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Back in high school, I had this completely delusional idea of what college would be. I mean, my brother must be having the time of his life here—parties every goddamn night, endless hookups, absolutely zero consequences. That’s Sean for you. It’s almost funny, actually. We’re identical down to the last freckle, but personality-wise? We might as well be different species.

I’m eighteen, four months into my culinary arts program, which officially makes me a freshman. Translation: bottom of the barrel. Not that Sean seems to have suffered from the same social affliction since we got here. Four months in and he’s already legendary, exactly like he was back home. He’s the golden boy. I’m... the afterimage. The ghost that lingers when the photo’s already overexposed.

It’s not that I’m jealous, or that I want what he has. I genuinely prefer being the invisible guy nobody knows. The problem is that we’re identical. Mirror-image identical. And...

“Hey, Alby.” A slurred voice drapes itself over my shoulder, accompanied by an arm that weighs roughly eighty pounds and smells like cheap beer and expensive cologne. Did I mention we’re both albino? Yeah, that’s where the nickname comes from. Though honestly, it’s probably meant for the other twin, since nobody’s called me that here.

I still don’t know how Sean talked me into coming to this bar. Probably looked as shocked as I felt when I texted *okay. be there in thirty.* The issue is I haven’t spotted my brother since I walked in. He’s probably tangled up with someone in a bathroom stall, or a supply closet, or—knowing Sean—right in the middle of the dance floor.

The grip on my shoulder tightens, nearly sending my Coke can flying. I look over and find a guy built like a refrigerator, objectively handsome despite the sloppy grin that screams *bad decisions.* He’s wearing a dark green hockey jacket and has these sharp, light-brown eyes that would probably be charming if they weren’t currently trying to undress me.

“Why don’t we get out of here?” he breathes against my ear, whiskey fumes hitting me like a physical blow. “I’ve been thinking about that little game of ours all week. Wanna go for round two?”

“Wrong twin, man.” I shrug him off and step back, but he just stares, jaw tightening, clearly not processing. Not that I blame him. Almost nobody knows there are two of us. My spectacularly negative social life at this university has definitely helped with that.

“Come on, Alby.” He pouts—actually pouts, lower lip jutting out like a toddler denied candy. I roll my eyes and disappear into the crowd, no patience for explanations and my daily quota for human interaction already maxed out.

A quick check of my phone tells me it’s past eleven. Three missed calls from Sean, not that I heard them over the music vibrating through my ribcage. I text him that I’m heading out, that we can do this some other night. I power down before he can reply because my brother possesses an almost supernatural ability to guilt-trip people into staying. And I love the idiot, I do, which means all he has to do is ask and I’ll cave.

I wedge myself into a quiet corner near the fire exit, back against the brick wall, praying nobody else mistakes me for my brother’s libido. My Coke is half-finished. I tell myself I’ll leave as soon as it’s gone.

Most people drifting through the bar are juniors or seniors, already shedding that newborn-high-school-senior sheen I apparently still radiate. The guys are tall, athletic, filling out their hockey and lacrosse and football jackets like they’re trying to win some kind of shoulder-pad competition. The girls have mastered that particular brand of excess—too much makeup, too little fabric, curves on display and cleavage threatening to stage a prison break. Half of them are grinding against strangers; the other half have their tongues buried three inches down someone’s throat.

Yeah, I’m definitely leaving before this turns into an actual orgy. I pull up my hood and head for the exit, chin tucked, because white-blond hair doesn’t exactly blend in a sea of brunettes.

Outside, a fine mist is falling, though lightning occasionally rips across the sky. I sigh, long and heavy, and toss my half-empty can into a mud-splattered trash bin. I walked here, and the rain isn’t bad enough to justify paying for a rideshare back to my apartment building—not when it’s barely a five-minute walk.

“Hey! Want a ride?” A blond guy pulls up alongside me, window rolling down. I’m tempted, but he definitely thinks I’m Sean, which means he’s expecting a blowjob in his backseat or an invitation back to his place as payment.

“No, thanks. I live close.” I start walking again, hands shoved into the pockets of my worn jeans, suddenly cold in my damp hoodie.

