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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, gaslighting, coercive control, obsessive behavior, accidental death by drowning, grief and trauma, emotional abuse, and depictions of unhealthy relationship dynamics. Reader discretion is advised.

"The cruelest thing a man can do is make a woman feel seen. Not because seeing is cruel — but because what happens when she discovers he was looking at someone else the whole time."

— Elise Marchand, The Geometry of Absence

For every woman who confused intensity with intimacy.

You were not wrong to want to be seen.
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Prologue
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The Last Photograph

The photograph is of a woman drowning.

I don't know this yet. Standing in my husband's darkroom at two in the morning, holding a strip of negatives up to the red safelight, all I see is a figure in water. Dark hair fanning across the surface like spilled ink. Arms caught mid-reach, fingers spread, the way you'd grab for something that was already gone. The exposure is beautiful. Moonlight on the lake, the trees a black fringe along the shore, and this woman — this girl, really, she can't be more than twenty — suspended in the frame like something preserved in amber.

I tilt the strip. The next frame: her head is lower. Her mouth is open. Her hands are flat against the water's surface, not reaching anymore, pressing, the way you press against glass.

The next frame: water where her face was.

The next: only water.

My hands are steady. I notice this the way you notice strange things during a car accident — with a calm so complete it must be its own kind of shock. My hands are steady and the safelight is humming and the negatives are cold between my fingertips and somewhere in the house the refrigerator clicks on and I think: she looks like me.

Not exactly. The jaw is slightly wider. The cheekbones sit differently. But the hair — dark auburn, the shade I've been told my whole life is too specific to have a name — and the narrow face, and something about the angle of the chin, the way it lifts. In certain light, at a certain distance, through a certain lens, we could be the same woman.

I set the negatives down on the developing table. I line them up in order. Frame one through frame six. A woman alive, and then a woman dying, and then a woman gone, and the progression is so clean, so perfectly composed, that it takes me a full thirty seconds to understand what I'm actually seeing.

He didn't stop shooting.

My husband — the man who sleeps beside me, who brings me coffee in bed, who photographs me in morning light because he says the world is most honest before noon — stood on the shore while a woman went under, and he kept his finger on the shutter.

I count the frames again. The timestamps are handwritten on the negative strip in India ink, Gage's precise block letters. 11:47:03. 11:47:04. 11:47:05. 11:47:07. Four seconds. Four frames. Four chances to put the camera down and jump in, and instead he did what he always does. He composed the shot. He captured the moment. He let the image be more real than the person in it.

I pick up the strip one more time. I hold it close to the light and I look at the first frame — the girl laughing, hair wild, water up to her shoulders — and I recognize the expression on her face. It's the look of someone who believes she's being watched by a man who loves her. I know that look. I wore it for eight months.

* * *
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EVERYONE WARNED ME.

My sister Margot called from Duluth the week Gage proposed. She didn't congratulate me. She said, "Tatum, you've known this man for three months." I said it had been almost four. She said, "That's not the correction you think it is." I told her she didn't understand, that she'd never seen us together, that the way he looked at me was like — and she cut me off. "I know what that look is," she said. "I spent six years mistaking it for love. It's fixation, Tate. It's someone deciding what you are before you've had a chance to decide for yourself."

I didn't invite her to the wedding after that. She didn't ask to come.

Dr. Orozco — my therapist, the one I stopped seeing — tried a gentler approach. "Tell me what it feels like when Gage pays attention to you," she said, in that voice therapists use when they already know the answer and they're hoping you'll hear yourself say it. I told her it felt like being found. Like standing in a dark room and someone finally turning on the light. She let the silence sit for a long time. Then she said, "What happens when the light is too bright?" I didn't come back after that session.

Nadia, my closest friend, my coworker at the bookstore, took the blunt-force route. "He's intense, Tate." She said it at the engagement party, a glass of champagne in her hand, watching Gage across the room. I followed her gaze. Gage was photographing me from the doorway — always photographing, the camera an extension of his hand, his eye. "Intense is good," I said. She sipped her drink. "Intense is a word people use when they don't want to say what they actually mean."

I married him anyway.

Because Margot had spent a decade in crisis and I didn't trust her radar. Because Dr. Orozco asked too many questions I didn't want answered. Because Nadia had been single for three years and I told myself she was projecting. Because my mother said, "He reminds me of your father," and I decided that was about her, not about me.

Because when Gage looked at me, I existed. And I had spent twenty-nine years being the person no one in my family bothered to see.

