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​In the Wake of The Rain
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Under the clearing skies, the rain has finally stopped. Doug silently controls the truck down the wet streets. He glances in the rearview mirror to check on Alice.  Somewhere behind them is the house at 140 Madison Grove Place. He doesn’t want to think about what happened, but it is a memory that will take a long time to overcome.

She hates straight drives, he chuckles. 

Glancing to his right, he sees Jeff resting his head on the back of the seat; his eyes closed.  Tripp rubs his left hand, still sore from punching Geoffrey, as he stares out into the darkness.

“We got lucky with that cop, huh?” Doug breaks the silence, voice low. “Could’ve gone a lot worse.”

Tripp hesitates, fearing Doug is pressing for details again, “We didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I know, but it was strange...” Doug looks skeptical. “They didn’t take a statement from any of us...almost like that corporal knew we wouldn’t want the truth to come out?”

“They were focused on Geoffrey.  He and that drug dealer must’ve had a lot of weed on them...” Tripp answers, his head hanging low.

Doug senses he should stop. “We should put it behind us anyway.  We are almost to Lauren’s.”

“Agreed.” Tripp smiles, then taps Jeff. “Hey, Jeff, you still up for being around people?”

Jeff sighs from his rest. “Yeah...don’t want to be alone.”

The truck and Pinto pull up to the curb beside 2013 Forrest Lane. As they climb from the truck, Alice runs up and wraps Jeff in a big hug. Jeff is thankful that he has such good friends.  Goeffrey had fooled him. How can I ever trust anyone again? Jeff ponders while Alice holds him close. I can trust my friends, though.

“I’m never letting you out of my sight!” Alice yells as Jeff smiles.

“Thanks, but I am safe now,” Jeff answers. 

“Friends will never abandon you, Jeff,” Tripp responds, pointing to the house. “Let’s go inside?”



The music from Lauren’s party drifts out through the open basement door, faint now compared to the surge of adrenaline still coursing through Tripp’s veins. He touches the edge of his eye gingerly. The skin there is tender and already swelling into what promised to be a shiner. His shirt pocket hangs by a single thread, flapping with each step like a flag of defiance. The top two buttons are missing. Tripp runs a finger along the jagged tear. Steph’s going to kill me, he thinks—first the shirt, now the eye. At least Jeff’s okay...

Doug walks beside him, scratches lining his cheek and the side of his neck where Tyrone’s nails had dug in. His demeanor is calm, like nothing has happened. Alice keeps close to Jeff, who still hasn’t said much. The oversized sweatpants and shirt Doug loaned him swallow his small frame, but he is walking steadily—thanks mainly to the three who hadn’t hesitated to step in.

As they reach the driveway, Lauren appears in the glow of porch lights. She leans against her dad’s truck with a red cup in hand, mid-laugh with someone from school. Lauren spots the trio walking up the driveway, concern washing over her face. The girl notices and takes Lauren’s cup then heads inside as the group walks up the truck. Her smile falters as she notices their state—Tripp’s ripped shirt, Doug’s scratched-up face, Alice’s mud-smeared jeans, and Jeff’s shaken appearance.

“Okay... what happened?” Lauren’s voice cuts through the music, her eyes already scanning their faces.

Tripp raises his hands in mock surrender, forcing a half-laugh. “Nothing big. We were heading to Maddox, passed by the gas station, and saw some jerks messing with Jeff. So... we helped out.”

Doug nods, trying to smooth his red hair with one hand while playing it cool. “Wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle.”

Alice adds, “They ran off before it got too bad, but not before Tripp and Doug decided to play superheroes.” Taking the opportunity to punch Doug in the arm.

“Ow!”

That sparks a laugh from everyone, though Lauren glances at Alice and Jeff. Tensing her eyebrows, Lauren nods at Tripp. He responds with a sheepish grin.

Lauren’s eyes bounce between them, still skeptical. “And you just happened to run into Jeff?”

Jeff finally speaks, his voice hoarse. “Yeah... they showed up right when I needed them.” He looks at Tripp, then Doug. “I’m lucky they did.”

Lauren seems to want to ask more, but something in Jeff’s tone—or maybe the bruises starting to show—makes her hold back. Instead, she gestures toward the house.

“Well, pizza’s still warm. And I think there’s a Coke with your name on it, superhero.”

Tripp grins, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ll take it. As long as no one makes me lift my arms.”

Lauren folds her arms and stares at Tripp. Her left foot taps the pavement.  Tripp knows that she is expecting more information. Having known so much about his life, Tripp Carson owes her the truth...at least some of it.

“Hey, can y’all go ahead? I need a second with Lauren.”

Doug glances at him, then at Lauren, and nods. “Got it.”

As Doug, Alice, and Jeff disappear into the house, Tripp motions to a bench. They sit down, and Lauren leans in, checking on Tripp’s swollen eye.

“Ouch,” Tripp jumps as she gently touches his face. 

“This is going to look worse before it gets better. But I’m glad you are safe. Greg will probably ask what happened.” Lauren speaks softly, patting Tripp on the shoulder.

“I’m guessing you have questions, too?” Tripp asks, seeking out her eyes.

“Was any of that bull the truth?” Lauren whispers, leaning back, gently holding his free hand.

Tripp hangs his head low. “Can we pretend it is?”

