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Today was not going to be a good day. Russell could already feel it. It was mid May and already hot in Atlanta, Georgia. It seemed to him that they skipped spring this year and went straight into summer. He was used to the heat and humidity, since he was originally from Florida, but not so soon. Russell drove his normal commute downtown and pulled into the parking lot on Peachtree Street. 

He grabbed the blueprints from the trunk of his car and went inside. The architectural firm he worked for was on the tenth floor. Russell pulled at the collar of his button down shirt and tie as the elevator ascended. He was already perspiring and hoped his boss wouldn’t make it any worse.

Stepping out onto the tenth floor, Russell managed to pour himself a cup of coffee and escape into his office without anyone seeing him, yet. The plaque on his door read: RUSSELL REED. He was an architect here for ten years and was good at his job. 

His boss, Stanley Causgrove, owned the firm and they usually got along great. They played golf and tennis together on occasion and their wives socialized at times. Well, the wives don’t anymore. Russell was getting settled at this desk when Vonn, his assistant, knocked on his door. Vonn always had a smile for him when he arrived in the morning. Today, though, she had a look of concern.

“Mr. Reed, Mr. Causgrove would like to see you now,” said Vonn. “They are waiting in the conference room.”

Russell simply nodded. He sipped his coffee and looked at the family portrait that was on his desk. It showed a happy time, many summers ago, of Russ, Lynn and their son, Adam. It was taken at their beach house on Jekyll Island. Before she got sick. Before she died. Russell found himself smiling as he looked at each face. Summers on the island were his best memories and Russell allowed himself to stay in the moment a bit too long.

“Russell!”

It was Stanley yelling from down the hall. Russell nearly spilled his coffee on his clean white shirt, something he didn’t need today. He abandoned his coffee and picked up his blueprints. Stanley had already warned him that the client wasn’t happy with the proposed changes to the plan that Russell suggested. All F.G. Homes saw was the money they needed to spend to move the location of the amenities of their new luxury apartments. 

It was up to Russell to explain that this would actually give them room for another apartment building in the complex. Money spent would equal money earned. He was prepared for his presentation, just didn’t appreciate being called out on his day off.

Russell walked into the conference room and greeted the six people already seated at the table. Three men were from F.G. Homes and the other three were Stanley, Vonn and Walter, a team member who usually only rooted for Team Walter. Russell was calm on the outside, but inside he was still anxious about this meeting. Why didn’t the blueprints speak for themselves? This seemed like a waste of time to him, but he placed his papers in the middle of the table and began his talk. 

He showed the executives from F.G. Homes how rearranging some items would give them more income potential. Russell explained that the original plan was for seven housing units, which would have been fine, but he was the one who discovered room for more. The men talked and nodded, it seemed to Russell that this meeting was taking longer than it should. They talked amongst themselves for several minutes and then looked up at Russell.

The three visitors stood up and smiled. They reached over to shake Russell’s hand and congratulate him on his vision. Stanley and Vonn stood and smiled, too. Walter remained unchanged. While everyone walked out of the conference room in happy conversations about the new blueprints, Russell escaped to his office. 

He had been confident that they would like the changes and they did. Now if he could just leave and end this day on a high note he would be satisfied, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen. When Stanley returned from escorting the visitors to the elevators, he knocked on Russell’s door.

“Come in,” Russell said.

“Hey Russ,” Stanley started. “Now there’s the matter of the Barnett building.”

Russell already knew where this was going. Stanley had called him last week. The Barnett building was an office building downtown that had gone through several revisions over the past few weeks. It was up to him to satisfy them and he couldn’t. 

“I’m giving it to Walter,” Stanley said.

Russell’s head shot up and he looked at Stanley. He couldn’t say anything. He had tried and failed. The clients deserved someone who could give then what they wanted.

“You hit it out of the park with the F.G. Homes project, but other than that, you’ve been batting zero,” Stanley said. He loved the Braves and seemed to manage inserting baseball references into every conversation. “I know things haven’t been easy for you Russ. We all miss Lynn.” Stanley looked over at the family of smiling faces on Russ’s desk. “It’s been a year. Maybe you need to talk to someone or take some time off.”