* * *
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THE GIRL IN THE PHOTOGRAPHS has a name. I know it now. I know her name and the date she died and the color of the dress my husband bought me that matched the color of the dress she wore. I know that the initials scratched into the doorframe of this darkroom — A.L., penciled low, almost hidden by the hinge — stand for Audrey Laine. I know that she was twenty years old and a dance major at the University of Wisconsin and that she drowned in Lake Mendota on an October night eleven years ago while my husband stood on the shore and photographed her dying.

I know that he married me because I look like her.

Not because I'm smart or funny or passionate or any of the things I told myself made me worth choosing. Not because of the way I laughed at the gallery that first night, or the way I read with my whole body, or the gap between my front teeth that he said was the first thing he noticed. He noticed the gap because she had the same one. He noticed me because I was the closest living approximation of a dead girl, and marrying me was the closest he could get to bringing her back.

I put the negatives down. I leave the darkroom. I close the door behind me and I stand in the hallway of our house — our house, with the hardwood floors and the porch that needs painting and the bedroom where he sleeps right now, unaware that I've found the thing he's hidden for eleven years — and I understand, finally, what everyone was trying to tell me.

It wasn't that he didn't love me. It wasn't that simple. The truth is worse than that.

He loved me perfectly. He loved me completely. He loved me the way you love a photograph of someone you lost — with precision, with reverence, and without ever once seeing the person actually in front of you.
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ACT ONE
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THE BEFORE
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The Gallery

The first thing I notice about Gage Holloway’s photographs is that every woman in them is looking away.

Not coyly, not in some manufactured editorial gesture toward mystery. They are turned from the camera with a completeness that feels almost violent—shoulders torqued, chins tucked, hair falling across faces like curtains drawn against an audience that was never invited. Twenty-three photographs line the walls of the Alderman Gallery on Spring Street, and in not one of them can I find a pair of eyes.

I stand in front of the largest print, a forty-by-sixty silver gelatin titled Bather, No. 7, and I feel something move behind my ribs. The image is simple: a woman’s back, pale and slightly curved, descending into dark water. The water is black and still and so perfectly rendered that I can see the moment where her skin ends and the water begins, that thin bright line where two kinds of darkness meet. Her arms are at her sides. Her hair fans out across the surface like something spilled.

She could be sinking. She could be choosing to sink. That ambiguity is what makes me stand here for three full minutes while the gallery fills behind me with the sound of expensive shoes and performative laughter.

“You’re blocking the art,” someone says, and I step sideways without looking, still staring at the curve of the woman’s spine, at the way the water seems to reach for her.

The Alderman is one of those SoHo galleries that trades on the fiction of accessibility—concrete floors, exposed ductwork, a woman at the front desk whose cheekbones could cut glass and whose expression suggests she has never once been surprised by anything. The opening reception is packed. Margot got us on the list because Margot always gets us on the list, through channels I’ve learned not to investigate. Something about a ceramicist she used to date who now runs the gallery’s artist residency program in Marfa.

“Tate.” Margot materializes at my elbow, holding two glasses of wine. She’s wearing a vintage Halston she found at a Greenpoint estate sale, and she looks like she was assembled specifically for rooms like this. “You look like you’re having a religious experience.”

“Look at this.” I point at the photograph.

Margot looks. She tilts her head. She is beautiful and careless with her attention in the way that people who have always been looked at can afford to be.

“She doesn’t have a face,” Margot says.

“None of them do.”

“Huh.” She hands me a glass of wine. “Is that the whole thing? No faces?”

“It’s not the whole thing.” But I can’t articulate what the whole thing is, not yet. There’s something about the quality of the looking—his looking, the photographer’s—that feels too close. Not intimate. Intimate implies consent. This is something else. The camera is positioned as if it has crept to this vantage point, as if it knows it shouldn’t be here but has decided to stay. The women are unaware or indifferent or both, and the result is a kind of beauty that makes my stomach hurt.

I am twenty-eight years old and I write about art for a living, or for what passes for a living when your bylines appear in publications that pay in prestige and the occasional $200 check. I have a master’s from the Institute of Fine Arts that cost more than some houses and qualifies me for nothing except the ability to articulate, with great precision, why something makes me feel a specific way. I should be able to explain what I’m seeing.

But I stand in front of Bather, No. 7 and I think: he loved her. Whoever she is. He loved her the way you love something you know you’re going to lose.

“Tatum.”