Lauren looks sad, feeling that her bond with Tripp is strained. “Sure”

Tripp looks in her eyes. She has been a true friend from his first day back. They way they connect now is nothing like he had before. She’s been his conscious, his sounding board, a safe haven in every storm. Tripp forces a smile as he gaze drops to his feet.

“Sorry, Lauren.” Tripp knows he can’t leave it at that. “I know I can trust you.”

“We’ve been through a lot, Tripp.  You know how much I love you.” Lauren rubbed his arm. “I can see it in your eyes, your black eye, there’s more to it than that.” They both giggle softly at her comment about his eye.

Tripp smiles.  “It means a lot that you care. Between you and me, promise?” Tripp asks, and she nods. “Earlier at the party, Doug and Alice were talking about Jeff. Something about it did not feel right.”

“I’m not pushing, Michael, you know that, right?” Lauren asks, coming closer.

“I know...” Tripp swallows hard and takes a deep breath. “I knew something wasn’t right. I looked for Greg, but he wasn’t there.  I asked Doug to help...I had to get to Jeff.”

Lauren takes his hand. “It must have been dire for you to dash off like that.”

“I can’t explain the full extent, just know, I was out of options.” Tripp hides his eyes. A mixture of guilt and shame flood his emotions.

Lauren has the most insight into Tripp’s life. “Right time, right place?”

Tripp nods, his voice shallow. “I’m here for a reason.”

Lauren smiles, aqueezing his hand. “I know, Tripp.”

“Well tonight, it was many reasons. I had to act, fate would not have let me do nothing.” Tripp can barely get the words out. “Jeff would’ve...”

“Jeff is lucky to have you.”

Tripp’s breath catches. Without a word, he leans forward and wraps his arms around her. His forehead rests against her shoulder, and she feels the tremble in his body.

“It’s OK, Tripp,” She whispers gently. Her hand rubs his back. “I will always be here for you.” Tripp squeezes tight.

“I know, Lauren...I know...”
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Doug notices Tripp and Lauren entering the room. It has been about ten minutes. He smiles, seeing that Tripp is okay. Alice is still doting on Jeff. It appears that he was able to find a more appropriately sized shirt. Jeff smiles seeing Tripp’s return. 

Lauren goes off to find Greg.  Tripp heads over to the trio. Alice runs over and hugs Tripp. With a warm chuckle, Tripp hugs her back.

Tripp motions to Jeff. “Isn’t that one of Daisy’s shirts?”

“Yeah, I make it look good.” Jeff teases back. “But I draw the line on the pants.” Everyone laughs.

“Tripp, you want a Coke?” Doug asks, holding in the laughter.

“Thanks, Doug,” Tripp answers. “I need a moment with Jeff anyway.”

“Come on, Al.  Let’s see if there is any grape soda for Jeff.” 

Doug and Alice head to the far corner of the room. Jeff walks to the sofa and plops down.  Tripp is happy that he appears to be fine, but knows that may be short lived. Tripp sits down beside him–taking a moment to wave at someone on the other side of the room. He notices the marks on Jeff’s wrists. Deep red impressions in the skin, a reminder of how dire the night had become.

“You holding up okay?” Looking back at his friend, Tripp asks gently.

Jeff nods, then shrugs. “I don’t know. My body feels like it’s here, but my brain’s... somewhere else. I can’t stop thinking about it.”

Tripp leans back beside him, his hands clasped in his lap. “That’s normal. It doesn’t hit all at once. Sometimes it sneaks up on you later when you think you’ve already moved on.”

Jeff glances at him, his voice tight. “How do you know that?”

Tripp hesitates. “Let’s just say... I’ve seen things. Been through things. I know what it looks like when someone’s trying to bottle up something they shouldn’t carry alone.”

“You?” Jeff asks.

“I did some volunteer work. I know what to look for, I’ve seen it. When the reality sets in, it can get rough. Jeff, it will...uh, you know, be hard to find someone to help you deal with this.” Tripp continues. “People can be so bigoted in the 80’s.”

“You are full of surprises, tonight. Somehow, I feel like I can count on you.” Jeff is stunned.

Tripp nods.  Jeff can see a faraway look in his friend’s eyes. Jeff adjusts his position on the couch, arms crossed lightly over his chest. He glances at Tripp from the corner of his eye, the flicker of a question behind it.

“You’ve been different lately,” Jeff says softly. “Not in a bad way... just not the way I remember.”

“From when we were twelve?”

“No.” Jeff pauses like he is stepping on ice. “This year. I’ve noticed you at school. People talk about you.”

Tripp smiles faintly. “Yeah, I guess I’ve changed.”

Jeff shifts again, his voice quiet. “I mean... the way you carry yourself—the things you say. You used to walk around like you had to prove something all the time. Now... you’re just you.”

Tripp nods, his gaze settling on a nearby lamp as if it might help him find the right words. “I’ve stopped trying to live someone else’s life. That’s all.”

Jeff looks down at his lap. Then, cautiously: “Can I ask you something kind of personal?”

Nervous, Tripp glances over. “Sure.”

Jeff hesitates, testing the weight of the words before letting them go. “Are you... into girls?”

“Into girls?” Tripp raises an eyebrow, wondering where he is going with the question. “I’m talking with Holly again...”

“I mean—yeah. Sorry, that sounded dumb. I just...” Jeff struggles, then blurts it out, “You’re really close with Doug now. And with everything that happened tonight, I just—wondered.”

