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Chapter One: The Eyes That See


The afternoon light was softening, tilting gold as it fell through the tall windows of the old house. It slipped across the floorboards like warm silk, catching in the folds of linen and the curve of bare skin. Julian adjusted the aperture with a quiet touch, fingers moving with reverence, not calculation. He didn’t speak. He rarely did when the light was this good.

Leah stood barefoot on the edge of the woven rug, one shoulder turned toward him, chin tilted, arms loose at her sides. She wore a thin ivory slip that clung where it caught the sun and vanished where it didn’t. Her hair—dark gold and undone—fell over her collarbone, obscuring nothing. She didn’t smile.

“Like that,” Julian said. His voice was low, breath more than sound.

She held the pose.

Behind the lens, Julian felt something shift in his chest. There was a way Leah looked at him—direct, unblinking, unafraid—that always unsettled him, even after years. He had photographed many women. Some were striking. A few were even beautiful. But none of them looked into the lens as if they were the ones behind it.

He pressed the shutter. The click felt like punctuation.

Leah didn’t flinch.

She kept her gaze steady, but her thoughts were moving—slow and restless, like leaves stirring at the bottom of a pond. The breeze through the cracked window played with the hem of her slip. Her skin was alert. Her mouth ached faintly from the way she was holding it.


She wondered, not for the first time, what he saw when he looked at her this way. Not as a woman, or a wife, but as a subject. Julian spoke fluently in light and shadow, in angles and silence, but rarely in words. And never about her.


He took another photo. She didn’t move.

“Turn,” he murmured. “A little more. Right shoulder back.”

She obeyed. The strap of the slip fell, catching briefly on the curve of her upper arm before sliding free. She didn’t pull it back up.

Julian said nothing. The camera clicked twice, spaced like a heartbeat.

It wasn’t lust that filled him. Not entirely. That came later. What he felt now was slower, stranger—an ache at the base of his throat. He lowered the camera slightly to look at the line of her spine, the way the sunlight curved into the small of her back, the black ink of her tattoo—crawling in elegant lines from the back of her calf to the hidden reach of her hip. He’d photographed that tattoo before, countless times. But never like this.

“Don’t move,” he said.

She didn’t.


There were things Leah didn’t say aloud. That sometimes, being his subject felt like being enclosed in a glass bell—gilded, admired, and entirely still. She wanted to know how it might feel to be photographed by someone who didn’t know the precise weight of her gaze, the exact degree of her smile. Someone who hadn’t memorised her body like a private scripture.


She didn’t want someone else. Not in the way Julian feared.


She just wanted to be discovered, not framed.


When the last light faded from the wall, Julian lowered the camera and let the silence settle. It wasn’t the cold kind. More like the hush after a concert.

“That’s it,” he said quietly.

Leah nodded. She stepped off the rug onto the bare floorboards. Her slip clung to the backs of her thighs. Her skin, flushed from stillness and the weight of attention, prickled.

“Wine?” she asked.

Julian looked at her—this time without the lens.

“Yes,” he said. “Please.”



Later, they sat in the soft lamplight. The laptop was open on the coffee table, the first few images flickering in slow rhythm across the screen. Julian was quiet, his gaze tracing shadows and curves. Leah sat beside him, one leg drawn up under her, sipping from her glass.

“You didn’t answer me earlier,” she said.

Julian looked up. “About what?”

“About how it would feel if someone else photographed me.”

He studied her, not with suspicion, but with care—like he was checking all sides of a thought before responding.

“Do you want that?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, after a beat. “Maybe.”

His jaw shifted, but he said nothing.

“It’s not about someone else. It’s about seeing myself differently. Through someone else’s eyes.”

“I see you.”

“I know,” she said gently. “You see me the way you love me. The way you’ve memorised me. And that’s beautiful. It’s… safe.”

Julian’s eyes didn’t leave hers. “Safe is bad?”

“No. But sometimes I wonder what it would be like to be seen with no history. Just as I am. That moment. That body. That face.”

He leaned back, glass balanced in his hand. “That sounds lonely.”

“Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe it’s freeing.”

She watched him—his face, his silence, the way his fingers rested on the trackpad like they didn’t trust themselves to move.

“Do you ever want to be seen like that?” she asked.

He gave a small smile. “No one photographs men like that.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Maybe,” he allowed. “Or maybe I don’t want to know what someone else might see.”

“You’re afraid?”

“I prefer control.”

She smiled. “I know.”

Her foot nudged his. Bare skin on denim. He looked down.

She leaned in. “What if I want to surrender a little?”

His eyes flicked up.

“To someone else?”


“No,” she said. “To the act. To what it brings out.”


He hesitated. “And what if they see something I missed?”

“Then maybe it was never yours to see.”

He set his glass down.

“And what if you like how they see you more than how I do?”

“Then I’ll have learned something,” she said. “About me. About you.”

Julian exhaled slowly. “I don’t want to lose you in the name of curiosity.”

“You won’t,” she whispered. “But you might have to share the light.”

She rose and crossed the space between them, slipping onto his lap, legs folding around his hips. He caught her with a practiced motion—arms around her waist, hand resting in the small of her back, thumb tracing the fine lines of her tattoo.

“I love how you see me,” she said, close to his ear. “But I need to see myself too.”

Julian closed his eyes.

And murmured: “What if I don’t recognise what you become?”

She kissed his cheek. Slowly. Tenderly.


“Then you’ll have to look harder.”




Leah’s gaze lingers on the photo still open on the screen—her own face, not smiling, but lit from within. 


“She looks like a stranger,” she whispers.




Julian leans forward.




“Then let’s find out who she is.” 


Chapter Two: The Offer


The email arrived just before noon, though Julian didn’t see it until evening. He had been editing all morning—working through a series from a woodland shoot two weeks earlier. Leah, bare-legged in the ferns, sunlight breaking through the leaves like soft fracture. He’d been struggling with the contrast curve, the skin tones. Nothing quite held.


It was Leah who noticed the notification, a quiet ping from his laptop as she set down two mugs of tea.


“You’ve got mail,” she said, smiling.

Julian glanced over. The subject line caught him mid-reach.


From: isobel@rennerstudio.com
Subject: An Invitation


His fingers froze on the trackpad.

Leah peered. “Isobel Renner?” she said. “That name sounds familiar.”

Julian hesitated, then clicked.

Dear Mr. Hart,

I came across your recent work on the StudioNorth forum. The portrait series—especially the untitled study of the woman in the white slip—stopped me cold. There is honesty in your framing. Stillness, but not detachment. That’s rare.

I run a small private studio just outside the city, focused on contemporary portraiture—mostly female subjects. I’m currently curating a new body of work titled ‘Muse’ and am interested in collaborating with select models and photographers. The woman in your image—your wife, I presume—has a presence I find deeply compelling.

If she would be open to participating in a session, I would be honoured to photograph her.


Warmly,
Isobel Renner
Renner Studio


Julian read it twice. Then again.

Leah was quiet. She sipped her tea, watching him from across the table.

“Well,” she said eventually, “that’s… unexpected.”

He nodded, then scrolled to Isobel’s signature again. It was simple, no links. No attachments.

“You’ve heard of her?” he asked.

“Of course,” Leah said. “She used to model. In the nineties. Beautiful in that unbothered, European kind of way. I think she vanished for a while. Came back as a photographer. Shoots mostly women now. Intimate stuff. Honest.”

Julian’s silence was not agreement, exactly.


“She’s good,” Leah said. “Very good. And she likes me.”


He looked up. “It’s not about that.”

“No?” Her eyes softened. “What’s it about, then?”

Julian didn’t answer. He turned back to the screen, clicked through to Isobel’s website.


The homepage was bare. Just a name, a monochrome logo, and a line of navigation: work / studio / ethos.



He clicked work.


The images opened slowly, like secrets. Black-and-white portraits—some clothed, some nude, all composed with a deliberate lack of spectacle. No harsh light. No cosmetic angles. Just women: mid-laugh, eyes closed, arms wrapped around themselves or resting open to the air. Each photo felt like a breath held too long.