––––––––
[image: ]


Yale has a housing agreement with two off-campus complexes, offering free rooms to full-scholarship students like Sean and me. We couldn’t room together because roommate assignments are randomized. The guy I was paired with for the first two weeks decided to rent a place off-campus with his girlfriend, leaving me with a double room to myself—at least until Housing finds someone else to fill the empty bed. Part of me is hoping whoever’s in charge of that particular paperwork has a convenient stroke of amnesia and forgets I exist.

It’s just one bedroom, a kitchenette that bleeds into the living room, and a bathroom. But hey, gift horse, mouth, all that. I don’t pay for electricity or water, so I really shouldn’t complain about square footage.

I kill the lights and shuffle into my bedroom, kicking off my soaked sneakers and stripping down to nothing before collapsing onto the mattress with a groan. I usually sleep early to maximize rest, but since there’s no class tomorrow, I’d planned to stick around until Sean was ready to leave. 

He’s definitely going to feel guilty about bailing on me. He’ll blow up my phone with apologies until I agree to let him make it up to me, which means another night exactly like this one. I roll my eyes at the ceiling because I know he’ll win. He always wins.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I don't need to check my phone to know it's exactly 7:30 AM when my eyes crack open, still gluey with sleep. I guess after setting my alarm to that time for so long, my body developed its own internal clock. I can't sleep past it anymore, even when I try.

The comforter is warm and the mattress is soft and both of them are making a very compelling case for staying horizontal just a little longer. But I have plans today. Up it is.

I roll out of bed wearing nothing but a pair of plaid boxers and shuffle toward the bathroom, bladder screaming, rubbing my eyes with the backs of both hands and yawning hard enough to crack my jaw.

After I piss, I wash my hands and start brushing my teeth at a leisurely pace, staring at my reflection in the old mirror mounted on the wall. My hair is that milky-white color, same as Sean's, though mine's a bit longer with wavy ends—I grew it out on purpose, trying to create some distinction between us, though nobody seems to notice. My lashes and eyebrows are white too, offering zero contrast against skin that's nearly as pale. My eyes are this weird, washed-out blue, almost lifeless, but I guess they're striking against all that whiteness. A study in monochrome.

I imagine people do double-takes when Sean and I walk together. Identical twins plus this genetic fuckery that makes us look like we just crawled out of a Victorian ghost story. Don't get me wrong—half my childhood I got called "marshmallow" or "Q-tip" or whatever creative insult kids could manufacture. Someone being bullied for being "too white," like that's a real thing. But here's the thing: people will always find a reason to hate how you look. Always.

I learned to live with it eventually. Sean helped. Watching him move through the world so effortlessly, watching half the population practically throw themselves at his feet—it helped, weirdly. We're physically identical. That meant something.

I finish brushing, splash water on my face, and scrub with the acne wash I keep by the sink. I still get the occasional breakout. Not that I care that much.

Back in my bedroom, I grab my phone and check my messages. Four from my brother, predictably.

*SORRY ABOUT LAST NIGHT DEAN. I PROMISE I'LL MAKE IT UP TO YOU.*

01:23 AM

*DON'T BE MAD AT ME PLEASE LITTLE BROTHER I LOVE YOU SO MUCH 🤧*

01:25 AM

*YOU IGNORING ME OR DID YOU GO TO SLEEP? I'LL SHOW UP AT YOUR APARTMENT AND MAKE YOU ANSWER BY SHOVING YOUR FACE INTO YOUR PHONE SCREEN 💚*

01:26 AM

*SORRY AGAIN DEAN.*

03:38 AM

I roll my eyes, picturing him making that ridiculous pouty face while he typed, thumbs flying. I type back quickly:

*NOT MAD AT YOU. ASSHOLE. BUT I WANT DETAILS ON WHAT YOU GOT UP TO. MEET ME AT THE USUAL PLACE THIS AFTERNOON.*

07:56 AM

I pocket the phone and head to the kitchen—which is really just one end of the living room separated by a marble counter—to figure out breakfast. Being a culinary student creates this weird pressure to make everything elaborate. Eating instant ramen or a sad sandwich feels like professional malpractice. I chose this program because I love cooking. I'd do it all day if I could. There's something about building a dish from nothing, making it beautiful, then watching someone's face shift into that surprised pleasure when they taste it. I want to open a place after graduation. Nothing fancy, nothing huge. I picture this retro little restaurant, serving regional dishes from all over—Brazil, Argentina, Italy, France. It must be amazing, having something like that in a country where people survive on drive-thru garbage.

