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Dedication:


I dedicate this work to my husband, who, without him, I wouldn’t have nearly as much sexy material to write about.
























Content Warning:


This is a work of fiction, but it does contain depictions and mentions of child neglect, strained parent-child relationships, invasions of privacy, internalized homomisia, car accidents, blood, and a near-death scenario.
















Red Tulip






A resilient flower that blooms year after year.


Survives the snow and cooler temperatures.


Represents everlasting passion and love.










CHAPTER ONE


Theo






IT WAS CHILLY. I could see my breath as I exhaled. It came out of my mouth in a long, thick ribbon, dissipating as it rose into the sky. I was barely swinging, but the rusty metal links of the swing still squealed and screamed with every minute movement. In my bulky, gloved hands, I cradled my most precious thing. My birthday had just passed three days prior, and my mom had gotten me the only thing I had asked for. It was a small figure of my favorite superhero from a comic book I loved.


His name was The Bull. He had the ability to change into a minotaur and used his super strength and speed to rescue people from evildoers. He was funny, exuberant, and everything I wanted to be. He had so many friends, he had fans, and he was just awesome. I loved everything about The Bull, but the main thing that intrinsically tied me to him was the fact that his real identity, when he wasn’t The Bull, was Silas.


That happened to be the same first name as my very best friend.


Just as my thoughts were drifting back to him, I heard his cheery, eight-year-old voice calling out to me:


“Hey! Theo!”


My heart sang in return, but all I could manage out loud while sniffling back the stuffiness in my nose was a wave and a whimpering:


“Hey.”


My actual name was Theodore, and my parents made it a point to always refer to me as such, even going so far as to dictate to my teachers that I was to be referred to exclusively as Theodore. They would not tolerate any nicknames, good or bad. But Silas was never one for restrictive rules like that. The moment we were alone on the swings at recess, he asked me if he could call me Theo. It would be our secret, between best friends.


It was the first taste of rebellion I had ever experienced at the ripe age of five, and it tasted sweet.


Three years later, we were still close. Well, I thought we were pretty close. I felt like we were in our own little world when it was just the two of us. Hearing him say “Theo,” a name he had given me, felt like freedom. Like I finally knew who I was. I knew myself better when I was with Silas. But Silas was a ray of sunshine, and, as such, he drew in everyone.


Yet, no matter how many people there were, somehow, he always found me in the crowd and drew me in closer than all of them with that smile of his. He was undoubtedly my best friend, and I would be his as long as he wanted me. But a part of me, even at my young age, selfishly wanted more of him.


I wanted to monopolize him as my own.


It made my stomach hurt as these feelings flooded me from the inside out, but all of the discomforts dissipated as Silas trotted up, stopping just shy of my knees.


He was panting, probably having sprinted all the way there from his house a few streets down the way. He was probably so excited he had wholly forgotten his gloves, and his hands were already bright red as he thrust a colorfully wrapped box into my face.


“I got your present! I’m sorry we couldn’t come to your birthday. I promise I’ll come next year. I already told my mom and dad.”


His mom was a director of some sort for a ski resort chain across the northern part of the country, starting with their location in our state. They traveled to them as often as possible, sometimes spending weeks away from their home state, especially during the winter and summer school breaks. Unfortunately, my birthday was right in the middle of the winter holiday break, which meant Silas was away for my birthday.


Just knowing he wanted to be there was enough for me.


“S’okay.”


My heart thumped heavily in my chest. From memory, I had never had a birthday party that wasn’t comprised exclusively of my family and their connections. I spent most of the time opening presents from people who were just trying to ingratiate themselves to my parents, and thus were items that I had never wanted or asked for, but were hot ticket items all the same, and required a performance of immense thanks on mine and my parent’s part.


I was thankful. I truly was thankful, but once the performance was over, I was left alone, surrounded by things while the adults talked about business. I would’ve traded every piece of expensive plastic for a true friend.


My imagination and excitement were racing in tandem as I imagined Silas with me next year. All the while, he was pouting, shaking the box before me.


“Come on! Hurry and open it! I picked it special.”


