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To Be Seen, Still

Chapter 1 – The Shape of Being Invisible
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The community arts center smelled faintly like dust, burnt coffee, and rain-soaked denim.

Nicolas preferred arriving early enough that spaces still belonged to silence.

The folding chairs had not yet been fully arranged. Half the lights remained dimmed overhead, leaving the small performance stage washed in amber shadows instead of brightness. Volunteers moved around carrying extension cords and paper programs while soft indie music drifted through old speakers that crackled every few seconds.

Perfect.

Before crowds arrived, Nicolas could pretend events like this existed only for observation instead of participation.

They adjusted the camera strap across their chest and lifted the lens toward the stage. Empty microphone. Scuffed wood floor. A vase of wildflowers somebody had placed near the edge.

Click.

The photo looked lonely in a way they liked.

“Nicolas?”

They lowered the camera slightly.

Mara, the event organizer, hurried toward them balancing a clipboard against her hip. Her curls were escaping a loose scarf, already frizzing from the weather outside.

“You got my message about the article angle, right?” she asked.

Nicolas nodded once. “Community-centered. Intimate. Hopeful without being sanitized.”

Mara snorted. “You say that like you’re translating corporate propaganda.”

“I am translating corporate propaganda.”

That earned a tired laugh.

The local arts magazine funding the piece wanted a feature on queer storytelling initiatives in the city. Something inspiring. Something digestible. Something that could fit neatly beside advertisements for artisan candles and boutique apartments.

Nicolas had almost declined the assignment.

But community events mattered. Archiving people mattered. Letting queer existence be documented beyond tragedy or spectacle mattered.

Even when it exhausted them.

“You okay tonight?” Mara asked more quietly.

Nicolas instinctively reached for the answer people preferred.

Fine.

Instead they shrugged. “Crowds are crowds.”

“That bad?”

“Depends how visible I feel.”

Mara’s expression softened with recognition rather than pity, and Nicolas appreciated that more than comfort.

“Well,” she said gently, squeezing their shoulder once, “hide behind your camera as much as you need.”

If only it worked that way.

The doors opened twenty minutes later.

The silence disappeared almost immediately.

Conversation swelled through the room in overlapping waves. Wet jackets. Bright laughter. Heavy boots against hardwood floors. The sharp scent of outside rain followed people inside until the entire building felt alive with damp warmth and noise.

Nicolas slipped naturally toward the edges of the room.

Their camera became a shield quickly.

A pair of trans teenagers fixing each other’s eyeliner near the bathroom hallway.

An older lesbian couple sharing tea from the same paper cup.

Hands gesturing wildly during conversation.

Someone crying quietly while reading the event pamphlet.

These moments came easier than eye contact ever did.

Behind the lens, Nicolas understood people.

In front of it, they often felt unfinished.

They moved carefully through the crowd, unnoticed in the way they preferred: visible enough to exist, invisible enough to avoid scrutiny.

The event began forty minutes later.

The lights dimmed further. The audience settled.

Nicolas crouched near the side aisle as the host introduced the first performer.

Then she walked onto the stage.

Vinjeeta Rao wore a dark green sweater with sleeves pulled halfway over her hands and silver rings that flashed beneath the stage lights when she adjusted the microphone stand. Her curls framed her face messily, intentionally or not. She looked simultaneously nervous and entirely self-possessed.

Nicolas lifted the camera automatically.

Then paused.

There was something startlingly unguarded about her expression.

Not confidence exactly.

Honesty.

The kind that made Nicolas immediately wary.

“Hi,” Vinjeeta said into the microphone, breathless from the applause. “This piece is called ‘Inheritance Patterns.’”

Her voice settled as she began reading.

It wasn’t polished performance poetry. It wasn’t overly theatrical.

That made it worse.

Or better.

Nicolas couldn’t decide.

Vinjeeta spoke about language first.

About growing up translating herself differently depending on who was listening. About learning which versions of her identity made other people comfortable. About shrinking certain truths until they became survivable.

The room went completely still.

Nicolas forgot to keep taking photos.

“I spent years trying to become understandable,” Vinjeeta read softly, eyes scanning the crowd. “As if clarity could protect me from rejection. As if people would love me better once I explained myself correctly.”

