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“Excuse me,” Emmy pleaded for what felt like the hundredth time that day. “May I take a picture of you?”

Her question was returned with a disdainful sidelong glance from the orange-haired woman Emmy had trailed halfway down Oxford Street — in a completely non-stalkerish way, of course. Emmy’s breath puffed out in front of her as she quickened her pace, her flared, striped trousers causing her inner thighs to chafe. Her camera swung like a pendulum around her neck, a dead weight she had not yet found use for.

“Please.” She was on the woman’s heels now, choking on a whiff of her smoky, floral perfume — or had she somehow bathed in potpourri this morning?

Either way, it was not the smell Emmy cared about. The woman had caught her eye immediately when she’d left a bookshop down the road a few minutes ago, her face pierced with an array of metal balls from her eyebrows to the lower dimples of her mouth. Emmy’s index finger had been itching to click the shutter release on her camera, and she gathered the neck of her lens in her hand, ready in case the woman should change her mind. “I’m making a book. A book of portraits. I’d like you to be in it. If you could just give me a minute.”

“Not interested, love,” the woman grumbled, before slipping into Gap with impressive speed.

Disheartened, Emmy came to a stop and was almost knocked off her feet by a shopper walking too closely behind her. She dodged them before they could trip her up with their two huge Primark bags, leaning against a shop window to catch her breath. If chasing people through the city was to be part of this project, she would have to get in shape.

Then again, perhaps she was in the wrong place. Oxford Street bustled with families and workers on a Saturday afternoon, not dawdlers who had time to stop and chat with the strange lady who wanted to take their picture. She sighed and shifted directions, crossing the road and heading for the closest side street before she could change her mind. A bus honked at her as she did, and she realised too late that she should’ve waited. She sprinted the rest of the way, until packed stores were swapped with tree-lined avenues and wrought iron fencing that protected tall apartment blocks. She probably wouldn’t have much luck here, either, but at least she was out of the way of all the chaos.

“Excuse me.” She stepped in front of the first person she found — an elderly lady hunched over a walking stick who had been ambling slowly enough that Emmy didn’t think she would mind an extra five minutes added on to her journey — and flashed her a friendly smile. “Would you mind if I took your photograph?”

“Whatever for?” The woman’s face twisted into disgust; clearly, Emmy had misjudged her. In her tartan raincoat and bobble hat, she’d seemed a sweet old grandmother. Now, with her sour, wrinkled glower, she appeared to be anything but. “You better not be putting me on that bloody snap-book-face-gram thingy. You youngsters…!”

Her words garbled into incoherent mumbling as she stepped around Emmy on the uneven pavement, stick clicking and soles of her slippers scuffing across the concrete.

“No, miss,” Emmy corrected, cutting her walk short again. “I’m a photographer, and I’m putting together a book. I’m looking for interesting subjects to be a part of it. Maybe we can have a chat?”

“With all due respect, love” — the old woman bristled, milky eyes peering over thick-framed glasses perched on a bulbous nose — “get lost.”

“But miss!” Emmy begged desperately.

“Don’t make me hit you with my stick, girl. Shoo.”

Emmy only narrowly avoided the walking stick as the crone suited action to words; Emmy’s beret nearly flew off her head as she righted herself and carried on down the road before she became the victim of an assault. She took off the flame-red hat and dropped it in her bag, tousling her fringe until it was a tangle of brown hair sticking up at all angles. She didn’t care; she’d vowed not to, as one of her New Year’s resolutions.

What she did care about was this book. It had sounded like such a good idea in her head, to walk the streets of the city and find willing subjects to photograph. She had imagined pages brimming with different walks of life, different stories. Now, though, it was beginning to feel like a lost cause. Nobody in London wanted their photograph taken by a stranger, let alone share their life story with her.

But she would have to keep trying. She couldn’t go home, not on a Saturday. Matt, her ex-boyfriend and still-roommate, was likely lounging on the sofa watching a football game.

Emmy peered up at the apartments she had stumbled upon, eyes pricking with tears she refused to let fall. There were a few “To Let” signs in the windows, but she would have to sell a kidney on the black market to be able to afford an apartment in the centre of London by herself. Between jobs and having her family hours away in Devon, she hadn’t yet been able to move out of the flat she and Matt had bought together last year. Since the breakup, Emmy had been hiding in the spare bedroom — which was only just big enough to fit a single bed — or wandering the streets aimlessly with her camera. She could find no photography jobs, no cheap places to rent, no nothing, and she had no friends here. She was stuck.

