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Chapter 1

The Saturday morning sun filtered through the canvas awnings of the farmers market, casting everything in a warm, honeyed light. I sat across from Elise at one of the small café tables tucked between the flower stalls and the bakery booth, watching her wrap her fingers around a paper cup of coffee that had probably gone lukewarm. Shopping bags clustered around our feet, heirloom tomatoes, fresh bread, a bouquet of dahlias I insisted on buying her.

"You're doing it again," I said, smiling at her over my own coffee.

"Doing what?"

"That thing where you look at people. Like you're watching them."

She laughed, caught. "Occupational hazard. Sorry." She was watching a young mother negotiate with a toddler over a pastry, the kind of small human moment that always drew her eye. At thirty-four, she spent enough years as a hobby writer that she couldn't turn off the observer part of her brain, the part that collected details and filed them away.

I reached across the table and squeezed her hand. "I love that about you. Your eye.” I had paint under my fingernails, cadmium yellow, though it was hard to tell in this light. I was working on a new series all week, coming to bed smelling of linseed oil and turpentine. "Want to do another lap? I think I saw some early apples at that orchard stand."

"You just want another cinnamon roll."

"I just want another cinnamon roll," I admitted, grinning.

She was about to agree when a hand landed on her shoulder from behind.

I saw her entire body change. Her breath caught. Her spine went rigid. And then, and this was the part that stuck with me later when I replayed it in my head, she started to turn into the touch, her face already shifting into an expression I never saw before. Not quite a smile but something more nuanced than that.

"Elise fucking Morrison."

The voice came from a man I didn't recognize, though Elise clearly did. She went very still, and I watched something shutter closed behind her eyes.

"Adrian." His name came out of her mouth steady, controlled. "Wow. Hi."

I stood up, instinct, maybe, or just the awkwardness of sitting while this stranger touched my wife's shoulder, used language with her we didn’t use. He was tall, well-dressed in that studied casual way that probably cost more than my entire outfit. Gray at the temples. Good-looking, if you went for that sort of thing. His hand was still on Elise's shoulder.

"'Wow, hi?'" He laughed. "I haven't saw you in what, eight years? And I get 'wow, hi?'"

"Nine," Elise said, and something about the precision of it made my take note. "I think. Maybe nine years."

The man's eyes finally left Elise and scanned to me. I watched him assess me with the kind of gaze I recognized from gallery openings, the quick evaluation of someone deciding whether you mattered or not. His hand finally left my wife's shoulder.

"Daniel," Elise said, and her voice had found its footing again. "This is Adrian Vale. We knew each other at college. Adrian, this is my husband, Daniel."

She said the word husband like it meant something specific, something more than just introducing me. Like she was establishing a perimeter.

Adrian extended his hand and I took it. His grip was firm, confident. "Adrian Vale," I repeated, the name clicking into place. "The photographer?"

"Guilty." His smile was easy, practiced. "You've saw my work?"

"Your Icelandic series was at the Morrison Gallery last year. Pretty good stuff." It had been incredible. Stark and beautiful and technically perfect. I remembered standing in front of those prints, feeling simultaneously inspired and inadequate.

"Thanks, man. That means a lot." He turned back to Elise. "Your dad finally came around on contemporary photography?"

"He died," Elise said quietly. "Three years ago. My brother runs it now."

Something flickered across Adrian's face. "Elise, I'm sorry. I didn't know."

"Why would you?" The words came out sharp, and Elise softened them with a small smile. "It's fine. We weren't exactly keeping in touch."

An awkward pause settled over the table. I gestured to the empty chair, mostly because I didn't know what else I was supposed to do. "Do you want to sit down? We were just taking a break from shopping."

Elise shot me a look I couldn't quite read, but Adrian was already pulling out the chair, settling in. "Just for a minute. I'm actually meeting someone." He checked his watch, expensive, I noticed. Everything about him was expensive. "Got about ten minutes."

"What brings you to Portland?" I asked, trying to fill the silence, trying to ignore the way Elise had wrapped both hands around her coffee cup.

"I'm shooting a feature for Aperture, the gentrification of Pacific Northwest neighborhoods.” He chuckled that way they do. “Ironic, I know, given what I probably pay in rent." He flashed a self-deprecating smile. "Flew in from New York yesterday. I forgot how much I missed the easy-going West Coast."

"You're in New York now?" Elise asked, and I heard something in her voice. “Williamsburg. Overpriced and full of people pretending to be artists even more than me, but the light's good as they say,” and he chuckled again. Some inside baseball, that. His eyes held hers just a beat too long. "What about you? Still writing?"

“Just hobby stuff." She kept her hands wrapped around that coffee cup. "Daniel's the professional. He paints."

"Landscapes," I added, feeling suddenly defensive. "Nothing as exciting as Adrian's work. Strictly to market.”

"Don't sell yourself short," Adrian said, but he wasn't looking at me. "You always said you'd write a novel. Ever do it?"

Always said. The phrase hung there. How many conversations had they had about her novel? How well had they known each other?

"Working on it," Elise said, which was news to me. She never mentioned working on a novel.

"I love to read it when you're done."

"Maybe." She took a sip of cold coffee.

Adrian leaned back in his chair, his gaze traveling between us. "So how long have you two was married?"

"Four years," I said, and I heard the pride in my own voice. "Five in October."

"Congratulations. That's great. Really great." His smile didn't quite reach his eyes. "Met in Portland?"

"At a gallery opening, actually," Elise said. "I was covering it for a little paper. Daniel had a piece in the show."

"Love at first sight over a landscape painting. That's almost too perfect." There was something underneath his words that I didn't like, something that felt like mockery.

I laughed anyway. "Not exactly. I had to ask her out three times before she said yes."

"Elise was always particular about who she spent her time with." Adrian's eyes found hers again. “Very high standards."

The implication in those words landed. Elise's face colored slightly. "I was particular about not dating subjects for articles," she corrected. "Professional ethics."

"Right. Ethics,” he said absently. He checked his watch again and stood. "I should probably get going. Don't want to keep my assistant waiting." He extended his hand to me again. "It was good seeing you, Elise. Really good."

"You too," she said.

We shook hands, and then he turned back to Elise. "You know, I'm in town through next weekend. We should grab coffee. Catch up properly. I want to hear about everything I've missed."

I waited for her to say no.

"Maybe," she said instead. "We're pretty busy, but maybe."

"I'm staying at the Sentinel. Room 412. Give me a call if you find time." He pulled out his wallet and extracted a business card, setting it on the table between them. Heavy card stock, minimalist design. "Both of you, I mean. Would love to get to know Daniel better." He winked at me.

And then he was gone, weaving between the market stalls, disappearing into the Saturday morning crowd.

Elise stared at the business card like it might bite her.

"Small world," I said, settling back into my chair. I was smiling, though I wasn't sure why. "Adrian Vale. That's kind of wild."

"Yeah." Her voice sounded distant. "Wild."

"You didn't mention you knew him. That's a pretty big name to just not mention."

"It never came up." She forced herself to meet my eyes. "It was college. We ran in similar circles. He was in the art program, I was in journalism. Portland's arts scene was pretty incestuous back then."

I nodded, accepting this. Why wouldn't I? she never given me reason not to trust her. But something felt off. The way her body had responded to his touch. The way she known exactly how long it had been since she saw him. Nine years.

"He seems intense," I said.

"He's a photographer. They're all intense." She picked up the business card, then put it back down. "We weren't that close."

The phrase echoed strangely. We weren't that close. Not "we were friends" or "we knew each other." Something more carefully worded than that.

“So did you want to get those apples?" she asked, and I recognized the deflection for what it was.

"Sure." I gathered our shopping bags, trying to shake off the unease settling in my chest.

She stood up, leaving the business card on the table. "It's was a long time."

We walked toward the orchard stand, and I let my hand find the small of her back. She leaned into me, warm and familiar and safe. She slipped the card into her purse.


Chapter 2

The kitchen smelled like vanilla and brown sugar when I came downstairs around nine. Elise stood at the counter in her old college t-shirt and pajama shorts, measuring flour into a bowl with the focused precision she brought to everything she did. The KitchenAid hummed on low speed.

"Baking?" I leaned against the doorframe, watching her. "It's kind of late."

"Couldn't sleep." She didn't look up from the bowl. "Thought I make those lemon bars for tomorrow. Your mom's coming for lunch, remember?"

I forgotten, actually, but I nodded. "Need help?"

"I'm good." She added baking powder, then reached for the salt. Her movements were fluid, automatic. She made these lemon bars a hundred times.

I poured myself a glass of water and sat at the kitchen table, watching her work. The silence stretched between us, not quite comfortable. Finally, I said, "So. Adrian Vale."

Her hand paused for just a fraction of a second over the mixing bowl. "What about him?"

“Imagine running into him after all these years."

"Portland's not that big." She cracked eggs into a smaller bowl, one-handed, the way she always did. "Especially in the arts scene. You know how it is."

I did know how it is. Portland's creative community was incestuous, everyone connected by two degrees of separation at most. But that didn't quite answer the question I was asking. "You two were close?"

"We were just friends." She whisked the eggs with force. “There was one of those group houses. Him and three other people. It was one of those situations, you know? We all hung out, people coming and going.”

"You never mentioned that."

"Didn't I?" She glanced over her shoulder, her expression genuinely surprised. "I could've sworn I told you about it. Big Victorian, always cold, landlord who never fixed anything?"

She had mentioned living in a house in college, but she never mentioned Adrian specifically. I was fairly certain about that. "What was he like back then?"

Elise shrugged, pouring the egg mixture into the dry ingredients. "Intense. Talented. Kind of pretentious, if I'm being honest. He walked around with his camera like it was a part of him. Took himself very seriously."

"Sounds like he still does."

"Yeah, well. Success probably didn't help with that." She turned on the mixer again, and the conversation paused while the beater whirred through the batter. When she switched it off, she added, "He was dating this girl in our house, actually. They were on-again, off-again the whole year.”

Something about the way she offered this detail felt deliberate, like she was redirecting my attention. Look here, not there.

"Did you keep in touch after college?" I asked.

"Not really. We ran in different circles after graduation. He went to New York almost immediately. Got picked up by some gallery." She scraped the batter into a glass pan with practiced efficiency. "I stayed here, obviously."

"He seemed pretty interested in catching up."

"He's probably just being polite." She slid the pan into the preheated oven and set the timer. "You know how it is when you run into old friends. Everyone says 'we should get coffee' and then nobody ever does."

I wanted to point out that he gave her his hotel room number. That seemed like more than just polite. But Elise had already moved to the sink, washing the mixing bowl with focused attention, and something about her posture made me swallow the words.

"He called you Elise Morrison," I said instead.

She glanced back at me, eyebrows raised. "That was my name."

"I know. It's just... the way he said it. Like he forgot you got married."

"He probably did forget. It's was nine years, Daniel." She dried her hands on a dish towel. "People don't keep perfect tabs on each other."

Nine years. She said it again, that precise number. I took a sip of water and watched her wipe down the counter, erasing all evidence of the baking process. She was good at that, leaving no mess, no trace.

"Are you going to call him?" I asked.

"Why would I call him?"

"He said he wanted to catch up."

"He said we should catch up. As in both of us. And I'm pretty sure that was just small talk." She folded the dish towel into a precise square and hung it over the oven handle. "Besides, we're busy. Your mom tomorrow, that gallery thing on Tuesday, my deadline for the Willamette Week piece..."

She was listing our schedule like it was evidence of something. Like being busy meant she wouldn't make time for an old friend. An old friend who'd made her body go rigid when he touched her shoulder.

"Okay," I said.

She looked at me then, really looked at me. "Okay?"

"Yeah. I was just asking." I stood up, set my water glass in the sink. "You coming to bed?"

"In a bit. I want to clean up a little more."

The kitchen was already spotless, but I didn't argue. I crossed to her and kissed her forehead. She leaned into it, her hand coming up to rest briefly on my chest.

"Love you," she said.

"Love you too."

I went upstairs alone, leaving her in the kitchen with the smell of baking lemon bars and whatever she wasn't telling me.


Chapter 3

I heard the doorbell from my studio, the converted garage where I kept my easel and paints and the north-facing light I fallen in love with when we first saw the house. It was Wednesday afternoon, and I was working on a new piece, trying to capture the particular quality of autumn light filtering through Douglas firs. The painting wasn't cooperating.

Through the studio window, I watched Elise cross the front yard to the gate. She spent the morning cleaning, I heard the vacuum, smelled the lemon wood polish. She wore jeans and a cream-colored sweater that made her look soft and approachable, her hair pulled back in a loose knot at the nape of her neck.

Adrian came through the gate carrying two camera bags and a tripod. Even from a distance, I could see him taking in our house, the 1920s Craftsman bungalow We bought three years ago, all original wood and built-in bookshelves and leaded glass windows. We painted it sage green with white trim, and Elise had planted hydrangeas along the front porch that bloomed ridiculous and blue all summer.

I should have gone out to say hello. That would have was the normal thing to do. Instead, I stayed at my easel and watched them walk toward the front door, watched Adrian's hand hover at the small of her back without quite touching, watched Elise laugh at something he said.

They disappeared inside.

I gave it ten minutes, then followed.

The kitchen was always the best room in the house. West-facing windows let in floods of golden afternoon light, and Elise had made it beautiful, open shelving displaying her grandmother's ironstone, herbs growing in terracotta pots on the windowsill, a butcher block island We found at an estate sale and refinished ourselves. The walls were a warm cream color she agonized over for weeks, testing sample after sample until she found the exact right shade. Flour sack towels hung from brass hooks. A bowl of farmers market peaches sat on the counter, their skin fuzzy and blushed with red.