His gaze drifted to my hands, resting idly in my lap, minus my grip on The Bull. His brown eyes positively shimmered.


“Oh good! You brought The Bull. You’re gonna love this!”


I nodded in agreement as I nestled The Bull between my legs.


Sniffling, I took the package from him. It crinkled between my gloved hands, and as I studied it over, it was clumsily wrapped, with the underside of the paper showing in some places and awkwardly crooked cuts along the edges. I had no doubt Silas wrapped it himself, and knowing that made me less inclined to unwrap, as that in itself was a treasure.


But the longer I took, the more Silas had to hold himself back as he stomped and wiggled incessantly in front of me. His entire body was trembling, probably more from the cold than excitement, but he clapped his chilled hands all the same.


“Hurry! Open it! Open it!”


I did as he asked, tearing through the paper with awkward swipes of my gloved hands. Thankfully, the box hadn’t been taped closed, and once the paper was loosened, so too did the box flaps. It was relatively easy then to use my hands to flip it open.


As soon as I caught sight of what was inside, I gasped.


Inside was none other than The Bull’s sidekick, The Rooster. He wasn’t as cool as The Bull, and he didn’t actually change into a rooster or anything like that. He was more of the brains behind everything. Unlike his namesake, he wasn’t loud or bold. He was a shy guy with a dead-end job by day, but by night, he created all of the tools and devices that The Bull used in his fights.


But it was perfect. The Bull accepted him for who he was despite their differences. It gave me hope that Silas would always accept me, no matter how gloomy and quiet I was, next to his bright warmth.


“Thank you, Silas.”


Silas beamed, holding a fist to his puffed-out chest.


“No worries. I knew you’d love it.”


I did. I loved it. I especially loved how proud Silas was of getting me something I loved.


But as I held the figures in my hands, admiring how perfectly they fit together, something burned in the pit of my stomach.


With The Bull, it felt a bit like I had Silas with me all the time. I wanted nothing more. Having both The Bull and The Rooster together, I felt intensely lonely, as if another had filled my space. I was half tempted to throw The Rooster into the snow when I found Silas idly smiling as I held them together.


I had seen him cry several times, being children, but it was almost always out of frustration and anger rather than true sadness. There was something in his face as he watched me hold the figures that felt truly sad. Compelled to make him feel better, I took The Rooster and pressed the figure into Silas’s hands. He fumbled the figure, his fingers slow to react in the cold, but he held on to it despite it.


He blinked, staring at the figure, only to direct his confusion to me.


My face burned as I basked in his attention.


Clearing my throat, I cast my gaze down into the snow at my feet, gently kicking it up into a little mound as I fiddled with The Bull’s limbs.


“You can have him, Silas.”


Instantly, his face fell. I was tempted to apologize to him, afraid I had offended my only friend, but then I noticed his hand. The Rooster had been haphazardly gripped in one, but as soon as I said he could have him, Silas took the figure into both hands, cradling it in his chapped, red palms like something precious and delicate.


His voice trembled, bottom lip splitting as he said:


“Really? But he’s your present.”


Seeing this reaction was my present. I felt completely satisfied, my chest warming. I would want nothing more if I never received another thing for the rest of my life. Mumbling into the scarf wrapped around my mouth and chin, I nodded.


“S’okay. This way, we can play together, like The Bull and The Rooster.”


Silas spoiled me with a bright smile, splitting another part of his tender lips. His nose, too, was bright red at the tip. That same shade was slowly growing across his cheeks. His family and my family weren’t all that different socially or financially. They were both well-off, much more than the average family. Mine ran an advertising firm. My mother was the CEO, while my father was the VP of Sales, each a prominent and outspoken community member. How unfortunate it was that I had been born and turned out the way I did, reserved and shy.


On the other side, while his mother owned a ski resort chain, his father was a stay-at-home dad. At least, that’s what he became after Silas was born. Beforehand, he had owned his own chain, but of gas stations. As soon as he found out he was going to be a father, he started selling off his business, and by the time Silas was born, his dad was retired. It was apparent that Silas had been doted on and well-loved with his bright and exuberant disposition.


