the shock. Every few months for the next two years, Steve, Yasmin, and I would still get together. We talked, reminisced, and shared good times. We all had our own memories of Adam to share, things we wouldn’t forget. Things we couldn’t forget.

But the thing was, none of us could ever explain that look. That look Adam gave me. Still, to this day, I’ve never understood it.

We were sitting in Yasmin’s apartment above her parents’ garage—Steve nursing a beer, Yasmin twisting a tissue into shreds, me tracing condensation rings on the coffee table. Yasmin’s voice cracked. “Remember that time he taught us to change a tire?”

Steve chuckled wetly. “Swore louder than a sailor when he pinched his thumb.” I stayed quiet, staring at my hands. They still remembered the weight of those plastic cups.

“The poker game,” Steve said suddenly, setting his beer down with a thud. “That look he gave you, Kate. Right before he...” He trailed off, rubbing his jaw. “Goddamn. Like he’d seen his own ghost.”

“I’ve never wanted to be more wrong about anything,” I told them, shaking my head as if it could shake the image loose.

That look in Adam’s eyes wasn’t just fear; it was recognition. Like he’d glimpsed the exit sign flickering above my head, marking the path he’d soon take.

Yasmin finally spoke, her voice brittle. “He knew. Didn’t he? In that garage, he already knew what he’d do.”

“I think he did,” I admitted. “And maybe it just took him the next two years to work up the courage, or maybe he hoped it’d get better and just... Didn’t.”

“I still don’t believe it,” Steve said. “I don’t care what the cops or EMTs said. He wouldn’t have...”

“What would you rather, Steve?” I asked him, point-blank. “That Adam saw his way off this shithole planet and took it? Or that some killer is still out there somewhere, never being caught with Adam’s blood on their hands?”

The air thickened with unspoken questions. Adam’s absence wasn’t just a hole; it was a gravitational pull warping everything around it.

I drained my vodka soda, immediately refilling my glass with half of another soda can and a heavy pour from the vodka bottle. Maybe it was half and half. Maybe it was just lemon-lime scented vodka. I didn’t know or care. I craved the numbness above all. Anything to keep me from feeling the way Adam’s death had left me.

“Maybe he saw something,” I forced out, swirling the drink violently. No ice. Never ice. Didn’t want to risk being even a fraction more sober. “Something... besides me.” The suggestion felt weak. Desperate. Like a drowning woman grasping at seaweed.

Steve leaned forward, elbows digging into his knees. His eyes were bloodshot. “Like what? What the hell could make a guy like Adam...?” He trailed off, shaking his head violently as if trying to dislodge the thought.

Yasmin’s knuckles whitened around her shredded tissue. “His job,” she whispered. “The humiliation.” The words hung between us, sharp and ugly. We’d all heard the rumors: the forced resignation after twenty-five years, the project failure pinned solely on him. Adam Gallagher, the neighborhood’s steady anchor, was reduced to corporate collateral damage.

Steve slammed his fist down on the table, making the vodka bottle tremble. “Bullshit! Adam wouldn’t—” He choked, scrubbing his face. “He rebuilt my carburetor two days after they canned him. Smiling. Like it was nothing.”

​Yasmin sniffed, twisting the tissue tighter. “He smiled at us. Who knows what he hid?”

​The vodka burned going down, but the warmth didn’t reach the icy core in my chest. I stared out the window of Yasmin’s garage apartment at the maple tree Adam had helped her dad plant years ago. Its leaves were starting to turn, bleeding red and gold into the twilight. “He hid everything,” I murmured. “Even from Helen. Especially from Helen.” Helen had moved to Florida, brittle as seashells in her grief. She’d never mentioned the job rumors, only the silence that swallowed him whole those last months.

As the years went on, Steve, Yasmin, and I saw each other less and less. Adam was all we talked about when we got together: the same memories, the same questions, the same pain. It was a never-ending merry-go-round that I couldn’t stay on.

Since then, I’ve had what I refer to as “good Octobers” and “bad Octobers”. The so-called good ones are those in which the grief may not hit as hard. Where I can remember, but not be crying my eyes out on a bathroom floor or drinking myself to the point of passing out. The bad ones... Well, those are the ones where I start to wonder if I’d have the courage to follow Adam. Where when I go to bed, I hope I don’t wake up. Or if I do, it’s where he is.

Sometimes my thoughts drift further. Wondering where Steve and Yasmin ended up. Have they turned out like me? Or have they managed to move on? I could probably find them if I wanted to—or at least their social media accounts. But I never search.

Then, sometimes, I think about Zeke. I knew he’d had a son before Adam died. It was surreal. A guy I’d met when he was fifteen, and I was four, was now a dad. And that child would never know how amazing his grandfather had been. Would he ever know how loved he was?

I felt guilty for that, like I should have reached out. But what would I say? “Hey, your father is the reason I’m broken?” Yeah, that’d go over well.

Over the years, I’d heard the phrase, “Grief isn’t linear, Kate.” Bullshit. It’s a sinkhole dragging you deeper every October.

The year 2014 was worse. Grandmother Lynn slept fitfully in room 214, her breaths shallow rasps beneath morphine’s fog. I paced the hallway outside the ICU, fluorescent lights bleaching color from my chipped nail polish. The scent of antiseptic couldn’t mask death’s metallic tang lingering in my throat.

​At the vending machine, coins clattered from trembling fingers. A Snickers bar—Adam’s favorite—dropped with a hollow thud. I stared at it. The caramel swirls mocked me. He’d split this with you, whispered memory. I crushed the wrapper, letting chocolate smear my palm like dried blood.

