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Chapter 1 / THE NIKON FG-20

[image: The valley on the first morning of the hundred days, November 2012. The FG-20 he]The valley on the first morning of the hundred days, November 2012. The FG-20 held a roll of Ektar 100 and the 50mm f/1.8 was screwed on tight. I had slept in the car the night before and the windows were fogged from the inside. I walked the loop road before the crowds woke up. The cliffs held the shadow side longer than I expected the film to. One frame here, then breakfast out of a cooler on the tailgate.


The Frame

A surfer stood in the pocket of the wave and the morning light broke through the marine layer in a single band that lit the shore and nothing else. I held the FG-20 to my face and tracked him through the viewfinder with the 200mm. The lens was long for that body, heavy in my hands, and the wind lever made a specific mechanical sound, a spring-loaded click that you felt in your thumb when the film seated. I had one frame before he would ride out of the light. I waited for the wave to carry him into the sunlit section of the shore. I pressed the shutter. The mirror slapped. The wind lever did not move because the FG-20 had no motor drive. I lowered the camera. He paddled back out. The frame was already inside the canister, invisible, safe among the others I had shot that morning. I did not know if I had caught him in the light or in the shadow. I would not know for days. It was one frame of many.

The Bag & The Roll

[image: The Pentax came through the bag the way film bodies do, cheap and unannounced. I]The Pentax came through the bag the way film bodies do, cheap and unannounced. It was not the FG-20 and it was not the F4, just a working body that showed up at the right price and left when the work was done. I loaded it the same way as the rest, thumb on the sprockets, back door snapped shut against the light. Some cameras stay. Some pass through. The pictures count the same.


When I first started, I had the D40 and a memory card. That was it. I took that thing everywhere. It was a tiny camera, a digital body from Nikon that cost less than a textbook and fit in a jacket pocket. I learned shutter speed, aperture, composition. I learned that a modern DSLR produced files that often looked flat or wrong straight out of camera, and the culture at the time pushed you toward correction-HDR merges, Lightroom presets, Instagram filters-techniques aimed at restoring a sense of light the sensor had failed to capture. The D40 was not a low-light king and it was not noiseless. The arms race for sharpness, dynamic range, and ever-cleaner high-ISO performance produced images that were technically perfect and often empty. I felt an implied pressure to process my way out of every frame.

In high school I had an Olympus OM-10 with a 50mm lens, my first film body, but I did not push it far. The D40 was the first digital camera I took outside seriously-my first DSLR-and I worked it hard for years. The FG-20 came later, a gift from Lauren when I was preparing to leave on a road trip in 2011. I carried it alongside my Nikon D2H, a 4.5-megapixel digital body I had bought used in college, shooting film as a side practice while the D2H handled the bulk of the work. When I got back, I liked the film look enough to start a project: one roll a week, twenty-four frames every seven days, developed at the one-hour counter with cheap Fuji 200 or 400 because it was available. Over the first year I built a small archive that way, then moved up to Ektar and Portra. I never shot black-and-white stock; I figured I could always convert color to monochrome in post. I still do digital processing-Lightroom, DaVinci Resolve, Apple Photos, digiKam-to get the image where I want it.

The FG-20 was a student camera, a gift, a black metal-and-plastic body with an aluminum frame that felt more substantial than its price suggested. I paired it with the manual-focus 50mm f/1.8 that came with it, a pancake lens that held detail in the center and let the corners dissolve into halation. Later I found a 28mm at a thrift store, an old manual-focus lens with a gritty focus ring. But most of the time I reached for the better AF-D glass I already owned from my digital kit-the 50mm f/1.8 AFD, the 35mm f/1.8 DX-lenses that were crisp, contrasty, and carried a slight vignette when wide open. The 200mm came last, for the coast. It was too long for most things but right for the surf.

[image: The meadow below the cliffs, mid-morning, the thrift-store 28mm on the body. The]The meadow below the cliffs, mid-morning, the thrift-store 28mm on the body. The light leak crawls across the upper corner like weather that was not in the forecast. I did not know the lens leaked until the roll came back. By then the leak had been in three rolls. I kept the lens. The flaw had started earning its keep.


The D40 could make a good image of a bad scene, which taught me to rely on correction rather than intention. By 2009 I had moved to a Nikon D2H, a 4.5-megapixel body with color I liked and speed I needed. I carried it with the FG-20 on a long trip through Yellowstone, Idaho, Utah, and Moab in 2011, using the D2H for the bulk of the work and the film camera when I wanted the slower, more deliberate look. I was a digital native first: digital produced the output, the shares, the archives. Film was where I went when I wanted the object to feel different. I still process everything-digital and scan alike-pushing color, lifting brightness, adding black-and-white, cleaning noise. The film was a starting point, not a finish line.

The first long trip started right after I finished my degree-fifty days through Yellowstone, Idaho, Utah, Moab, and Capitol Reef in the Camry. The hundred-day trip came the year after that: down from Washington through the Cascades, along the California coast, into the Sierra and Yosemite. Later there were other trips-Alvord, Oahu, the coast-each one loaded with the same question of whether the frame was worth the spend.