Adrian had set up his tripod near the island, and camera equipment sprawled across our kitchen table, lenses, light meters, battery packs. He was adjusting something on his camera, his back to me.

Elise stood at the counter, measuring flour. She put on an apron, the canvas one I gotten her last Christmas, still crisp and relatively unstained. She looked up when I came in.

"Hey," she said, her smile easy. "Adrian's doing some test shots for his project. I told him our kitchen would be perfect."

"The light in here is incredible," Adrian said, turning around. He extended his hand and I shook it. "Thanks for letting me crash your afternoon."

"No problem." I leaned against the doorframe, trying to seem casual. "What are you shooting?"

"Trying to capture authentic domestic moments in gentrifying neighborhoods." He gestured around our kitchen. "Places like this, original architecture, thoughtfully restored, the kind of aesthetic that's pushing out the communities that lived here for generations. No offense."

"None taken," I said, though I felt a little stung. We bought the house from an elderly woman who'd moved to assisted living. Her kids had been relieved to sell it.

"I want it to feel warm, lived-in. Real." Adrian moved behind his camera, looking through the viewfinder at Elise. "Not staged. Just... ordinary life, but beautiful. You know?"

Elise had gone back to measuring flour, her movements careful and precise. She was making bread, I realized, her sourdough recipe, the one she spent months perfecting during the pandemic.

"Elise, can you tilt your head just slightly toward the window?" Adrian's voice had changed, taken on a different quality. Directive. Sure. "Yeah, like that. Perfect."

The camera shutter clicked. Once. Twice.

“Now reach for that bowl, no, the white one. Yeah, that one."

She reached. The shutter clicked.

“Didn’t mention this,” I said smiling at Elise.

“Oh yeah, I phoned him this morning, we got talking about houses, asking me which neighborhoods he should see, and I said, why not ours? And then,” she laughed, “I told him what you said about our house, the heritage thing and all that, and well, here he is!”

“Here he is, I echoed her.”

“It’s perfect,” he said behind his lens.

I watched him work, watched the way he moved around her, circling, getting angles. He was good, I could see that. Efficient. Confident. He barely looked away from his viewfinder.

"Can you push that hair back from your face?" he said. "It's catching the light weird."

Elise raised her hand to her temple, tucking a loose strand behind her ear.

"Other side."

She switched hands, and I saw something flicker across her face, not annoyance, exactly. Something more complex than that.

"Good. Now look down at what you're doing. Concentrate on the bread."

She looked down. Her hands moved through the familiar motions, add water, mix, the beginning of kneading. The afternoon light caught the flour dust in the air, made it glow like gold.

"Beautiful," Adrian murmured, and I couldn't tell if he was talking about the light or her or the composition. "Just like that. Don't look at the camera."

“Okay” she said in a soft, nearly private voice.

“You’re Elise, this whole kitchen, the whole trad-wife trip,” he laughed. “They eat this shit up in New York.” He looked up from his camera, his eyes intensely on Elise’s form. “They don’t believe anybody is living like this for real.”

He moved closer, adjusting his lens. He was maybe three feet from her now, close enough that I could see her awareness of him in the set of her shoulders.

“I love it, though,” he said almost to himself. “I just didn’t think Elise was…” he trailed off.

She glanced at me and shrugged with some sort of defeat.

"Okay, now I want you to knead the dough. Really work it. Get your body into it."

Elise's hands pressed into the dough, folding it over, pushing it away. The rhythm of it, the physical effort, her forearms flexing, the hem of her sweater riding up exposing a sliver of skin above her jeans, it was intriguing to me.

Adrian shifted position, crouching to shoot from a lower angle. "Perfect. You're a natural at this."

"I've made bread a hundred times," she said.

"No, I mean in front of the camera. Some people freeze up. You just... flow." The shutter kept clicking. "Remember when I shot you for my portfolio?”

I felt my spine straighten. She never mentioned that.

"That was a long time ago," Elise said in a quiet voice, her eyes still on the dough.

"You wore a green dress. We shot in the gallery after hours, just you and all those paintings." He adjusted something on his camera. "Some of the best portraits I've ever taken, I say.”

The shutter clicked.

"Adrian..." Elise's voice carried a warning I recognized, though I couldn't have said what she was warning him against.

"Okay, different pose." He straightened up, moved around to her other side. "Turn toward me slightly. I want to see your face."

She turned. The light caught her cheekbone, the curve of her neck.

"Now look up. At me."

She looked up and something passed between them that I couldn't read. The shutter fired rapid-fire, five or six shots in quick succession.

"Got that.” Adrian lowered his camera, grinning. "That's the shot. I can feel it." He stared into the screen on the back of his camera.

Elise went back to kneading, her movements a little more forceful than before.

"You want to come around and see?" Adrian gestured to me with the camera.

I pushed off from the doorframe and crossed to where he stood. He turned the camera's display screen toward me, clicking through the images. They were beautiful, I could admit that. The light, the composition, the way he captured the domesticity of the moment. And Elise looked beautiful in them, golden and soft and absorbed in her work.

But it was that last image that stopped me. The one where she was looking up at him. Her expression wasn't quite a smile. It was something else. Something familiar in a way I couldn't place.

"You've got a good eye," I said, handing the camera back.

“Yeah thanks." He was already moving again, repositioning the tripod. "I want to get a few more while the light's still good. Elise, can you start shaping the loaf? I want to capture your hands working."

I stayed for a few more minutes, watching him direct her, watching her follow his directions. Small adjustments, tilt your chin, shift your weight, turn the dough this way. Each instruction delivered with quiet authority. Each instruction followed without question.

Finally, I couldn't stand there anymore.

"I'm going out to my studio," I said. "Let me know if you need anything."

"Thanks, babe." Elise glanced up at me, her hands still working the dough. "We shouldn't be too much longer."

I left them in the golden kitchen, the shutter clicking behind me like a heartbeat.


Chapter 4

Elise's laptop sat open on the coffee table, the screen casting a blue glow across the living room. We finished dinner, the bread she made during the shoot, still warm, with butter and the tomato soup I thrown together. Now she sat cross-legged on the couch, her wine glass balanced on her knee, staring at her email.

"He sent them already," she said.

I looked up from my book. "The photos?"

"Yeah. He said he did a quick edit on the plane back to New York." She clicked something, and I watched her eyes widen slightly. "Oh."

"Good oh or bad oh?"

She didn't answer. She was scrolling now, her face lit by the changing images on the screen. I set my book down and moved to sit beside her.

"Can I see?"

"Yeah. Yeah, of course." She angled the laptop toward me, but her eyes never left the screen.

He sent maybe twenty images, all from the kitchen shoot. They were professional, more than professional. They were the kind of photos you'd see in Kinfolk or Cereal, that carefully curated aesthetic of beautiful domesticity. Warm light. Artful composition. And Elise, golden and lovely in every frame.

"These are really good," I said, and meant it.

"They're better than good." Her voice had a quality I couldn't quite identify. Wonder, maybe. Or something close to it. She clicked to the next image, her hands kneading dough, flour dusting her forearms, her face in profile. "I don't... I don't usually look like this."

"You always look like this."

"No, I don't." She shook her head, still scrolling. "I look like a person who makes bread. In these, I look like... I don't know. Someone in a magazine."

“He’s going to be back and forth between Portland and New York a lot coming up, he said.”

“You get to see him again.”

“He wants to do more photos for a project he’s thinking of.”

She stopped on the last image, the one where she was looking up at Adrian. I recognized it immediately. The one I saw on his camera display. Her face was soft, open. Feminine in a way that seemed both familiar and strange. Like I was seeing her through someone else's eyes.

"He's really talented," I said quietly.

"Yeah." She took a sip of wine, her gaze still fixed on the screen. "He always was."

I waited for her to close the laptop, to turn to me, to say something that would break whatever spell these images had cast. But she just kept scrolling back through them, slowly now, pausing on each one.

"You can really see the light in our kitchen," she said. "The way it comes through the windows. I knew it was beautiful, but seeing it like this..."

"Makes you want to move to Brooklyn and start an artisanal bakery?"

She laughed, but it sounded distant. "Something like that."

I watched her face as she studied the images. There was something in her expression I didn't recognize, a kind of pleased vanity, maybe, or self-awareness. Like she was discovering something about herself she forgotten, or never quite known.

"Did he shoot you a lot? Back in college?"

The question came out before I fully decided to ask it.

She glanced at me, then back to the screen. "A few times. He was always looking for models. Free labor, you know? And I needed portfolio shots for my journalism applications."

"Just portfolio stuff?"

"Mostly." She closed the laptop with a soft click, and the room fell into dimmer light from the single lamp in the corner. "Why?"

"Just curious." I picked up my wine glass, swirled the remaining red at the bottom. "He mentioned that shoot in the gallery. With the green dress."

"Oh. Right." She tucked her legs underneath her, pulling a throw pillow into her lap. "That was for his senior thesis project. He did a whole series about Portland spaces, the gallery, Powell's, the Chinese Garden. He needed people in them to give them scale. Or life. Or something. I don't really remember the concept."

She was giving me details, the way she had in the kitchen that night. Specific enough to sound true, vague enough to avoid real answers.

"You looked happy," I said. "In today's photos."

"I was happy. It's fun, being photographed like that. Feeling beautiful." She set her wine glass down and reached for my hand. "You make me feel beautiful too. You know that.”

It felt like reassurance I hadn't asked for. Like she was answering a question I hadn't quite posed.

"I know," I said.

She leaned her head against my shoulder, and I put my arm around her. We sat like that for a while, quiet, her laptop closed on the coffee table between us and New York, where Adrian was probably already editing the next batch of images. More kitchens, more women, more golden light.

But I kept thinking about her face when she first opened those photos. That look of discovery. Of recognition.

Like she saw someone she used to know.


Chapter 5

I planned to be gone for this one.

I told Elise I had a gallery meeting across town. Not quite a lie, I rescheduled it for today specifically, and she nodded absently, already thinking about what she wear. I noticed that, the way she started considering her clothes differently on the days Adrian was coming over.

Today it was a white linen button-down, sleeves rolled to her elbows, tucked loosely into high-waisted jeans. Bare feet, simple gold hoops in her ears. She looked effortlessly beautiful, which I was beginning to understand took considerable effort.

But the gallery meeting ended early, the curator had a family emergency, and I found myself pulling into our driveway at two-thirty instead of five. Adrian's rental car sat at the curb, a black SUV that probably cost more per day than our mortgage payment.

I could have stayed away, driven somewhere, killed a few hours. But it was my house. I let myself in quietly.

They were in the living room. I heard Elise's laugh first, then Adrian's voice giving directions. I stood in the entryway, still holding my keys, and watched.

He moved beyond the kitchen. Camera equipment was sprawled across our space, light reflectors propped against the bookshelf, a camera bag open on our coffee table, lens caps scattered across the rug Elise had found at an estate sale in Sellwood.

Elise sat on our couch, one leg tucked under her, a book open in her lap. Our couch, the velvet one We saved for months to buy, deep blue and soft as water. The afternoon light came through the front windows at an angle, cutting across her face.

"Tilt the book toward the light," Adrian said from behind his camera. "Yeah, like that. Now look down at the page like you're really reading."

She looked down. The shutter clicked.

"Good. Now touch your hair. Just, yeah, tuck it behind your ear."

Her hand rose to her temple, fingers trailing through the loose strands. The gesture looked natural, unconscious. I wondered how many times she practiced it.

"Beautiful. Hold that."

Click. Click. Click.

I set my keys on the entry table, and they both looked up.

"Hey!" Elise's face brightened. "You're back early."

"Meeting got cut short." I crossed into the living room, stepping carefully around a light stand. "How's it going?"

"Really well." Adrian lowered his camera. "Your house has incredible bones. Every room is giving me something different."

"Every room?"

"We started in the kitchen again," Elise said, setting the book aside. "Then moved to the bedroom for some morning-light shots..."

"The bedroom?" I tried to keep my voice neutral.

"Just the window seat," she said quickly. "With the reading nook? The light coming through those old windows is perfect."

I knew the window seat she meant. We put it in ourselves last spring, custom cushions in a muted sage that complemented the walls. Elise liked to sit there on Sunday mornings with her coffee and the newspaper.

"Can I see what you've gotten so far?" I asked Adrian.

"Sure, yeah." He held out the camera, clicking through to the display. "Here, check it out."

I took the camera, scrolled through the images. The kitchen shots were similar to last time, Elise at the counter, the ritual of preparation, hands and light and domestic grace. But then the scene shifted.

The bedroom window seat. Elise curled up with her knees drawn to her chest, her face turned toward the light, eyes closed like she was feeling the sun on her skin. The white curtains behind her created a soft halo effect.

Next image: Elise standing at our bedroom window, her hand resting on the frame, looking out at something. The curve of her neck. The slope of her shoulder. You could see the unmade bed reflected in the glass.

"These are nice," I said, hearing the tightness in my own voice.

"Keep going," Adrian said.

The living room shots started. Elise on the couch with the book. Elise reaching for a cup of tea on the side table, her sweater slipping off one shoulder. Elise's bare feet tucked under her, toes painted a pale pink.

Then newer ones. Elise standing in front of our built-in bookshelves, her fingers trailing along the spines. Elise in the hallway, leaning against the doorframe to my studio, the light from my north-facing windows illuminating her profile.

"We haven't done the studio yet," Adrian said. "I wanted to ask you first. But that light..."

"Maybe not the studio," I said, handing back the camera.

