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The Way You See Me

Chapter 1 – The Photograph That Doesn’t Lie
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The morning light in the apartment was always uncertain.

It didn’t enter gently—it arrived in fragments, broken by blinds that never quite aligned, spilling uneven shapes across the floor like something unfinished. Brenda often said the light here couldn’t decide what it wanted to be. Ulan never corrected her. She preferred it that way.

On mornings like this, Ulan was already awake.

She sat near the window with her camera resting loosely in her hands, not raised, not active—just present, like an extension of her body she had temporarily set down. The city outside was still half-asleep, glass buildings reflecting pale gold in a way that made everything look softer than it actually was.

Brenda moved through the kitchen barefoot, hair tied up in a way that suggested she had tried not to care but still did. There was something unguarded about her in moments like this, though she would have denied it if asked.

“You’re staring again,” Brenda said without turning around.

“I’m not staring,” Ulan replied. “I’m observing.”

“That’s worse.”

Ulan smiled faintly but didn’t argue. There were differences between them that never resolved into conflict, only rhythm. Brenda spoke in defenses. Ulan spoke in distances.

The camera clicked once.

Brenda paused mid-motion, spoon hovering above a cup she hadn’t yet filled.

“Did you just—”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t even ask.”

Ulan finally lifted the camera slightly, but not enough to hide what she had already taken. “It wasn’t planned.”

“That doesn’t make it better.”

“It doesn’t make it worse either.”

Brenda turned now, fully facing her. There was irritation in her expression, but underneath it—something more complicated. Not anger exactly. Awareness.

“What did you take?” she asked.

Ulan hesitated. She could have said “a photo,” which would have been accurate and useless. She could have said “a moment,” which would have sounded poetic and dishonest. Instead, she lowered the camera and said nothing for a second too long.

“That look you had,” she finally said. “When you forgot you were being watched.”

Brenda crossed her arms. “I’m always being watched. By you, apparently.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

But Brenda didn’t respond immediately. She walked closer instead, slow enough that it didn’t feel like confrontation, fast enough that it wasn’t retreat either. Ulan didn’t move.

“Show me,” Brenda said.

Ulan unlocked the camera and turned the screen toward her.

The image was simple.

Brenda, half-lit by the uneven window light, spoon suspended mid-air, eyes unfocused—not on anything, not performing for anything. Her face wasn’t softened by intention or shaped by awareness. It was just... there. Unedited by expression.

For a long moment, Brenda didn’t speak.

Then she laughed once, short and sharp.

“That doesn’t look like me.”

Ulan tilted her head slightly. “It does.”

“No,” Brenda said immediately. “It looks like someone caught off guard.”

“That’s still you.”

Brenda handed the camera back too quickly. “No. That’s a version of me.”

Ulan took the camera but didn’t lower her gaze. “So is everything else.”

That landed differently.

Brenda didn’t respond right away. She turned away, setting the spoon down as if it had become heavier in her hand. The kitchen suddenly felt too small for the conversation.

“You do this,” Brenda said finally. “You reduce people to frames.”

“I don’t reduce them,” Ulan said quietly. “I try to notice them.”

Brenda let out a breath that wasn’t quite a sigh. “There’s a difference?”

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

Ulan looked at the camera again, then at Brenda. “Reduction is deciding who someone is. Noticing is realizing you don’t know.”

Brenda didn’t like that answer. It was too clean. Too unresolved. She preferred conclusions, even painful ones.

“I don’t like how you see me,” she said.

Ulan didn’t flinch. “I don’t think that’s true.”

Brenda narrowed her eyes slightly. “You don’t get to tell me what I feel.”

“I’m not,” Ulan said. “I’m saying I don’t think you dislike how I see you. I think you dislike that I see you when you’re not prepared.”

That silenced her.

Outside, a bus passed somewhere below, its sound rising and fading like a thought that couldn’t fully form.