​Downstairs, the chapel offered stained-glass silence. Empty pews stretched toward an unlit altar. I slid into the last row, pressing my knees against cold wood. Pray, Grandmother Lynn would urge. But God felt distant as Adam’s laugh. Instead, I traced the grooves in the hymnal rack—rough wood grain like the garage workbench where Adam taught Steve to change oil. My thumb caught a splinter. Sharp. Real. I welcomed it.

​Footsteps echoed softly behind me—slow, hesitant—leather soles on marble. A man paused at my pew’s end. Tall frame. Dark hair salted at the temples. Blue eyes scanning mine with unnerving focus. My pulse stuttered. Adam?

No. Fucking hallucinations. Would they ever quit?

“Didn’t expect anyone else to be here.” His voice was deeper than Adam’s, roughened by cigarettes or grief. He gestured to the space beside me. “You okay if I join?”

I nodded, unable to speak. The scent of damp wool and motor oil clung to his jacket as he slid onto the pew. Not Adam. Never Adam. Ghosts crowded the air between us. He sighed, the sound hollow in the chapel’s stillness.

“Lost my dad last month, now it looks like it’s my mother’s turn,” he offered abruptly, staring at the unlit altar. “Feels like walking around with half your ribs missing.”

His words punched through my numbness. My knuckles whitened around the crumpled Snickers wrapper. Chocolate seeped into my palm, sticky and cold. “How?” The question rasped out. “How do you breathe?”

The man—fortyish, crow’s-feet etched deep—ran a hand over his stubbled jaw. The gesture mirrored Adam’s old habit. “Badly,” he admitted. His gaze stayed fixed on the altar’s dark wood. “Waking up feels like drowning. Every damn morning.” He shifted, leather jacket creaking. “You?”

Tears stung my eyes, but I’d trained them not to fall. “I don’t even know if I’m still alive. I put one foot in front of the other, you can see me, touch me, but I’m not here.”

He nodded slowly, a jagged scar catching the dim light as it curved beneath his earlobe. “My old man... he used to say grief’s just love with nowhere to land.” He pulled a battered flask from his jacket pocket—stainless steel, scratched raw. Unscrewed the cap. The sharp tang of cheap whiskey cut through the chapel’s musty air. “Want some?”

“If you hand me that, I’ll drain it,” I confessed.

His eyes—Adam’s blue, but weary—held mine. “Wouldn’t blame you.” He took a slow pull instead, wincing as the whiskey burned. “Name’s Ben.”

“Kate.” The chapel’s shadows deepened around us. Outside, ambulance sirens wailed like mourners.

Ben offered the flask again. This time, I took it. The whiskey burned going down, tasted like turpentine and regret. I coughed and gave the, yes, empty flask back. “Adam Gallagher,” I croaked. “He’s been dead for nine years.” Why did I even say that? Guess you can tell strangers anything in places like this; they don’t even blink at stories from the graveyard.

Ben’s brow furrowed slightly, but recognition didn’t flicker in his weary eyes. He simply watched me, absorbing the tremor in my hands, the way my knuckles whitened around the crumpled candy bar wrapper. He saw the fissures—the raw, jagged edges where Adam had been ripped away.

​“Sounds like he was important,” he murmured, his voice low and gravelly, devoid of pity. It was an observation, stark and simple. He didn’t know Adam Gallagher from a hole in the wall, but he knew the shape of the crater left behind. “Important people leave big holes,” he stated flatly, staring ahead at the darkened altar. His thumb traced the flask’s dented surface—a nervous habit, perhaps, or a comfort. “My dad... he was a bastard half the time. Drunk the other half. Still...” He trailed off, the silence heavy with the unsaid, and I’d give anything to have him back.

The admission hung between us, raw and ugly. He didn’t need to know Adam to recognize the echo of my own devastation reflected in his posture, the slump of his shoulders under the damp wool jacket.

“Real granddaughter of the year here,” I laughed bitterly. “My grandmother’s dying, and I can’t stop thinking about a man older than my father, who was always nothing but kind to me. Who taught me that not all adults are cruel. And I loved him. And I think about him every god damn day. I thought he’d always be there. That I could have some part of him forever. But then... He was just gone. And not just gone. He... It wasn’t an accident. And he took part of me with him without even knowing it.”

Ben was silent for a long moment. The whiskey’s burn had settled low in my belly, a dull warmth against the chapel’s chill. He shifted beside me, leather creaking. “Sounds like he mattered,” he said finally, his voice rough sandpaper. “More than most.” He didn’t ask for details. Didn’t probe the how. He understood the what – the wreckage.

“My grandmother,” I gestured vaguely toward the ICU, “she’s the one fading in here. And all I can think about is him. How is that fair?” The confession tasted like ashes. “How do you mourn someone who wasn’t yours?”

Ben sighed, the sound scraping the chapel’s silence. He capped the flask, pocketing it with slow precision. “Maybe,” he said, staring at his knuckles, “mourning’s not about who belonged to who. Maybe it’s just honoring the weight they left inside you.” He lifted his gaze, meeting mine squarely. “Sounds like Adam Gallagher deserved the weight.”

He rose abruptly, leather soles echoing on marble. At the arched doorway, he paused—a silhouette against the hallway’s clinical glare. “Forget fair, Kate. Grief’s a thief. Doesn’t give a damn whose pocket it picks.” Then he was gone, leaving only the scent of whiskey and wet wool.
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