Leah leaned in beside him.

“That one,” she said, pointing to a woman in her forties, kneeling in an oversized men’s shirt. “That’s what I mean. She sees people.”

Julian nodded, but his jaw was tight.


“She also shows people,” he said. “That’s different.”


“Not always,” Leah said softly.

They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of the screen between them. Outside, the sky was shifting—a pre-storm grey moving over the rooftops. Leah sipped her tea again, then said:

“I’d like to meet her.”

Julian looked at her. Really looked.


She didn’t seem excited. Not giddy. Not reckless. Just… open.


“I’m not saying yes to anything,” Leah added. “Not yet. But I want to know what she sees. And why she wants to see me.”

He closed the laptop, slowly.


“She’s not interested in you,” he said. “She’s interested in the version of you she’s imagined.”


Leah tilted her head. “Isn’t that what you do, too?”

	
  



Later that night, Julian lay awake beside her. Leah’s breathing was soft and even, her spine curled gently toward him. He traced the edge of her shoulder blade with his eyes—followed the trail of ink where her tattoo disappeared beneath the hem of his shirt.

What did Isobel see?

What could she possibly see that he hadn’t already memorised?

And why did that question feel more dangerous than any answer?

	
  




Julian rises early the next morning. Alone in his studio, he opens the folder from their last shoot, pulls up the image of Leah with the fallen strap.
He stares at it for a long time.
Then, without thinking, he clicks Reply.



Isobel—
Thank you for your message. I’ve spoken with Leah. She’s interested in meeting. Let us know what you have in mind.



He hovers over Send.
And clicks.



Chapter Three: The Second Gaze


The studio was nothing like Julian had expected.


It wasn’t the sterile, overlit space he’d imagined, nor the kind of curated minimalism that often masqueraded as taste. It was quiet, yes—but not cold. Still, in a way that felt listening. The kind of silence that made you aware of your breathing. A space built for attention, not performance.


Light filtered in from tall windows placed high on the northern wall, falling in soft, uneven patches across the polished concrete floor. The air smelled faintly of lavender and old wood. Pale curtains hung loose from ceiling rails—some open, some partially drawn, forming ghostlike corners of privacy.

Julian took it in with the eye of someone who had spent years behind a lens: noting the bounce of light, the muted palette, the deliberate restraint. It was a room designed not to overwhelm—but to witness.

Leah stood just behind him. He could feel her before he turned. She wasn’t nervous, he realised. She was alert.

There was a readiness in her—like skin held just an inch from shiver.

	
  



The woman who entered the room wasn’t announced, and yet she arrived. She moved with the quiet ease of someone long studied and no longer concerned with the gaze of others. Tall, angular, wrapped in neutral layers—black slacks, a cream shirt, sleeves rolled.

Isobel Renner was older than Julian had imagined, though that only made her presence more pronounced. The streaks of silver in her dark hair were deliberate, even elegant. Her face was untouched by anything artificial. Her eyes, dark and steady, seemed to look through and around things all at once.

“Leah,” she said, as if the name were a known fact, not a polite formality. “Thank you for coming.”

Leah stepped forward and offered her hand. “Thank you for asking.”

Their hands met—brief, unforced. Still, Julian noted the way Isobel’s thumb brushed lightly across Leah’s knuckles before letting go.

“And you must be Julian.”

He nodded. “I am.”

“Your work is... quiet,” she said. “That’s a compliment.”

Julian offered a muted smile. “Thank you.”

Isobel tilted her head slightly. “The image with the slip—it stayed with me.”

He knew the one she meant. He remembered the moment—the turn of Leah’s shoulder, the angle of her gaze, the way the strap had slid of its own accord. But hearing it named by someone else felt strangely invasive. Like a private echo spoken aloud in a different register.

“She makes it easy,” he said.

“No,” Isobel said, her eyes not leaving Leah. “She makes it real.”

Julian felt the praise land somewhere other than admiration. It stirred something uncomfortable—pride tangled with displacement.
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