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Skin Like Sunrise

Chapter 1: Painted in Gold
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The wall stretched across nearly half the block, a faded slab of concrete that had spent years collecting graffiti, weather stains, and neglect.

Angie Morales stood before it with paint-speckled hands and a sketchbook tucked beneath one arm. The early morning sun warmed her shoulders as she studied the massive surface. To most people, it was just another abandoned wall.

To Angie, it was possibility.

She tilted her head, comparing the rough outline sketched across the concrete to the design in her notebook. The mural was ambitious—larger than anything she'd painted in the past year. Swirling bands of color would connect dozens of faces. Different ages. Different skin tones. Different expressions.

People who belonged.

People who deserved to be seen.

A ladder creaked nearby.

"You've been staring at that wall for ten minutes."

Angie glanced over her shoulder.

Jules, one of the community center coordinators, balanced a cardboard tray of coffees in both hands.

"I'm thinking."

"You always say that when you're overthinking."

Angie laughed.

"Same thing."

Jules handed her a cup.

"You've got volunteers arriving in an hour."

"I know."

"Local reporters coming this afternoon."

"I know."

"Potential donors tomorrow."

"I definitely know."

"Then stop looking terrified."

"I'm not terrified."

Jules raised an eyebrow.

Angie sighed.

"Fine. Maybe a little."

Jules grinned.

"You'll be great."

They had known each other long enough that Angie didn't bother pretending confidence she didn't feel.

The mural mattered.

The neighborhood mattered.

This project wasn't simply public art.

It was visibility.

The community center had spent months securing grants and permissions to transform the neglected lot into a gathering space. The mural would become its centerpiece.

A declaration.

A reminder that everyone deserved to take up space.

Especially people who spent most of their lives being told otherwise.

Angie took a sip of coffee and turned back toward the wall.

The first layer of paint waited in neat rows beside her supplies.

Bright gold.

Deep orange.

Crimson.

Colors of sunrise.

Colors that felt alive.

She smiled despite herself.

Maybe she was nervous.

But she was ready.



By midmorning the lot buzzed with activity.

Volunteers assembled folding tables.

Children chased one another between stacks of supplies.

Music drifted from portable speakers.

Someone had brought pastries.

Someone else had brought far too many balloons.

The neighborhood was showing up.

Exactly as Angie had hoped.

She climbed the ladder and began laying down broad strokes of gold paint.

The repetitive motion settled her nerves.

Brush.

Paint.

Step back.

Adjust.

Repeat.

The world narrowed to color and texture.

To movement.

To creation.

Several hours passed before Jules called up from below.

"Hey, artist!"

Angie looked down.

"What?"

"We've got the photographer."

"What photographer?"

"The one documenting the project."

Angie frowned.

"You never mentioned a photographer."

"I definitely did."

"You absolutely did not."

Jules pointed toward the lot entrance.

"Well. They're here."

Angie followed the gesture.

And froze.

A person stood just inside the gate carrying two cameras and a canvas shoulder bag.

Tall.

Lean.

Dark curls gathered loosely at the back of their neck.

Round glasses caught the sunlight.

They wore black jeans, comfortable boots, and the kind of relaxed confidence Angie associated with people who knew exactly who they were.

The photographer looked around quietly, taking in the scene before approaching.

Something about their expression immediately caught Angie's attention.

Careful.

Observant.

Patient.

Like they were listening even before anyone spoke.

Jules waved enthusiastically.

"Franciska!"

The photographer smiled.

"There you are."

They crossed the lot.

Jules made introductions.

"Franciska Novak, meet Angie Morales."

Franciska extended a hand.

"Hi."

Their voice was warm and low.

Angie shook it.

"Hi."

For a brief second she forgot what else she was supposed to say.

Franciska's grip was firm but gentle.

Their eyes held hers comfortably.

Not invasive.

Not intimidating.

Just present.

"Your sketches are incredible," Franciska said.

Angie blinked.

"You've seen them?"

"Jules showed me some preliminary designs."

"Oh."

"They're beautiful."

Heat crept unexpectedly into Angie's cheeks.

"Thanks."

Franciska smiled.

The expression transformed their face.

Softened it.

Something fluttered strangely in Angie's chest.

She ignored it.



Throughout the afternoon Franciska worked quietly around the site.

Unlike photographers Angie had encountered before, they never shoved a camera into someone's face.

They asked permission.

Introduced themselves.

Learned names.

Spent time talking before taking pictures.

People relaxed around them almost immediately.

Even shy volunteers eventually stopped noticing the camera.

Angie found herself watching.

More than she intended.

Franciska moved through the crowd with surprising ease.

Children followed them around.

Elderly residents shared stories.

Teenagers volunteered for portraits.

Everyone seemed comfortable.

Seen.

It fascinated her.

She was halfway through painting a section of orange sky when Franciska approached her ladder.

Camera hanging loosely around their neck.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Depends."