Brenda walked to the window now, looking out instead of at Ulan. Her reflection faintly overlapped with the city—another layered version of her, existing in a place she didn’t fully occupy.

“You always do this,” she said softer now. “Like you’re trying to catch something I didn’t agree to give.”

Ulan stood up slowly. She didn’t approach immediately. She never approached too quickly when Brenda’s voice shifted like that—lower, less defensive, more exposed.

“I’m not trying to take anything,” Ulan said. “I’m trying to understand what’s already there.”

Brenda shook her head. “That’s the same thing, just dressed differently.”

Ulan considered that. “Maybe.”

The word hung between them without resolution.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Brenda turned.

“Let me see it again.”

Ulan hesitated. “Why?”

“Because I didn’t look properly.”

That wasn’t an admission she made lightly. Ulan knew that. So she handed the camera back without comment.

Brenda studied the image again.

This time, she didn’t react immediately. She leaned closer, as if distance had been part of the distortion. Her expression softened in ways she didn’t seem to notice.

“It’s... uncomfortable,” she said finally.

“Why?”

“Because it feels like I wasn’t performing.”

Ulan nodded once. “You weren’t.”

Brenda frowned slightly. “I always am.”

“That’s not true,” Ulan said.

Brenda looked up sharply. “You don’t get to decide that either.”

“I’m not deciding,” Ulan replied. “I’m observing.”

Brenda exhaled slowly, then lowered the camera.

“Do you ever get tired of it?” she asked.

“Of what?”

“Seeing everything like it matters more than it should.”

Ulan paused. That question didn’t have a simple place to land. She looked at Brenda for a long time before answering.

“No,” she said finally. “But I get tired of not being able to explain it properly.”

Brenda’s expression shifted slightly—something less defensive now, more curious than guarded.

“Explain it anyway.”

Ulan stepped closer this time, but still kept a careful distance, as if proximity itself could alter meaning.

“When I take a photo,” she said, “I’m not freezing a person. I’m noticing what already exists without interruption. Most people only see each other while performing. Talking, reacting, adjusting.”

Brenda watched her carefully now.

“And you think that’s more real?” she asked.

Ulan shook her head immediately. “No. I think it’s just less controlled.”

That distinction mattered. Brenda could feel it, even if she didn’t fully agree with it.

She looked down at the camera again.

“So this is me when I’m not controlling anything?”

Ulan nodded. “Yes.”

Brenda frowned. “That’s... unsettling.”

“It’s honest,” Ulan said.

Brenda gave a short, humorless laugh. “Honest doesn’t mean comfortable.”

“No,” Ulan agreed. “It usually doesn’t.”

Silence returned, but it wasn’t empty. It had shape now.

Brenda walked back toward the kitchen slowly, as if the image had changed the room slightly. Ulan remained near the window, watching her but not pressing.

After a moment, Brenda spoke again without turning around.

“You make it sound like you see something I don’t.”

Ulan considered this carefully. “I think I see what you don’t prioritize noticing.”

Brenda turned halfway. “That sounds dangerous.”

“It’s not meant to be.”

“But it is.”

Ulan didn’t deny it.

Outside, the light shifted again—brighter now, less forgiving. The apartment no longer felt like morning. It felt like something had started.

Brenda set the empty cup down with more force than necessary.

“Don’t take pictures of me without asking again,” she said.

Ulan nodded once. “Okay.”

But Brenda didn’t relax.

After a pause, she added, quieter:

“...Unless I forget I’m being watched again.”

Ulan didn’t respond immediately. She simply lifted her camera slightly—not to take a photo, not yet—but as if acknowledging the fragile agreement forming between them.

Because what neither of them said out loud was this:

The photograph had not created anything new.

It had only revealed what was already there—waiting, unnoticed, between how Brenda saw herself and how Ulan refused to stop seeing her.
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Chapter 2 – Edited Versions
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Brenda noticed it first in the way people spoke to her.

Not what they said—but how quickly they corrected themselves afterward.