Tripp doesn’t laugh. He doesn’t recoil. He lets the question settle. “You’re asking am I gay?”

Jeff nods slowly. This is truly a different person than he remembers. He said it. Just like that. Not a sneer, not a shout, not even a flinch—just the word. 'Gay.' The biggest word, the one he knew about me since we were twelve. I still remember the look on his face that day, how fast he walked away, how he never looked at me the same again. That was the moment everything broke between us.

I was expecting a laugh. I was expecting the old Mike Carson to finally snap out of this two-month trance and give me the punchline. But he’s not laughing. He’s just waiting, calm as the river, like that party apology a few weeks ago was actually real, like he actually meant it when he said he wanted to be different.

Is this it? Is this the answer to the last two months of silence and strange behavior? He knows I’m gay; I know he used to hate it. But now he’s willing to answer if he is, too. If he says yes, the one person in my entire life who I thought was completely lost and gone forever... suddenly might be the person who finally understands everything.

This isn't about fear. This is about hope. And I don't know which one is more terrifying right now. The old Mike would rather fight than say such a thing. Jeff leans closer.

Tripp shakes his head, his voice calm. “No. Not exactly.”

Jeff looks confused but doesn’t pull away. His mind flashes back to their conversation at the river, the pieces fall into place. “You...you weren’t talking about your cousin?”

“I’m still figuring things out,” Tripp continues. “I’ve always liked girls. I still do. But sometimes... there’s more to it than that. I’m not ready to put a label on it.” Tripp’s mind settles on Robbie. He looks around the room, but Tripp doesn’t see him. “Uh...please don’t say anything to the others?”

“Of course.” Jeff exhales, relieved that he asked. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“You didn’t, thanks for listening,” Tripp assures him. “You’re not the only one who's ever wondered about where they fit.”

Loud music and distant conversations hang over them. Jeff studies him, then says with quiet certainty, “So, you were the other one, the one Geoff was really interested in.”

Tripp looks up, startled. “What do you mean?”

“I wasn’t sure at first,” Jeff continues. “But this confirmed it. You knew him. And not just in passing.”

Tripp pauses, eyes meeting Jeff’s. “Yeah. I’m sorry.”

“Geoffrey didn’t think I knew he was playing the field. I would’ve never guessed it was you.”

“He’s a charming man when he wants to be. I was caught up in his attraction to me...” Tripp looks away. “His good looks clouded my judgement.”

“I always thought he looks like Preston Harris.” Jeff laughs.

“Yeah.” Tripp quietly agrees.

Jeff leans close. “Do you think he actually cared about me, about us?”

“I don’t think so, Jeff.” Tripp’s eyes flicker to Jeff’s, then away. “We were just a means to an end.”

“Feeling desired is a powerful force. I was happy that he had an interest in me...” Jeff nods, slowly.

“I thought I knew what he was capable of,” Tripp says quietly. “I didn’t know it would go this far.”

“I saw his dark side.” Jeff admits quietly. “I never imagined it was rape.”

Tripp’s eyes find Jeff. “It could’ve been worse.”

Jeff’s heart beats faster. His mind flashed back to being tied up, trapped like an animal set for slaughter. Tripp reaches over, taking Jeff’s hand, brining him back from the vision.

Jeff nods, slowly. “So you’re not just doing this because you’re a good guy.”

“It’s not like that. I’m no hero, but Jeff...I couldn’t let anything happen to you.” Tripp shakes his head. “I’m doing it because I failed to recognize what Geoff was. And because... maybe I’m tired of running from the parts of myself that are hard to explain.”

A silence stretches between them—not awkward, but heavy with understanding. Jeff looks toward the party, then back at Tripp.

“Thanks for not brushing me off.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Tripp replies. “I know how much it sucks to feel like you're alone.”

Jeff offers a faint smile. “I’m not?”

Tripp returns it. “Not even close.”

Jeff smiles, pulling his knees to his chest. For the first time in hours, his body doesn’t feel unsettled. He is grateful—grateful that Tripp is his friend. The past, messy and confusing, suddenly makes a little more sense. And Jeff is glad it is gone.

Tripp sits beside him in silence, thankful Jeff is safe. But something tugs at the edge of his memory—the date he had buried, or maybe just chosen to forget. Tripp feels his chest tighten, breathing becomes a struggle. He remembers Jeff from the beach trip, the fun they had only to be washed away because of hate and misunderstanding. That date no longer was a single event.

February 17th, 1981.

That day had marked a complete breakdown for the old Michael Carson... but tonight,  the pain went deeper. The true meaning of tonight’s events meant, the disaster became evident.

A faint memory in the back of Michael Carson’s mind, buried beneath decades of thoughts, finds its way to the forefront. Jeff had dropped out of school around that date. Less than a year later, Jeff Tyler had taken his own life.

Tripp closes his eyes, the full realization sinking in like a stone. It had been Geoffrey. Without my second chance, Jeff’s life was over...

What horrors had he saved his friend from?

All the regrets of his former life suddenly seemed small—next to the weight of that one terrible outcome he has unintentionally rewritten. 
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​Close Enough To Trust
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Lauren’s dad calls her upstairs. The party is winding down. Only a few of Greg’s new friends from the trade school are still there. Alice has taken over caring for Jeff. Tripp knows that Gregg is curious about what happened.  

“Hey, Greg. You gotta minute?” Tripp quietly asks.