Russell simply looked from the family portrait to Stanley, who was sitting on the other side of his desk.  “I miss her,” he finally said. “I am trying to keep going like normal, like Lynn would want, but it’s so hard.” 

Stanley waited for Russell to say more but he didn’t. “I’m not going to pretend I know how you feel because I don’t,” Stanley said. “I do know that your world was just turned upside down and one year is not enough time to adjust. You’re not giving yourself time to grieve.”

Russell knew he was right. Stanley was older and wiser. He knew that the longer he tried to ignore the grief, his work would suffer more that it already was. Maybe he could manage some time off, even work from home.

Stanley stood up. “School’s almost out. Summer is right around the corner. How old is little Adam now?”

“Seventeen,” Russell answered.

“Wow, how time flies!” Stanley replied. “Take the boy to the beach house. I don’t think you even stayed last summer. You both need time away to refresh.”

Russell felt his eyes start to water but held it back as best he could. “Yes, sir. You might be right,” he answered. “But, I still want to work. Send me clients, I can still work from the beach.”

Stanley laughed and nodded his head. He agreed to pass on some clients that he thought he could handle. Jobs that he didn’t think would require the four hour drive back to Atlanta from Jekyll Island. Stanley stood up, patted Russell's shoulder and wished him well. 

Russell was relieved when he was finally left alone in his office. He looked around. He had awards on his walls, awards sitting on his shelves and probably a bonus coming after this morning’s meeting. He loved what he did but did it still bring him joy? He knew he was going home to an empty house. Well, Adam was still at home, but he was a junior. One more year and he would be away at college. 

Russell just wasn’t sure he could keep going on like this. Empty. Russell collected items from his office that he thought he might need over the summer. He never took this much time off before. Every summer they went to the beach house, but Russell could only come for a few days at a time. Usually it was Adam and Lynn who spent the whole summer there.

Russell walked through the firm and announced he was leaving for the summer. Any messages could be forwarded to him there. They all knew he wasn’t the same since Lynn died. Her cancer made her sick for years and slowly drained Russ, too. Vonn gave him a hug and she wished him a wonderful summer. Walter even shook his hand and wished him well. Secretly, he was probably glad to be rid of him. Russell wasn’t going to worry about that right now. He needed to heal himself and Adam. 

As Russ drove south on I-75 towards home, he wasn’t actually sure how Adam would react to their going to the beach house this summer. He knew Adam loved his time there, but since Lynn died, they haven’t been back. Not staying last summer was hard, it felt unnatural. It wouldn’t be the same without Lynn, but Russ hoped that they could make some new memories. At the very least, he hoped that going this summer wouldn’t be a huge mistake and cause them major depression until they returned home. 

Since Russell wasn’t confident whether Adam would love the idea or hate it, he decided to stop and get Adam’s favorite meal. He went to Zaxby’s and got two chicken tender plates and headed home. Time heals all wounds, isn’t that the saying? But how much time? No one talks about how much time it will take for the ache in your heart to go away. When the need to feel them beside you fades. When the prospect of living the rest of your life without love and laughter doesn’t seem so bleak and imminent.

Russell pulled into the driveway and parked in the garage. He unloaded his things from his office and put them in his study. He placed the food on the kitchen island and went upstairs to change. It was still early, Adam wasn’t home from school, yet. He only had a few days left of junior year which probably meant he had finals soon. 

He put on shorts and a t-shirt and grabbed socks from the drawer. Russell would go for a run. He sat on the bench by the back door and put on his sneakers. He liked running and it would help him clear his head. A few miles would also give him time to prepare for his speech to Adam. Russell hoped his most important client would be agreeable to his blueprint for their summer. He really hoped that they wouldn’t argue about this. Russell knew Adam had football camp, but that wasn’t until later in the summer. They could come back for that.

The summer was really in Adam’s hands. Neither one of them even wanted to stay last year. Lynn died on June first, so it was really a miracle they even got through the summer. One day had rolled into the next until. All of a sudden, it was time for school again. Russell had been pretty hands off when it came to Adam and school. He passed, that’s all he cared about. He also knew that senior year would be different. Russ would have to pay more attention and keep on him if he was to get into college, especially with a football scholarship. He promised himself that he wouldn’t let Adam down, or Lynn.