Something flickered across his face, disappointment, maybe, or irritation, but he just nodded. "Fair enough. Your space."

"We were about to do some shots by the front windows," Elise said, standing up. "The way the street light comes through the leaded glass. Adrian thought it would create interesting patterns."

"Show me," I said.

I watched Adrian position her by the window, his hands hovering near her shoulders, guiding her without quite touching. Elise shifted her weight, angled her body the way he indicated. The afternoon sun caught the leaded glass, throwing small rainbows across her face and throat.

"Okay, now I want you to put your hand on the glass," Adrian said. "Flat, like you're feeling the warmth of the sun through it."

She raised her hand, pressed her palm to the window. Her fingers spread slightly against the cool glass.

"Perfect. Now turn your face toward your hand. Close your eyes."

She turned. Closed her eyes. The light painted her in gold and shadow.

The shutter clicked in rapid succession. Adrian moved around her, crouching, standing, getting angles. He was close now, maybe two feet away. I could see the concentration on his face, the way he bit his lower lip slightly when he was composing a shot.

"These are going to be gorgeous," he murmured. "Elise, you were always a dream to photograph."

She smiled without opening her eyes, and something about that smile made my chest tight.

"Okay, let's try the hallway," Adrian said. "I want to capture you walking toward the camera. Natural movement. Like you're going about your day."

They moved into the narrow hallway with the original hardwood floors. I followed, standing back, watching Elise walk toward the camera over and over. Each time, Adrian would adjust something. Her pace. Her expression. Where her hands fell.

"Let your hand trail along the wall," he said. "Like you're steadying yourself. Or just... feeling your way through your own home."

Her fingertips touched the cream-colored wall, and I thought about all the times I watched her move through this hallway, getting coffee in the morning, carrying laundry, walking to bed. Ordinary moments I never thought to photograph, never thought someone else would want to photograph.

"Now stop," Adrian said. "Right there. And look back over your shoulder at me."

She stopped mid-step, looked back. Her expression was soft, almost questioning. Like she was inviting him to follow.

Click. Click. Click.

"Got it. That's the one." Adrian straightened up, grinning. "You feel it when you get the shot, you know? Like everything just aligns."

"Can I see?" Elise asked, and there was that eagerness again in her voice. That need to see herself through his lens.

He showed her the screen, and I watched her face light up. "Oh, that's beautiful."

"You're beautiful," Adrian said, and the words hung in the hallway, casual and certain.

I cleared my throat. "I should probably let you two finish up. I've got some prep work to do for tomorrow."

"You don't have to leave," Elise said, but she was still looking at the camera screen.

"It's fine. I'll be in the studio if you need me.” I turned. “For anything.”

I left them in the hallway, the shutter already clicking again, and closed myself in the converted garage with my paints and my unfinished canvases. Through the window, I could see into our living room. I could see Adrian repositioning his equipment, could see Elise adjusting her shirt, pushing her sleeves up higher on her arms.

I tried to work, but I kept glancing back. I kept watching them move through our house, room by room, turning our life into something beautiful and foreign and not just ours anymore.


Chapter 6

Adrian's text came on Saturday morning: Coffee? Just you and me. Want to run something by you.

I stared at the message for a long time before responding. Elise was still asleep, her hair spread across the pillow, one arm thrown over her head. Sunlight filtered through the bedroom curtains, the same light Adrian had photographed her in three days ago.

Sure. When?

Hour? That place on Hawthorne with the good espresso?

I knew the one he meant. Elise and I went there sometimes on weekends.

I found him at a corner table, two cups already ordered. He stood when I approached, shook my hand like we were colleagues meeting for a business discussion. Maybe we were.

"Thanks for coming," he said as I sat down. "I know it's last minute."

"What's up?" I wrapped my hands around the ceramic mug. The coffee was good, a cortado, which was what I usually ordered. He remembered from our first meeting at the farmers market, or maybe he asked Elise.

"I wanted to talk to you about the project," Adrian said. "And about Elise."

My stomach tightened. "Okay."

"The shots we've was getting are incredible. Better than I expected, honestly." He pulled out his phone, swiped through images. "The response has been really strong. I posted a few to my Instagram, anonymized, obviously, no location tags, and the engagement has been through the roof."

He turned the phone toward me. I saw one of the window shots, Elise with her hand pressed to the glass, her face tilted toward the light. The caption read something about authenticity and domestic spaces and the performance of home.

"Two hundred thousand impressions in three days," Adrian said. "People are connecting with it. With her."

"That's great," I said, though I wasn't sure it was.

"Here's the thing." He leaned back, cradling his coffee. "What we've was doing so far is good. It's solid work. But I think we could push it further. Create something really special. And I wanted to get your blessing first."

"My blessing for what?"

"The project is about authenticity, right? About real life in these gentrified spaces. But there's a tension there, between the authentic and the curated. Between who we really are and who we perform being." He was speaking in that art-school language I recognized from openings and artist statements. "And Elise has this quality on camera. This openness. This feminine energy that's rare to capture."

"Feminine energy," I repeated.

"Yeah. It's not something you can fake. Either someone has it or they don’t, right? You see that. You’re an artist too.  It's about vulnerability. Receptiveness. Being willing to be seen.” He took a sip of his coffee. "The best images happen when the subject trusts the photographer completely. When they're willing to let down their guard."

I thought about Elise looking back over her shoulder in the hallway. That inviting glance.

"What exactly are you proposing?" I asked.

"More intimate shots. Not intimate like that," he added quickly, seeing my expression. "I mean emotionally intimate. Vulnerable. Raw. The kind of images that show who someone really is when they're not performing for anyone."

"She's was performing for you. For your camera."

"Has she?" Adrian tilted his head. "Or has she just was... herself? That's the magic of it. When the performance and the reality become the same thing."

I didn't know how to respond to that.

"I'm thinking early morning shots," he continued. "Getting ready for the day. First coffee. Those in-between moments. Maybe some evening work too, winding down, domestic rituals. The stuff that happens when no one's watching."

"Except you'd be watching."

"Through the lens, yeah. But that's different. The camera creates distance. It lets people forget they're being observed." He leaned forward. "Look, Daniel, I know this is your wife. Your home. I'm not trying to overstep. But I think we could create something really meaningful here. Something that says something true about how we live now. And Elise is perfect for it."

The way he said her name, familiar, possessive in a way I couldn't quite articulate.

"Have you talked to her about this?" I asked.

“She’s fine with it, she’s excited about it.”

I should have told him we’d done enough, that he had plenty of material, that he should find someone else's life to document. But sitting there in the coffee shop, with Adrian looking at me with that expression of artistic sincerity, I couldn't find the words.

"How much more time are we talking about?" I asked instead.

"Few more sessions. Maybe over the next two weeks? I'm flying back to New York at the end of the month. It would need to happen before then."

Two more weeks. I tried to imagine two more weeks of Adrian in our house, in our bedroom, our hallway, directing my wife's body and face and expressions.

"Let me think about it," I said.

"Of course. Absolutely." He finished his coffee. "And Daniel? I want you to know I really appreciate how cool you've was about all this. A lot of partners would be weird about it. The time, the access, the whole thing. But you get it. You're an artist. You understand what it takes to create something real."

He was flattering me, and I knew it, but it still worked somehow. It made me feel like saying no would be small-minded. Unsophisticated. The kind of jealous suspicion that had no place among people who understood art.

"I'll talk to Elise," I said. "See what she thinks."

"Great. That's all I can ask." He stood, and I stood with him. We shook hands again. "Thanks for meeting me. And seriously, the work we're doing here is special. You should be proud. Both of you."

I walked back to my car through the Saturday morning crowds, past the boutiques and coffee shops and yoga studios that had replaced whatever used to be on this block before people like Elise and me moved in.

I sat in the driver's seat for a long time before starting the engine, trying to figure out what exactly I agreed to.


Chapter 7

I told myself to stay in the studio this time. Give them space. Trust the process. All the things I convinced myself were the mature, artistic response to what was happening.

But I couldn't concentrate on the canvas in front of me. Couldn't stop listening for sounds from the house, voices, footsteps, the click of Adrian's shutter.

It was Thursday afternoon. Elise had taken the day off from her writing. She was in the bathroom for over an hour before Adrian arrived, and when she come out, I did a double-take.

She wore a white silk blouse I never saw before, delicate, expensive-looking, with pearl buttons up the front. A pencil skirt in charcoal gray. Sheer stockings. Heels, the kind you never wore around the house. A string of pearls at her throat that had been her grandmother's.

"Wow," I said. "That's different."

"Adrian asked me to dress up a bit more. Less casual." She checked her reflection in the hallway mirror, adjusting the pearls. "He said we've done the effortless domestic thing. Now he wants to capture something more... intentional."

"Intentional," I repeated.

She kissed my cheek, leaving a trace of lipstick I felt there for an hour afterward. "It's just clothes, babe. It's for the aesthetic."

Now, standing at my studio window, I could see into the living room. Could see Adrian adjusting a light reflector, see Elise standing by the couch, waiting.

I lasted twenty minutes before I went inside.

They were focused when I entered, Adrian crouched low with his camera, Elise standing near the window in a column of afternoon light. She turned when she heard me, and I saw her face was made up more than usual. Subtle, but there. Defined eyes. Darker lips.

"Hey," she said, smiling. "Come to supervise?"

"Just taking a break." I leaned against the doorframe, trying to seem casual. "Don't mind me."

Adrian glanced back. "Actually, perfect timing. I could use a second opinion." He stood, gestured to the couch. "I want to do a series with Elise on the sofa. More relaxed poses. Intimate without being, you know. Keeping it classy." There was that grin again.

"Sure," I said, though he hadn't really was asking.

"Elise, let's start with you sitting. Just natural." Adrian moved behind his camera as she settled onto the couch, her skirt smooth beneath her, ankles crossed. "Good. Now uncross your ankles. Let your knees fall apart slightly. Just a little."

She adjusted, and I watched the line of her legs change, become less formal.

"Perfect. Now lean back. Really sink into the cushions."

She leaned back, and the silk blouse pulled across her chest.

Click. Click. Click.

"Beautiful. Now bring one hand up to your collarbone. Touch the pearls."

Her fingers rose to her throat, rested on the strand of pearls. The gesture was elegant, old-fashioned. Like something from a different era.

"Gorgeous. Hold that." Adrian circled around, shooting from different angles. "Now tilt your head back slightly. Close your eyes. Like you're feeling the sun on your face."

She tilted her head back against the couch cushion, exposing the long line of her throat. Her lips parted slightly.

Adrian lowered his camera, studying her. Then he stepped forward, and I watched him reach out and touch her ankle.

"Can I?" he asked, his hand hovering.

"Yeah," she said without opening her eyes.

He lifted her ankle, positioned her foot on the couch cushion, knee bent. Then the other foot, so she was reclining with both knees raised, skirt pulled tight across her thighs. His hands were quick, professional, but they were still his hands on my wife's body.

"That's it. Now let one knee fall to the side. Just relax into it."

She let her knee drop, and the position became more open, more vulnerable.

"Perfect. Don't move." He returned to his camera. The shutter fired rapidly.

I felt something tighten in my chest, but I stayed quiet and just watched.

"Okay, now sit up," Adrian said. "I want you on the edge of the couch. Posture straight."

Elise sat up, spine erect, hands folded in her lap. She looked like a woman waiting for something. Someone.

Adrian set his camera down and approached her again. "I'm going to adjust her. Okay?"

"Okay,” Elise said. I nodded.

He placed his hands on her shoulders, pressed down gently. "Drop your shoulders. You're holding tension here." His thumbs worked small circles at the base of her neck, and I watched her exhale, watched her body soften under his touch.

"Good. Now arch your back slightly. Chest forward."

She arched, and I saw the pearls catch the light, saw the silk blouse pull taut.

"More," he said, and his hand went to the small of her back, pressed gently. "Really arch it. Think ballet posture."

She arched further, and the position thrust her chest forward, made her waist impossibly small. It looked uncomfortable, but her face remained serene.

"Hold that." Adrian returned to his camera. "Now unbutton the top button of your blouse."

I straightened up from the doorframe. "Adrian..."

"Just the top one," he said, not looking at me. "It's too buttoned-up. Too formal. We need some ease. Some breath."

Elise's fingers moved to her collar, slipped the first pearl button free. The blouse gaped slightly at her throat.

"One more," Adrian said.

She hesitated, glanced at me.

"It's fine," Adrian said. "Daniel knows this is art. Right, Daniel?"

I should have said this was enough, that we were crossing a line. But Elise was looking at me, waiting, and I couldn't find the words that wouldn't make me seem small and jealous and unsophisticated.

"It's fine," I heard myself say.

She undid the second button. The blouse opened in a V, showing the hollow of her throat, the beginning of her collarbone, the shadow between her breasts.

"Perfect. Now hands behind you on the couch. Lean back on them. Keep the arch."

She placed her hands behind her, leaned back. The position pushed her chest forward even more, made her look like an offering.

Click. Click. Click. Click.

"God, that's stunning. Elise, you're incredible." Adrian was moving constantly now, shooting from every angle. "Now close your eyes. Tilt your head back. Part your lips slightly."

She closed her eyes. Tilted her head. Her lips parted.

I watched my wife perform desire for another man's camera, and I couldn't move, couldn't speak, couldn't do anything but stand there and witness it.

"Okay, now lie down," Adrian said. "Full recline. On your side."

Elise shifted, stretching out along the length of the couch. The pencil skirt rode up her thighs. The blouse gaped open. She looked like every film noir fantasy, every male gaze painting, every advertisement that had ever sold anything using a woman's body.