My own mother and father couldn’t understand it and often criticized Silas’s family, saying they had spoiled him and that they were threatening his future with a single-income household.


Seeing Silas’s caring and brightness, I couldn’t quite agree with them, though I knew not to say so out loud. They let me hang around him and his family simply to build a possible worthwhile connection and nothing more. I could remember when I was very young, doing everything I could to follow my parent’s directions after they discovered I was friends with him in kindergarten.


“This is your first connection. His parents aren’t super wealthy, and their industry isn’t adjacent to ours, but you never know when they’ll have something you can use. Do everything you can to be friends with him. If he likes playing ball, you play ball. If his favorite color is blue, yours is blue. Do you understand?”


So, I spent my first week doing everything Silas requested. If he asked me what I wanted to do, I’d ask him what he wanted to do. If he brought a snack to share, he’d offer me which I preferred, and I would always defer to his preference. After that week, I felt sure that I was successfully following my parent’s instructions when Silas confronted me.


“You don’t have to do everything I like to be my friend, Theo. I like you how you are.”


At that moment, I realized how amazing Silas was, and I experienced immense guilt for the first time. From then on, I wanted to be honest with Silas, whether he could be of use to me or not. I didn’t know what this feeling was that I felt for Silas, but it went much deeper than friendship, and as we grew together, so too did this feeling grow with us.


After some chatting and playing with our figures in the snow, Silas sneezed. Swiping at the snot dripping from his nose, he asked:


“Can you come to my house and play today?”


I nodded, quickly gathering up The Bull and brushing off as much snow from my clothes as possible in preparation for heading there. I cared for Silas deeply but almost equally for his family. They were just as magnetic as Silas was, warm and inviting even when I had nothing to give to them.


It was proof that I didn’t have to live the way my parents had determined to create our own family. It gave me hope that someday I wouldn’t have to feel the neverending pressure that rested on my shoulders every day I was home with my parents. But that hope did nothing to comfort me when I had to leave their home and return to mine.


While theirs was filled with laughter and attention, mine was almost always silent, and the attention there always carried with it expectations or punishment.


I tried my best not to dwell on those things, not wanting to spoil any part of this time with Silas.


On the way home, I listened to Silas go on and on about The Bull, The Rooster, and what he loved about the comic book. I loved this. This was better than any birthday party. I suspected that even if he came to my party, it wouldn’t be like this, where we could be together in our little world. He wouldn’t be able to call me Theo, and I would have to go around and network with all of the kids of my parent’s business partners, leaving Silas alone. I knew what it felt like to be alone in a room full of people. I didn’t want to subject Silas to that. I much preferred something like this, these simple little moments where he could say and do everything he wanted. I could listen to him and watch him all day.


As we neared his house, amid the blanket of white surrounding us, bright red blooms filled the garden bed right in front of his house. As soon as Silas saw them, he fell silent. Suddenly, he trotted ahead of me. I was compelled to follow, to not be left behind, but before I could even start, he hopped into the flowerbed, gripping one of the tulips by the stem and tugging it free from the stalk. Once the waxy flower was in his hands, he came trotting back to me, holding it out.


“Since you gave me The Rooster, let me give this to you for your birthday instead.”


Like Silas had held The Rooster, I took the bulb into my gloved hands. With the bulk of the gloves, it was awkward trying to hold it, but I cupped it as best as I could, letting The Bull fall into the snow at my feet, forgotten. Silas was playfully chastising me for dropping it, crouching down to dig it out, hissing as the ice burned his raw hands.


I couldn’t hear a word he said over the sound of my heart pounding in my chest.


Just as I was working up the courage to express my thanks for this unexpected gift, my first that didn’t come with a clear monetary value, their front door swung open. Standing in the doorway was Silas’s dad, waving Silas’s gloves around in the air as he hollered:


“Silas, get your butt in this house. I can’t believe you went out without your gloves.”


With a sheepish grin, Silas laughed, grabbing my elbow and tugging me toward his house. I stumbled behind him, doing my best to protect the delicate gift of the tulip in the shell I formed with my hands. All the while, I watched his expressive face reflect everything he felt so clearly and honestly.