This was their summer to reconnect and focus on their future. Adam never took his dad up on his offers of listening or talking if he needed it. Russell would have to create time to listen and talk this summer. Adam needed him. They needed each other.
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Adam Reed was very thankful that the end of his junior year was right around the corner. He knew his grades had slipped. How was he expected to stay on the honor roll when he just buried his mother? Adam dreaded going to school each day and also dreaded going home. There was no safe place anymore. His best friends, Carter and Nathan, even treated him differently. He thought he was acting normal, but maybe he wasn’t the best judge of normal. He had just watched his mother fade away the last several years.

School came easy to Adam. When he dropped off the honor roll, the school counselor got involved. She checked on him regularly and called his dad. Adam didn’t even mind, he knew he needed help. Another classmate, Gail, lost her dad this year. The counselor set up a counseling session for them, thinking that they might want to talk to each other but that didn’t help. Adam just didn’t want to be reminded of his loss. Even though he knew it was affecting every aspect of his life, he was fooling himself into believing that it wasn’t.

Football was different. When Adam was on the field, nothing else even mattered. He was quarterback and loved it. Football was his saving grace and so was his coach. Coach Booker was kept in the loop with his other teachers and the school counselor. Coach did what he could with the time he had Adam on the field. Unfortunately, Adam had to want to help himself. No one else could do the work. He had to pull himself out and want to do it before it was too late. Senior year was coming fast and then college. Coach Booker hoped that Adam would find something to hold onto before the quicksand swallowed him up.

Adam had a girlfriend last year. He and Sherry dated most of sophomore year. Adam was cute, nice, and athletic. Lots of girls wanted to date Adam, but he and Sherry were together until junior year. After that everything changed. Even Sherry couldn’t get close to him. She had hoped he would ask her to the homecoming dance and when he didn’t, she knew there would be no prom. Prom was the furthest thing from Adam’s mind. 

Adam hated feeling like this. He knew he was pushing people away, people who loved him and cared about him. It was just hard to think about algebra, The Scarlet Letter, French, or a tuxedo. His mom was gone, dead. He was going home to a dad who was a workaholic. There were no more fresh baked cookies, a warm hug or someone to watch a late movie with. Adam never talked about his mom and neither did his dad. Maybe that’s what he missed. The fact that she was here one day and gone the next left Adam always searching.

It was during Algebra that Adam had a meltdown. He realized he did the wrong homework. He tried to explain to the teacher that at least he did homework. He apologized for not having done the work, but she wasn’t going to accept his homework. Adam walked back to his desk, slammed his book closed, grabbed his backpack and walked out the door. He walked down the hallway and out the main entrance. He knew the news of this act of rebellion would quickly get back to his dad, but he didn’t care. At this moment, Adam didn’t care about anything. 

He realized how freeing that was to say to himself. He didn’t care about anything. Adam went to his jeep and drove out of the parking lot. He didn’t have a destination. He took I-75 south and just drove. When he saw Indian Springs Park, he pulled over. He used to come here all the time with his mom. He pulled into the parking lot and turned off the engine. 

Adam didn’t even realize he was crying until he looked up and his vision was blurred. He wiped his eyes on his shirt and got out of the jeep. We walked over to the rippling water that trickled down the rocks and took his shoes off. He sat on the edge and put his feet in the water. Adam cried for the little boy who had no idea how cruel his future would be to him.

Adam was glad it was Friday. Next week were finals and then they were done. He wasn’t sure what that meant for their summer, exactly. Last year they didn’t stay at the beach house after his mom died. That was okay with him, but it felt strange and wrong. Maybe he should talk to his dad about trying to go out to Jekyll Island this summer, even if only for a month or so. Adam missed it. He loved the beach house and maybe he would feel closer to his mom. Lynn loved the beach house. She had been coming there ever since her parents bought it when she was a baby. Lynn was happy to be bringing her own son there, too. It was tradition.

Adam was enjoying his time outside. He was walking from rock to rock as the water rushed past his feet. He nearly lost his footing when his phone rang and startled him. 