But she wouldn’t feel sorry for herself. She sucked in her cheeks until her chin stopped wobbling, the smell of grease trailing her as she passed a fish and chip shop and, beside it, a bakery. Both were piled up with people getting lunch, but beyond that, the street was dead.

And then, a few blocks down, an intimidatingly tall man emerged from the graffitied lip of an alleyway, clutching a black helmet that winked in the low sunlight. Shoulder-length, dirty blond hair whipped across his raggedly bearded face, but from across the road, Emmy couldn’t make out much more of him than that.

When he came to a stop beside a black motorcycle, she knew it didn’t matter.

Her head snapped one way and then the other before she sprinted frantically across the road to reach him. “Wait! Excuse me, sir! Please wait!”

The man paused with his helmet suspended above his head, one corner of his mouth quirked upwards in puzzled amusement. “You don’t look like an evil landlord, lassie.”

His Scottish twang caught Emmy off guard, and she halted, breathless, in front of him, resting a hand on the handlebars of his motorbike as a painful knot tightened in her side. It had been a long time since she had last run so quickly. Chest heaving, she held a hand up to signal for him to wait, examining him while she recovered. Up close, he appeared younger than Emmy had initially thought, though that youth was mostly concealed beneath his scruff. He was even more interesting up close, his eyes a pale green and cheekbones cut high. A perfect subject.

“I’m a photographer,” she rasped out finally.

“Ah, I see.” The man patted his seat proudly. “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”

“No,” Emmy replied without thought, finally gathering enough energy to straighten. At the offended narrowing of his eyes, she corrected herself. “I mean, yes, but I’d like to take a picture of you.”

The man’s forehead creased. He tucked his helmet beneath his arm and brushed a knotted strand of hair behind his ear.

She decided then and there that this time, she wouldn’t take no for an answer. He was practically already posing for her. She could imagine how his portraits would turn out, with the small park down the road providing an unfocused smattering of dull greens and browns in the background and the midday light slanting through the buildings at the perfect angle.

“I’m no model, I’m afraid. I’m flattered, though. Truly.” 

“I’m not looking for models.” Emmy’s neck ached against the weight of her camera, and she adjusted her strap as she edged into his shadow, running a finger along the smooth neck of the bike. The man leaned impatiently as he fiddled with the thick silver bands on his fingers. A black swirl of tattoos poked out of one sleeve, stopping where the back of his hand began. Every detail of him thus far only made Emmy want to photograph him more. “I’m putting together a book of portraits. I want to find different walks of life and tell their story with my pictures and their words. It won’t take long. I just need five, ten minutes, tops.”

“That sounds interesting and all, love, but I don’t have five minutes. I have to get going.”

Defiantly, Emmy nudged herself between the man and the bike, her camera serving as a second barrier. The man shifted in surprise, eyes still glinting with curiosity. He seemed to wear a constant smirk, as though everything Emmy did was some kind of inside joke to him. It intimidated her, but she knew better than to show it. “Please, sir. Just five minutes.”

A sigh broke from his chest, eyes flitting behind him to the apartment complex he had just emerged from and then back to Emmy. He adjusted the backpack on his shoulder, zips dancing with the movement. “Alright, five minutes.”

“Really?” Emmy’s heart lifted in surprise, relief flooding through her.

The man nodded, tongue slipping across his teeth. “Where do you want me?”

Emmy assessed her surroundings quickly. Luckily, no other cars were parked close enough to ruin the framing, so she stepped back into the road after making sure the coast was clear. “Just stand in front of the bike as you are. Maybe lean onto the seat a little bit.”

He did, still smirking as he cleared his throat and waited. “You know, I’m sure you could find someone a wee bit more bonny to photograph in London.”

Emmy snorted as she lifted the camera, peeking at the man through the viewfinder and fiddling with the ISO setting. “I tried. Believe it or not, people don’t take well to a stranger chasing them down Oxford Street with a camera… Not that I’m saying you’re unattractive.”

A brief rumble of laughter escaped him. Emmy took the opportunity to capture him, a toothy grin splashing across his face as his eyes fell to the floor. Perfect. He reminded her of a Norse god, all bedraggled and broad-shouldered and ruggedly charming: a less chiselled Thor, perhaps.