Greg answers, “Yeah, Tripp. Just a second.  Night, Bryan, thanks for coming.”

“It’s all going to work out.” A tall black man smiles, offering a handshake. “Thanks for having us. Congrats again.”

Bryan and his two friends head out the door. Lauren and Daisy begin picking up the empty cups and pizza plates.  Greg collects the cups off the bar as Tripp grabs the empty pizza boxes.

“Sorry, we didn’t have much time together,” Tripp apologizes.

“Nothing to it, Tripp. Say, how’s your friend?” Greg tosses the cups into the trash. He gives Tripp a hand with the pizza boxes.

“He’s going to be alright. It was fortunate that we came along when we did.” Tripp answers.

“That wasn’t a freak coincidence.” Greg pulls Tripp close. “Bryan and Angelo said you practically dragged Doug and that girl out the door. He said you had rage in your eyes.”

Tripp panics, taking a deep breath. “I...uh, I didn’t want to leave, but we needed the uh...”

“It’s ok, Tripp,” Greg whispers as he holds Tripp’s shoulder. “Lauren said you did a good thing. I felt bad I wasn’t here, but I don’t think you needed me.” Greg nods at Doug.

“I don’t want to lie to you...”

Greg holds his finger over his lips. “I know your heart, Tripp. You are the best man I know. You’ve got your reasons, I respect that.  Just know, I am always here, little brother.”

Tripp smiles and hugs Greg tightly. Greg pats Tripp on the arm. He gives his friend a nod and finishes helping clean up. Daisy heads upstairs with Lauren.  Tripp heads to the back. The others begin gathering near the door.

“Hey, Doug. I’m taking Jeff home. I want to tuck him in,” Alice teases, a playful wink in her eye.

Jeff rolls his eyes, groaning with mock embarrassment. “I’m not that bad off... am I?”

Alice laughs. “No, but I’m not taking any chances.”

Doug chuckles, clearly relieved to see Jeff’s sense of humor returning. “That’s fine. I need to get Tripp back to Robbie’s anyway.”

“Jeff, you’ve got my number. Call if you need to talk.” Tripp adds.

Alice leans in and gently kisses Tripp on the cheek. “Thank you, Mike Carson.”

Tripp asks in confusion. “For what, Alice?”

“You know what I mean.” Alice smiles. “Jeff’s like my baby brother.  I’m glad you were looking out for him.”

“You and Doug helped.” Tripp smiles.

“Good night, Tripp.” She replies.

Doug hugs Jeff one last time and runs to his truck. Jeff and Alice head to his little Pinto. He and Tripp climb in, and the two vehicles head off in opposite directions.
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Tripp watches out the window. Doug seems more relaxed, and returning to the party appears to have improved his mood. It is almost as if this had been a typical night. Doug taps on the steering wheel, matching the beat of the stereo music. 

“I wonder why Robbie left?” Doug says aloud.

“Greg told me that Robbie said he felt bad...” Tripp answers, worried about the statement. “Lauren thought he was upset that we weren’t there.”

“You can explain what happened. Robbie isn’t the type to stay upset long.” Doug chuckles.

“I hate letting him down. Robbie is too important of a friend.” Tripp nods.

Doug hesitates. The realization of tonight's events have changed him. Somehow, Doug know it all along. Tripp Carson is someone he can trust.

“You know he worries about you all the time.” Doug shares. “He’s believed in you, even at the beginning of your friendship.”

“He’s amazing. I don’t deserve his faith in me.” Tripp grins, looking down at his hands.

“Tripp, can I be honest?”

“Questions like that usually lead to something bad...” Tripp fakes a laugh.

“I’ve seen your transformation firsthand. Honestly, I used to think you were an ass.” Doug laughs, hoping to break the tension. “But now,  I see what Robbie sees in you. You are a good man.”

The music rattles the speakers as Tripp ponders a reply.  He knows that he shouldn’t say anything. Doug smiles, giving Tripp a playful punch in the arm.

Tripp decides to change the subject. “Doug, could you teach me some of those moves?”

“Yeah, maybe you and Robbie can come to a class. I’d like you both to meet Kai...” Wide-eyed, Doug stops cold. 

“Kai?” Tripp asks, shifting in the seat.

“Uh...Just a friend, we train together...” Doug replies.

“I’d like that, Doug.” Tripp senses there is more to the comment, but he sees that Doug is nervous.

As the loud pickup turns into the driveway to the Davis home, they see that all the lights are still on. Tripp's heart races at the prospect of having made Robbie upset. He looks at Doug.

“At least they are expecting you,” Doug notes optimistically. “I’ll come in with you.  I wanna say good night to Robbie, anyway.”

Wary of the reception he may get, Tripp looks Doug in the eyes. “Thanks, Doug.”

Doug can see the vulnerability in Tripp. It isn’t about being trouble, Doug knows Tripp is worried about Robbie. My sheepdog has his own sheepdog. Doug thinks and smiles. Tripp can see Doug staring, his boyish smile infectious, helping Tripp relax.

Stephanie is the first to hear the familiar rumble of the old pickup truck as it enters the driveway. Robbie is sitting in the recliner, having said very little since returning from the party. Carlos and Mama Davis come in from the kitchen. No one says a thing.

“It’s Doug’s truck, all right,” Stephanie sounds happy. “Hey Robbie, Doug’s here!”