“Hi Carter,” Adam said.

“Hey man, you left school?” Carter asked.

“Yes, I had to get out of there.”

“Everything okay?”

“I’m fine. Just went for a drive,” Adam replied.

“Well, I’m having a party this weekend. Are you coming?” Carter asked.

Adam hesitated. He usually avoided parties that required interaction with large groups of people. Maybe this is what he needed. “Sure, I’ll be there,” Adam finally replied. He hoped he was making the right decision.

“Hey, great! See you tomorrow night!” Carter said, then hung up.

Adam knew the kind of parties Carter threw. It would be massive. Their friendship went back to elementary school when he, Carter and Nathan were inseparable. They did everything together and their parents knew each other. Those were the days of carefree laughter and hanging out at the mall. Now, they were all hoping for a football scholarship. Nathan’s backup plan was the Marines. Carter would go to work in his dad’s car dealership. Adam didn’t have one.

His phone rang again. This time it was his dad. Adam let it go to voicemail. He had a good idea what the call would be about. He never walked out of school before. He was a rule follower, something his mother instilled in him. Adam didn’t drink, either. He thought it was stupid to get so wasted and then do things you wouldn’t normally do and then regret them. He would rather skip that whole step and just avoid the temptation. He still went to parties, he was usually the designated driver. His dad knew this about him and that helped build a solid foundation of trust with Adam. 

Adam thought about his dad and wondered if he would be open to going to the beach house this summer. Yes, there were pros and cons to going, it would be very emotional, but it has also been sitting for two years. There would be things they needed to do to maintain it and it might be good to focus on something else for a change. He tried formulating his speech in his head. 

Adam remembered the Covingtons who lived next door. They had a son, Trey, who was his age. They would play outside from sunrise to sunset. Some of his best memories out on Jekyll Island involved Trey. His little sister, Mandy, was such a brat. She always wanted to tag along, but they were doing boy things, no girls allowed. The neighbor on the other side of their house was old Mrs. Fern Davidson. Her husband, Gene, died a few years before Adam’s mother.   

When Adam was little, Mrs. Davidson was hard for him to say, so his mom let him call her Mrs. Fern, so that stuck. Even after all these years, Adam calls her Mrs. Fern. He always thought it was funny that she had hanging ferns all around her front porch and back porch. In his little boy brain he figured she was supposed to choose ferns over any other plant. 

The beach house was magic. Lynn made sure of it. It was usually just Adam and his mother most of the summer. His dad would come and go for work. That was okay with them. They always got up for the sunrise. Lynn would make breakfast after they walked on the beach. Adam didn’t mind getting up early at the beach house because he knew each day would be worth it. His mom made the effort, even the years when she was sick. Even when she didn’t want to go in the water, she would sit on the back porch swing and watch Adam. He loved waving to her from the ocean and seeing her wave back. That was his safety net. And it was gone.

Adam remembered conversations on that porch swing with his mom. They would watch the waves and she would talk about traveling the world. He knew she had been to Paris, but he couldn’t recall where else she had visited. Lynn had talked about places she hadn’t been to, yet, but planned to go to someday. Places that had interesting cultures, food, clothes or music. Young Adam had tried to picture those places she described but probably never got them right.

“Someday, mom,” Adam said out loud.

Adam realized that he was recalling memories of his mother and he wasn’t feeling sad. It actually felt good to remember her, especially sitting here with his feet in the water at Indian Springs Park. They shared the same brown hair and brown eyes. People used to say they looked alike, but Adam knew he looked just like his dad. It wasn’t a bad thing to look like his dad, he just secretly wished he looked like his mother. Her smile was so warm and welcoming. You couldn’t help but love Lynn.

Adam looked at the time and knew he had been there long enough. By the time he drove back home, his dad would probably already be there. He decided to walk on the rocks one more time before going back. He wanted to walk up the slight incline to where the water flattens out. Adam watched his feet and was careful about where he stepped, but not careful enough. His right foot was no match for the green algae on the rock and he fell on his side. His right arm braced his fall, so he didn’t get hurt, just wet. After the initial shock of falling wore off, Adam started laughing. The laughing slowly turned to tears. In Adam’s memories, his mother was always by his side to catch him, not anymore.

