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The first time she saw him was through the lens of her camera, the way she saw most of the world. Her mother joked the lens was her third eye, since she was hardly ever without it. Charlie had long ago embraced the fact she saw things the way others did not. So, when she took his picture for the first time then immediately forgot what he looked like, she had to take his picture again. And again.

He was a guest in the whirl of disco lights and ice sculptures, but as soon as the shutter clicked he was a shadow-presence, there, but intangible. A disembodied silk shirt covered in a pattern of stylised peacocks and interwoven with gold thread. Designer jeans of indeterminate length or shape. A faceless, glamorous ghost. 

He was exactly what she had been trying to capture for years but didn’t have the words to explain. 

Charlie had won her first photography prize aged seven, when her father’s camera was too heavy for her and she’d had to rest it on the garden wall at their holiday home in Devon that she was almost too short to see over. Her work had tried to capture that ever since: something on the edge of vision, something beyond her limited perspective. Taking promo photos for launch events wasn’t really what she wanted to do, but it boosted her profile and meant she could keep the business going without parental help. Charlie knew she was lucky to have her parents and their backing, and a nice house in Chelsea, and that she could afford to pursue her passion full-time. Her grandfather had made the family money, but Charlie had never needed to work the way he had. As far as she was concerned, the carefully cropped and edited family memories of Before - before grandfather, before the good schools and the good jobs and the first and second homes and the savings accounts - were all of the story she needed to know. She filed them away and went on with living her life, the only one she knew or understood. Her world was telescoped, fragments in a dark room, digital images manipulated with tints and filters, and every experience she ever had was recorded in pictures with compulsive fervour. She wasn’t equipped for the man who wasn’t there, who resisted record and perforated her memory with magnetic emptiness.
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THE LAUNCH PARTY WAS too warm, she was hungry, her feet ached. 

She experienced the laughter and sharp profiles of the fashionistas through the glass window glued to her eye, a Who’s Who of London’s art scene, erasing the things that ought not to be going on by pointing the camera somewhere else. Still, the small details fascinated her. The perfect black sheen on a model’s dress, a single white fleck of cocaine on the frill at her neck. A smudge of dark lipstick on a stubbled cheek. A gleam of gold wrapped around a finger but ignored. Her own reflection, only her hair visible around the camera, new flame-red shade replacing mousey brown. 

She saw the faceless man flickering through the crowd, recognising the clothes but not the person wearing them. 

“Who’s that?” she asked Hugo, her favourite of the Chelsea set. Too large and good-natured for his father’s cutthroat firm, Hugo was heaping stress and misery on himself in his downtime by hopelessly eyeing up his ex, Justin, and was not paying attention. 

“Who’s who?”

“Never mind.” Charlie patted him on the arm and slid around him, avoiding the knot of their chattering mutuals, doing her job.
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HE WAS A SHUTTER CLICK and gone. Featureless. She couldn’t say whether he was tall or short, or if his hair was brown, blond, or the same shade as her own. She remembered the shirt, the peacocks, the gold thread - but not how it fitted. He was at the buffet table and she took photograph after photograph, stealthy and invisible through the herds of glittering, memorable subjects, until she was so close the camera could focus on individual hairs adhering to his oversized collar. One was long and blonde, one a short black. He smelled of perfume and cologne that wasn’t his. 

“Want me to pose for you?” he asked, and the thrill at hearing his voice was short lived. She couldn’t remember what he sounded like when he stopped speaking, only what he’d said. 

Charlie fumbled the camera. “Sure.”

He posed. She drank him in, feverishly clicking, changing the aperture, adjusting the zoom. 

“Let me take one of you.”

Charlie never let anyone touch her camera. She shook her head, lowering it for a moment. “Oh, no, you’re fine.”

“I’m not, but thanks for the vote of confidence.” The man gave her a high contrast smile that sliced into her brain and out again. “On my phone, I mean.”

He had the latest model with the best camera, and she was impressed. “You take photos?”

He gestured to her to move slightly to her left, as if he knew what he was doing. Charlie knew the mirror was behind her now and wondered if he’d catch himself in it. It wasn’t a good composition. He wasn’t a professional. 

“I dabble in lots of things.” 

“Ah.” Charlie’s stomach growled as she realised how close the buffet was. “One of those.”

“Oh, ouch.” He took his time and she brought her camera up swiftly to take one of him taking her. He tossed his phone in the air, surprising her. It spun and he caught it deftly, flipping it between his fingers in a mesmerising figure of eight, before pocketing it. “I’ll send them to you, if you want.”

“Sure.” Charlie didn’t think about it until she realised what he was doing.