I check the fridge and cabinets and confirm that yes, I have pretty much everything. I'm pretty sure if I needed "moonfish fillet caught in Norwegian deep waters during the seventh full moon of the year Jesus was born," I'd find it buried in here somewhere. I decide on a strawberry-pineapple smoothie and some cheese rolls that bake fast.

I prep everything slowly, not particularly hungry, and put on a random Spotify playlist. I hum along, though my voice isn't anything to be proud of. I know probably a hundred songs by heart anyway.
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Thirty minutes later I have a perfect smoothie and a tray of cheese rolls fresh from the oven. Obviously I'm not eating all of this, so it's staying warm for when Sean inevitably shows up. The human garbage disposal. He eats enough for five people.

After eating, I take a long, hot shower, then collapse back onto my bed with my laptop. I end up streaming some random romance movie because I hate horror and action films never hold my attention. I plan to do absolutely nothing until around two. The forecast says completely overcast today, which means I don't need to bathe in sunscreen or wear long sleeves and a hat. Another inherited prison sentence.

Sean and I have to dodge sunlight like vampires avoiding crosses, unless we're actively trying to collect skin cancer in a few decades. And trust me, I'm not looking to acquire that particular souvenir if I can help it.

Mom sends a box of sunscreen practically every week, plus floods our messages with warnings about being careful. And the other embarrassing stuff too—*"use protection, boys"*—though I think that one's mostly aimed at Sean. My social life's already a disaster. My sex life is basically theoretical.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Yale campus sprawls across three main buildings, four athletic fields, two pools, and a running track, all anchored by this massive tree-lined quad packed with benches sitting between the academic halls.

It's a little pathetic, honestly, how I end up here even on days I don't have classes. Right now I'm hunched in the last row of the wooden bleachers, a plain unlined notebook balanced on my knees, chewing distractedly on my pencil and staring out at the football field stretching below me.

The team practices here almost every afternoon, but my attention is locked on the absurdly tall guy wearing number 09. I can't see his face through the helmet, and he's moving like a missile anyway, those long muscular legs eating up yardage while he cradles the ball. 

I can't stop the sigh that escapes me as I watch him snatch the oval from another player and keep running in all his glory. The white pants—already filthy with grass stains and dirt—that the team has to wear might as well be leggings, gripping every centimeter of his legs and ass with obscene tightness. And if that visual assault weren't enough, the fabric leaves absolutely nothing to the imagination about what he's packing up front. My cheeks start burning just thinking about it.

I never gave a shit about sports before, but for three months now I've been showing up almost every afternoon to watch football practice. Or, more accurately, to watch Hunter play. Who am I trying to fool here? Myself?

This tucked-away corner of the bleachers has become my secret spot. Perfect view of the field, plus it's shaded from the afternoon sun.

I should probably be scribbling recipe ideas or catching up on homework, but I can't drag my eyes away from the beautiful bastard in the 09 jersey. From this distance all I can make out are those muscular arms in the most gorgeous deep brown tone imaginable—not that I need more than that to start drooling. Honestly, if Hunter appeared in front of me right now and tossed me the ball, I'd lick every drop of sweat off that brown skin. I know it's gross, objectively. Doesn't make it less hot.

"You know, you should actually talk to him." An identical voice to mine cuts through my fog, and I whip my head sideways to find my brother strolling up the bleachers, backpack slung over one shoulder. He had class today.

Sean practically radiates good energy, moving with that infuriating confidence, wearing a charming little smirk. His white hair looks freshly cut—he never lets it grow even a millimeter past this length.

"H-him who?" I look away and stare at my notebook, snapping it shut when I realize I've been sketching Hunter mid-throw.

"Please. Like you're not completely gone for that guy over there." Sean drops down beside me, giving me that affectionate grin, and it's almost like looking in a mirror. No point trying to hide from him. He knows
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