Adrian knelt beside the couch, close enough to touch her. "Bring your top arm up. Rest your hand above your head."

She raised her arm, and the movement pulled the blouse tighter across her torso.

"Now look at me. Right into the camera."

She looked at him, and I saw that expression again. The one from the hallway. Open. Inviting. Trusting completely.

"Beautiful," Adrian murmured. "You're so beautiful like this."

The shutter clicked and clicked and clicked.

I left before they finished. I walked back to the studio on legs that felt unsteady, closed the door behind me, and stood there in the afternoon light trying to understand what I just allowed to happen.

Through the window, I could still see them. Adrian helping Elise sit up, his hand lingering on her shoulder. Elise laughing at something he said, touching the open collar of her blouse. Both of them looking at the camera display, heads close together, reviewing the images.

I picked up a paintbrush, then set it down. Picked it up again.

My phone buzzed. A text from Elise: Almost done. Want to see the shots? They're gorgeous.

I didn't respond. I just stood there with my paintbrush and my paint and my unfinished canvas, watching my wife button up her blouse in in front of another man in our living room.

My so-called trad wife.


Chapter 8

Elise's phone kept lighting up during dinner.

We ordered takeout, neither of us felt like cooking, and she changed back into her normal clothes. Leggings and an oversized sweater, her face scrubbed clean, hair in a messy bun. Like the afternoon had never happened. Like she hadn't spent two hours posing on our couch in pearls and stockings and her top two buttons open for another man's camera.

Her phone buzzed again. She glanced at it, and I watched her face change, eyes widening, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

"Sorry," she said, setting down her fork. "Adrian just posted some of the shots. People are... wow."

"Already?" We finished the shoot maybe four hours ago.

"He edited them already.” She was scrolling now, her food forgotten. "He tagged his Instagram. It's, oh my god."

"What?"

She turned the phone toward me. I saw one of the couch shots, Elise reclining, the blouse open at her throat, her head tilted back, eyes closed. The lighting was perfect. She looked like art. Like an oil painting come to life.

The caption read: Domestic goddess in the anthropocene. The performance of feminine leisure in gentrified spaces. Portland trad wife series, subject E. @adrianvalephotography

Below it, comments streamed past faster than I could read them.

"How many likes?" I asked.

"Thirty thousand. In an hour." She was glowing. Her cheeks flushed, her eyes bright. "That's insane. That's more than I've ever, I mean, I don't even have Instagram, but..."

"People are commenting on you."

"On the work. On Adrian's work." But she was scrolling through the comments, reading them, her smile growing wider. "Listen to this: 'She's ethereal.' 'This is what feminine energy looks like.' 'I need her entire aesthetic.' 'The way she holds herself, pure grace.'"

I watched her read comment after comment, watched her drink them in like wine. Her phone kept buzzing, Adrian's other social platforms, apparently. Twitter. His website. Somewhere called VSCO I never heard of.

"He's posting more," she said, clicking to a new image. This one showed her sitting on the edge of the couch, back arched, the pearls catching light. "Oh, this one's beautiful."

She held the phone out to me, and I looked at the image of my wife, transformed, elevated, made into something for public consumption. The comments were already accumulating.

Who is she?

Subject E is perfection

I would die for this aesthetic

She looks like old money and new sex

I handed the phone back. "You okay with all this? Strangers commenting on how you look?"

"It's not about how I look. It's about the art. The composition. The..." She scrolled again. "Someone just said I should model professionally. Can you imagine?"

She laughed, but there was something underneath it. Not quite embarrassment. Something more like excitement. Possibility.

"Adrian's getting hundreds of new followers," she continued. "His agent commented. Said this is exactly the direction his work should go." She looked up at me, her face radiant. "He said I'm his muse. Can you believe that?"

"His muse," I repeated.

"For this series. For the project." She set her phone down, but her hand stayed near it, ready to grab it when it buzzed again. "I never thought, I mean, I write about people. I observe them. I never thought about being observed like this. Being seen."

"You're always seen. I see you."

"I know. But this is different. This is..." She searched for the word. "This is thousands of people seeing me the way Adrian sees me. Through his lens. Does that make sense?"

It did make sense, and that was the problem.

Her phone lit up again. She couldn't help herself, she grabbed it, read the new notification. "He sent me the rest of the files. The whole session." She was already opening her laptop, logging into something. "He wants me to pick my favorites. Help him curate which ones to post next."

I watched her pull up the images, dozens of them, all from today. Elise reclining, arching, looking into the camera with those open, trusting eyes. In some shots, I could see the suggestion of lace beneath the silk blouse. In others, the skirt had ridden up high enough to show the tops of her stockings.

"These are..." She trailed off, her hand over her mouth. "I didn't know I could look like this."

"You always look like this."

"No." She shook her head, clicking through image after image. "I look like someone's wife. A freelance writer in yoga pants who buys vegetables at farmers markets. In these, I look like..."

She didn't finish the sentence, but I knew what she meant. In these, she looked like someone else. Someone more interesting. More desirable. More worthy of being looked at.

Her phone buzzed again. This time it was a text from Adrian. I saw her face change as she read it, softer, more intimate.

"What did he say?" I asked.

"Just that he's never photographed anyone who understood the camera like I do." She set the phone down, finally met my eyes. "That's a compliment, right? That's a good thing?"

"Yeah," I said. "That's a good thing."

She smiled, relieved, and went back to her laptop. Back to the images of herself transformed. I finished my food alone while she scrolled and selected and basked in the glow of thousands of strangers telling her she was beautiful.

The thing that got me wasn't that she looked happy. It was that she looked energized. Alive. More animated than I ever saw her.

And when she finally closed her laptop an hour later, she didn't ask to see my work. Didn't ask about my day. Just kissed me absently and said she was going to bed early, she was exhausted.

But I heard her phone buzzing from the bedroom for another hour, and I knew she wasn't sleeping.

She was reading the comments.


Chapter 9

Adrian's text had come in Tuesday afternoon: Celebrating the series hitting 100k. Drinks on me tonight? That new rooftop place on Burnside?

Elise showed me the message, her face bright with excitement. "We should go, right? It's kind of a big deal. His followers have nearly doubled since he started posting the Portland series."

"Sure," I said, because what else could I say?

Now I stood at the edge of the rooftop bar, holding a craft cocktail I didn't want, watching Elise and Adrian lean against the glass railing. The city stretched out below us, bridges lit up over the Willamette, the West Hills dark against the sunset sky. It was beautiful up here. Cold for late September, but beautiful.

Elise wore a black dress I saw maybe twice before, fitted, with a high neck and long sleeves, sophisticated in a way that made her look older. More cosmopolitan. She did her hair in loose waves, and the wind kept catching them, blowing strands across her face. She kept pushing them back, laughing.

Adrian was telling some story, his hands moving animatedly, and I watched Elise's face as she listened. She was lit up in a way I recognized from the first months we dated, that total attention, that focus on the other person like they were the most interesting thing in the world.

“… and then the gallerist says, 'We don't typically show photojournalism,' and I'm like, 'This isn't photojournalism, it's documentary portraiture,' and she..." Adrian paused, looked at Elise. "Wait, didn't you use that exact line on me once? About your article writing?"

"God, yes." Elise laughed, covering her face. "Professor Chen's class. You were so pretentious about the difference between art photography and journalism, and I was being equally pretentious about, what was it?"

"Narrative nonfiction versus reportage." Adrian grinned. "We argued about it for like two hours at that party at Maya's."

"Maya." Elise's expression shifted into something nostalgic. "God, I haven't thought about her in years. Is she still in London?”

"Last I heard she was in Berlin. Doing installation work." Adrian took a sip of his whiskey. "She asked about you, actually. When I told her I was coming back here."

"She did?"

"Yeah. She said..." He stopped, glanced at me. "Actually, never mind."

"What?" Elise nudged his arm. "You can't do that. What did she say?"

There was an ease to the touch that made my chest tighten. Casual. Familiar. The way you'd touch someone you'd touched a thousand times before.

"She said she always thought we’d end up together." Adrian said it lightly, like it was a joke, but I watched Elise's face carefully.

She rolled her eyes. "Maya thought everyone was going to end up together. She was a hopeless romantic,” she said to me.

"True. She wrote us into her installation piece that spring. Remember? The one about soulmates and parallel lives?"

"Oh my god, yes. With the red string." Elise was fully animated now, her body turned toward Adrian, her back to me. "Wasn't there a projection of us? Like, video she had secretly taken?"

"Of the whole house. But yeah, we were in it." Adrian leaned on the railing, his shoulder almost touching hers. "She was obsessed with the idea that we were living all these parallel lives under one roof. All these different possible futures existing simultaneously."

"That's very Maya." Elise shook her head, smiling. "Everything was about fate and connection and cosmic significance."

"Unlike you, who was very practical and grounded."

"I was practical."

"You cried during Before Sunrise."

"Everyone cries during Before Sunrise."

"We watched it three times in one week."

"Because you kept saying you were going to make a photo essay inspired by it."

"I did make one. You modeled for it."

The conversation was happening so fast I couldn't find a place to enter it. They had a rhythm, a shorthand, the kind of easy back-and-forth that comes from hundreds of hours of talking. References I didn't understand. Memories I wasn't part of.

I cleared my throat. "What photo essay?"

They both turned to me, like they forgot I was there.

"Oh, it was nothing." Elise waved her hand dismissively. "Adrian had this whole concept about transient intimacy. People passing through each other's lives. Very undergraduate."

"It wasn't that bad." Adrian looked mock-offended. "I got into a group show with those images."

"You got into a group show because the curator thought I was your girlfriend and I flirted with him at the opening."

"That's not, okay, that maybe helped."

They were laughing again, and I took a long drink of my cocktail. The bartender had made it with too much bitters.

A group of people arrived on the rooftop, loud and already tipsy, and we had to shift to make room. In the shuffle, Elise ended up pressed between Adrian and the railing, and I watched him steady her with a hand on her waist for a second just to keep her from stumbling.

But his hand lingered a beat too long, and she didn't step away.

"Remember when we came up here?" Adrian said, looking out at the city. "When it was still under construction?"

Elise followed his gaze. "We snuck past the security fence. You wanted to shoot the sunset from up here."

"And you were convinced we were going to get arrested."

"We almost did get arrested. That security guard chased us."

"But we got the shot." Adrian pulled out his phone, scrolled through something. "I keep it on my phone. Look."

He held the phone out, and Elise leaned in close to see. I moved to look over her shoulder. It was a photo of a younger Elise, maybe twenty-one, twenty-two, standing at the edge of an unfinished rooftop, no safety railing, just her silhouetted against a purple sunset. Her arms were spread wide like she was about to fly.

"God, I was so young," Elise murmured.

"You were fearless," Adrian said, and something in his voice made me look up. He was watching her, not the photo. "You still are, I think. You just forgot for a while."

Elise met his eyes, and I saw something pass between them. Some understanding or recognition that didn't include me.

"I should get another drink," I said. "Anyone need anything?"

"I'm good," Adrian said.

"Me too," Elise added, but she barely glanced at me.

I went to the bar, ordered another cocktail and watched them from across the rooftop. They'd gone back to talking, Elise's hand on the railing inches from Adrian's. The wind kept blowing her hair into her face, and once I saw him reach out and tuck it behind her ear, a gesture so casual, so intimate, that I had to look away.

When I came back ten minutes later, they were still talking. Still laughing. Still inhabiting some shared world.

"Sorry," Elise said, looping her arm through mine when I rejoined them. "We're being so rude, talking about people you don't know."

"It's fine," I said.

"We should tell Daniel about the Hawthorne house," Adrian said. "The time the landlord walked in on the drawing session."

"Oh god, no." But Elise was already laughing. "Okay, so we used to do these informal figure drawing nights..."

She launched into the story, and I stood there with my arm around my wife while she and Adrian traded details, corrected each other, finished each other's sentences. The story was funny, apparently it involved the landlord, a broken heater, and someone's conservative grandmother, but I couldn't focus on it.

I was too busy watching the way Elise leaned into Adrian when she laughed. The way their bodies angled toward each other. The way she touched his arm for emphasis, casual and unconscious.

The way she seemed more herself with him than she ever did with me.

We stayed another hour. By the time we left, I had three cocktails and learned more about my wife's college years than I known in four years of marriage. I learned about parties and photography sessions and late nights and inside jokes and a whole life she lived before me.

A life that, watching her with Adrian, didn't seem quite as far in the past as I thought.


Chapter 10

Adrian called me directly this time, not Elise, on Thursday morning while I was making coffee.

"Hey, Daniel. Got a minute?"

I stepped out onto the back porch, phone pressed to my ear. October had arrived cold and gray. "What's up?"

"I want to try something different for the next shoot." He paused. "But I wanted to run it by you. Get your thoughts."

My stomach tightened. "Okay."

"So the series has been getting incredible engagement. But people keep commenting that something's missing. The intimacy is there, but it feels... Solitary. They want to see relationship. Connection. The presence of a partner."

"You want me to be in the photos." I said it flatly.

"Actually, no. I think that would change the dynamic too much. You'd be performing, she be performing, the whole thing would get stilted." I heard him take a breath. "What I'm thinking is more subtle. Implied masculine presence. A hand on her shoulder. Someone out of frame. The suggestion of intimacy without showing faces."

"Whose hand?"

"Mine. But here's where you come in." He spoke faster now, warming to his pitch. "I want you to operate the camera. I set up the shots, position Elise, create the composition, but you're the one actually taking the photographs. You're the eye. The observer. Your finger on the shutter."