She clicked a few more times, crouching and tilting while ordering him to look this way and that. He was surprisingly patient with her, raking his hands through his hair on some and throwing up his helmet in others just to catch it suavely a moment later. Emmy could tell by the red staining his cheeks that it made him feel silly, and she appreciated him all the more for not complaining.

With every tick of the shutter, a flicker of excitement fizzed in Emmy’s stomach. This was exactly what she had wanted when the idea for the book had come to her.

Finally, something was going right.

“You’re a natural,” she praised as she scrolled through her gallery. It had definitely been longer than five minutes now, but the man didn’t seem to care. Emmy was just about to catch him tugging at the fleece-lined collar of his jacket when his attention was stolen by something over his shoulder.

“Ah, shite,” he cursed. At the same time, a distant jumble of reprimands pealed out half a block away.

Emmy rose from her haunch and searched for the source of the interruption. She found it in the form of a short, stout man running towards them, knuckles punching the air.

“… report you… police… filthy bastard!”

“I better be off, love. Thanks for the ego boost, aye?” 

“Wait,” Emmy choked out. “I can’t use these pictures without knowing your story first. It’s the whole point of the book.”

He was already tugging on his helmet as the other man hurtled ever closer, face beetroot red and lips curled into an ugly grimace as he shouted more obscenities. “You better tell your friend he owes me more rent! You can’t be coming and going as you please!”

“Sir, please, if you could just give me a phone number to contact you on…” Emmy tried again, only to be drowned out by her model’s own bellow.

“Don’t worry, mate!” The Scot’s words were muffled by his helmet, but Emmy could still make out his derision. “I willnae be coming back!”

Looking at Emmy, he huffed. 

“For Christ’s sakes.” He popped open the luggage compartment behind the seat, stuffed his backpack in, then took out another helmet and offered it to Emmy. “Get on, will you?”

Emmy eyed the helmet, swallowing down her shock as she contemplated.

The Scot shot another wary glance behind him. The short man would reach them in a few seconds, his disembodied head a scarlet balloon floating above the parked cars a few metres away. 

“I don’t have all day. Are you coming or not?” He threw one leg over his bike and kicked up the stand.

She pushed the panic down, pushed everything down. It was just a motorbike. And he had a helmet. That was always a sign that one cared about health and safety. What was the alternative? Feeling as desolate and hopeless as she had been ten minutes ago, with no new content she could use for her book? Emmy snatched the helmet determinedly, twisting her camera across her shoulder so that it would be safe as she scrambled onto the back of the bike. It felt like a vacuum; the world, the universe, all sucked away until she existed in this new dimension behind a tinted visor. The man’s shouts were distant, unimportant. The Scot tugged her arms around his torso quickly, and she wrapped them into a tight loop as the motor rattled to life.

And then the world dissolved, stone bleeding into trees and cars leaking into buses. Emmy’s stomach was abandoned somewhere on the concrete as they rounded a corner, and then another, away, away, away.

A laugh, high-pitched and foreign to her own ears, bubbled from her. She fought the urge to hold her arms out as though she was in Titanic, instead pressing herself closer to the Scot as an icy wind reigned over them. It might have torn her asunder, but with a stranger’s body as her shield, she could feel none of its sharp bite.

She could feel only him and the world whistling past her until she was lost to it — never to be returned.

* * *

It hadn’t been Lachlan’s plan to pick up a peculiarly dressed photographer on his way out of the city. It hadn’t been his plan to get caught squatting in his friend’s old flat, either. He had been so close to taking off without a hitch — and then her: the woman clinging onto him for dear life as he weaved in and out of stagnant London traffic, all for the sake of a photograph. The last thing Lachlan would ever want or expect was to be a model, but it had been clear on Binney Street that she wouldn’t take no for an answer. Besides, she was cute, he supposed, and he was more than a little flattered that she had wanted him of all people to pose for her.

It only occurred to him when he passed St. Pancras train station that he had no idea where to drop her off and would have to stop to ask.

They parked by a curb around the corner. Lachlan toed the kickstand down and climbed off the bike, offering a hand for her to do the same. He raised his visor.

“Are you good to go from here? It’s just that I have places to be.”

“No, no, no.” The woman removed the helmet, then shook her head. Her round cheeks were flushed, brown eyes bright. She was pretty in an offbeat, elfin kind of way, with an up-turned nose and a cleft chin. The stripy trousers and fluffy coat didn’t quite match. “I didn’t get on that bike with you for the hell of it. You told me you would be in my book!”

“And you got the photographs you wanted,” Lachlan replied roughly.