Robbie stirs from the recliner. Expressionless, he nods to his sister. Stephanie rises to her knees, hanging over the back of the couch.

“He’s not alone!” Waving her arms wildly, Steph gleefully responds.

Robbie smiles. His mother hugs him quickly. The gentle rap on the door breaks the silence. Steph jumps up and opens the door.  Doug and Tripp stand motionless on the front stoop.

“Oh my god...Tripp!” Stephanie pulls him into the house. “What  happened?”

Tripp winces as she checks his swollen eye. Doug steps in behind them. He nods to Robbie Davis, a silent gesture to tell Robbie he is okay, they both are. Robbie joins his sister beside Tripp and spots the torn shirt pocket.

Mama Davis moves close. “Carlos, we need an ice pack.”

Stephanie notices the torn shirt. Guiding Tripp to the sofa, “Come sit down...”

“Sorry about the shirt, Steph.” Tripp apologizes, unsettled from all the attention.

“Hush, Tripp. Let's make sure you are ok.” Stephanie replies, hovering over him, taking a second look at his eye.

Tripp sits quietly as Mama Davis and Steph nurse over him. He watches Doug and Robbie talking.  Tripp is thankful that Rob does not look mad or upset. He credits Doug for being the peacemaker. 

The next few minutes center on Tripp and Doug explaining the fight to protect Jeff, the PG version, and using the lie about the gas station. Tripp sees Robbie bursting with pride. It feels good.  As the excitement dies, Carlos tells everyone good night and heads to bed. 

“Well, Tripp.  I think you’re in good hands.” Doug remarks, pointing at Stephanie and Mama Davis.

“Doug, you stepped up when I needed you. Thanks.” Tripp smiles.

“Anything for Robbie’s friend, my friend,” Doug smiles. “Good night, everyone.”

Robbie walks Doug to the door. Mama Davis tugs on Tripp’s shirt sleeve. Tripp looks at her inquisitively.

“Let me have this shirt, Mike.  I may be able to fix it.” She said confidently.

Tripp starts unbuttoning his shirt. Oddly, he feels self-conscious. Steph notices and winks at him. “Seriously? I’ve seen you and Robbie working on the car. You’re embarrassed now?”

“Sorry, I guess I’m being silly...” Tripp answers, unable to shake the feeling.

Steph give him a fast hug. “I’m heading to bed anyway.” 

“Good night, Steph,” Tripp replies as he pulls the shirt off.

Steph glances back, giving Tripp a harmless wink and a whistle. Robbie gives his sister and mother a big hug before they head to the laundry room. Once alone, Robbie sits on the small table across from Tripp, smiling gently. He taps Tripp on the knee. Tripp leans back.

“Can I ask why you left the party?” Tripp nervously asks.

“I spent time with Greg. He was telling me that he wants you to be his best man.”

“Yeah, he and I talked about it some. Nothing signed in stone yet,” Tripp replies curiously.

“He said that Lauren intends to ask Holly to be a bridesmaid. I thought you had left the party to get her. I..uh,” Robbie stumbles.

“I didn’t know that,” Tripp politely interrupts. He slides forward, looking Robbie in the eye. “If it bothers you that she’s coming, I will say something to Lauren.”

“It shouldn’t bother me.” Robbie sighs.

“Just like me, Holly’s changing, too.” Tripp smiles. “But if it makes you reconsider,  I think Greg wants to you be one of his groomsmen. He’s very grateful you helped him.”

“Holly can come, I want you to be happy,” Robbie responds as he yawns. “We can talk more in the morning, K?”

“I guess we are making a pillow fort since Steph is in the den?” Tripp teases as he stands.

“Goob!” Robbie snorts as he stands, pushing Tripp off balance.

They laugh as they head up the stairs.  Tripp stops by the bathroom.  His eye don’t look as bad as he thought they would. The skin below his left eye has a purplish yellow bruise just beneath it. Tripp washes his hands and splashes his face.  The ice pack helped reduce the swelling and the sensitivity.

Tripp pulls on a t-shirt and shorts before heading to Robbie’s room. The small lamp casts a dim light across the room. Tripp notices that Robbie is bundled up in the blanket. Wrapped in a fabric coccoon and pressed up to the wall. Is he already asleep? Tripp wonders. Asleep or sending a message? He moves quietly just in case.

Tripp grabs the second blanket and carefully climbs into bed. Trying hard to not disturb his friend, Tripp rests his head on the pillow. His heart begins to race. Worry consumes his thoughts.

Tripp whispers. “Good night, old friend.”

In the silence, Tripp closes his eyes.
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​Reflections
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Tripp yawns softly, stretching out his legs. The light is on, still set on dim. He rolls onto his back, looking to his left. He is alone. Tripp stares at the ceiling. Robbie is nowhere to be seen, yet the tension is still there. Tripp sighs heavily and sits up. Slowly, he swings his legs off the side of the bed.

“Good morning...” Tripp snorts.

He stands, stretching his arms out. With another yawn, Tripp grabs his duffel bag and heads to the bathroom. He can hear Mama Davis talking at the base of the stairs. It seems oddly distant.

“It’s a new day,” Tripp whispers. “Make the most of it.”

He drops the bag on the floor. Stooping down, he pulls out his clothes. He sets his jeans and clean underwear on the back of the tiolet tank, then hangs the shirt of the back of the door. Tripp grabs his tooth brush. 

