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Chapter One

This discussion wasn’t progressing as planned. Tyler had waited until a commercial came on before bringing up his idea to his twin brother, but as usual, Bran was against him.

“It’s not the right time for a dog.” Bran tossed the remote, and it clattered on the coffee table. “We have less than a semester until graduation, and we don’t know where life will lead us. Now is not the time to adopt a dog.”

Tyler clenched his hand a few times to pump himself up. He wasn’t used to arguing with Bran because he usually gave in, but he wanted this badly.

“But a Frenchie would be so sweet. Picture those pointed ears and big eyes.” A dog would be a wonderful addition, and Tyler needed a distraction when Bran was busy with his girlfriend.

He couldn’t admit that Bran spending so much time with Autumn was the reason. He felt neglected by his twin, but Bran wouldn’t understand. He was the fun twin with all the friends, and Tyler was the quiet one who mostly stuck to himself. They both loved video games, but Bran was the one with his headphones on gabbing with friends while Tyler sat quietly and played single-person games, unless he was playing with Bran or Bran’s friends.

Bran huffed. “They’re so much work. Walks and picking up crap.”

Tyler scanned the glass terrarium on the other side of the living room but couldn’t see the green chameleon. Cleaning Thoreau’s house was work too, feeding it crickets every day and making sure the heat and humidity were properly regulated. Tyler didn’t complain about helping with Thoreau, even though he was Bran’s pet.

“I’ve done research, and the French bulldogs don’t require as much exercise as others. Our backyard is big enough to play and wear him out, and then he’d be a big couch potato.” Baxter—the name Tyler had already decided on—would be his buddy. “I’ll do it all. I’ll do everything,” Tyler tried.

Bran threw his arm in the air in exasperation. “Really?”

“A few short walks won’t be bad. But you remember the Byrd’s Frenchie, don’t you? Little Mig. Remember how he’d snort and snuffle and grunt. It was hilarious.” Mig was the perfect dog.

“Yeah. He was a character.” Bran smiled for a moment but then shook his head. “It’s not going to happen. This last semester will be busy. I have such a hard load.”

Tyler about rolled his eyes. Bran had chosen to take those extra electives so he could impress his professors and classmates, and really, so far it hadn’t proven to be that much work. They were graduating at the end of December and soon would be on the lookout for jobs.

A dog would help them de-stress.

“And what if we move?” Bran added.

Tyler’s neck heated, and his stomach soured. Leaving DC meant finding new friends, finding a new home, new places to shop. Not knowing anyone at all. It was too much change at once. Graduation and starting a job would be tough enough.

Cripes. Tyler almost scoffed. Bran was just using moving as an excuse. He loved DC as much as Tyler, and they’d often talked about how they’d never leave. And besides, Bran understood his anxiety over change.

“Well, number one: you said you’ll never leave DC. And two: then the dog can move with us.” Tyler could play the we-might-move game too. A Frenchie was small and would fit in anywhere. “Plus, he could help me with my anxiety. Be like an emotional support animal.”

“Ty!” Bran thumped his foot on the table. “We’re not adopting a dog.”

Tyler’s shoulder slumped. He needed to stand up to his brother more. Autumn even told him that, and she was Bran’s girlfriend. Of course she said it in a half-joking way, and she was usually referring to ordering dinner or shopping for clothes. Not big life changes.

But Bran was one of the people Tyler should be able to stand up to. In their younger years, when Bran didn’t get his way, he’d pinch Tyler until he did. That hadn’t happened since they were kids, but Tyler shutting down his arguments had become ingrained, and he never pushed back.

Now they were on the cusp of adulthood, moving on to life after college. Tyler had a tough enough time dealing with other people, and this dog could help. He also had to get Autumn on his side so she could work on Bran too. She loved dogs and had talked about the corgi she had growing up, how it never left her side.

Being a twin sucked, especially being Bran’s twin. If Tyler had been an only child, his life would be so different, so much better. The only downside would’ve been that he’d have to deal with their overbearing mom on his own.

Someone knocked at the door. Three steady loud knocks and two quick ones. Bran’s face lit up.