I didn't say anything.

"It puts you in control," Adrian continued. "You're not just sitting watching. You're part of the creative process. And psychologically, I think it adds something. The photos become about you seeing her like this, your gaze on your wife."

"While you touch her."

"While I create the composition, yeah. But Daniel..." His voice shifted, became more serious. "This is a threshold. I know that. If you're not comfortable, we don't do it. Simple as that. But I think it could be really powerful. Really beautiful."

I stood on the porch in the cold morning air, watching condensation from my breath disappear into nothing.

"Let me think about it," I said.

"Of course. Talk to Elise. I know what she thinks." He paused. "For what it's worth, I think you're handling all this with real maturity. A lot of partners wouldn't understand the artistic vision."

After we hung up, I stayed outside for a long time. Elise found me there twenty minutes later, wrapped in her robe, holding my coffee mug.

"You forgot this," she said. "It's getting cold."

I took it. "Adrian called."

"I know." She sat down on the porch steps beside me. "What do you think?"

"What do I think? I think he wants to photograph himself touching you while I watch through a camera."

"He wants to create images about intimacy and presence. About partnership." She pulled her robe tighter. "And he wants you involved. That's good, right? That's him respecting our relationship."

"Is it?"

She was quiet for a moment. Then: "I want to do it. The series is getting so much attention, Daniel. A gallery in New York reached out. They want to do a show. Feature me, well, feature the work, but I be central to it. Adrian said I could come to the opening."

"In New York."

"Yeah. In New York." Her eyes were bright. "When does something like this ever happen? When do I ever get to be part of something this big?"

I looked at my wife, her face bare of makeup, hair uncombed, the morning light making her look young and hopeful and alive with possibility.

"Okay," I heard myself say.

"Okay?"

"Okay."

Friday afternoon was in our bedroom.

Adrian had transformed the space with equipment, two light stands, a reflector, the tripod set up at the foot of our bed. .

Now it was a set.

Elise emerged from the bathroom wearing a slip dress in champagne silk. I had no idea the shoot entailed nightwear. It ended mid-thigh, the neckline a deep V, spaghetti straps, nothing underneath, I could tell from the way it hung. Her feet were bare, hair loose around her shoulders.

"Is this okay?" she asked privately, and I realized she was asking Adrian, not me.

"Perfect," he said. "Absolutely perfect."

He positioned her on the edge of the bed, showed her how to sit, spine straight, hands in her lap, knees together. Then he gestured to me.

"Come here. Let me show you the camera settings."

I crossed to the tripod. Adrian walked me through the controls, aperture, shutter speed, focus points. His camera was more sophisticated than anything I used, but the principles were the same.

"You're going to shoot in continuous mode," he said. "When I give you the signal, just hold down the shutter. Let it fire. Don't think too much."

"Okay."

"And Daniel? Look through the viewfinder now. See how she looks."

I bent to the camera, pressed my eye to the viewfinder. Elise filled the frame, beautiful, composed, waiting. Through the lens, she looked like she belonged in a gallery.

"Good," Adrian said. "Now watch."

He moved to stand behind Elise. She tensed slightly, and I saw it even through the camera, the subtle shift in her shoulders, the quickening of her breath.

"Relax," Adrian murmured. "Just like the other shoots. Trust me."

His hands came to rest on her shoulders. Large hands, tan against the pale silk straps. I watched through the viewfinder as his thumbs traced small circles on her skin.

"Daniel, start shooting."

I pressed the shutter. The camera clicked rapidly, mechanically. Through the viewfinder, I watched Adrian's hands slide from Elise's shoulders down her arms, slowly, until he was holding her wrists.

"Tilt your head back," he told her. "Look up at me."

She tilted her head back, and from my angle through the camera, I could see her face, eyes half-closed, lips parted. She looked like someone in the grip of something, pleasure or pain or both.

"Beautiful. Keep shooting, Daniel."

Adrian released her wrists, and one hand came up to her hair. He gathered it gently, pulled it to one side, exposing her neck. His fingers brushed against her skin.

The shutter clicked.

"Now put your hands on the bed behind you," Adrian said. "Lean back. Arch slightly."

Elise obeyed every word instantly, and the position thrust her chest forward, made the silk slide against her body in ways that left nothing to the imagination. Adrian's hand remained at her neck, his thumb resting on her pulse.

I kept my finger on the shutter, kept shooting, kept watching my wife respond to another man's touch through the cold glass of a camera lens.

"Good. Now I'm going to step out of frame." Adrian moved to the side, and suddenly it was just Elise in the viewfinder, flushed, breathing hard, the impression of his touch still visible on her skin. "Daniel, come closer. Get the detail."

I didn't want to move. I didn't want to step away from the safety of the tripod, the distance it provided. But Adrian was watching me, and Elise was watching me now too, and I couldn't find a reason to refuse that wouldn't make me seem small.

I picked up the camera, moved closer to the bed. Through the viewfinder, I could see everything, the rapid rise and fall of her chest, the way the silk clung to her body, the flush spreading down her throat.

"Closer," Adrian said. "I want you to fill the frame with her."

I knelt at the edge of the bed, the camera between us like a barrier. Like permission.

"Perfect. Now Elise, I want you to look at the camera. Look at Daniel. Look at the man you married.”

She met my eyes, or met the lens, I couldn't tell which. Her expression was open, vulnerable. Hungry.

“Now touch yourself," Adrian said quietly. "Your collarbone. Your throat. Like you're remembering where I touched you."

Her hand rose to her throat, fingers trailing across her skin, following the path Adrian's hand had taken.

I took the photograph.

"Good. Now the strap. Let one strap fall off your shoulder."

Her fingers hooked under the thin silk strap, slid it down her arm. The thing stayed in place, barely, but the suggestion was clear.

"Other shoulder."

She slid the other strap down. Now the slip was held up by nothing but the friction of silk on skin, by the geometry of her body.

"Daniel, are you getting this?"

"Yeah." My voice sounded strange. Distant.

"Okay, now Elise..." Adrian moved behind her again, out of my frame. "I'm going to touch your hair. Daniel, keep shooting."

His hand appeared in the bottom of my viewfinder, fingers threading through her hair. Elise's eyes fluttered closed. The camera clicked and clicked and clicked.

"Tilt her head to the side," Adrian said. "Expose her neck more."

I watched through the lens as his hand guided her head to the side, watched her neck arch, watched the silk dress slip down another fraction of an inch. My finger never left the shutter.

"Beautiful. Perfect. That's exactly it." Adrian stepped back, and I lowered the camera. "Let's review."

We crowded around the camera's display screen, me, Adrian, Elise, only in that slip. Scrolling through the images I just taken, they were extraordinary. Intimate and artistic and pornographic all at once.

"These are going to break the internet," Adrian said softly. "Look at this one. The way the light catches her throat. The vulnerability in her expression." He glanced at me. "You've got a good eye, Daniel. Really good."

"Thanks," I said, though I felt hollowed out.

Elise was staring at the images, her hand over her mouth. "I look..."

"You look like art," Adrian finished. "Like I said. A muse."

I operated the camera. I composed the shots, pressed the shutter, captured my wife in moments of intimacy with another man. I told myself I was in control, that being behind the lens meant something.

But standing there, watching them review the images together, watching Elise glow with pride and Adrian glow with possession, I understood a deeper truth.

I wasn’t creating anything. I was documenting my own erasure one photograph at a time.


Chapter 11

The numbers came in waves. Fifty thousand followers became seventy-five thousand became a hundred thousand. Adrian's Instagram account, and by extension, Elise, became something people talked about, shared, dissected in think pieces about the male gaze and feminine performance and the aesthetics of gentrification.

I watched it happen in real time. I watched Elise check her phone every fifteen minutes, tracking engagement, reading comments, forwarding screenshots to Adrian. He gave her access to the analytics, and she started talking in a language I didn't speak, reach and impressions and engagement rate.

"The bedroom series is performing at three times the rate of the kitchen content," she said one morning over coffee, her laptop open beside her breakfast. "Adrian thinks we should lean into that. More intimate spaces. More implied narrative."

"More implied narrative," I repeated.

She didn't hear the edge in my voice. She was scrolling through comments, her face lit by the screen glow.

Subject E is everything

I need her skincare routine

The way she exists in these spaces, it's art

The packages started arriving on Tuesday of the second week.

I came home from a supply run to find boxes stacked in our entryway. Nordstrom. Madewell. A boutique in the Pearl District I never heard of. Elise was in the bedroom, tissue paper scattered across the bed, trying on a cream-colored cashmere sweater.

"What's all this?" I asked.

"Investment." She turned to check herself in the mirror, pulling the sweater down over her hips. "Adrian said if we're going to keep shooting, I need a more curated wardrobe. He sent me a mood board, neutrals, natural fibers, timeless silhouettes."

"He sent you a mood board for clothes."

"For the aesthetic. The series has a visual language now. I need to stay consistent." She pulled the sweater off, reached for a silk camisole. "Don't worry, I'm not going crazy."

By the end of the week, our closet had reorganized itself. Her yoga pants and oversized sweaters pushed to the back. The front dominated by linen shirts, slip dresses, high-waisted trousers. Colors that photographed well, cream, blush, sage, charcoal.

She started shopping differently too. I found her at the farmers market examining heirloom tomatoes not for how they'd taste but for how they'd look on our kitchen counter. She bought flowers in colors Adrian preferred, white peonies, not the bright dahlias she used to love. Our fruit bowl became an arrangement, peaches and figs positioned just so, like a still life, but never to eat.

"We're shooting tomorrow," she said casually, and I watched her plan her outfit the night before, laying pieces out on the bed, testing combinations, checking them against her phone where she saved Adrian's reference images.

She started doing her hair differently. Keeping her nails polished. Wearing perfume on shoot days, something French and expensive I didn't recognize.

"When did you buy this?" I asked once, catching the scent on her neck.

"Adrian gave it to me. He said the photographer Helmut Newton used to give his models signature scents. It becomes part of their identity in the work."

I didn't ask why Adrian was giving my wife perfume. And I didn't ask why she was wearing it.

The shoots themselves multiplied. Twice a week became three times. Adrian would text, Good light today, can we grab an hour?, and Elise would drop everything. Her freelance work piled up. Deadlines slipped. But she didn't seem to care.

"This is bigger than a few articles for Willamette Week," she said when I mentioned a missed deadline. "Do you know how many people have seen these images? How many opportunities this could lead to?"

I watched her laptop screen over her shoulder. Someone had made a fan account just for her. Just for "Subject E." It reposted Adrian's photos with captions analyzing her "aesthetic choices" and "energy." It had twelve thousand followers of its own.

Elise followed it. Liked posts. Screenshot comments to send to Adrian.

She's not just a subject, she's a collaborator

The chemistry between photographer and muse is undeniable

I ship it

She laughed when she showed me that last one. "People are so dramatic. 'Ship it.' Like we're characters in a TV show."

But she didn't stop reading the comments. Didn't discourage the speculation.

One night I found her in bed at midnight, scrolling through a Reddit thread someone had started about the Portland series. People analyzing the images, the power dynamics, whether "Subject E" and the photographer were sleeping together.

"What do you think?" I asked, looking over her shoulder at the thread.

"Think about what?"

"About people speculating that you and Adrian are involved."

She locked her phone. "It's just internet nonsense. People project narratives onto everything." She turned to face me in the dark. "You know nothing's happening, right? It's just photography. Just art."

"I know," I said.

And I did know. Technically. Literally. But watching her transform herself, her clothes, her hair, her schedule, her priorities, into someone curated for Adrian's lens, I was starting to understand that "nothing happening" could mean a lot of different things.

She fell asleep quickly, her phone charging on the nightstand, probably set to wake her if Adrian texted.

I stayed awake longer, listening to her breathe, trying to remember the last time she put this much thought into dressing.


Chapter 12

They didn't need to discuss it anymore.

I watched from behind the camera as Adrian entered our living room and Elise stood from the couch where she was waiting. She wore a black slip dress, one that ended mid-thigh with lace trim that showed when she moved. Her feet were bare. Hair loose and slightly tousled, like she just woke up.

Adrian set down his camera bag and crossed to her without preamble. His hand went to her waist, turned her toward the window light. She shifted her weight automatically, knew without being told to tilt her face up, to let her shoulders drop.

"Good," he murmured. "You're already warm."

I was there for twenty minutes, setting up the tripod where Adrian had indicated. He texted me specific instructions this time, focal length, aperture settings, where to position the camera. I was getting better at the technical aspects, learning to anticipate what he wanted, too.

And learning to disappear behind the lens.

"Let's start with the couch," Adrian said. "Natural position first, then we'll build."

Elise sat, and he moved around her, studying angles. Then his hands were on her, adjusting the fall of her dress, arranging her hair over one shoulder, positioning her hands. She let him move her like she was made of clay.

"Chin up slightly. Eyes to the window."

She obeyed.

"Daniel, start shooting."

I pressed the shutter. The familiar rapid click filled the room.

Adrian's hand stayed at her shoulder, fingers spread against her skin. His other hand came up to her face, thumb brushing her cheekbone. Not quite a caress. Not quite not.

"Close your eyes," he said.

She closed them.

His thumb traced down to her jaw, her lips, her neck. I kept shooting. Through the viewfinder, I watched his hand slide from her throat to her collarbone, fingers trailing across the thin strap of her dress.

"Lean back. Let your head fall."

She leaned back against the couch cushions, throat exposed, hair spilling over the armrest. Adrian's hand remained on her collarbone, and I captured it, the contrast of his fingers against her pale skin, the suggestion of ownership in that simple touch.