Something tightened painfully beneath Nicolas’s ribs.

They lifted the camera again almost defensively.

Click.

Vinjeeta beneath amber light.

Click.

Her hand trembling slightly against the paper.

Click.

The raw openness in her face when she spoke the line:

“Some people only love us once we become easy to consume.”

Nicolas nearly lowered the camera again.

The performance lasted maybe seven minutes.

It felt longer.

Not because it dragged.

Because Nicolas couldn’t emotionally distance themself from it.

When the applause finally came, loud and immediate, Vinjeeta smiled with visible relief before stepping away from the microphone.

Nicolas realized their hands hurt from gripping the camera too tightly.

They exhaled slowly.

Dangerous, they thought immediately.

Not her.

The feeling.

After the readings ended, the room dissolved back into conversation and movement. People gathered near performers offering compliments, hugs, emotional confessions. The energy turned warm and crowded again in a way that made Nicolas’s skin buzz uncomfortably.

They retreated toward a quieter hallway near the storage rooms to review photos.

Delete.

Delete.

Blurred lighting.

Delete.

Unflattering angle.

Delete.

Their thumb paused suddenly over an accidental image reflected in a dark window.

Themself.

Only partial.

Camera strap across black shirt. Sharp jawline caught in profile. Tired eyes.

Delete.

“You know,” a voice said nearby, “most photographers at least pretend not to hate having their picture taken.”

Nicolas startled hard enough to almost drop the camera.

Vinjeeta leaned against the hallway wall holding two paper cups of tea.

She looked softer offstage somehow. Less luminous. More human.

Which was somehow worse.

“I wasn’t taking pictures of myself,” Nicolas said automatically.

Vinjeeta lifted one eyebrow. “You were definitely deleting one.”

Heat crawled up Nicolas’s neck.

“That sounds mildly invasive.”

“You were standing directly under a fluorescent light looking emotionally devastated by your own face.”

Despite themself, Nicolas laughed once through their nose.

Vinjeeta smiled like she’d earned something small.

“I brought peace offerings,” she said, lifting one of the tea cups. “Mara said you forget to eat during assignments.”

“Mara talks too much.”

“She talks lovingly.”

Nicolas hesitated before accepting the tea.

Their fingers brushed briefly.

Warm.

Embarrassingly warm.

“Thank you,” they muttered.

Vinjeeta studied them for half a second too long—not rudely, just attentively.

Most people looked at Nicolas with curiosity first. Questions second.

Vinjeeta looked at them like she was listening for something.

It made Nicolas instinctively defensive.

“You were good up there,” they said quickly, redirecting attention.

Vinjeeta made a face. “Good meaning emotionally devastating or technically skilled?”

“Both.”

“That’s the dream.”

Nicolas glanced down at the tea cup to avoid smiling too obviously.

A beat of quiet settled between them.

Not awkward exactly.

Careful.

“You’re the photographer doing the feature piece?” Vinjeeta asked.

“Unfortunately.”

“I liked the way you moved through the room.”

Nicolas blinked. “That sounds ominous.”

“I mean it kindly.” Her expression softened. “You notice people when they think nobody’s paying attention.”

Occupational hazard, Nicolas thought.

Instead they shrugged. “It’s easier than participating.”

Vinjeeta nodded slowly like she understood more than Nicolas intended to reveal.

That unsettled them immediately.

People usually required explanation.

She seemed to work through implication instead.

“You know what I noticed?” she asked.

Nicolas should have left then.

They could feel the warning signs already:
the tightening chest,
the instinct to retreat,
the sharp awareness of being perceived.
Still, they asked, “What?”

Vinjeeta tilted her head slightly.

“You look at people like you’re trying to prove they exist.”

The words landed somewhere painfully precise.

Nicolas went very still.

For one awful second, they felt seen in the exact way they spent most of their life avoiding.

Not exposed.

Not analyzed.

Recognized.

And somehow that felt far more dangerous.

The hallway suddenly seemed too narrow, too warm, too quiet beneath the hum of fluorescent lights.

Vinjeeta’s expression shifted almost immediately, as though she realized the effect her words had caused.

“Sorry,” she said gently. “That sounded intense.”

“It was intense.”