Franciska laughed.

"Fair."

Angie smiled despite herself.

"What is it?"

"I'd like to photograph you working."

Angie immediately grimaced.

"There it is."

"There what is?"

"The thing I was afraid of."

Franciska tilted their head.

"Being photographed?"

"Exactly."

Their expression remained open.

"No pressure."

"You say that like it's easy."

"For some people it is."

"It isn't for me."

Franciska nodded thoughtfully.

"Okay."

That was it.

No convincing.

No insistence.

No argument.

Just okay.

Angie stared.

"That's all?"

"What do you mean?"

"You're not going to try talking me into it?"

"No."

Franciska adjusted their camera strap.

"If you don't want your picture taken, I won't take your picture."

The simplicity of it surprised her.

"You really mean that."

"Of course."

Angie looked away.

Most people didn't understand.

Being visible wasn't always comfortable.

People looked at her constantly.

Made assumptions.

Judged.

Commented.

Compared.

Being seen and being understood were very different things.

Franciska seemed to recognize that without explanation.

For reasons she couldn't quite identify, that mattered.

A lot.

After a moment she sighed.

"Maybe later."

A small smile appeared.

"Maybe later is good."



The day continued.

Paint accumulated.

The mural slowly emerged.

Faces.

Shapes.

Color.

Life.

As the sun lowered, golden light spilled across the lot.

Volunteers began packing supplies.

Children were collected by parents.

Music softened.

The energy shifted from excitement to satisfaction.

Angie remained on the ladder finishing one final section.

She didn't realize she was being watched until Franciska spoke.

"Can I show you something?"

Angie climbed down.

"Sure."

Franciska lifted their camera.

"I took this earlier."

They turned the screen toward her.

Angie expected embarrassment.

Expected awkwardness.

Expected proof she looked exhausted and sweaty.

Instead she stopped breathing.

The photograph showed her standing before the wall.

Brush lifted.

Sunlight catching her profile.

Gold paint streaked across her forearm.

The unfinished mural stretched behind her.

She looked focused.

Determined.

Strong.

Happy.

Not posed.

Not self-conscious.

Simply herself.

For a moment Angie didn't recognize the woman in the image.

Then realization hit.

That was her.

The real her.

The version other people rarely noticed.

Her throat tightened unexpectedly.

"It's beautiful."

Franciska looked relieved.

"You think so?"

"I don't usually like photos of myself."

"I know."

Angie glanced up.

"You do?"

"You tense every time someone points a camera at you."

A laugh escaped her.

"Am I that obvious?"

"A little."

Their smile returned.

"But I wasn't trying to photograph your appearance."

Angie looked back at the image.

"What were you photographing?"

Franciska answered without hesitation.

"The way you look when you're creating something you love."

The words settled softly between them.

Honest.

Uncomplicated.

True.

Angie felt something shift inside her.

A tiny movement.

The beginning of trust.

Around them the last volunteers finished cleaning up.

Evening settled across the neighborhood.

Streetlights flickered to life.

The mural remained unfinished.

The project had only just begun.

Yet as Angie looked from the photograph to Franciska, she found herself strangely excited for tomorrow.

Not just because of the painting.

Because she wanted another conversation.

Another smile.

Another chance to understand the person behind the camera.

Franciska lowered their camera.

"Same time tomorrow?"

Angie smiled.

"Yeah."

The answer came easier than expected.

"Same time tomorrow."

As Franciska walked toward the gate, Angie glanced once more at the photograph displayed on the camera screen.

For years she had painted people so they could feel visible.

Maybe, for the first time, someone had managed to do the same for her.

And she couldn't stop thinking about it.
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Chapter 2: Through Different Lenses
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The second morning began with sunlight.

Golden rays spilled across the mural wall, warming the concrete before the neighborhood had fully awakened. Angie arrived early, coffee in one hand and a canvas bag full of brushes in the other.

The lot was quiet.

For once.

No volunteers.

No music.

No excited children racing around tables.

Just the sound of distant traffic and birds hidden among nearby trees.

Angie appreciated the stillness.

It gave her time to think.

Unfortunately, that also meant she spent far too much time thinking about a certain photographer.

Not that she intended to.

She unpacked paint supplies and tried focusing on work.

It lasted approximately three minutes.

Then she found herself wondering whether Franciska would be arriving soon.

Which was ridiculous.

They had spoken for maybe a few hours total.

Yet something about yesterday lingered.

Maybe it was the photograph.

Maybe it was the conversation.

Maybe it was the simple fact that Franciska seemed genuinely interested in people.

Not in the performance of caring.

Not in appearing compassionate.

Actually caring.

The distinction mattered.

Angie dipped a brush into gold paint.

A familiar voice drifted across the lot.

"You're here even earlier today."

She turned.

Franciska stood near the entrance carrying their camera bag.

The morning sun caught the edges of their dark curls.

For some reason, seeing them made her smile.