He slowly brushes his teeth, staring in the mirror. He fears something is off, like a storm is growing in the distance. Tripp stops brushing to the sounds of thunderous footsteps. He glances over to see Robbie running up the steps. A smile grows on Tripp’s face.

“Morning.” Robbie offers, joining him in the bathroom and closing the door. “You sleep OK last night?”

Tripp nods, his mouth full of toothpasste. “Yeah.”

Robbie pulls off his shirt. “We’re late, I’m grabbing a quick shower.”

“Late?” Tripp tries to ask.

Robbie turns the water on. He pulls off his socks and sweatpants. He glaces at Tripp and hesitates.

“You don’t mind, do you?”

Tripp spits into the sink. “How late are we?”

Robbie finishes undressing and steps into the shower stall. “Very.” He answers with a chuckle.

Tripp continues to brush his teeth, unable to pull his eyes from the mirror. In the reflection, he watches his friend. The water and steam cascading over Robbie. Tripp studies the lines, the muscles. He begins to feel embarrassed. This is an intrusion, I shouldn’t look.

Robbie hums a tune, one of Boston’s new songs, which brings a smile to Tripp’s face. He looks down, focusing on the sink. He tells himself we are best friends, this is nothing. Yet, his eyes keep stealing a quick look in the mirror.

Robbie shuts off the water. Tripp quickly hands him a towel. His friend begins drying his hair.

“You taking the day off, Carson?” Robbie teases.

“Just not awake yet.” Tripp answers, rinsing his mouth out.

Robbie wraps the towel around his waist. Grabbing Tripp by the shoulders and moves him out of the way. “Then maybe you need a cold shower.” He laughs.

Tripp reaches in and cuts the shower back on. He watches Robbie brushing his hair. Tripp shakes his head and strips down. He lets the warm water run over his head. Feeling awkward, he stands with his back to Robbie.

Is he watching me? Tripp wonders, imaging Robbie from a few minutes ago. No, stupid. He’s your friend. Tripp takes a deep breath and lathers up his hair.

Robbie leans against the sink. Folding his arms and stares for a minute. “I’m getting dressed. See ya downstairs.”

Tripp answers, his eyes closed. “Almost done!”

He hears the door open and close. Tripp stands still, the water running over his body. “That was weird.” he whispers.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Robbie’s Journey
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Robbie avoided Tripp during school. He isn’t mad at his friend, Robbie needs the space to think. Lauren’s party, that was when it began to unravel. Robbie thinks. Derek told me how frantic Tripp looked as he dragged Doug out the door. There was more to that story than just running into Jeff Tyler by accident.

Robbie stares quietly out the window, the rain trailing thin lines down the glass. His mind drifts between unlikely scenarios. He wants to understand, but not right now. Robbie takes a deep breath and clears his mind. To break the silence, Doug pops in a Lynyrd Skynyrd tape, the opening notes filling the cab with rough-edged southern rock.

Glancing sideways, Doug watches Robbie carefully. His friend's been too quiet since they left school. Doug wonders if he’s upset with Mike — or maybe just exhausted.

Robbie looks peaceful, but Doug knows him too well. There’s something brewing underneath that stillness.

"Hey, Robbie," Doug says, tapping his arm. "You okay?"

Robbie snaps out of his trance and offers a small, distracted smile. "Yeah. I told you... it was ok for Mike to leave the party.  Then, I started feeling bad."

Doug isn't convinced. He’s known Robbie Davis too long not to hear the hesitation under the words.

"That’s good," Doug says easily. "So... why’re you so quiet?"

Robbie shrugs, eyes flicking back to the rain. "I dunno. Just tired, I guess. Didn’t sleep well."

Doug nods, reading between the lines but not pushing. Instead, he cranks up the volume on the radio and starts singing along — badly, on purpose. Robbie bursts out laughing, shaking his head.

He’s grateful for Doug — always the perfect balance between distraction and understanding.

Doug slings the truck around a sharp corner, the tires squealing. Robbie’s eyes widen as Doug’s sketch pad slides out from under the seat.

"Doug?" Robbie leans down to grab it from the floor.

"Can I check these out?" he asks, holding up the thick book.

Doug grins. "Go for it. Some new ones in the back."

Robbie flips through it. The first pages are rough sketches of Doug’s truck — upgrades, mods, wild ideas. Robbie smiles, seeing the familiar dreams on paper.

He stops at a pencil sketch of a German Shepherd. Huh. Where’d that come from? He flashes Doug a thumbs-up. Doug just shrugs, grinning.

Page after page — landscapes, mechanical parts, moments captured in graphite. Robbie turns another page and freezes.

It’s a sketch of him — younger, hair a little longer, face still soft with boyhood.

"You didn’t want to sit still, remember?" Doug chuckles.

Robbie laughs, a warm bubble in his chest.  "Well, I had other things in mind!" he yells over the music.

He flips again and stops at a girl’s portrait — glasses, sharp chin, guarded smile.

"That’s a nice likeness of Alice," Robbie says, genuinely impressed.

Doug groans. "Yeah, well, she punched me hard after I finished it. Said I made her look too girly."

"She’s beautiful in her own way," Robbie says, tracing the edges of the drawing with a finger. "I like this one."

He turns another page — and finds a half-finished sketch of someone he doesn't recognize. A young Asian teen, wearing round-rimmed glasses, half-smiling shyly.