I turn, and for a disorienting moment I think I’m being addressed by one of the photographs. The man standing behind me has that same quality—a stillness that feels composed rather than natural, as if he has arranged himself carefully before allowing himself to be seen. He is tall and lean, with dark hair that falls across his forehead in a way that looks accidental but probably isn’t, and eyes that are the exact gray-green of the Atlantic in November. He is holding a glass of water, not wine, and he is looking at me with an expression I will later learn to recognize as hunger disguised as curiosity.

“I’m sorry?” I say.

“You’re Tatum Zhao. You wrote the piece in ArtReview about the Eggleston retrospective.” His voice is low and unhurried, with the faintest trace of something Southern that has been almost but not entirely sanded away. “The one about the democracy of color.”

Nobody reads my pieces. I write for a readership that consists primarily of my mother, three friends from graduate school, and a retired professor in Vermont who sends me handwritten letters of disagreement. The fact that this man—any man, but especially this particular man, in this particular gallery—has read my work makes something bright and dangerous flare in my chest.

“That was three years ago,” I say.

“I have a good memory for things that matter.”

I should recognize this for what it is. I should hear the mechanism clicking into place, the precise calibration of flattery and implied intimacy. I should notice how he has positioned himself between me and the photograph, how his body blocks my view of the drowning woman so that I have no choice but to look at him instead. I am smart. I have a graduate degree. I have read every book about the dynamics of obsession and control that the NYU library system has to offer because I spent two semesters writing a thesis on the male gaze in postwar photography.

I should know better.

“I’m Gage,” he says. “This is my show.”

And I don’t know better. I don’t know anything at all. I look at his hands—long-fingered, precise, the hands of someone who works with delicate things—and I feel the floor shift beneath me, a tectonic rearrangement that I will spend the next six months mistaking for chemistry.

“They’re extraordinary,” I say, meaning the photographs. Meaning something else.

“They’re attempts,” he says. “Every photograph is an attempt to hold something still that insists on moving.” He looks at the print behind him without turning around, as if he can feel its presence against his back. “You understand that. I could tell from your writing. You understand the violence of preservation.”

The violence of preservation. He says it like he has thought about it, like these words have weight in his mouth. Later I will replay this moment and recognize the performance—the rehearsed spontaneity, the way he offered me my own language back to me, gift-wrapped and gleaming. But standing in the Alderman Gallery on a Thursday evening in October with the wine warming in my hand and the autumn light slanting through the windows, I hear only truth. I hear a man who sees what I see.

“The women,” I say. “Why don’t any of them face the camera?”

Something crosses his face—fast, like a cloud moving across the sun. If I were watching more carefully, I would call it panic. But I’m not watching carefully. I’m watching the way I watch when I’m already falling.

“Because the most honest thing a person can show you is the part of themselves they think no one is looking at,” he says. And then he smiles, and the smile is warm and unguarded and it reaches his eyes in a way that makes me think I am seeing something rare and private, something he doesn’t show to just anyone.

I am not seeing something rare and private. I am seeing the same smile he showed to the woman before me, and the woman before her, and every woman who has ever stood in front of his work and felt that specific ache that he has learned to recognize and cultivate like a rare and poisonous flower.

But I don’t know that yet.

* * *
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MARGOT FINDS ME FORTY minutes later in the back room of the gallery, sitting on a leather bench next to Gage Holloway while he tells me about the summer he spent in the Outer Banks photographing the families of fishermen.

“Oh,” Margot says, and the single syllable contains an entire novel’s worth of meaning. She looks at Gage. She looks at me. She looks at the space between us, which has narrowed to approximately three inches. “Hi. I’m Margot. The sister.”

“Half sister,” I say, because I always say it, because precision matters to me, because the difference between half and whole has been the defining architecture of my life. Margot and I share a mother and nothing else—not a father, not a last name, not a single gene responsible for her effortless beauty or her cavalier relationship with stability. She is four years older than me and has the gravitational pull of a small planet.

“The full sister,” Margot corrects, the way she always does. She shakes Gage’s hand and I watch him catalog her—the sharp jaw, the wide-set eyes, the particular carelessness of her posture—and I watch him dismiss the catalog. He looks back at me. At me.

I cannot tell you how rarely that happens. I cannot tell you what it’s like to spend your entire life standing next to Margot Chen and watching every man in the room orient toward her like compass needles finding north, and then to have this one—this one, with his gray-green eyes and his hands that make art from shadows—turn away from her and toward me.

It feels like being seen for the first time. It feels like stepping out of a photograph and into the world.