He caught her full force with the flash of a dazzling grin. “What’s your number? I’ll send them now.”

Her chest lurched, and she pushed out a breathy laugh. “Smooth.”

“I’m Wesley. My friends call me Wes.”

“Hi Wesley. I’m Charlotte. People call me Charlie.”

He cocked his head. “Oh. Double ouch. What if I get you some food? And a glass of champagne, one won’t hurt, right? What d’you think?” He had a slight accent she couldn’t place, but it wasn’t refined. His clothes belonged here, but he didn’t. She could see that now, and though when she turned her head to salivate over the buffet he vanished from her memory, that impression stayed with her. 

“Maybe.”

He took it as a challenge. Charlie gave him her number. “Would you consider modelling for me?” she asked, as she handed over her business card. 

“Clothes optional, I trust? Definitely.” 

“I was thinking in a professional capacity, but you know what, forget it.” She made to take the card back. 

It disappeared into his top pocket. “No, no, so did I. I appreciate the arts, me. Although, I don’t think any of the snaps you take will be useable.” She wasn’t certain, but she thought he winked. “See you round, Charlie.”
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The first time he whirled into her studio with a swagger and the same silk shirt was during a storm. They had no appointments that day, a delivery had been and gone and the studio was a mess. Charlie had lost a utility knife and had a plaster on her finger from cutting open the boxes of props and films. The wind and rain lashed the pavement outside Charlie’s premises on North End Road, pedestrians a jostling gust of umbrellas and flapping coats blowing by the window, when the door burst open and there he wasn’t. 

He was a perfect stranger to her at first, but as he took off his sodden coat, she recognised the oversized collar and the gold thread through the purple peacocks, and knew exactly who it was because as she blinked, she forgot what he looked like. He had been right about the photographs being unusable. His image in all of them was like a black hole, sucking attention and then fading from memory leaving a deformed gap in the composition. She’d had to crop him out of every photo he appeared in, spending hours poring over the launch event until she had become an expert at recognising that tug at the back of her eye, alerting her to his presence in a group shot or in the background. That was before she realised something else: none of the pictures of him would compress. They were the largest images on her computer, and they were the reason it nearly crashed, the reason why it suddenly worked a lot faster once she’d cropped him out and deleted a load of them. She printed a few out beforehand, though, and these were in her desk drawer. She wasn’t sure what to do with them. 

“Ready for my close up,” he announced, holding out a hand. “Charlie, right? I don’t know if you’ll remember me. Wes. We met at the...”

“I remember,” Charlie said. 

He dropped his hand. “You do?” 

She extended her own. “You got me some food, got my number, and you never sent me the pictures you took of me.”

He paused before he shook her hand. It felt unlike any other hand she’d touched. His skin buzzed faintly against hers, as if he had an electric current running through him. It was like a living overlay, and underneath wasn’t flesh, wasn’t blood, wasn’t bone, just layers and layers of shifting, vibrating images all the way down. She tugged her hand away. 

“Sorry. Cold hands, warm heart, that's what they say, right?” Wes treated her to a snappy smile, crooked and slipping in and out of her mind in a blink. “It’s blowing a bloody gale out there, any chance of a cup of tea?”

Charlie swallowed, stomach fluttering. Her hand tingled, aching to touch him again, to see if it would be the same the second time. 

“Sure.” She regained composure, wondering how to capture him, if the secret was light. She locked the door and led him through to her studio, making sure he could see her fellow photographer in the office, so he knew they weren’t alone. “I’ll get you some tea, and then we’ll get started. Make yourself comfortable.”

He made straight for the chaise longue, draping himself over it like a Shakespearean tragedian. “Whenever you’re ready.” 

She nodded and made to leave, increasingly flustered at the mess in the room and drifts of flattened cardboard spilling from one corner. 

Wes sat up abruptly. “Jesus...” He’d sat on the utility knife. 

Charlie swore, cheeks on fire. “Sorry, we had a delivery and I wondered where that had got to... I must’ve... god, sorry.” 

“No harm done!” He laughed it off and handed it to her. “One condition, though. I want all the pictures. All of them. I’ll pay you whatever you think is reasonable, but they’re all mine. Right?”

Charlie blinked, and forgot how serious he looked. “Of course.”

“They don’t get displayed.”

“No, of course not. You’d have to sign a consent form for an exhibition or...”

He lounged back, one leg dangling over the end, one foot on the floor. “Alright then. This should be fun.”

Charlie doubted that. She put the knife on a shelf to deal with later, made him a cup of tea, and got started, taking photograph after photograph of the man who
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