"Beautiful. Now look at me."

Her eyes opened, found his face. The expression on hers was something I never before, utterly open, utterly trusting, waiting for instruction.

"Touch your hair," Adrian said. "Like you're thinking about something. About someone."

Her hand rose to her hair, fingers threading through the loose waves. The movement made the dress slip slightly off one shoulder.

"Don't fix it," Adrian said when her other hand moved to adjust. "Leave it."

She left it. I kept shooting.

"Okay, now the floor." Adrian stepped back, and Elise stood. "I want you lying down. On your side, facing the camera."

She moved to the rug, the Persian one We bought at an estate sale in Laurelhurst, deep reds and blues that photographed rich and moody. She lowered herself gracefully, arranged herself on her side, head propped on one hand.

Adrian knelt beside her. "No, not like that. More... languid." His hands went to her hips, guided them into a different position. Then her legs, he bent her top knee, slid her bottom leg straight. "There. Now arch your back slightly."

She arched, and the dress pulled tight across her body.

"More."

She arched further, and I saw the effort it took to hold the position. Saw the dress ride up her thighs.

"Perfect. Stay exactly like that." Adrian looked at me. "Daniel, get low. I want the angle from the floor."

I knelt with the camera, then lay on my stomach to get the shot he wanted. Through the viewfinder, Elise filled the frame, her body curved like a question mark, the dress barely covering her, her face soft with concentration.

Adrian's hand appeared in the frame, settling on her hip. "Relax into my hand," he told her. "Let it anchor you."

Her body shifted, pressing slightly into his palm. The dress rode up another inch.

"Good girl," he said quietly, and I saw her eyes flutter at the words.

The shutter clicked away.

"Now I'm going to move your hair," Adrian said, and his free hand gathered her hair, pulled it forward over her shoulder so it cascaded across the rug. His fingers lingered at her nape, and I watched her shiver.

"Cold?" he asked.

"No."

"I need you to stay very still." Both his hands were on her now, one at her hip, one at her shoulder. Positioning her. Holding her. "Daniel, are you getting this?"

"Yeah."

"Get closer. I want to see her face."

I crawled forward with the camera until I was maybe two feet from my wife's face. Through the lens, I could see everything, the slight parting of her lips, the flush on her cheeks, the dilation of her pupils.

"Look at the camera," Adrian said. "Look at Daniel."

She looked at the lens, and her expression didn't change. Didn't acknowledge me specifically. She was looking at the camera, not her husband, at the artistic apparatus, not the man behind it.

"Stunning," Adrian murmured. His hand slid from her shoulder down her arm, slow and careful. "You're absolutely stunning like this."

I took the photograph.

"Okay, now on your back," he said. "Arms above your head."

Elise rolled onto her back, raised her arms over her head in a position of complete surrender. The dress had twisted around her body, barely maintaining coverage. Adrian knelt beside her, one hand going to her waist to straighten the fabric, but he didn't pull it down to cover more. He pulled it up, arranging it high on her thighs, creating specific shadow and light.

"Bend one knee," he said. "The left one."

She bent her knee, and the position opened her body to the camera.

"Other knee too. Let them fall apart."

She let her knees fall open, and I photographed my wife spread on our living room floor while another man arranged her limbs.

"Head to the side. Look away from the camera."

She turned her head, and Adrian's hand went to her throat. Not squeezing. Just resting there. Claiming her.

"Stay exactly like this," he said.

The shutter clicked for thirty seconds straight. A minute. Longer.

Then Adrian moved his hand from her throat to her hair, spreading it in a halo around her head. His fingers combed through it, gentle, intimate. The gesture of someone who had the right to.

"Now look up at me," he said.

She looked up at him, and he was close enough that he had to be in her direct line of sight.

"Do you trust me?" he asked.

"Yes." There was no hesitation.

His hand moved from her hair to her face, cupping her cheek. "Because I want to try something. Something more..."

He trailed off, looked at me. "Daniel, put the camera down for a second."

I lowered the camera, my heart suddenly loud in my ears.

"Come here."

I stood, crossed to where they were. Elise remained on the floor, looking up at both of us.

"I want to shoot a kiss," Adrian said. “Intimate. Real. But I want you to be okay with it."

The words hung in the air. I looked down at my wife, still arranged on the floor, her dress pulled up, her hair spread out, her body positioned for maximum vulnerability.

"A kiss," I repeated.

"Just for the shot. For the narrative arc of the series. We've built all this tension, all this implied intimacy. People are expecting a culmination." He was talking fast, the way he did when he was excited about a concept. "One kiss. Artful. Meaningful. And you'll be the one photographing it. You'll control the moment."

Elise sat up slightly, propped on her elbows. She didn't look at me when she spoke. "It's just for the work," she said. "It doesn't mean anything outside the context of the art, right?”

After all these weeks of watching lines disappear, I should have put an end to it then and there. This had nothing anymore to do with the tradwife lifestyle, with our character as a married couple, or our traditional house. It was just Elise now, and it wasn’t even her anymore. But standing there, with both of them waiting for my answer, I felt the familiar pressure, the sophisticated artist wouldn't object, the mature partner would understand, only the insecure husband would make a scene.

"How long?" I asked.

"Just a few seconds. Long enough to get the shot."

"One kiss."

"One kiss."

I picked up the camera. "Okay."

Adrian smiled. "Thank you. Really. This is going to be incredible." He looked down at Elise. "Stay on the floor. I'm going to come down to you."

He lowered himself beside her, propped on one elbow, mirroring her position. Their faces were inches apart. I raised the camera, found them in the frame.

"When you're ready," Adrian said, looking at her, not me.

Elise's hand came up to his face, and I watched through the viewfinder as she touched his jaw, his cheek. As she pulled him toward her.

Their lips met.

I pressed the shutter.

The kiss wasn't quick. Wasn't chaste. It started soft and deepened, and I watched Adrian's hand slide into her hair, watched her body arch toward his, watched them forget I was there.

The camera clicked and clicked and clicked, documenting everything.

When they finally pulled apart, Elise's lips were puffy, her breathing unsteady. Adrian's hand remained in her hair.

"Did you get it?" he asked, his voice rough.

I lowered the camera. "Yeah. I got it."

They stayed on the floor for another moment, neither of them moving to separate. Then Elise seemed to remember herself, sat up, smoothed her dress down.

"Can we see?" she asked.

We reviewed the images on the camera display, the three of us crowded together, looking at photographs of two of us kissing. The images were beautiful, of course, technically perfect, emotionally raw, exactly the kind of content that would make his followers lose their minds.

"These are going to be massive," Adrian said softly. "Absolutely massive."

Elise was staring at the screen, her finger on her lips where Adrian had kissed her. She didn't say anything.

Adrian started packing up his equipment. Elise remained on the floor, still touching her mouth. I stood with the camera, looking at the preview screen where my wife's face was caught in the moment just before the kiss, eyes closing, lips parting, leaning into another man.

"Same time Friday?" Adrian asked, slinging his camera bag over his shoulder.

"Yeah," Elise said. "Friday."

He let himself out. The front door clicked shut.

Elise and I stayed in the living room, her on the floor, me standing with the camera. Between us was the space where Adrian had been.


Chapter 13

Adrian wanted to shoot at the farmers market. Full circle, he said. Back to where it started.

It was Saturday morning, early enough that the vendors were still setting up. Elise wore a linen dress in pale cream, a wicker basket over her arm, her hair in a loose braid. She looked like every aspirational tradwife lifestyle blog I ever saw, like someone selling a fantasy of domestic perfection.

I carried the camera bag and the reflector. Adrian carried his main camera and walked beside Elise, his hand resting casually on her lower back as we navigated through the stalls.

People watched us. I saw them notice, the beautiful woman, the well-dressed photographer, the equipment. Some probably recognized her from the Instagram posts. Subject E, in the flesh.

"Here," Adrian said, stopping at the flower vendor. The same one where I bought Elise dahlias two months ago. "This is perfect."

He positioned Elise in front of the buckets of flowers, peonies and roses and hydrangeas in whites and pale pinks. Then he stepped back, raised his camera.

"Look at the flowers. Like you're deciding which ones to buy."

She turned toward the display, and the morning light caught her profile. Adrian shot from several angles, moving around her, fast and efficient.

"Now pick some up. Hold them to your face. Smell them."

Elise selected a bunch of white peonies, brought them to her nose. Her eyes closed.

Click. Click.

"Beautiful. Now look at me."

She looked at him over the flowers, and he kept shooting.

"Perfect. Don't move." He lowered his camera and crossed to her, reached out and adjusted her braid, pulling a few strands loose around her face. His fingers lingered at her temple.

The flower vendor was watching us, an older woman who'd was there every Saturday for as long as I could remember.

Adrian's hand slid from Elise's hair down to her shoulder, and he leaned in and kissed her. Just lightly, on the lips, like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like I wasn't standing six feet away holding his reflector.

Elise didn't pull back. Didn't glance at me. Just accepted the kiss and smiled when he stepped away.

"That one was just for me," Adrian said, grinning. "Okay, let's move to the produce."

We walked through the market, and I watched him touch her constantly, her elbow when guiding her toward a good background, her waist when positioning her, her face when he wanted her to tilt her chin a certain way. Each touch casual, familiar and possessive.

At the heirloom tomato stand, he arranged her with a basket of vegetables, told her to look domestic and wholesome. She laughed at something he said, and he caught it, the genuine smile, the light in her eyes. Then he kissed her again, longer this time, his hand cupping her face. This time he didn’t need to explain who it was for.

A woman walking by stopped to stare. I saw her pull out her phone, probably to take a photo or video. Evidence of something.

"Daniel, the reflector," Adrian said without looking at me. "I need you to catch the light from the right."

I moved into position, held the reflector at the angle he wanted. Through the white fabric, I could see them, Adrian still touching her face, Elise looking up at him like he was directing something more than photography. His thumb rubbed her across her lips. She parted them for him.

We spent two hours at the market. Adrian shot her examining peaches, buying bread from the bakery stand, sitting at a café table with a coffee. In each scene, he touched her, kissed her, arranged her body like it belonged to him.

People definitely recognized her. I heard whispers, saw phones pointed in our direction. A young woman approached nervously.

"Excuse me, are you Subject E?"

Elise turned, surprised. "I, yes, I guess I am."

"Oh my god. I follow Adrian's work. You're amazing. So beautiful." The woman clutched her phone. "Can I take a photo with you?"

Elise glanced at Adrian, who nodded.

"Sure," she said.

The woman handed me her phone without asking, and I took the photo, the stranger and my wife, both smiling. When I handed it back, the woman thanked Elise, not me.

"This is so cool," the woman said. "Are you guys together? You and Adrian? Everyone's speculating."

"We're collaborators," Elise said smoothly. "Artists working together."

"Right. Of course." The woman's eyes flicked to me, registered my presence for the first time. "Sorry, are you with them?"

"That's Daniel," Adrian said, his arm sliding around Elise's waist. "Our photographer today. He's was shooting behind-the-scenes content."

"Cool," the woman said, though she clearly didn't care. She thanked Elise again and left.

"That's going to be all over social media in about ten minutes," Adrian said. "Hope you're ready for the speculation to get worse."

"Let them speculate," Elise said. “Right honey?” she said to me, laughing it off.

We moved to a quieter section of the market, near the back where there was a small garden area with benches. Adrian had me set up the camera on the tripod while he positioned Elise on a weathered wooden bench surrounded by trailing vines.

"Sit sideways. Legs tucked under you. Look back over your shoulder."

She arranged herself as directed. Adrian knelt in front of her, adjusted the fall of her dress, the angle of her face. Then he kissed her again, and this time his hand slid up her thigh, visible in the gap of her dress.

"Stay like that," he said when he pulled back. "That exact expression."

It was shocked, but also please, excited, too. He meant to catch her like that with his touch.

He stepped behind the camera and I watched him shoot, my wife still flushed from his kiss, still holding the exact position his hands had placed her in.

"Daniel, come look at these," Adrian said after a while.

I crossed to the camera, looked at the display screen. The images were everything he wanted, romantic, aspirational, beautiful. Elise looked happy. In love, even. Anticipatory is the word that came to mind.

"These are going to perform incredibly well," Adrian said. "The outdoor content always does. And with the public setting, people seeing her in real life, it adds another layer of authenticity."

Elise came to look too, standing close to Adrian, his arm draped over her shoulders while they scrolled through the images together.

"Oh, I love this one," she said, pointing to a shot of her with the peonies. "Send me that?"

"I'll send you all of them."

"Can I post some? To my own account?" She looked up at him. "I started one last week. Just for fun."

"You started an Instagram?" I asked.

"Yeah. Adrian helped me set it up. I'm at like eight thousand followers already." She pulled out her phone, showed me the screen. Her profile: @elise.morrison, the bio reading Artist's muse. Portland. Subject E.

I scrolled through her posts. They were all Adrian's photos of her. Dozens of them. Her entire feed was images of herself through his eyes. And mine to an extent.

"The engagement is amazing," she was saying to Adrian. "People are so supportive. So kind."

Adrian kissed the top of her head, and she leaned into him. They looked like a couple.

"We should get lunch," he said. "Celebrate the shoot."

"Yes," Elise agreed immediately. "There's that new place on Alberta. Have you been?”

They were already walking toward the exit, and I followed with the equipment, watching them navigate the crowd with Adrian's hand never leaving her body, her back, her waist, her hip. Guiding her.

At the market entrance, I saw the older woman from the flower stand watching us. She caught my eye and her expression shifted, not judgmental exactly. Pitying, maybe.