After carefully standing up and getting his footing, Adam walked back to his jeep. His shorts would dry, his tears may not. He was broken and he wasn’t sure how to fix it. This wasn’t it. Would the beach house fix his broken heart? It was worth a try. After laying his forehead on the steering wheel, he got up the courage to head home.

His dad had left another voicemail. Adam never listened to them, he would wait to hear it all in person. His dad was very predictable. Adam knew he would be mad and wasn’t going to keep taking his mother’s death as an excuse to throw his life away. It was always words to those effect every time he got a call from school. Adam tried, he really did. His mind kept going to the big picture or the grand scheme of things and homework and prom didn’t fit into those. His mother was gone and not coming back. That was never on any test question or in his text book.

The thirty minute drive home gave Adam time to calm down. He wasn’t going to go in and argue. This would take finesse and strategy. He needed to get his workaholic father to go to the beach for the summer. Adam pulled into his driveway and put his face in his hands.

“Mom, help me, please!” Adam said inside his car. After a few deep breaths, he walked in the side door. He put his backpack on a chair at the kitchen island and pulled out another to sit on. His dad was drinking a beer and tapping at the keys on his laptop. 

Russell looked up at his son and wasn’t sure where to start. “We need to talk,” Russell said.

“I know,” Adam said.

“The school called me.”

“I know.”

Russell paused. The look on his son’s face made him change course. “How would you like to spend the summer at the beach house on Jekyll Island?”
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Adam looked at his father. Surely he had heard him wrong. Adam had this whole speech prepared about why they should go to the beach house this summer. During his drive home, he had worked out points and counter points to any objection his dad could have come up with. What Adam didn’t prepare for was his father suggesting it first. Adam was at a loss for words.

“Well, do you like the idea?” Russell asked. “I know it might be hard, but it may be just what we need. We didn’t stay last year, so I know there’s going to be plenty of things for us to do to keep our hands and minds busy.”

Adam considered bringing up the whole walking out of school thing, the party, or the counselor, but in the end he simply said, “Yes.”

“Great,” Russell said, visibly relieved that he didn’t have to push too hard at all. He finished his beer, closed his laptop and went over and patted his son on the shoulder. “I think we’ll have a great summer.” Russell disappeared upstairs leaving Adam alone in the kitchen.

Adam still wasn’t sure how to process what just happened, but felt happy to be going to Jekyll this summer. He hadn’t had much to look forward to before, at least nothing that mattered to him. He would get to see Trey soon, and Mrs. Fern. Adam allowed himself to smile, there was hope and that was enough for now.

Upstairs, Russell called his younger brother, Ted. Ted was single and still lived in Orlando. Russ wanted to let him know that they would be out at the beach house this summer. Ted didn’t often pop in unannounced, but he wanted to let him know just in case. The brothers talked for a little while. They caught up on their parents, jobs and Adam. Ted thought going to the beach would be good for both of them. 

Downstairs, Adam called Carter. He explained that he and his dad were going to Jekyll Island for the summer. Carter reminded him about the party tomorrow and said it would be epic.

“You say that about every party, Car,” Adam said.

“And they are!”Carter replied.

Adam locked the doors and shut off the lights. Upstairs, he paused in front of his dad’s door. 

“Goodnight, dad.”

“Goodnight, son. I’m glad you agreed to go the beach this summer.”

Adam half smiled and nodded his head. “Dad, about school today,” Adam started.

Russell put his hand up, “No, don’t worry about it. I was mad, but I get it. Just focus on your finals and let’s get outta here.”

Adam felt thankful that there would be no arguing and nodded again. “Thanks, dad,” he said and then went to bed.

The next day, they both stayed busy. Russell mowed the yard and trimmed the bushes. He would have someone do it while they were away. He also started making a list of the things he wanted to take to the beach house. He was confident he would need his power tools and paint supplies. Russell kept in touch with the Covingtons who lived next door and would let him know if anything was out of place. The latest update was that the back porch would need some attention when he came next time.

