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Morning light sliced into the bedroom, splitting the bed into light and shadow. Charlie lay motionless, headphones pressed hard against his temples, as if blasting music could drown out the rest of the world. Tears streamed silently—no sobs, just a slow, involuntary leak.

— Do you still breathe?

Frédéric’s voice in his head felt more real than the alarm that woke him minutes later. He opened his eyes to his room: an ecosystem of obsessions. Paintings drying against the wall, dog-eared science books sprawled open, his computer blinking with tabs on everything—from string theory to how to cover bruises with foundation.

Charlie sat up, fingers pressing into his ribs like he was checking if he was still in one piece. The white dress shirt, pulled from the pile of "clean" laundry (or at least sniffed and deemed acceptable), still had the scratchy tag he never bothered to remove. He flipped it inside out in one quick motion, fingers avoiding the cold fabric. Buttons. Three done wrong, then redone. The collar choked his neck, but it was better than feeling the AC on his nape.

Three rhythmic knocks hit the door.

— Charlie? — His mother’s voice, firm.

— I’m up! — he answered in the exact tone she expected—not too loud, not too quiet.

In the mirror, his pale face and messy black hair reflected a stranger. Autistic. Anxious. Disappointing son. Secret lover. The labels spun in his head, but the poster behind him, stuck with washi tape amid scribbled equations, held its verdict:

ADMIT IT AND FUCK THE REST.

He took a deep breath, performing normalcy, and opened the door.

Hot water ran over Charlie’s hands as he scrubbed a cup with methodical, repetitive motions. The near-scalding heat gave him a sense of control—at least here, at this sink, he knew exactly what he was doing. Across the kitchen, his mother, Kimberly, sat at the table, fingers gliding over her phone screen. The scar on her cheek—a pale, thin line—looked more pronounced in the morning light.

— How was the interview? — she asked without looking up.

— It’s today — Charlie answered, drying his hands on a towel hanging from the cabinet.

The water stopped, and for a moment, silence hung between them. He glanced out the window, where the ocean appeared in the distance—a blurry blue smudge between buildings.

— What about that house? — he asked, like he was resuming a dropped conversation.

— What house? — Kimberly frowned, finally looking up.

Charlie rolled his eyes, a quick, almost automatic gesture.

— Shouldn’t you be leaving by now? — she pressed, her voice laced with that familiar mix of concern and irritation.

He turned off the faucet and dried his hands harder than necessary, feeling the rough texture of the towel against his skin.

— You won’t miss it if you’re late. What time were you supposed to be there? — she continued, her fingers now still over her phone.

Charlie turned, leaning against the sink, arms crossed.

— I sold my first piece for 20 euros.

The statement hung in the air like a test. Kimberly barely blinked, her fingers moving again on the screen.

— Your meds cost 70. Monthly.

He stared at her in silence, jaw tight. Outside, the ocean remained still.
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Across the street, Charlie watched the restaurant entrance, his eyes heavy with sleep and something else—a weariness that came from within, as if every movement required superhuman effort.

An employee stepped out from the back of the building, pushing a trash cart with squeaky wheels. The man shuffled across the street, yanked out the black bag, and tossed it into the dumpster with a dull thud.

Charlie tracked every motion—his eyes fixed on the bag’s arc, the cart’s wobble, the way the man wiped his hands on his pants afterward, like he was scrubbing off something invisible. He blinked slowly and shook his head, as if snapping out of a trance.

Then, he took a deep breath and started toward the restaurant, his steps slow but deliberate.

The wet sand clung between Charlie’s toes as he and Frédéric walked along the water’s edge. The wind carried the scent of salt and seaweed, and the waves crashed in a steady rhythm, like they were keeping time for a conversation that always seemed to restart.

Frédéric—dark-haired, with eyes that seemed to defy the sun—slipped an arm around Charlie in a quick, almost casual gesture. But the touch burned hotter than the midday heat.

— You shouldn’t lower your head so much — Frédéric said, his voice rough, like he was laughing on the inside. — Fuck what she—or any of them—says. They’ll get used to you being around.

Charlie looked down at his own feet, sinking into the sand.

— Pushing it will just mean more fights.

— Fights aren’t new — Frédéric shrugged, his fingers tightening slightly on Charlie’s shoulder. — We’ll piss people off one way or another.

The sea licked at their feet, icy, and Charlie instinctively stepped back.

— You say it like it’s easy — he muttered. — I know all the things you don’t do because of stupid fears.

Frédéric grinned, the corners of his eyes crinkling.

— Hey, that’s relative! — He laughed, kicking sand. — But go ahead, throw it in my face. Fine, it’s not easy for me either to admit I like taking it up the ass to my family.

Charlie let out a low, involuntary chuckle.

— I think that’s pretty natural.

— Exactly! — Frédéric threw his hands up, as if offering something to the sky. — I’ll tell anyone to go fuck themselves if they raise their voice at me—doesn’t matter if they birthed me.

They locked eyes, and for a second, the fear, the guilt—all of it felt too small against that laughter. The waves kept crashing, indifferent, and Charlie thought—not for the first time—that maybe Frédéric was the only person who made breathing feel like less of a struggle.
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The Polaroid flash exploded like a punch in the dark. Click. Each shot froze a fragment of the chaos—the scribbled posters, the cut-up phrase collages, the wall that looked more like an open diary page. Develop. Charlie shook the photo with eager fingers, hoping the image would reveal something his eyes couldn’t see.

— You shouldn’t lower your head so much.

Frédéric’s voice came out of nowhere, so clear Charlie whipped around, half-expecting to see him leaning in the doorway. But there was only shadow and the acidic tang of developing film. His hands trembled as he framed the next shot.

Click. Flash. This time, he aimed at his own face in the grimy mirror behind the bed. The flash carved out his sunken eyes, his clenched jaw.

— You say it like it’s easy — his own voice echoed in his skull, but it was quickly drowned out by that other one, warmer, closer:

— Fuck what she—or any of them—says! — Frédéric spat the words like he always did when impatient. In the photo slipping from Charlie’s fingers, his forced smile looked more like a grimace.

He gripped the camera tighter, knuckles bleaching white. Click. Flash. The light exposed the collage behind him—"ADMIT IT" in magazine-cut letters, pasted over someone’s grinning face in an old photograph.

— Fights aren’t new — Frédéric whispered in his mind’s ear, and this time Charlie could smell him—cigarettes and the cheap cologne they both used to mask it.

The photos on the floor began forming a lopsided circle at his feet, each capturing a shard of the wreckage: his wide eye in the mirror, his shaking hand clutching the camera, the poster where he’d scrawled "IT’S NOT YOUR FAULT" in wavering letters.

— They’ll have to get used to you — the voice came with the memory of Frédéric’s arm around his shoulders on the beach. Charlie squeezed his eyes shut, but the image clung, sharper than the blurred photos in his hands.

When the next flash burst, it lit up the figure standing in the hallway for one searing second—or was it just another shadow cast by his exhausted mind? The developed photo showed only emptiness, but the voices didn’t stop:

— You exist. You deserve to take up space.

Then, quieter, like a secret pressed against the nape of his neck:

— I see you. Always see you.

Charlie let the camera drop onto the mattress. The room spun, the voices multiplied, and somewhere between the flash and the dark, he no longer knew who was documenting what.

​-  -  -

HOT WATER STREAMED over Charlie’s hands as he scrubbed a plate in slow, circular motions. Steam rose to his face, mixing with the sweat clinging to his lashes. Across the table, Kimberly watched him between scrolls on her phone, her fingers sliding across the screen with a rhythm that seemed to measure her impatience.

— You
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