“I do spoken-word poetry. We don’t know moderation.”

Another reluctant laugh escaped them.

The tension loosened slightly.

But not completely.

Nicolas looked down at the camera in their hands.

At the hundreds of photos sitting inside it:
people laughing,
crying,
holding each other,
existing honestly for fractions of seconds before the world asked them to become smaller again.
Maybe that was what they had always been trying to capture.

Proof.

Not just of beauty.

Of existence itself.

When they looked back up, Vinjeeta was watching them with quiet patience rather than expectation.

No demand.

No performance required.

That felt unfamiliar enough to frighten them.

Someone called Vinjeeta’s name from the main room.

She glanced toward the sound, then back at Nicolas.

“I should rescue my friend from explaining pronouns to a drunk bisexual man,” she said solemnly.

“A noble cause.”

“Truly.”

She started to walk away before pausing.

“Hey,” she added, softer now. “Don’t delete every photo you exist in.”

Then she disappeared back into the noise and warmth of the crowded room.

Nicolas stood motionless in the hallway long after she left.

The tea in their hands had already started cooling.

Slowly, almost against instinct, they lifted the camera again.

Opened the deleted folder.

And restored the photograph of themself before they could change their mind.
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Chapter 2 – Names For Ourselves
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The editing studio had once been a storage room.

Nicolas liked it better that way.

The walls were still uneven beneath layers of white paint, and one corner of the ceiling carried a faint water stain shaped vaguely like a bird in flight. The radiator hissed inconsistently. The old windows rattled whenever buses passed outside.

Nothing about the space felt polished enough to intimidate them.

Which mattered.

Creative studios designed for visibility always made Nicolas feel like they were being observed before they’d even spoken.

Here, at least, they could disappear into work.

Or try to.

The event photos glowed across their computer monitor in neat rows of carefully curated humanity.

Laughter.

Tears.

Hands touching shoulders.

Bodies leaning toward one another in trust.

Nicolas adjusted the brightness on one image while trying not to grind their teeth.

Their inbox chimed again.

They already knew who it was before opening the message.

Evelyn — Senior Features Editor.

The email itself was painfully cheerful.

These are visually stunning!
Would love a few more “uplifting” selections for the final spread.
Anything that feels especially accessible/universal could help broaden readership engagement.
Accessible.

Universal.

Digestible.

Nicolas leaned back in their chair, staring flatly at the screen.

Translation:
Less complexity.
Less anger.
Less queerness that might frighten straight subscribers over expensive coffee.
Their fingers hovered over the keyboard before typing a response they would later regret if they were honest.

Noted.

Then, after three full seconds of consideration:

The project is specifically about queer storytelling. Some of it may, unfortunately, contain queer people.

Send.

Immediate regret.

Followed by immediate satisfaction.

They dropped their forehead briefly against the desk.

“Professional,” they muttered to themself.

The kettle near the filing cabinet clicked softly as it finished boiling.

At least tea remained dependable.

Nicolas stood, stretching stiff shoulders as late afternoon light spilled through the studio windows in pale gold streaks. Rain tapped gently against the glass again, quieter than the storm from the previous night.

Their camera sat beside the monitor.

And beside it—

The restored self-portrait.

Still there.

They hadn’t deleted it again.

That alone felt unsettling.

A knock interrupted the thought.

Nicolas looked up too quickly.

Vinjeeta stood half inside the doorway holding a paper bag against her chest.

“Oh,” she said immediately. “You looked alarmed. I can leave dramatically if needed.”

“You knock too politely to be dramatic.”

“That’s devastating feedback.”

Despite themself, Nicolas smiled faintly.

Vinjeeta stepped inside fully, taking in the cramped studio with open curiosity instead of judgment.

Today she wore a rust-colored sweater beneath an oversized denim jacket decorated with tiny embroidered constellations near one cuff. Silver rings flashed again when she shifted the paper bag between her hands.

“You found the place,” Nicolas said.

“Mara’s directions were terrible. She told me to look for ‘the building that feels emotionally haunted.’”

“That narrows it down considerably in this neighborhood.”

Vinjeeta laughed softly.

The sound settled strangely warmly inside Nicolas’s chest.

Dangerous, they reminded themself again.

Still.
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