Later, walking home through SoHo with the October cold sharp against our faces, Margot will say: “He’s a lot.” And I will say: “What does that mean?” And she will say: “It means be careful, Tate. Men who look at you like that usually have a reason.”

And I will think: Yes. The reason is that he sees me.

And I will be right, technically. He does see me. He sees me with the same attention he brings to his photographs—careful, obsessive, utterly focused on composing the image he wants. What I will not understand for months is that seeing and looking are different things. A camera doesn’t see. It captures. It holds. It pins a living moment to a flat surface and calls the result art.

Gage Holloway sees me the way a camera sees: with absolute precision and no understanding at all.

* * *
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HE CALLS ME THE NEXT day. Not texts—calls. His voice on the phone is different than it was in the gallery, looser, as if the performance has relaxed a single degree.

“I want to show you something,” he says. “The rest of the series. The photographs that didn’t make the show.”

“Why didn’t they make the show?”

A pause. In it, I can hear something thinking, calculating, choosing. I mistake this for vulnerability. “Because they’re too honest,” he says. “The gallery wanted beauty. These are something else.”

I say yes. Of course I say yes. I say yes the way I say yes to everything that will eventually destroy me—quickly, without conditions, with a bright reckless certainty that feels like courage but is actually just the absence of the particular kind of fear that keeps most people safe.

His studio is in Red Hook, in a converted warehouse with sixteen-foot ceilings and windows that face the harbor. He has turned the entire second floor into a darkroom, and when he opens the door the chemical smell hits me—sharp, acrid, the scent of developer and fixer and stop bath, which smells like nothing and everything, like the moment between exposure and image, between what is and what is captured.

“This way,” he says, and leads me down a hallway lined with contact sheets pinned to corkboard. I stop to look. Hundreds of images, tiny and precise, rows and rows of women from behind, from above, from angles that make them look like specimens mounted on slides.

“Don’t look at those,” he says. Not sharply. Gently. The way you’d steer a child away from a road. “Those are the failures.”

In the main studio, the rejected photographs are laid out on a long table, unframed. There are twelve of them. The same women—or women so similar they might as well be the same woman—caught in moments of even greater privacy. One is asleep in a bathtub, her arms trailing over the sides. One is walking through a field of tall grass, her dress catching on something unseen. One is standing at a window, and the light coming through makes her look like she’s dissolving from the edges inward.

“They’re not too honest,” I say, studying the photographs with the critical eye I’ve spent a decade training. “They’re too intimate. The gallery was right—viewers would feel like intruders. These aren’t art. They’re evidence.”

I mean it as a compliment. I mean it as the highest compliment I know how to give: your work has transcended craft and become document. But when I look up, Gage is staring at me with an expression I can’t read—something between fear and delight, as if I have found a door he didn’t know was visible.

“Evidence,” he repeats. “Yes. That’s exactly what they are.”

He crosses the room. He stands close enough that I can smell him—darkroom chemicals and cedar soap and something underneath, something warm and animal that my body responds to before my mind has finished cataloging it. He reaches past me and picks up the photograph of the woman in the bathtub. His hand is steady. His breathing is not.

“Her name was Audrey,” he says. And then, quickly, as if correcting a mistake: “Her name is Audrey. She’s a friend. An old friend.”

Was. Is. The distance between those two words is the distance between everything I think I know about Gage Holloway and everything I will eventually learn. But I’m standing in his studio surrounded by his beautiful, unsettling photographs, and his hand is almost touching mine over the image of a woman in a bathtub, and I can feel the heat coming off his skin, and I think: this is the beginning of something.

And I’m right. It is the beginning. It’s just that the something I’m imagining and the something that’s actually beginning are two entirely different stories, and I will spend the next six months living in the wrong one.
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The Collector

Gage sees her before she sees him.

This is how it always starts. He has positioned himself near the back of the gallery, where the lighting is worse and the catering staff circulate less frequently, and he watches the crowd the way he watches everything—with the patient, predatory attention of a man who has learned that the most important things reveal themselves only to those willing to wait.

She is standing in front of Bather, No. 7. She has been standing there for nearly four minutes. He knows because he has been counting, and because four minutes is longer than anyone else has looked at any of his photographs tonight, and because the quality of her looking is different from the others. The others glance. They appreciate. They move on. This woman stares as though the photograph owes her something.