He was like The Bull, strong, brave, and outgoing. I was more like The Rooster, quiet and not nearly as charming, but that was alright with me because the Rooster was always by The Bull’s side, and that’s where I wanted to be.


With that in mind, we stomped into Silas’s house, sending chunks of ice and snow everywhere while his dad playfully chastised us. As much as I loved the tulip, though, what I wanted more than anything was to preserve this feeling in this house and with these people forever. It was these moments with them that made my childhood happiest.













CHAPTER TWO


Theo






WE WERE IN the library of our high school. It was the final semester of our final year, and the pressure was on. Well, it was on me. While I was hunched over my notes, books opened to various pages around me so I could double-check their accuracy; Silas was tilting back in his seat, his legs crossed at the ankles on the table as he rocked forward and back. His pen was nestled between his upper lip and nose, with his hands interlocked and resting on his stomach.


It was the last period of the day, and for Silas and me, who had front-loaded all of our core classes earlier in our high school careers, it allowed for some free periods later on. This semester, it happened to be the last class of the day. Though he didn’t have to, Silas aligned his schedule with mine every year, except for the sports period he used for baseball. When I would ask him why he would do it when he could have balanced his schedule much better and made it less straining, especially when he had practice and games after school and on weekends, he would just smile at me, often with his baseball cap turned backward, swinging dirty cleats around by their laces:


“Cause you’re my best friend. School isn’t as fun without you.”


My heart couldn’t handle the view, so I soon stopped asking and just felt grateful for all the time we got to spend with each other because of his sacrifice and diligence.


I was beginning to regret all of this extra time I had carved out for myself and Silas because the pressures of college applications were right around the corner, and regular classes were a welcome distraction. This was my last chance to study and try to get into college without a dime of debt.


As Silas relaxed beside me, he asked:


“Are you retaking the ACT?”


I bobbed my head, but even that felt like lifting weights with my neck. My vision was blurring as cold sweat beaded across the back of my neck. I couldn’t bring myself to follow that up with a verbal response, and thankfully, Silas didn’t wait for one.


“Why, though? Didn’t you make a 33 last time?”


That number stung. I shook my head and croaked out:


“32.”


Kind as ever, Silas winced along with me, like he could feel how painful it was that he had said a number higher than what I earned.


“Is this because of your parents?”


I bobbed my head again. This time, my vision went entirely black. Blinking eventually did clear it up, but the nausea wouldn’t go away no matter how hard I tried to make it so.


Of course, it was because of my parents. They had made it clear: I get a free ride to the college of their choice, or I’d have to pay for it all myself. While it seemed like they were giving me an option, it was anything but. Every day, they asked me how much I had studied and when I was retaking the ACT.


It would be my fifth time, and each time, the incremental difference from the last was painful, and getting that top score felt impossible. Especially with deadlines for scholarships coming up, my study sessions had fully encompassed my entire life.


I woke up and studied. On the way to school, I studied. During lunch, I studied, and during this free period, I studied. Words and numbers were becoming one and the same. My dreams were filled with nightmares of not getting into the school or getting in but failing out anyway, so I’d often wake up in a sweat and just spend the rest of the night studying. Rest was impossible, conscious or otherwise.


I tried my best to focus on the notebook of notes before me, but all of the lines were incomprehensible to me now. They were dancing across the page, tilting and swaying back and forth. I could just make out Silas’s voice over my concentration:


“Hey. Are you okay? You’re sweating.”


I lifted my hand to swipe at my forehead, but it felt like dense lead. Even when I was sure it was up off the table, I couldn’t pinpoint where it was, and if I even tried to move my gaze away from the notebook, I thought I might throw up. I let my arm fall back onto the table, and it fell into my view with a loud thump.


With that minor relief, a rush of warmth filled my face. As soon as I was relieved, discomfort rushed over me as my nose seemed to clog almost instantaneously. I snorted, trying to clear it, but that only caused my head to drop forward like my neck was made of soft rubber.


