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Chapter 1 — The Frame
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People always talk about how cameras capture truth.
I don’t think that’s true. Cameras capture angles.
Truth, I’ve learned, depends on where you stand.

It’s the first week of October, and the art room smells like fixer fluid and cheap coffee. The window blinds are half-closed, slicing the morning light into strips across the wall. Everyone else in class is chatting — laughing about weekend plans, comparing edits on their screens. I keep my head down, pretending to check my camera battery even though it’s already full.

Ms. Carter’s voice cuts through the chatter. “Next project — self-portrait.”

A groan rises from the room, a collective sigh of teenage dread.
Someone mutters, “Can’t we just take pictures of other people?”
I almost agree out loud, but my throat closes around the thought.
A self-portrait.

The words feel heavy. Too close.
I’m fine capturing other people — their edges, their moods, the way their faces open under light. But turning the camera on myself? That feels like standing naked in a room full of mirrors.
Ms. Carter walks between tables, a stack of assignment sheets in her hands. “This isn’t about selfies,” she says. “It’s about identity. How do you see yourself? How do you want to be seen?”

My stomach tightens. I’ve spent sixteen years not knowing how to answer that.

When she stops at my desk, she gives me that look — the one that means she’s trying to see me without scaring me off.
“Avery,” she says softly. “You have a good eye. Don’t be afraid to turn it inward.”
I nod because that’s what I’m supposed to do. But inside, the thought makes me want to disappear into the camera bag.

When the bell rings, I pack up slowly. My camera strap catches on my sleeve — like it doesn’t want me to leave — and I almost laugh at the irony.

Outside, the autumn air is crisp, carrying the smell of rain-soaked leaves. I start walking home, cutting through the park where the light hits the lake just right — silver ripples, like tiny mirrors. I pull out my camera and lift it to my eye.

The lens finds my reflection in the water — warped, unsteady, faceless.
I press the shutter anyway.
Click.

A blur. A shadow. A hint of someone I almost recognize.



Somewhere between the reflection and the real thing, maybe that’s where I exist.
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Chapter 2 — The Assignment
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By Monday, the idea of the self-portrait has become a quiet panic living in my chest.
Every time I pull my camera out, my hands shake — not from nerves exactly, but from something deeper.
Like I’m scared of what I might accidentally see.
Ms. Carter told us to start by “capturing a feeling.”
Easy for her to say. My feelings don’t stay still long enough to be photographed.
I spend the afternoon in the photo lab, surrounded by the soft hum of printers and the chemical tang of developer trays. Most students have already snapped their shots. Faces framed by sunlight, laughter frozen in pixels. I scroll through the gallery on my screen — everyone so sure of themselves, or at least pretending to be.

And then there’s me.
Blank memory card. Empty frame.
“Still nothing?”
The voice comes from behind me — calm, low, and a little rough at the edges.
I turn. It’s Eli Park.
They’re leaning against the doorway, a camera dangling loosely from one hand, a beanie pulled low over dark curls.
I’ve seen them around — quiet, observant, always capturing moments like they belong to someone else.
I shrug. “Guess I’m not very photogenic.”
Eli smirks faintly. “Or maybe you just don’t like being seen.”
That hits harder than it should.
“I see fine,” I mutter. “I just don’t need to be the subject.”
Eli walks closer, their sneakers squeaking softly against the linoleum. “You know, sometimes hiding behind the camera is still a kind of self-portrait.”

Before I can respond, they set their camera beside mine and show me the screen.
A photograph — blurred, abstract — someone’s reflection in a window, split by streaks of rain.
“It’s me,” they say quietly. “But not really. More like... the version of me I can stand to look at.”

Something in my chest unclenches.

I look at their photo again — the softness, the distortion — and realize maybe self-portraits don’t have to be literal.
Maybe they can be translations.
Eli glances at me. “Want to shoot together sometime? It’s easier when you’re not alone with your reflection.”

I hesitate, then nod. “Yeah. Maybe.”
Their smile is small, but it lingers.
As they walk away, I look down at my own camera.
For the first time, the weight of it feels less like armor — and more like an invitation.



That night, I point the lens at my bedroom mirror.
Click.
The photo comes out too dark, half-shadowed — but there’s a faint outline of me in the glass, caught between focus and blur.

It’s not perfect. It’s not even good.
But it’s something.
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Chapter 3 — Out of Focus
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The next Saturday, the world smells like rain and fresh earth.
Clouds hang low over the town, heavy but not yet ready to burst. It feels like the sky is holding its breath — same as me.
Eli texted that morning:

meet me at the greenhouse. bring your camera. don’t overthink it.

I spend fifteen minutes overthinking what to wear anyway, before giving up and throwing on my oldest hoodie — the one with paint stains from eighth grade.