In the attempt at finding the power drill, Russell had managed to pull everything out of the garage and onto the driveway. It looked like they were having a yard sale. Adam came out to the garage to get a bottle of water when he noticed the mess his dad had made.

“I think we need to keep some of that stuff,” Adam joked.

“Well, actually I’m finding that most of this is stuff we don’t use anymore. Maybe a yard sale is a good idea,” Russell said as he straightened up.

“Mom usually just donated it.” As soon as Adam said it he looked at his dad. It was not a topic that they usually brought up to each other. He wasn’t sure how his dad would react.

“Well, maybe we should,” Russell replied. 

Unsure of what to say next, they both went back to what they were doing. Russ went through more boxes and shelves. Adam went back to his room and studied. Was this how awkward the summer was going to be? Adam tried to focus. He went over to his bedroom window that faced the front yard. He looked down and could see his father wiping at his eyes with his shirt sleeve. How would they both heal when their words hurt so much?

Even with Adam’s occasional snack breaks, he really did study most of the day. He deserved to go to Carter’s party tonight. He was confident that he would pass his junior year. He just needed to get his head in the game for senior year. That was where the scrutinizing eyes of the counselor, teachers and his father would be. Hopefully a few football recruiters, too.

Adam’s stomach growled at the smell of steak being cooked on the grill. He went downstairs to see his dad bringing the freshly cooked steaks in the kitchen.

“Hungry?” Russell asked.

“Actually, Carter is having a party tonight and I told him I’d go. Kind of an end of year party,” Adam said.

“Isn’t it a bit early for an end of year party when you still have finals next week?”

“Well, no one said Carter was the sharpest pencil in the case,” Adam said with a smile. “Anyway, it has something to do with them going away the following weekend, so it’s now or never.”

“It’s fine. I’ll just leave your steak here for when you get home. I’m sure you’ll be hungry by then,” Russell said.

“Okay, thanks.” Adam looked at his father. “Also, thanks, again, for not yelling about the school thing yesterday.”

Russell had already started eating his steak. “Son, would it have done any good to yell at you for walking out of school? No, it just would have made things worse. I want to make things better and the only way I see that happening is to get out of here for a while,” Russell said. “Also, I took a leave of absence at work.”

Adam, who was putting on his hoodie, stopped and looked up at this dad. “You what?”

Russell put down his fork and knife. “I’ve been struggling the last few months at work. My head hasn’t been in it lately. I know F.G. Homes loved my blueprints I did for them but the rest, well, I could have done better.”

Adam looked at his father as if he grew a second head. He never expressed any of this to him before. Adam never suspected that his father’s work had suffered. He worked so hard everyday. Russell’s wife of twenty years was gone, not coming back. Of course it would affect his work.

“I’m sorry, dad,” Adam said. “I didn’t know. Maybe we should talk about these things with each other more often.” He looked down at this feet. “Sometimes I feel so alone.”

Russell came over and hugged his son. “Me, too.” When Russ released his son he said, “Let’s make time to talk more. Remember your mom, more.”

Adam nodded. This was a start. In fact, this felt like a life preserver to a drowning man. “Thanks, dad,” he said as he left the house. He sat in his jeep for a few minutes to collect his thoughts. Maybe things were starting to turn around in his life. He was starting to feel hopeful again. Adam started the engine and actually had a half smile on his face. He picked up Nathan on the way to Carter’s house. He was now responsible for getting him back home in one piece.

At the party, Adam walked around and then grabbed a soda. Carter had a deejay and enough alcohol to supply the local bars. Adam just shook his head and walked out to the backyard. He watched kids try to swim in the pool yet keep their cups above the water. It was a skill that apparently not everyone possessed. 

Nathan came out to sit next to Adam on a lounge chair. “We’re seniors now, man!” Nathan said.

“Technically, not yet,” Adam replied.

Nathan just looked at him. “Come on, don’t be like that Adam. This is the end of the year party!”

Adam stood up, “Just don’t forget to show up Monday for finals.” Adam left Nathan sitting on the lounge chair. He was very ready to get out of town. Too bad there were still a few days left of school.