Robbie holds it up, eyebrows raised.

Doug quickly turns the volume down.

"That’s Kai."

Robbie waits, expression neutral.

"And?" he prompts.

Doug sighs, raising a hand in surrender. "Okay, okay. He’s in my Tae Kwon Do class. Goes to West."

"You haven’t mentioned him before," Robbie notes casually, flipping ahead for more sketches. He finds another — Kai in a martial arts uniform.

"What’s it called again? That uniform?"

"A 'dobok’ is the tradition attire,'’ Doug says, chuckling. 

“He isn’t that tall, is he?” Robbie asks, staring at the image.

"And yeah — he’s short. Shorter than Mike, even."

Robbie smirks, scratching his head. "What grade’s he in? Middle school?"

Doug laughs. "Stop it. He’s fifteen. Smart as hell, though. Same grade as us."

Robbie studies the sketch again, noticing the careful detail in the face.

"I’m glad you’ve got a new friend," Robbie says, handing the pad back. "Were you afraid to tell me?"

Doug glances at him sidelong as he turns onto Pleasant Valley Drive.

"Nah. Just figured I’d wait. You’ve been kinda... wrapped up with Mike lately."

Robbie shakes his head, smiling fondly. "Doug Barrett. Yes, Mike Carson is important to me. But you’re my friend too.”

Robbie stops on a page with the beginnings of a drawing of him. He recognises the clothes. He runs his finger along the lines on the page. It was from the park. 

“I’ve never doubted your friendship, sheepdog.” Doug chuckles.

Doug parks in front of the Davis house, rain pattering against the windshield.

“Friends trust each other.  You should’ve told me."

"Sorry, Robbie," he says. "I want you to meet him."

"I’ll hold you to that," Robbie replies, sliding the sketchpad carefully back under the seat.

The rain comes down harder as Doug and Robbie dash toward the front porch, laughing like kids again. They slam the door behind them, dripping water everywhere, but too out of breath to care.

"Man, it’s raining hard!" Doug exclaims, following Robbie into the house. “Hurry, I’m getting drenched.”

"You know I'd never leave you hanging," Robbie says, flashing a grin as he pulls off his damp sneakers.

Doug punches him lightly on the arm. "Yeah, yeah, Mr. Loyal."

Robbie chuckles, shaking his head. "Thirsty?"

They trail into the kitchen, still catching their breath. Doug flops onto a barstool, watching Robbie move around the space like it’s second nature.

"I never really got your friendship with Mike Carson," Doug admits after a moment, voice casual but edged with curiosity.

Robbie pauses, reaching for a clean glass.

"He's been a good friend," Robbie says carefully, pouring a fresh glass of water.

Doug leans forward, elbows on the counter.

"Yeah, but..." Doug hesitates. "He could be a real jerk to people. Never held back his opinions. I saw it with Conrad — harsh stuff."

Robbie nods slowly, his face thoughtful. Doug never spoke about Mike Carson before. Here lately, that seems to be all he’s interested in.

"I know, Doug. I've seen that side once or twice myself. But deep down, that's not who Mike Carson really is."

Doug smiles warmly, shaking his head. "You've always defended him. That's what I love about you — Mr. Loyal. My sheepdog."

He reaches over, ruffles Robbie’s black hair roughly.

Robbie swats him away, laughing.

"You want some water, Doug?"

Doug smirks. "Water? Did you drink all the sweet tea?"

Robbie chuckles, pulling open the fridge.

"There’s a fresh pitcher. Mike’s been cutting back on soda and tea. We mostly drink water now."

"We?" Doug teases, sipping from the pitcher directly.

Robbie laughs. "Yeah. We. I'm supporting his effort."

Doug watches him, serious again.

"I'll admit it — he's changed. At first, I thought it was just temporary. But after Lauren’s party? Nah. It's real."

Robbie smiles faintly, pride softening his features. "I believe in him," he says quietly. "Is that a bad thing?"

Doug stands up, coming around the counter.

"No, Robbie. It's not a bad thing. It’s exactly who you are," he says, placing a hand over Robbie's heart. "You’ve got a good heart. Maybe Mike's change is because of you. Ever think about that?"

Robbie shakes his head, eyes dropping to the floor.

"Maybe," he says softly.

Doug squeezes his shoulder, solid and comforting.

"I noticed you were avoiding him all day at school. Don't give up on him," he says.

"Thanks, Doug," Robbie replies, looking up with a grateful smile.

Doug grins and leans in, whispering conspiratorially.

"Also, if you drank all the sweet tea, you owe me a burger next time."

Robbie laughs out loud, tension breaking like a popped balloon.



The rain drums harder against the windows, but subsides. The room feels warmer now.

Doug glances outside.

"Looks like it's letting up. I better head out — one of my wipers is shot."

Robbie follows him to the door, shaking his head. "The way you treat that truck, I’m surprised it has any working parts."

Doug laughs as he jogs to the battered vehicle.

"Real funny, sheepdog!" he calls over his shoulder.



Robbie watches him pull away, heart still heavy despite the laughter.

Inside, the house feels too big. Too empty.

He wanders toward the bay window and presses his forehead lightly against the cool glass. The world outside is gray and washed clean by the rain.

He lets out a long, slow breath. The soft patter of rain fills the house, wrapping him in a heavy kind of silence. He slowly traces circles in the condensation.