She is not what he expected. He has read her work—the ArtReview piece, yes, but also the smaller essays, the graduate journal articles, the blog she maintained for two years before abandoning it. He has read everything Tatum Zhao has published, which is considerable for someone so young, and he has constructed from those words an image of the person who wrote them: sharp, cerebral, probably severe. He imagined angles. Hard surfaces. Someone armored by intelligence.

Instead she is soft. Not in the way the word is usually meant—not weak, not yielding. Soft the way a bruise is soft. She looks like someone who feels things at the wrong depth, who processes the world through a layer of skin that is one cell too thin. She is wearing a black dress that is slightly too big for her and boots that are slightly too scuffed for a gallery opening, and her dark hair is pulled back in a way that suggests she did it quickly and without a mirror. She is not beautiful the way Margot is beautiful—he can already see the sister circulating through the crowd, drawing eyes the way a flame draws moths. Tatum is beautiful the way a photograph is beautiful: she requires attention. She rewards sustained looking.

Gage feels the old electricity. It starts in his fingers, that specific tingle that means his hands want to hold something, to frame something, to capture and keep. He knows what this feeling is. He has felt it before, and the knowledge of what happened the last time he felt it—and the time before that, and the time before that—should be enough to make him walk away. Should be enough to make him find the gallery director, thank her for the show, and leave through the service entrance the way he has already planned.

He does not walk away.

He watches Tatum Zhao look at the photograph of a woman who is no longer alive, and he thinks: she sees it. She sees the thing in the image that no one else has seen, the thing he put there without meaning to, the invisible signature of a man who loved the subject more than the art. She sees it and she is not afraid.

This is the quality he looks for. Not beauty, though beauty helps. Not intelligence, though intelligence is essential. What Gage needs—and he has given himself permission to call it need, because the alternative word is worse—is a specific kind of emotional permeability. An openness. A willingness to be affected. He needs someone who will stand in front of his work and feel it in her body, not just her mind. Someone who will look at a photograph of a woman sinking into dark water and think, without irony or self-protection: he loved her.

Because that is what Tatum is thinking. He can see it in the angle of her shoulders, the way she has unconsciously mirrored the posture of the woman in the photograph. She is leaning forward, slightly off-balance, as if the image has its own gravity and she is falling into it. Her lips are parted. Her hands are still at her sides.

She looks like Audrey. Not in the specifics—the hair is different, the bone structure is East Asian where Audrey’s was Northern European, the build is slighter. But in the quality. In the particular frequency of her attention. In the way she stands as if she has forgotten she has a body and exists only as a pair of eyes.

Gage closes his eyes. Behind his lids, Audrey is standing in the shallows of Stillwater Lake, and the late-afternoon light is turning her skin to gold, and she is laughing at something he’s said, and she has not yet walked deeper. She has not yet walked past the point where the bottom drops away. She has not yet become the photograph that he keeps in the locked drawer of his darkroom desk, the one that no one has ever seen, the one that he looks at every night before he sleeps.

He opens his eyes. Tatum is still there.

He walks toward her.

* * *

[image: ]


LATER, AFTER THE GALLERY has emptied and the caterers have packed the last of the glasses into crates, Gage sits in his studio in Red Hook and develops the roll of film he shot that evening. He does not use digital. He has never used digital. There is a quality to analog photography that digital cannot replicate—not the grain, not the tonal range, but the delay. The gap between the moment of capture and the moment of seeing. In that gap, anything is possible. The image exists as potential, as promise, as a kind of Schrödinger’s photograph that is simultaneously perfect and ruined until the chemistry reveals which.

He did not photograph Tatum tonight. He wanted to. His hands itched with it the entire time they talked—that conversation in the back room that lasted forty minutes and felt like four, during which she said things about his work that no one had ever said, during which she used the word evidence and he felt something in his chest crack open like a darkroom door admitting light.

He did not photograph her because photographing her would mean beginning, and he is not sure he can begin again. The last time he began—with Lena, in Portland, two years ago—it ended the way it always ends. Not with violence. Gage is not violent. He wants to be clear about that, even in the privacy of his own thoughts. He has never raised a hand. He has never shouted. He has only ever loved with a totality that other people find, eventually, suffocating.

Lena left in the middle of the night. She took her clothes, her books, her cat, and the set of darkroom prints he had made of her over the course of their fourteen months together. She left a note on the kitchen counter: I can’t breathe.

Before Lena, there was Nadia, in Berlin. Before Nadia, there was a series of shorter entanglements—women drawn to his work, to the intensity of his attention, to the way he made them feel seen. They all used that word. Seen. As if visibility were the same as safety.
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