There was a group of girls who kept looking over at Adam. They would look, laugh and then turn back around. He knew the girls, especially the one who never looked away, Sherry. Adam just shook his head and went out the front door to sit on the porch. He was sitting on the first step when a girl sat down next to him. He knew instantly it would be Sherry.

“Hi Adam, you don’t look like you’re having any fun,” Sherry said.

“I’m fine,” Adam replied. He looked at her bottle of beer and said, “Looks like you are.”

Sherry took a sip, “Yes, it’s almost over. We will be seniors next week.”

“I’m glad,” Adam replied. “Junior year sucked.”

“I wish you would have talked to me more. You know you can come to me whenever you need someone to talk to,” Sherry said.

Adam took a sip of his soda and ran a hand through his hair. He knew he hurt Sherry by not being there, but he was too broken to care. “I’m sorry, about everything.”

“I know this last year has been hard for you. I didn’t want to make it any harder so I backed away. But I hope you know I still care about you and want to help in any way I can,” Sherry said.

“This last year is a blur. I was going through the motions and not caring about anything. Except football. I can be on the field and think only about football. It was my only escape,” said Adam.

“I always loved watching you play. I still do,” Sherry said.

Adam looked over at Sherry and smiled. It was the first smile she had seen on him in months. She leaned over and kissed him on the lips. It didn’t last long and he wasn’t expecting it. She wasn’t even expecting to do it, but it felt right. It wasn’t a passionate kiss like they used to do in his jeep, it was friendly.

“Well, I’d better go see what the girls are up to inside,” Sherry said as she stood up and left.

Adam stayed sitting on the step a bit longer. He hated that he had to wait for Nathan in order to go home. Maybe he could convince him that it was later then it really was and time to leave. Adam went inside to find Nathan. He laughed when he found him asleep on the couch. He called to Carter to help carry him to his jeep. Just as they buckled him in to the passenger’s seat, he woke up and wondered where they were going next.

“Home!” Adam and Carter said together. They both laughed and gave each other a high five.

“Later, man. Good party,” Adam said as he put the jeep into reverse.

“Love ya, man,” yelled Carter as they drove down the street.

The last couple of days had Adam’s head spinning. Nothing was turning out how he thought it would. Things were actually going better than expected. Now if he could just figure out how to keep the momentum going, he would be fine.
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Chapter 4
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Finals. The word, itself, was so ominous. Adam was never afraid of tests or finals, but now that he was coming out of his junior year fog, he felt his senses heightened. It was like he was hearing and seeing things for the first time clearly and it was a bit frightening. Adam only had one more to take and he would be done. He would officially be a senior. Now there was another ominous word.

Adam walked into the classroom and took his seat for the last time this year. First row, last seat. Sherry was in the desk next to him. They smiled at each other and cleared their desk. Did she sit there all year? How did Adam not notice before? The junior year fog must have blinded him in ways he will never fully understand. The teacher passed out the final test and everyone got to work.

He stared at the test for a minute and he realized he was struggling with writing his name on the paper. Focus, he told himself. He did. The old Adam who could pass tests without hardly studying was back. For good measure, Adam went over each question and checked his work. Confident in his answers, he picked up his backpack, turned in his test and exited the school for the last time as a junior. 

There were some kids meeting up at Chick-fil-a for lunch and he was invited to go along. The football team was going to Waffle House. Adam didn’t really feel like hanging out with anyone right now. He drove out of the parking lot with no real destination in mind. It wasn’t until a few minutes later he realized he was heading back towards Indian Springs State Park.  

Adam went right to the water and walked in. It was cold to his feet and felt good. He sat down on the rocks along the edge but kept his feet in. He pulled out his phone to make a call then hesitated. He looked at the screen and wondered who he would call. He didn’t want to talk to any of his friends right now or his dad. It took a second to register that the person he yearned to talk to the most was his mom.

There were so many things he wanted to say to her. He wanted to tell her that he was glad junior year was done, that there was a good chance he would be team captain next year and that Sherry kissed him. He knew it was a pity kiss, but it made him feel normal again. It made him feel again.