The rain falls harder again without warning. Robbie watches the gray curtains of water blur the world beyond the window.

He doesn't want to be alone. Not today. Not after everything stirring in his heart.

There’s a gentle knock at the door. Robbie jumps up, heart racing.

"Maybe it’s Tripp!" he tells himself.

He pulls open the door, grinning wide — but it’s Doug, dripping and laughing.

"See? Told you that truck doesn’t work," Robbie jokes.

"Funny, sheepdog," Doug says, shaking off rain as Robbie waves him back inside.

They head into the den. Robbie flips through his record collection, the familiar crinkle of old sleeves a comforting sound. He settles on his prized Boston album, the one tied to so many memories.

As the first chords echo through the room, Robbie's eyes catch on a photo album tucked onto the bookshelf.

"Huh. We taking a trip down memory lane?" Doug teases, sliding onto the floor beside the couch.

"Spending the day with you got me thinking 'bout sixth grade," Robbie smiles, flipping open the old album.

They sit cross-legged on the floor, the photos pulling them backward through time.

Doug points, laughing. "Geez, we were such nerds!"

"Were?" Robbie shoots back, raising an eyebrow. "We still are."

"Speak for yourself," Doug jokes, nudging him.

Page after page — braces, bad haircuts, awkward smiles — moments frozen in time.

Robbie’s fingers slow on a particular photo — him and Doug, laughing together at a middle school dance.

"You looked so cool that night," Robbie says softly, a fond smile touching his lips.

Doug laughs, leaning in. "That was my brother’s suit. I was so nervous."

"You pulled it off," Robbie says, his voice thick with memory.

Doug’s grin softens.

"Five years ago, huh? End of fifth grade," Doug says. "Monday, May nineteenth."

Robbie nods. The day their friendship began — a wrong line at a school assembly turning into something neither of them could have predicted.

"It'll always be a special day," Doug says firmly.

Robbie swallows hard, feeling the weight of it all.

"Thanks, Doug. But my favorite memory came months later," he murmurs.

Doug's eyes search his.

"One evening, studying at your house..."

"I was in my blue tank top. You wore that yellow button-down," Doug finishes, his voice barely a whisper.

They both remember. That night, nervous and giggling, they’d shared their first kiss — awkward and tentative, but full of something pure and fragile.

Doug leans closer, resting his arm lightly across Robbie’s shoulders.

"You win," Doug says, smiling. "That’s a better memory."

Robbie laughs quietly, but the sound dies in his throat.

He hesitates.

"Doug... can I ask you something serious?"

Doug shifts to face him fully, no hesitation.

"Yeah. Always."

Robbie exhales.

"Does it ever bother you... that I didn’t want to keep dating?"

Doug blinks, then smiles warmly.

"Bother me? No, Rob. Absolutely not."

He places a hand gently over Robbie’s.

"You were my first boyfriend. You'll always be my closest friend. That means more."

Robbie tries to answer, but emotion clogs his throat.

Doug rubs his shoulder.

"Robbie... we were kids. We loved each other — but we agreed our friendship was more important. That year still holds a special place. Can’t it just be that?"

Robbie nods, wiping his eyes quickly with the back of his hand.

"You’re right. It’s just..."

He trails off, staring at the floor.

"I’ve been wanting more lately. More than just friendship."

Doug's eyes soften.

"More than friendship with... me?" he asks gently.

Robbie scoots a little closer, heart pounding.

Doug chuckles quietly. "You want to be my boyfriend again?"

Robbie hesitates, glancing away.

"What about Kai?" he whispers.

Doug leans back against the couch.

"I like Kai. A lot. But... we’re not dating. Yet."

"But you want to," Robbie says.

Doug nods slowly.

"If you're serious, Rob, we can talk about it. But dating in high school won't be easy. People notice more. Rumors spread faster. I don’t want you getting hurt."

Robbie thinks about something Stephanie once told him — "Love is worth getting hurt."

Doug watches him carefully.

"Sounds like you’ve thought a lot about this."

"I have," Robbie admits, his voice barely audible.

"It’s been weighing heavy on my heart."

Doug places a steady hand on Robbie’s arm, grounding him.

"If it means that much, don’t rush. Think it over."

Then Doug hesitates, a new thought flickering across his face. It isn’t just their classmates they need to be concerned about.

"Have you talked to Mike about any of this?"

Robbie’s head jerks up.

"Mike?"

Doug nods.

"If we date... we could keep it low-key at school. But hiding it from Mike?" He shakes his head. "I don’t think you could keep a secret from him anymore."

Robbie stares at the floor, guilt twisting inside him.

"I... I don't think Tripp would be a jerk about it," he says slowly. "Not like the old Mike..."

Doug watches him closely, piecing things together.

"You care about him a lot," Doug says gently. "More than just 'best friend' care."

Robbie doesn’t answer.

He doesn’t have to.

Doug leans back, sighing.

"Robbie... if you and I tried dating again, I’m scared it would hurt you. Not because of us — but because of what it might do to your friendship with Tripp."

Robbie bites his lip, nodding slowly.

"I know," he whispers.

Doug smiles sadly.

"Maybe you should tell him. About how you’re feeling. About everything."

Robbie’s voice shakes. "I’m scared, Doug."

Doug squeezes his hand. "I know. But trust him, Robbie. You already do. Maybe it’s time you trust yourself, too."
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