Speak of the she-devil.

“You didn’t say Autumn was stopping by.” Tyler sighed. Things were growing serious between Bran and Autumn.

Bran ran his hand through his brown hair. Not that it mattered; every hair was in place, and Bran looked just fine.

Autumn opened the door and stuck her head inside. “Is everybody decent?” She laughed.

“We’re all good.” Bran waved her in, and luckily, Tyler didn’t have to fake his laugh at her joke, the same flipping joke she cracked every time she came over, because Bran was busy watching her glide across the kitchen floor. She kissed his cheek.

“Hey, Tyler.” She gave him a warm smile.

“Hey, Autumn.” He returned it. She wasn’t a devil, not really. She was nice, and she respected Bran and Tyler’s relationship, but the darn girl needed more meat on her bones. Bran always chased after skinny girls with long blonde hair and pale skin.

Not Tyler’s type.

She settled on the leather couch next to Bran, and he set his arm on her shoulders. “Want to watch a movie?” Bran asked, and Tyler nodded. This had obviously been the plan from the beginning. He wished Bran had just told him Autumn was coming over.

“So, Autumn,” Tyler started. “I was attempting to convince Bran how awesome it’d be to have a dog.”

“Oh?” she squealed, wiggling in her seat. “What kind of dog? Oh, I can’t wait to go for walks and cuddle with him.”

“Slow down.” Bran laughed. “We’re not adopting a dog.”

“A French bulldog.” Tyler wasn’t about to give up yet. “Maybe a black one. Or black and white. Baxter, we’ll call him.”

“I love French bulldogs.” Autumn snuggled into Bran. “The smushy face and stubby legs. Are you really getting one?”

“No,” Bran said at the same time Tyler said, “Yes.”

Bran shot Tyler a look. “We were talking about it, but right now isn’t the time to adopt a dog. We have too many things going on.”

“Well, I vote yes.” Autumn winked at Tyler.

“And I vote yes too,” Tyler said. “Two against one.”

“That’s not how it works.” Bran pulled his arm away and rubbed at his temples. “No dog.”

The harsh words clawed at Tyler, and he clenched his jaw. Tyler had stood up to Bran and made a good argument, but Bran wouldn’t change his mind. Bran was the older twin, the first head that the doctor saw during their c-section. Tyler didn’t think that really counted as older, but that’s how life always went. Bran coming first.

“I have some other fun news,” Autumn said, a slight bit of hesitancy in her voice.

“What’s that?” Bran asked.

“This involves your brother.” She laughed, and Tyler’s head snapped up. “You interested in going on a double date with me and Bran? Sabrina is really sweet, and she’s interested in meeting you. I know her well. She’s a numbers girl too.”

No.

“I’m in,” Bran said quickly. Too quickly.

Tyler’s chest tightened, and he clenched his jaw. He didn’t want to go out with another friend of Autumn’s. For more reasons than one.

He’d pushed off her offer of double dates for months and months, until Bran finally harassed him into agreeing. That one time had been enough for Tyler.

“Last time went well,” Bran continued. “I mean, you guys didn’t click, but not everybody does. Besides, think of it as preparation for job interviews. Those aren’t too far off, you know.”

Yes, but the stupid small talk with new people, stressing over if they’d like him or not. Tyler hated that his anxiety controlled him, something Bran never experienced.

But he needed Autumn on his side, and agreeing to another stupid double date would show he was willing to try things he was uncomfortable with. So she might encourage Bran to do the same.

“Sure.” This woman wouldn’t be very happy when she saw that she got the less dynamic twin, the ugly one. Yes, they were identical, but they had their differences. Bran’s spine was perfectly straight, but Tyler’s was slightly curved, and he was just the slightest bit shorter than Bran.

Autumn grinned. “So Sabrina is a friend of Bri’s, and—”

“Is Bri still coming over next week?” Bran interrupted.

“Yes. She’ll be here to make sure I don’t mess up your hair.” Autumn gave Bran an indignant look, but a smile laced her words.

“Hair?” Tyler asked. “What are you doing to his hair?”