I looked away first. That’s what her expression looked like, anyway.


Chapter 14

Adrian had rented a studio space in the Pearl District for the week. It was on the third floor of a converted warehouse, all exposed brick and industrial windows. He texted me Tuesday morning asking if I could stop by to discuss the direction of the project.

Just me. Not Elise.

I found him at a wide desk covered with monitors and printouts. The walls were papered with images from the series. Hundreds of them, my wife looking back at me from every angle, every surface. My wife in our kitchen. My wife in our bedroom. My wife on our living room floor. My wife kissing another man.

"Daniel. Thanks for coming." Adrian stood, shook my hand. He wore a white button-down with the sleeves rolled up, dark jeans. He looked like someone who ran a successful business, which I supposed he did. "Coffee?"

"Sure."

He poured from a French press into ceramic mugs. We sat on opposite sides of the desk and he turned one of the monitors toward me.

"I want to show you something," he said.

The screen displayed a dashboard of analytics. Numbers, graphs, engagement metrics. The kind of data that probably meant something to people who understood social media as a business.

"We're at four hundred thousand followers now," Adrian said. "The growth curve is exponential. Here, look at this." He clicked something, and a graph appeared showing a steep upward trajectory. "We're gaining about twenty thousand new followers per week. The engagement rate is holding steady at eight percent, which is basically unheard of for accounts this size."

I sipped the coffee. It was good coffee.

"But that's just the public metrics," Adrian continued. He opened a different window. "The private interest is where things get really interesting. I've had inquiries from three major galleries in New York. Two in LA. One in Paris. They all want to show the work. They all want Elise to appear at the openings."

"That's great," I said.

"It is great. But there's something else." He leaned back in his chair, studied me. "I've been getting messages. DMs, emails, comments from verified accounts. High-net-worth individuals. Collectors. People who want access to exclusive content."

"What kind of content?"

"More intimate imagery,” he said without hesitation. “They want to see the progression. They want to see where the relationship goes." He clicked to another folder, and I saw thumbnail images I hadn't seen before. They showed Elise in poses that were more suggestive than anything we shot. "These are mockups. Concepts. What we could create if we wanted to push further."

I looked at the mockups. My wife with less clothing. My wife in positions that suggested more than implied. My wife as a product for consumption.

"There's real money in this," Adrian said. "I'm talking about a premium tier. Subscription-based content. We could be pulling in six figures a month within the first quarter. More if we play it right."

"You want to monetize her."

"I want to monetize the art. The narrative we're creating. People will pay for access to something real. Something authentic. And what we have is authentic, Daniel. You know that. The chemistry, the connection between Elise and me on camera is genuine. People can see it. They want more of it."

I set down my coffee mug. The ceramic clicked against the glass desktop.

"What exactly would this premium content be?"

Adrian pulled up another window. It showed a tiered pricing structure. Bronze, silver, gold, platinum. Each tier offered different levels of access. The platinum tier promised "exclusive intimate content" and "real-time updates" for two hundred ninety-nine dollars per month.

"We start soft," Adrian said. "Boudoir-style imagery. Tasteful but suggestive. As the subscriber base grows, we can escalate. Give them what they're asking for. The audience is already primed. They're already invested in the story of Subject E and her photographer. We just need to give them the next chapter."

"The next chapter where you do what with my wife on camera?”

Adrian didn't flinch. He met my eyes steadily.

"The next chapter where we create art that explores real intimacy. Real desire. Real human connection." He paused. "But if you're not comfortable with it, we don't do it. This only works if everyone consents. If everyone understands what we're building."

"What are we building?"

"A brand. A narrative. A business." He gestured to the walls of photographs. "We've created something that resonates with people. Four hundred thousand people and growing. That's cultural impact. And yes, there's money in it. Money that could change Elise's life. Your life. People eat up this tradwife stuff. Especially if she’s… “

“Compromised?”

“A real person.”

I looked at the monitors, the graphs, the dollar figures. I looked at the mockup images of my wife in lingerie, in towels, in nothing but strategic shadows.

"Have you talked to Elise about this?"

“She’s excited to try it. She hoped you’d be as well.” Adrian leaned forward. "Look, I know this is a lot. I know we've already pushed boundaries. But we've done it thoughtfully. Carefully. Always with respect for you. This would be no different. It’s art, right?”

"Except it would be her being intimate with you while strangers pay to watch."

"It would be her as a tradwife exploring her sexuality in an artistic context while an audience engages with that exploration. The framing matters, Daniel. The intention matters."

I stood. I needed to move, needed to not be sitting across from him while he explained how much money we could make from my wife's shared intimacy.

"I need to think about it."

"Of course. Take all the time you need." Adrian stood too. "But I should tell you the offers won't stay open forever. The galleries want to move fast. The audience wants progression. If we wait too long, the momentum dies. And momentum is everything in this business.”

He walked me to the door, his hand on my shoulder heavy.

"Talk to Elise," he said. "See what she says. She's changed a lot in the last two months. Grown. She's not the same person who was making bread in your kitchen that first day. She's become something more."

I left the studio. On the street, I pulled out my phone and saw three missed calls from Elise, a text asking where I was, another text saying Adrian had mentioned meeting with me.

I didn't answer. I started walking.


Chapter 15

Elise had cleaned the bedroom for three hours before Adrian arrived.

I watched her strip the bed and remake it with the linen sheets we usually saved for guests. She cleared the nightstands of everything personal, my reading glasses, her hand cream, the book I was halfway through. She arranged white candles on the dresser. Placed a vase of white roses on the windowsill. Our bedroom stopped being ours and became a trad marriage set.

She took a bath in the afternoon. I heard the water running, smelled the expensive bath oil she bought last week. When she emerged, her skin was flushed and soft, her hair damp and loose around her shoulders. She wore a white silk robe with nothing underneath. I could see that from the way it moved when she walked.

"Adrian wants to shoot in natural light," she said, tying the robe's belt. "Late afternoon sun through the bedroom windows. He said it'll be ethereal."

Now Adrian stood in our bedroom doorway, studying the light. He brought less equipment this time. Just one camera, one reflector. He wanted it to feel intimate, he said. Not like a production.

"This is perfect, Elise. You've got great instincts." He crossed to the window, looked out at the angle of the sun. "We've got maybe ninety minutes of good light. Let's not waste it."

I set up the reflector where he indicated. My role had calcified over the weeks. Equipment manager. Lighting assistant. Occasionally photographer when Adrian wanted to be in the frame himself.

"Daniel, I want you shooting today," Adrian said. "I'll direct, but you operate the camera. This is about her, not me. The audience should feel like they're seeing her through her lover's eyes."

He handed me the camera. I checked the settings out of habit.

"Elise, lose the robe," Adrian said. "I want you in just the slip."

She untied the belt and let the robe fall. Underneath she now wore a silk slip in champagne. It ended high on her thighs, the neckline cut deep. She looked beautiful.

"On the bed," Adrian said. "Sitting first. Legs tucked under you."

Elise climbed onto our bed, positioned herself the way he taught her, back straight, shoulders relaxed, face turned toward the light. Adrian circled her, making minute adjustments. Her hair pushed over one shoulder. The slip's strap pulled down slightly on one side. Her legs repositioned so more thigh showed.

"Start shooting, Daniel."

I raised the camera and looked at my wife through the viewfinder. She gazed past me, toward the window, her expression serene and distant.

"Now lie back," Adrian said. "Slowly. Like you're tired. Like you've just woken up from a nap."

She reclined against the pillows, her hair spreading across the white linen. The slip rode up as she moved, but she didn't pull it down. That conservative, restrained version of Elise was long gone. Adrian knelt beside the bed, reached out and arranged the fabric, his hands smoothing it across her hips, her thighs. His touch was professional. Clinical. Except for how long his hands stayed on her skin, resting there, her not pushing it away.

"Arms above your head," he said.

She raised her arms, and the position arched her back, thrust her breasts against the thin silk. Through the camera, I could see her nipples visible through the fabric.

"Perfect. Hold that. Daniel, get closer. I want to see her face."

I moved to the side of the bed, the camera between us. Elise's eyes were half-closed, her lips parted. She looked like someone waiting for something. Someone expecting something.

"Now touch yourself," Adrian said. "Your throat. Your collarbone. Slowly."

Her hand came down from above her head, fingers trailing across her neck, her collarbone. The camera clicked in rapid succession.

"Lower," Adrian said. "Touch the edge of the slip. Just your fingertips."

Her fingers traced the lace edge of the neckline, dipping slightly beneath the fabric. I kept shooting.

"Good," Adrian murmured. "Now pull one strap down. The left one."

She hooked her finger under the strap and pulled it down her arm. The slip's neckline sagged, revealing the curve of her breast, not everything, but enough.

"Beautiful. Don't move." Adrian stood, looked at me. "Keep shooting. I'm going to adjust the light."

He moved to the window, angled the reflector to catch more of the sun. The light fell across Elise's body in long, warm streaks. She lay very still, one strap down, her hand resting on her stomach, breathing slowly.

"Okay, now I want you to get up," Adrian said. "Walk to the bathroom. Don't look at the camera. Just move naturally, like you're alone."

Elise stood, and the slip fell back into place, but barely. She walked toward our ensuite bathroom, her bare feet silent on the hardwood. Adrian gestured for me to follow with the camera.

The bathroom was smaller, all white marble and chrome. Elise had cleaned it until it gleamed. She placed more candles on the counter, more white roses in a vase by the sink.

"Stand at the sink," Adrian said. "Look at yourself in the mirror."

She positioned herself in front of the vanity mirror, and I shot from behind her, capturing her reflection. She studied herself the way she started doing lately. Appraising. Seeing herself as Adrian saw her. As the camera saw her.

"Touch your hair," Adrian said. "Like you're fixing it."

She raised her hands to her hair, gathering it, twisting it. The movement made the slip's straps slide further down her shoulders.

"Now let it fall."

She released her hair and it tumbled down her back. She met her own eyes in the mirror, and something passed across her face. Recognition or realization or permission?

"Pull the other strap down," Adrian said quietly.

She pulled the right strap down, and now both straps hung loose on her arms. The slip stayed up only by the press of her breasts against the silk. Through the viewfinder, I watched her study her reflection. Half-undressed. Flushed. Ready.

"Turn around," Adrian said. "Face Daniel. Face the camera."

She turned, and the movement made the slip slide down another inch. She stood there with the fabric barely covering her, her hands at her sides, looking directly into the lens.

"Now let it fall,” Adrian said.

I lowered the camera. "Adrian..."

"Just to the waist. I want to shoot her hands on her body. The fabric pooled at her hips. It'll be artistic. Tasteful." He looked at Elise. "Are you comfortable with this?"

"Yes," she said. There was no hesitation.

"Daniel?" Adrian's eyes found mine.

I raised the camera again. That was answer enough. I saw the figures on those screens.

Elise's hands went to the straps, and she pulled them down, pulled the slip down over her breasts. The silk gathered at her waist, held there by her hips. She stood topless in our bathroom while I photographed her and Adrian directed her hands, her posture, the angle of her face. There was nothing different in his professionalism.

"Cover your breasts with your hands," Adrian said. "But barely. I want to see skin between your fingers."

She brought her hands up, cupped herself. Her fingers spread just enough to show the curves beneath. The camera clicked and clicked.

"Now run your hands down your sides. Slow. Feel your own body."

Her hands slid down her ribs, her waist, her hips. They came to rest on the bunched silk at her waist, and I thought she might push it down further, might strip completely. But Adrian said, "Stop there. That's perfect. That's the shot."

I kept shooting, Elise with her hands on the silk, her breasts bare, her eyes on the camera. On me. But through me.

"Get the detail," Adrian said. "Her hands. Her skin. The texture of the silk."

I moved closer, framing just her torso. The slope of her breasts. The hollow of her waist. The contrast of her pale hands against the champagne silk. The light from the window gilded everything, made her look like a Renaissance painting. Something created to be looked at. Worshipped.

"Okay, pull it back up," Adrian said. "We're losing the light."

Elise pulled the slip back over her breasts, adjusted the straps. She looked smaller suddenly. Diminished. Like putting the clothes back on removed something that had been exposed.

"Let's go back to the bedroom," Adrian said. "I want to get a few more while the sun's still good."

We moved back to the bedroom, and Adrian positioned her on the bed again. This time face down, propped on her elbows, the slip riding up high on her thighs, her feet crossed at the ankles behind her, looking over her shoulder at the camera.

"Like you're reading," Adrian said, placing a book in front of her, one of the hardcovers from our nightstand. "But you're distracted. Thinking about something else. Someone else."

She opened the book, looked down at it, then back over her shoulder. The expression on her face was knowing. Inviting. I took the photograph.

"Now close the book," Adrian said. "Roll onto your back."

She rolled over, and the slip twisted around her body. Adrian leaned over her, adjusted it, his hands moving over her hips, her thighs, arranging the fabric. His face was inches from hers. She looked up at him, and something passed between them that had nothing to do with photography.

"Stay like that," he said, stepping back. "Daniel, get this angle."

I photographed them, Adrian standing over my wife, my wife looking up at him with an expression I saw before in different contexts. In our bed when we were first together, when she wanted something, when she was asking for something without words.

"Perfect," Adrian said softly. "We got it."

The sun had dropped below the neighboring houses, and the light was gone. The bedroom returned to ordinary evening dimness. Adrian started packing his camera, and Elise sat up on the bed, pulled the slip's straps back into place, ran her hands through her tangled hair.

"That was good," Adrian said. "Really good. The bathroom series especially. People are going to lose their minds."