A sentence would start one way, then soften mid-breath. A truth would begin to form, then get reshaped into something safer, more acceptable, more digestible. It wasn’t cruelty. It wasn’t even dishonesty. It was something worse than both.

It was editing.

Brenda had learned, over time, that she wasn’t a person in most conversations. She was a version being continuously adjusted in real time.

And she had adapted to it.

The café they chose that afternoon was too bright. Sunlight bounced off white tables and glass surfaces until everything felt slightly overexposed, like a photograph that had been pushed too far in development.

Ulan sat opposite her, camera absent for once. Or at least not visible. Brenda had started noticing that Ulan always seemed to have it somewhere, even when it wasn’t there.

“You’re quiet,” Ulan said.

“I’m thinking,” Brenda replied.

“That’s usually worse.”

Brenda smirked faintly. “You think too.”

“I don’t usually turn it into a performance.”

That made Brenda pause.

She stirred her drink without looking at it. “Everything becomes a performance eventually.”

“Not everything,” Ulan said.

Brenda glanced up. “Name one thing.”

Ulan didn’t answer immediately. That hesitation was rare for her. She usually had something precise ready, something carefully observed.

Finally, she said, “Breathing.”

Brenda let out a short laugh. “That’s your example?”

“It’s involuntary.”

“So is most of what people call personality,” Brenda said.

That shut the air between them down slightly. Not in tension—but in recognition.

Ulan leaned back a little in her chair. “Do you really believe that?”

Brenda didn’t answer right away. Her eyes drifted to the window, where strangers passed in fragments—legs, shadows, reflections layered over glass.

“I believe people don’t stay consistent,” she said finally. “So someone has to decide which version is acceptable.”

“And you think you’re the one being decided for?”

Brenda gave a small shrug. “I know I am.”

Ulan studied her for a moment longer than usual.

“That’s what I mean,” Ulan said quietly.

Brenda raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“You’ve learned to be edited before people even ask.”

Brenda frowned slightly. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“It does,” Ulan said. “You adjust yourself first. You predict what people want from you, and you meet it halfway before they even speak.”

Brenda’s expression tightened—not in anger, but in discomfort.

“That’s just social awareness,” she said.

“No,” Ulan replied softly. “That’s survival.”

The word landed heavier than either of them expected.

Brenda looked down at her cup. The foam had collapsed slightly, leaving a thin ring around the inside like something that had already changed shape and couldn’t go back.

“I’m not surviving anything,” she said.

Ulan didn’t argue immediately. She rarely did when Brenda pushed back like that.

Instead, she said, “Then why do you always look like you’re preparing for correction?”

That question lingered.

Brenda didn’t respond right away. Something in her posture shifted—small, almost invisible, but real enough to notice if you were already paying attention.

“I don’t,” she said eventually.

Ulan nodded once, not agreeing, but not pushing.

They sat in silence for a while. Not uncomfortable. Just full.

Then Brenda spoke again.

“You know what’s funny?”

Ulan looked up slightly. “What?”

“I don’t even remember when it started.”

Ulan tilted her head. “Started?”

“The editing,” Brenda said. “I don’t remember the moment I learned I should be... less of something.”

Ulan’s gaze softened slightly, though she didn’t interrupt.

Brenda continued, slower now. “I just remember realizing that people reacted better when I softened things. My opinions. My tone. My presence.”

She exhaled lightly.

“So I did.”

Ulan nodded slowly. “And now it feels automatic.”

Brenda gave a faint, almost bitter smile. “Now it feels like there’s no original version left.”

Ulan’s response came immediately, but quietly.

“That’s not true.”

Brenda looked up sharply. “You don’t know that.”

“I do,” Ulan said.

Brenda’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Based on what?”

Ulan leaned forward just a little. “Based on the fact that you resist even when you’re adapting.”

That made Brenda pause.

“I don’t resist,” she said.

“You do,” Ulan replied. “Just not loudly.”

Brenda let out a short breath through her nose
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