“But not your story. I have to ask you some questions.” The woman blew her mussed fringe from her eyes, words bursting from her at fifty beats a minute. “And I don’t even know your name, for goodness sake. "

“Lachlan.”

She frowned. “Bless you.”

Lachlan rolled his eyes, muscle feathering in his jaw as his patience dwindled. “My name is Lachlan. Is that enough for your little book?”

“Lachlan,” she repeated. “Nope, you’re going to have to spell that for me. Hang on.” She tried to root through her purse without dropping the helmet, camera swinging at her hips.

“Tell you what,” Lachlan intervened. “Why don’t I just give you my phone number, and you can reach me there for whatever it is you want from me?”

“So that you can ignore me until I give up?” she questioned stubbornly. “Can’t you spare me five minutes over a coffee or something?”

“Are you asking me on a date, lassie? A modern woman. I like it.”

She loosed an irritated puff of air that set Lachlan smirking. For a moment, he forgot about his plans, that nagging urge to get away ebbing against the amusement he gained from winding this woman up.

“Will you or not?”

He took the helmet from her. “Look, I don’t have a story to tell. I’m flattered — really — but you won’t get anything interesting from me. Promise.”

“Nothing at all?”

“Nothing,” he enunciated. “Zilch.”

“So getting chased down the street, then… that’s normal for you?”

Lachlan stifled a chuckle. She was persistent: he’d give her that. “Aye. Isn’t it for you?”

She glared. “Just give me something. Anything. Where do you have to be that’s so important you can’t give me five minutes?”

“Fine.” Lachlan shook his hair free as he lifted his own helmet off. He had learned a long time ago when to stop fighting a losing battle. “I’m headed to Dover. Going to travel Europe on my baby.” He gave the worn leather of his seat a loving caress.

The woman responded with a raised eyebrow. “You’re going to take a road trip on a motorcycle?”

“Correct — or that was the plan. If I don’t catch my ferry in time, I won’t be going anywhere.”

The hint was lost on her. “So… you just ride around?” 

“That’s how bikes work, I believe.”

“Wherever you want?” As though subconsciously, her fingers danced across the camera at her waist. Lachlan eyed the motion, understanding. A road trip was probably every photographer’s dream, and she was restless with it. He could feel it. 

“Wherever I want.” He leaned in closer. He was over a head taller than the woman and hated the idea of seeming intimidating. “What’s this book you were working on, again?”

“I, er, want to capture different people around the city. Well, the country, if not the world, but that’s just a pipe dream. I wanted to put together a book of portraits, with different people’s stories. I thought maybe… I don’t know, I thought it might make a difference.”

“A difference to who?”

“Anyone.” She gulped, shaking her head. “There’s just so much out there, you know? So many people go through so many different things. Everybody deserves to have their story told.”

Lachlan nodded, softening. He could see the passion simmering just beneath the surface of her. More passion than he’d ever had for anything. His heart stuttered with it.

“Imagine flicking through a book and finding out that this beautiful, smiley person in the picture has been through the same shitty experiences as you. Or imagine feeling as though you’ve never fit in, whether that’s because of your race or your gender or a disability, or even just the way you dress, and you pick up this book that celebrates the differences you’ve always been taught to hate about yourself and hide away from everyone else.” She seemed to realise that she was still talking, and clamped her lips together timidly. When Lachlan said nothing, too stunned to even try, she shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s stupid.”

“Doesn’t sound stupid to me, love.” Lachlan sighed, unable to tear his gaze from her. “In fact, I think it sounds epic.”

“Yeah?”

“Aye.” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “But I meant what I said. I don’t have anything inspiring to give you.”

“Don’t or won’t?”

Lachlan shook his head. “You’re barking up the wrong tree. You’ll find yersel’ a better muse than me out there.”

Finally, she nodded dejectedly and adjusted the straps of her shoulder bag, rocking back on her heels. “Fine. Thanks for the ride, then.”

“No bother.” He should’ve been glad when she finally turned around and headed back towards St. Pancras. Instead, he felt wrong and untethered and perhaps slightly guilty to watch her leave.

It didn’t feel right.

Huffing, he moved to put the spare helmet away, then stopped. He glimpsed the time on his old, beaten wristwatch. Two-thirty. His ferry left at six, and he’d have to fight his way through Saturday afternoon traffic all the way there.

But he still had three and a half hours. The ride to Dover was an hour less than that, if he didn’t stop along
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