"When will you post them?" Elise asked.

"I'll edit tonight, post tomorrow. Exclusive content for the premium tier first, then tease a few on the main feed." He glanced at me. "If that's okay with you, Daniel."

I set the camera down on the dresser. My hands were steady which surprised me.

"Yeah," I said. "It's okay I guess.”

Adrian left, and Elise stayed on the bed, still in the silk slip, looking at me across our bedroom that smelled like candle wax and roses and whatever had happened in the last two hours.

"Are you angry?" she asked.

"No."

"You seem angry."

I wasn't angry. I was something else. Something I didn't have a word for. I picked up the camera and scrolled through the images. My wife, half-dressed, fully exposed, looking at the camera like it was a lover.

"I'm going to take a shower," I said.

I left her there and went to the bathroom where twenty minutes ago she was topless for Adrian's lens, for thousands of strangers who would see these images tomorrow and the next day and forever. I turned on the water as hot as I could stand it and stepped under the spray.


Chapter 16

I woke to the sound of the coffee grinder. Sunday morning light came through the bedroom curtains, the same light that had gilded Elise's skin yesterday afternoon. I lay there for a moment, looking at the ceiling, then got up and pulled on sweatpants and a t-shirt.

Elise stood at the kitchen counter in her usual weekend uniform, leggings and one of my old college sweatshirts. Her hair was up in a messy knot. She looked like herself, like the woman I married and not like Subject E.

"Morning," she said, not looking up from the cutting board where she was slicing strawberries. "Coffee's almost ready."

"Thanks."

I sat at the kitchen table and watched her move through the familiar ritual. Strawberries into a bowl, eggs from the fridge, butter in the pan. She hummed something while she worked.

"Adrian posted the bedroom series last night," she said, cracking eggs into a bowl. "It's already at sixty thousand likes. The comments are insane."

"That's good."

"People keep asking about the slip. Where I got it, what brand. I told Adrian we should maybe reach out to some lingerie companies. See if they want to sponsor content." She whisked the eggs, added milk. “He thought it was a great idea. He thinks we could get real money from that. Not just the subscription revenue."

The coffee maker beeped. She poured two mugs, brought one to me. Her hand rested on my shoulder briefly as she set it down.

"Thanks," I said.

She went back to the stove, poured the eggs into the pan. "He wants to shoot again on Wednesday. He has this idea for a morning routine series. Me making coffee, brushing my teeth, getting dressed. Really intimate mundane stuff. He thinks people will love it because it feels voyeuristic but also wholesome."

"Where would you shoot that?"

"Here. In our bedroom and bathroom again. The light's best in the morning." She stirred the eggs. "I was thinking I could wear that white nightgown. The cotton one with the buttons. It photographs really well. Very innocent but also kind of suggestive, you know?"

I sipped my coffee and watched her cook our breakfast while planning what to wear for another man's eyes.

"He also mentioned maybe doing some outdoor content next month," she continued. "Before it gets too rainy. Maybe at the coast. Cannon Beach or somewhere like that. We could make it a weekend trip. All three of us. Shoot during the day, nice dinners at night. He said the gallery would probably cover expenses since it's for the exhibition."

"The exhibition."

"In New York. Remember? He's talking to that gallery in Chelsea. They want to do a show in December. Opening night, champagne, the whole thing." She put the eggs on plates, brought them to the table with the bowl of strawberries and toast. Sat down across from me. "He wants me there. At the opening. To meet collectors, do some press. He thinks it would be good for my personal brand."

"Your personal brand."

"My Instagram is at ninety thousand followers now. Adrian says I could probably start getting my own sponsorships. Beauty products, lifestyle brands. Companies that want to align with the aesthetic." She took a bite of eggs. "I've been thinking about it. About what comes after this project ends. If I could build something sustainable."

I spread butter on my toast and didn't say that the project didn't look like it was ending. That it looked like it was evolving into something else entirely.

"These eggs are good," I said.

"Thanks. I used that fancy salt you bought." She scrolled through her phone while she ate, reading comments probably, checking engagement metrics. "Oh, someone started a subreddit about the series. There's like three thousand people in it analyzing the images. Talking about the power dynamics and the artistic choices and whether you and I are still together."

"Are we still together?"

She looked up from her phone. "What?"

"People are speculating whether we're still together?”

"Oh. Yeah. I mean, obviously we are. You're right here." She went back to her phone. "It's just internet gossip. They don't know anything about our actual selves.”

I watched her thumb scroll through the comments of strangers discussing her body, her marriage, her life. She smiled at something, screenshot it, probably to send to Adrian.

"I need to do laundry before Wednesday," she said. "Make sure that nightgown is clean. And I should probably get my nails done. Adrian mentioned wanting to do some close-up hand shots. Domestic goddess aesthetic, very soft and pretty."

She was planning a photography shoot the way she used to plan our weekend hikes. Casual. Routine. Just another item on the calendar between grocery shopping and dinner with friends.

"What time is he coming on Wednesday?" I asked.

"Nine. He wants that early morning light." She finished her eggs, carried her plate to the sink. "You'll be here, right? He wants you operating the camera again."

"Yeah. I'll be here."

"Perfect." She rinsed her plate, loaded it into the dishwasher. "I'm going to go work on that article for Willamette Week. I've was putting it off for like two weeks."

She kissed the top of my head on her way past, the same absent gesture she given me a thousand times before. Then she disappeared into the spare room we used as an office, leaving me alone in the kitchen with the remains of breakfast and the knowledge that in three days I be photographing my wife in a nightgown for a man who called her his muse.

I cleared the table. Washed the pan. Put away the butter. Normal Sunday morning tasks. Everything felt normal. That was the problem.

I could hear Elise typing in the other room, working on her article, living her life. In her mind, nothing had changed. Or everything had changed and she already adjusted to it, incorporated it into the routine of her days. Photography shoots were just another part of the schedule now, something that happened between breakfast and lunch, between laundry and grocery shopping.

I poured another cup of coffee and sat back down at the table.


Chapter 17

Adrian came the evening before. Evening light instead of morning. Different energy, she said. More intimate.

I was in the studio when I heard his car in the driveway. Through the window I watched him walk to our front door carrying only his camera bag. No tripod. No reflectors. No equipment except the camera itself.

I gave them a few minutes, then went inside.

They were in the living room. Elise wore a dress I hadn't seen before, cream-colored linen, loose and soft, the kind of thing that looked casual but probably cost three hundred dollars. Her feet were bare. She painted her toenails pale pink.

"Hey," she said when I came in. "Adrian was just telling me about the Chelsea gallery. They want to do a two-month run."

"That's great," I said.

Adrian stood by the window, looking out at the fading light. He turned when I spoke. "Daniel. Good to see you." He didn't move to shake my hand. "I wanted to talk to you about tonight's session."

"Okay."

"Come sit," Elise said, patting the couch beside her. “I think you should.”

I sat. Adrian remained standing, backlit by the window. He looked like he was about to give a presentation.

"So the bathroom series performed incredibly well," he started. "But I've been noticing something in the analytics. The images that do best are the ones where Elise looks most natural. Most unguarded. Where she's not aware of the camera."

"Okay," I said.

"The problem is she's getting too good at this. Too polished. She knows exactly how to position herself, how to hold her face. Which is great for technical execution. But it's losing some of the rawness. The vulnerability." He paused. "The authenticity that was there at the beginning.”

Elise shifted beside me. I could feel her attention on Adrian, total and focused.

"What I need," Adrian continued, "is to capture her in a genuinely intimate state. Not performing intimacy. Actually experiencing it." He looked at me directly. "Which is where this gets complicated."

"How complicated?" I asked.

"I need to work with her differently tonight. No camera. No performance. Just helping her access that deeper emotional space. The way a director might work with an actor before an important scene. Create the conditions for genuine vulnerability." He moved away from the window, closer to where we sat. "But I can't do that effectively with you in the room, Daniel. Your presence changes the dynamic. She's aware of you. She’s conscious of being watched by her husband. Even subconsciously."

Elise's hand found mine on the couch. Her palm was warm.

"What are you suggesting?" I asked, though I already knew.

"I'm suggesting that tonight, you let me work with Elise alone in your bedroom. Just work on her. No camera. No documentation. Just preparation. Getting her to a place where she's genuinely open, genuinely present in her body. Then after, we shoot. You can operate the camera like you normally do. But she'll be vulnerable. Authentic."

The words hung in the air between us. No camera and alone in the bedroom, where I watched Adrian photograph her a dozen times already, but always with me there, always with the camera as witness and excuse.

"What would you be doing?” I asked. "Without the camera."

"What it takes to help her access her genuine emotion. Guide her into her feminine receptive state. Maybe some physical work on that. Breathing exercises, so to speak. Touch, obviously. Connection. It might get a bit… noisy.” 

Adrian's voice remained calm, reasonable. Elise looked down. None of this sounded new to her. She’d already agreed, she was already thinking about it. She had nothing to say to me,

“Look, I know how this sounds. But the camera is a barrier sometimes. It creates distance. For this next phase of the series, I need to remove that barrier completely. Your wife and I, we need to cross through that barrier.”

Elise's thumb stroked across my knuckles. She was looking at Adrian, not me. Her face was soft and open and already somewhere else.

"How long would you need to do this?” I asked.

"However long it takes. Could be an hour. Could be longer. We can’t rush it."

I looked at Elise. She turned to me then, her eyes clear and steady.

"What do you think?" I asked her.

"I think we should try,” she said quietly. "I think I've been performing for so long that I've forgotten how to just be. Just feel. And with you watching, I'm aware of being your wife, like Adrian said, of being seen by you in that specific way." She squeezed my hand. "This could help me access something even deeper. Something more honest, with Adrian.”

"Without me there."

"Without anyone watching. Just Adrian helping me, and then after you can document it. Like we always do." Her voice was gentle, patient. Like she was explaining something simple to someone who was being deliberately slow. "I trust Adrian. And I trust you. I think this could transform the work."

Adrian stood there, waiting for me to understand what they both already understood, what had maybe was inevitable since that first day at the farmers market when his hand landed on her shoulder and her body knew him before her mind did.

"The bedroom," I said.

"The light is best up there. And it's where she's most comfortable. Most herself. Right, Elise?” Adrian's tone was matter-of-fact and professional. "Daniel, this is not about me. This is about helping Elise access an emotional truth that her work requires. Everything has been leading to this. To her being brave enough to be genuinely vulnerable. Genuinely seen.”

Elise was still holding my hand still waiting for my answer. The evening light was fading fast through the windows.

I thought about all the small surrenders that had brought us there, the first shoot in the kitchen with the bread dough, the couch poses, the unbuttoned blouse. Then there was the kiss, the bathroom with her breasts bare. Each one a small crossing, each one leading to the next. Each one seeming reasonable in the moment, wrapped in language about art and trust and sophistication.

And now this. The bedroom. No camera. Just my wife and Adrian, alone, doing whatever it took to get her to “the place of genuine vulnerability.”

“If you need to, I guess,” I said.

Elise's face transformed. Relief and gratitude filled it, but something else too, excitement, maybe. Or permission finally granted for something she was increasingly wanting.

"Thank you," she whispered. She kissed my cheek, her lips warm and soft. "Thank you for understanding. Thank you for being so mature about all this."

She stood, and Adrian gestured toward the hallway and the stairs, up to our bedroom. She walked ahead of him, her bare feet silent on the hardwood floor, her cream-colored slip flowing around her legs. He followed a few steps behind.

They reached the bottom of the stairs. Elise looked back at me over her shoulder, her hand on the banister. She smiled and gave me a wave with fluttering fingers at her waist, then she turned and started climbing.

Adrian paused. He looked over his shoulder at me sitting on the couch, and something passed across his face. We both understood what was happening and what it meant and that I was allowing it anyway.

“Put some music on maybe,” he said. “You know…” he shrugged.

“Yeah.”

Then he followed her up the stairs. I heard their footsteps in the hallway above and heard them reach the bedroom. I heard their voices, muffled and soft, her light laughter, and then I heard the bedroom door softly latch closed.

I sat alone on the couch in our trad lifestyle living room flicking through the images on the back of the camera, slowing at the one where Adrian was kissing my wife, where his hands stroked her body, where he touched her inner thing, rubbed his thumbs over her parted lips, drove his fingers through her hair, her face in states of yielding ecstasy. And me the one behind the camera clicking at it all.

I didn’t put music on. Instead I heard through the door up there, and through the hallway and down the stairs, Elise squealing, Elise cooing, Elise laughing.

I heard their voices, but not the words, his then hers then his then nothing for several minutes. What were they doing, not talking, not laughing, making no sound at all?

My ears throbbed with the nothingness, until they were pierced by a thin, high pitched breathy gasp. And another, and another.

I laid my head back over the top of the couch. The breathy gasps she was hushing and muffling became more vocal cries. I clenched my eyes. There was more murmuring, more laughter, more gasping, and more cries, some of this, then some of that. And long periods of nothing.

And then the bed, the damn bed I didn’t do anything about, where it banged the wall. And now I heard it downstairs, having never moved it away from the wall.

I fell forward until my face was on my knees. But I didn’t plug my ears. I heard the slap of flesh on flesh with the banging of the bed on the wall. I heard my wife’s cries, out loud and unmuffled now. It went on and on and on and didn’t seem ever to stop.

But when it did, I lifted my head, peered at the dark stairs, hung my mouth wide open. My phone startled me with a shiver when it buzzed. It’s dead face came to life, glowing with a text from Adrian.

“You can come up now,” it said. “Bring the camera. Elise is ready for the kill shot.”

cover.jpeg