I was acutely aware of Silas’s presence, at one time lax and chill beside me, suddenly up and hovering above me. His hands were hot as one clamped onto the back of my neck, the other cupping over my nose. Only then did I notice the deep red, almost black, drops across the paper and part of my arm. My mouth filled with the taste of metal, causing me to gag.


Silas was yelling above me.


“Call a teacher! Call somebody!”


I had never heard him so panicked before. I had a whole album of mental images of various emotions and faces I had seen Silas make in all our years together. I had seen him afraid while we watched a scary movie or when he wrecked his bike in his backyard. But this sounded like absolute and abject terror. His voice wavered, and sweat was building in a sheen across the palms of his hands as he continued to hold me with them.


I wanted to see it, but no matter how hard I tried to move my head, his hands forced me back down. Suddenly, his voice, which had been somewhere above me before, was so close I could feel his breath tickling my ear.


“Hang on. Stay still. I got you.”


My heart had thrummed all afternoon, but hearing him say those final three words, “I got you,” was enough to slow it down, like it was thumping in a vat of molasses. Of course, he did. He had been there for me for so long that I would never doubt him.


But I wanted more. There was a growing greed inside me. I loved our friendship, but I loved him more than a friend should. I hadn’t wanted for much in my life, having been entirely guided by my parents and their expectations. Silas was the first thing I could recall wanting.


I wanted him not as a friend but as a lover.


But Silas had never expressed attraction to anyone who wasn’t a woman, so it was a want that I buried deep inside.


In this state, I couldn’t hold it back any longer. I mumbled the words I had withheld for so long:


“I love you.”


They were a whisper, incomprehensible to anyone but me. But a weight lifted from within my chest. With all of my family’s expectations out of sight and in the arms of the one I loved the most, I wanted nothing more than to finally rest.


I let my eyes fall shut, and my body naturally crumpled toward that comforting warmth and words. As expected, his arms went around me without question, and he held me to him while whispering more of those sweet comforts to me. I let myself soak into him, pretending he loved me like I loved him, as I drifted off into sleep.






~






THE FIRST TIME I woke up, I was in a hospital bed. It was very brief, for maybe a few seconds, just long enough to orient myself to where I was. I could just make out my mother’s silhouette by my bedside as she spoke to a nurse or physician.


“What caused this? He’s never been sick like this before.”


“He was severely dehydrated, and judging by how he looks, it was probably a combination of stress and overwork.”


“Stress? Stress would cause him to deteriorate into this?”


“Yes, ma’am. It’s amazing what stress can do.”


“What can we put him on to fix this in the future? They have pills for stress now, right?”


“Ma’am, I’d recommend…”


Their words trailed off as I was overtaken by unconsciousness again. The only thought in my mind was how much I missed Silas.


I was in and out of consciousness while in the hospital for four days. I missed the next ACT, and I also missed the application period for college. I graduated on time, though I couldn’t attend. But Silas made sure to get my diploma for me, and he came in that very day, still donning his graduation cap and gown. He brought my cap along with a cake and a camera. In that sterile, stuffy hospital room, all manner of machinery hooked to me and monitoring my vitals, we celebrated.


He announced my name just like they would have on the stage in the middle of the football field, and then he clapped and cheered as he passed the plastic diploma cover into my hands. I couldn’t help but laugh, hiding my face behind the diploma cover as I did.


“Congratulations, Theo!”


I wheezed out a “congratulations” in return before Silas slipped into the bed beside me, perching the cake on each of our knees before he realized he didn’t have a knife or fork to cut it with. I was just about to say we could call someone for help or go down to the cafeteria for one when he stuck a finger right in the center of the cake.


Thoroughly coated in icing and cake, he held his finger to my mouth while grinning.


“Say ‘ah.’”


I did it reflexively.


It didn’t even occur to me how intimate it was as he stuck his finger in my mouth, allowing the sugary icing to coat my tongue. I froze, forcing my tongue to still as I fought back against every instinct I had to lick his finger. Thankfully, this didn’t last long as he pulled his finger free, but then he stuck the same digit into the cake again and shoved that into his own mouth.