"Couldn't sleep."

"Excited?"

"Terrified."

Franciska laughed.

"I appreciate your honesty."

Angie climbed down from the ladder.

"You?"

"What about me?"

"Why are you here so early?"

Franciska lifted a camera.

"Good light."

"That's it?"

"Mostly."

A pause.

"And coffee."

They held up a second cup.

Angie blinked.

"You brought me coffee?"

"You mentioned yesterday that the place on Third Street makes the only coffee worth drinking."

A strange warmth spread through her chest.

"That was one conversation."

"I listen."

Apparently they did.

Very well.

Angie accepted the cup.

"Thank you."

"You're welcome."

For a moment neither moved.

The silence felt surprisingly comfortable.

Not awkward.

Just easy.

As if they were already beginning to understand each other's rhythms.



The volunteers arrived shortly afterward.

Soon the lot filled with energy once again.

Franciska resumed documenting the project.

Angie painted.

Children added handprints to designated sections.

Local residents stopped by to watch progress.

The mural slowly transformed.

What had once been rough outlines now contained depth and emotion.

Faces emerged from color.

Stories emerged from faces.

And throughout it all, Franciska moved quietly through the crowd.

Observing.

Capturing.

Listening.

Around noon Angie finally asked the question that had been lingering in her mind.

"What got you into photography?"

Franciska lowered their camera.

The two of them sat beneath a temporary shade tent while volunteers broke for lunch.

"That's a long answer."

"I've got time."

Franciska considered.

"My grandmother."

Angie smiled.

"Really?"

"She documented everything."

They laughed softly.

"Birthdays. Vacations. Grocery trips. Random Tuesdays."

"Sounds serious."

"It was."

Their expression grew fond.

"She believed photographs proved people existed."

The words caught Angie's attention.

"That's a powerful way to think about it."

"Especially for people history forgets."

Something shifted in Franciska's voice.

Something deeper.

"They taught me that every person deserves evidence they were here."

Angie sat quietly.

Listening.

"After they died," Franciska continued, "I inherited all their photographs."

"They left them to you?"

Franciska nodded.

"Boxes and boxes of images."

A smile touched their lips.

"Entire lives preserved."

Angie looked toward the mural.

Toward the faces slowly appearing across concrete.

"I think I understand that."

Franciska studied her.

"How?"

She hesitated.

Then answered honestly.

"Because that's why I paint."



The afternoon passed beneath a cloudless sky.

Later, while volunteers worked on background sections, Angie and Franciska found themselves talking again.

This time beside the mural itself.

Paint splattered their shoes.

The air smelled faintly of acrylic and warm concrete.

Angie stepped back to evaluate a section of the design.

"You know something strange?"

"What?"

Franciska adjusted a camera lens.

"A lot of people assume this mural is about diversity."

Franciska raised an eyebrow.

"Isn't it?"

"Not exactly."

That earned her full attention.

Angie appreciated that.

Franciska never looked distracted during conversations.

Never half-listened.

Never checked their phone.

They paid attention completely.

It was rare.

"The mural is about visibility," Angie said.

Franciska nodded slowly.

"Explain."

Angie gestured toward the painted faces.

"When I was younger, I almost never saw people who looked like me in public art."

She paused.

"Not really."

Franciska remained silent.

Encouraging her to continue.

"So when I started painting, I made a promise."

"What kind of promise?"

"That I'd paint people who get overlooked."

The words came easier than expected.

"People society decides are too dark, too queer, too old, too disabled, too different."

Franciska's expression softened.

Angie continued.

"I spent years feeling invisible."

The confession surprised even her.

She rarely admitted it aloud.

Yet somehow it felt safe.

Franciska leaned against the wall beside her.

"I know that feeling."

Angie looked over.

"You do?"

A small laugh escaped them.

"More than I'd like."

They glanced toward the crowd.

"I spent most of my life trying to explain myself."

Their voice quieted.

"Or defend myself."

Angie understood immediately.

Being nonbinary often meant existing in spaces that demanded constant explanations.

Constant justification.

Constant proof.

"That sounds exhausting."

"It is."

Franciska smiled faintly.

"But photography helps."

"How?"

"When I'm behind the camera, I get to create the kind of visibility I wish existed."

The statement lingered between them.

Angie felt unexpectedly emotional.

Because she understood.

Perfectly.

Different mediums.

Same purpose.

Different lenses.

Same mission.

Maybe that was why conversation felt so natural.

They were speaking different artistic languages while telling the same story.



As afternoon turned into evening, Franciska showed Angie more of their work.

The photographs lived on a tablet tucked inside their bag.

Portrait after portrait appeared across the screen.

Each image felt intimate.

Honest.

Beautiful.

A trans teenager smiling confidently.

An elderly lesbian couple holding hands.

A wheelchair user laughing at something beyond the frame.

A nonbinary musician bathed in stage light.

Angie stared.
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