The greenhouse sits at the edge of the park, glass panels fogged from the inside. When I step in, the air hits warm and humid, full of soil and the faint buzz of bees. Rows of green stretch endlessly — ferns, succulents, tiny bursts of color in clay pots.

And there’s Eli, crouched near a bed of yellow flowers, snapping photos like the world might disappear if they don’t catch it fast enough.

“Hey,” I say softly.

They look up, grin crookedly. “You came.”
“You told me not to overthink it.”
“And you actually listened? Impressive.”
It’s easy banter, the kind that feels like sunlight breaking through cloud cover.

Eli hands me a second camera — older, heavier, scratched near the lens. “Try this. Manual focus only. Forces you to slow down.”

I lift it, peer through the viewfinder. Everything’s blurry.
“I think it’s broken,” I joke.
Eli steps closer, gently adjusting the lens. “Not broken. Just... looking at the wrong depth.”
Their fingers brush mine — just for a moment — but the touch lands sharp, electric.

Through the lens, Eli comes into focus.
Soft light, serious eyes, a streak of soil on their wrist.
Click.
I lower the camera. “Got you.”
“Good,” they say, smiling. “Now your turn.”
They take my camera before I can protest. “Don’t pose. Just exist.”

So I do — or at least, I try to.
I look at the leaves, the glass ceiling, the way condensation gathers like tears on the pane. I breathe. For once, I don’t flinch.
When they show me the photo, my chest twists.
It’s me — out of focus, haloed by light, a faint half-smile caught mid-thought.
For the first time, I don’t hate what I see.
“It’s not bad,” I say, trying to sound casual.
Eli grins. “It’s you, Avery. That’s more than not bad.”



We stay there for hours — talking about nothing and everything.
About cameras and names that never fit.
About people who mistake silence for weakness.
About how sometimes, the hardest thing isn’t being seen — it’s believing you’re worth looking at.
By the time we leave, the rain finally starts.
We don’t run. We just walk together through it, our reflections blurring in puddles.



Somewhere between the rain and the light, I start to wonder if maybe I’m not out of focus after all — maybe I’m just still developing.
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Chapter 4 — Negative Space
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There’s a photograph I can’t stop thinking about.

It’s not one I took — it’s Eli’s.
A black-and-white shot of their hand resting on a windowsill, light spilling across the skin like spilled milk.
Half of it’s lost in shadow. Half of it’s blinding.
When I first saw it, I thought it was just a study in contrast. Now, I think it’s something else — a portrait of absence.
Because sometimes, what’s missing from a picture says more than what’s there.



We meet again on Wednesday after school, this time in the photo lab. The room is dim, the hum of fluorescent lights mixing with the soft click of the enlarger.
Eli’s in their usual hoodie, sleeves pushed up, focus sharp.
I hover near the developing tray, watching my print appear — slowly, ghostlike — on the paper.
It’s one of the greenhouse shots. I thought it would look peaceful. Instead, it looks like I’m dissolving.
“I don’t know if I like it,” I say.
Eli comes over, leaning on the counter beside me. “Why not?”
“It feels... incomplete.”
“That’s what I like about it.”
I glance at them. “You like unfinished things?”
“I like honest things,” they reply. “Sometimes the truth doesn’t have clean edges.”
Their voice is steady, but something flickers behind it — something tired.

I wipe my hands on a towel. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Why do you take pictures of yourself blurred? You never show your face clearly.”
Eli hesitates. For a second, the only sound is the dripping of water from the sink.
Then: “Because it’s easier to disappear than explain.”
I blink. “Explain what?”
They look down. “That I don’t always recognize the person in the mirror.”
The words hit like a quiet earthquake — soft, but rearranging everything inside me.

I swallow. “Yeah,” I whisper. “I get that.”
They meet my eyes, and something unspoken passes between us — an understanding that doesn’t need labels.



Later, we sit outside on the steps behind the art building, the air heavy with the smell of rain. Eli flips through the photos on their camera, then hands it to me.

“I took this yesterday,” they say.

It’s a picture of the lake. The surface perfectly still — a reflection so clear it’s impossible to tell which side is real.
Eli says, “Sometimes I think the water knows me better than I do.”
I turn the screen toward them. “It’s beautiful.”
They shrug. “It’s lonely.”
We sit in silence, watching the sun bleed orange into gray.
When I finally speak, my voice is quiet.
“Maybe loneliness looks different when someone else sees it.”
Eli looks at me for a long moment. “Maybe that’s why we take pictures. To prove we were here.”



When I get home that night, I print one of my shots — the one where Eli’s reflection ripples in a puddle.
It’s imperfect. Their
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