Most of all, he wanted to say that he missed her. He missed seeing her at his games, hearing her voice as she talked on the phone, her hugs when he came home from school, her singing him to sleep when he had a bad dream. Mom. He missed her.

Adam knew his dad wanted to leave for Jekyll Island as soon as possible. Maybe even tomorrow or the next day. Adam had to be back home in July for football camp, so they were lucky if they got six weeks at the beach. That was enough. He was excited to see Trey. There were times throughout the years when Adam wished for a brother. He had Trey in the summer and Uncle Teddy when he came up from Orlando, but that was it.

***
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AT HOME, RUSSELL WAS going through his list again to make sure he remembered everything. He was an architect so he like to be precise and exact. They were taking Adam’s jeep, since it had more storage space. Plus, how cool was it to drive around the island in a jeep. Usually Russell’s responsibilities ended with tools and ocean gear. Lynn’s job was the food and bedding. Russ did his best with the grocery shopping. If he forgot anything, they could buy it there. As for bedding, he didn’t even know what size beds they had at the beach house. Again, that was something he would have to play by ear.

Russell had bought Adam some new snorkel gear. He was sure that anything left at the house would be too small now. Adam was fifteen the last time he was there and has grown at least a foot since then. He wondered how big Trey and Amanda would be now.

Russell pulled out his work laptop and decided to get some things done before they left. He checked his emails and followed up on others. He made some calls to Stanley and Vonn to make sure they were all on track to let him work on some things remotely. He appreciated their compromise and hoped it would work. He knew there may be one or two times he might need to come into the office. But that was only if things weren’t working out via email. That was acceptable to Russell. 

Adam was just pulling into the driveway when his dad was checking the school’s parent portal for the final grades.

“Good job, son,” Russell said as Adam came into the kitchen. “You managed to finish junior year pretty solid.”

Adam came around to look over his dad’s shoulder. Yes, his grades were good. Thankfully the fog did not rob him of his academic career. Senior year should be even better. 

“Thanks, dad. I’m going to go pack now,” Adam said.

“Okay, now that your jeep is back, I’ll start loading things in and we can leave tomorrow morning. How does that sound?”

“Sounds good,” Adam replied. He went up to his room and laid down on the bed. The day he had been dreading and now suddenly yearned for was here. They were going to the beach house. He didn’t know how he would feel when he first walked in, but he was certain it would be emotional. Everything would be where it was left from last time. Mom’s things would still be there, too. But not mom.

Adam looked around his room. He didn’t plan what he would take to the beach house this summer. He didn’t even think he was going until a few days ago. His PS5 and skateboard were a must have. Clothes, swim trunks, toothbrush, no problem. He was packed. He was carrying some things downstairs to go into the jeep when he saw his dad carrying the urn. 

“Dad, what are you doing?”

“Your mother wanted her ashes scattered in the ocean at the beach house,” Russell replied.

“But,” Adam didn’t know what to say. The urn was on the mantel for a year, he supposed it would always be there. The idea of coming back to this house and his mother’s urn not being there never occurred to him.

“I’m sorry I didn’t discuss it with you first. This is what your mom wanted. If you’re not okay with it, we can do it another time,” Russell said.

“It’s okay,” Adam said softly as he took his things to the jeep. What was one more shock? He was somewhat comforted by the urn always there. His mom’s ashes. Was this ever going to get easier? 

“Spaghetti or roasted chicken?” Russell asked when Adam came back inside. “We are cleaning out the refrigerator,” he explained.

“Spaghetti,” Adam replied.

The whirl of the microwave was the only sound as the two guys passed each other getting silverware, plates and drinks. They both sat down at the kitchen island after their dinners were properly heated. They ate in silence, each in their own thoughts. It was Russell who spoke first.

“Hey, I’m sorry about earlier. I shouldn’t have taken down the urn without talking to you about it first. We can keep her here as long as you want,” Russell said.

“It’s fine. It’s whatever,” Adam replied.

The clink of forks hitting dishes and glasses being raised and set down on the marble countertop was the only sounds for the rest of the dinner. Adam was starting to feel that knot in his stomach again and stood up to put his dish in the sink. He started to wash the dish and glass with a little too much force and his dad was afraid he would break it and cut himself.
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