“I’m coloring it. Bri’s been teaching me, but I’m not ready to strike off on my own yet, so she’ll be here too.” Autumn ran her fingers over Bran’s ear. “The sides will be short here, and the top about how it is now, but we’re going blond.”

“Blond?” Tyler almost choked. He and Bran had dark brown hair. Going that light would look ridiculous.

“Not like Autumn’s blonde,” Bran said. “That wouldn’t look good.”

“No,” Autumn laughed. “We’re not going platinum blonde on him. It’ll be more of a golden blond.”

“Interesting.” Tyler grabbed the remote and handed it to Bran so he could scroll through their saved movie list as Autumn babbled on about hair dye.

Bran had always made it a point to look different from Tyler, and hair was about the only thing to distinguish himself. Tyler kept his short and trim, so getting ready was easy when he just had to swipe his comb through his hair. Bran, on the other hand, spent too much time in front of the mirror, using the gels and other products that Autumn's sister gave him. His dark brown hair was a bit longer, and he sorta swooped it up over his head in a wave. It was supposedly a hot style, according to Autumn, but Tyler really didn’t pay attention to those things. He was always waiting on Bran to finish getting ready.

“Oh, how about this one?” Bran brought up the description of the thriller.

“Looks good,” Autumn said at the same time Tyler said, “I’ve seen it.”

The movie was okay but not one he really cared to see again.

“When did you watch this one?” Bran asked. “It was just released like a week ago.”

Tyler shrugged. “You must have been working on homework or something.”

When Bran busied himself with his school work, he hardly noticed what Tyler was doing.

“Autumn and I haven’t seen it yet.” Bran clicked on the movie, and Tyler bit back his annoyance. He’d just agreed to go on this dumb double date with Autumn’s friend, and Bran could do something nice for him.

But apparently not.

Tyler could watch something on his phone with his earbuds, but at this point, he’d rather close his eyes for a quick nap.

He didn’t actually sleep, his mind on the whole blind date thing. He probably should’ve asked to see a picture, but it didn’t really matter. He was just doing this to appease Bran and Autumn.

In reality, he was attracted to a much different type than Bran was, and that type didn’t have breasts. Tyler had read through so many forums on how to tell your loved ones you were gay, but his situation was unique. And he was jealous of the people posting about how their families often recognized the signs early on.

At least Bran wasn’t like their dad. He didn’t pretend to be progressive in their social circles and then refer to gay men as fags and lesbians as dykes behind closed doors. He wasn’t like their mom, who marched at the pride rallies but then gossiped about how sad it was that so-and-so’s child had come out.

They didn’t treat gay people differently in public, and they wouldn’t hate Tyler or anything, but they sure as hell would be disappointed. Mom wanted them to have as normal a life as possible, and finding good girls and settling down and having children was the way to do it in her eyes.

No, Bran wasn’t like their parents at all. He and Tyler had nonbinary friends and trans friends and so many others across the LGBTQ community, and Bran was as open-minded and accepting behind closed doors as he was anywhere else.

Tyler should trust that his brother wouldn’t care who he loved, but he just couldn’t gather the courage yet to tell Bran. It was such a huge step, and he wasn’t ready to face the changes that came after.

He stole a quick peek at Autumn’s body wedged up next to his brother. Bran’s hand was no longer on her shoulders but had slipped under her shirt. Tyler jerked his eyes back to the movie.

Bran and Autumn had started having sex a month ago. It only happened once a week, but Tyler dreaded those nights and wore his noise-canceling headphones to block out the noise.

One thing was sure, after this last month of putting up with Autumn, Tyler knew one hundred percent that he was gay. And he wanted to enjoy those feelings with his own partner, but that wouldn’t happen any time soon. Finding a date came before the having sex part, but meeting new people filled him with dread. So far he’d only done some anonymous flirting with men from the safety of his computer.

It wasn’t fair that Bran got to enjoy life, and Tyler couldn’t. It wasn’t fair that Bran had the nicer smile and all the charisma—something Tyler had been told back in high school. It wasn’t fair that everything came easier to Bran, and Tyler had to work harder. Grades, friends, parents… everything.
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