I arrived in Yosemite in November. The days were crisp and clear and cold, the way you think mountains should be in mid-November. I had loaded Ektar 100 into the FG-20. The film pushed the warm tones further than my eyes saw, held the highlights in the snow, and did not turn the shadows olive the way cheaper stocks did. I had the 50mm on for the valley and the 28mm for the wide shots. I also carried the 200mm, but the valley was too tight for that much reach.

[image: Three surfers at the coast, November light, the 200mm screwed onto the FG-20 fro]Three surfers at the coast, November light, the 200mm screwed onto the FG-20 from the beach. They were talking about the camera the way people talk about a dinosaur bone, half curiosity and half pity. The waves were small and glassy and nobody was in a hurry. I had twenty frames left on the roll. I spent four of them standing in the sand.


I stayed in a heated tent at Curry Village. It cost sixty dollars. I had been sleeping in the car and the cold had gotten to me. The first night I discovered that the film had not wound properly. The take-up spool had slipped. I lost fifteen frames I had worked on. I opened the back in the tent and saw the crunched film, the overlapping exposures, the ghost of light where two frames had tried to occupy the same space. I reseated the roll and started over. The FG-20 gave no error message when it failed. It just failed.

Among the lost frames was one I had waited an hour for. The valley floor in shadow, the last light catching only the top third of El Capitan, a single tree in the foreground for scale. I had metered it three times. I had checked the focus twice. The wind lever had clicked and I had felt the film seat and I had lowered the camera believing the frame was safe. It was not. The take-up spool had slipped on the second frame and every exposure after that was a ghost, two images occupying the same space, neither one complete. I never got that light again. I have driven past that tree twice. The frame is not in the binder.

The next day I walked to the overlook above the valley. I set up the tripod and set the timer for a self-portrait. I stood on a rock near the road with El Capitan catching the last light behind me. The air was thin and the sun dropped fast. I had the 50mm at f/1.8 and the meter needle hovered in the center. The cold was in my fingers. The light was low and gold and did not last.

[image: The valley in the morning after the first snow, the meadow still green under the]The valley in the morning after the first snow, the meadow still green under the white. Ektar 100 did what the box said it would do, held the warm against the cold, kept the cliffs from going black. I bracketed nothing. The meter needle sat in the middle and I believed it. The film forgave the belief. That was the lesson of the first roll, and it took me years to trust it again.


Later, on the coast, I used the 200mm at Sisters Rocks. The warm morning light broke through the marine layer and lit the surfer in the pocket of the wave. The FG-20 did not give me a second chance. It did not spray. I advanced the lever, felt the catch, and waited.

I discovered the 28mm leaked light on a trip to the Wallowas in 2013-bright spots in the corners at certain f-stops, the mount seal failing in ways I could not see on the barrel. After developing that roll I put the lens aside. It became a specialty tool, used only when I wanted the flaw. I had better glass by then: the 50mm f/1.8 AFD, a sharp 24-28mm, and eventually the 80-400mm. Those were modern digital-mount lenses with better coatings and machining, adapted to the F-mount film body, and they produced clean negatives without the surprises.

Ektar sat in the Lowepro camera bag. I thought about loading it and driving east. I did not. The Camry was the only vehicle I had.

[image: One surfer, one wave, the last frame on the roll. The 200mm was too long for the]One surfer, one wave, the last frame on the roll. The 200mm was too long for the beach and right for this. I watched him paddle for twenty minutes before the set came through. The mirror slapped and the lever clicked and the roll was done, thirty-six frames spent across five days and one coast. I rewound it in the car and wrote the date on the canister with a pen that skipped.


The Tank / The Lab / The Scan

I dropped the rolls at Kmart. Or Fred Meyer. The one-hour photo counter was near the front, next to the cigarettes and bubble gum. I handed the canister to a person in a smock who threaded the leader onto sprockets I never saw. The machine was behind a partition. I came back in an hour. The negatives were cut into strips of six and tucked into a plastic sleeve. The CD came in a paper sleeve with my name written on it in marker. The plastic case held the negatives in the dark. The scans were JPEGs at low resolution, maybe two megapixels. Out east, along Highway 395 through Nevada and eastern California, I went to grocery-store chains-Safeway, Albertsons, the kind of one-hour photo counter common in towns too small for a dedicated camera shop.

In 2013 I designed a book about the project. I called it Working With Film. I laid it out for the iPad. The scans from those CDs were the images I used. They were small and flat and I did not know it then. Years later I looked at those JPEGs and knew I should rescan them. The originals were in a binder. The CDs were in a box. No drive to read them. The resolution was low. The prints I never made would have been better. The book itself was a lesson in what I did not yet understand about resolution and permanence.

The camera still sits on my desk.
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Chapter 2 / EKTAR 100
The film, not the place.

The Frame

On the coast I met an agate picker near Newport, at a beach called Agate Beach. He told me to prowl the older coastal towns, look for the rock shops with weathered signs, the kind that looked like an old-time prospector worked there alone. He said some of those guys had retired and would lead you to their picking spots if you asked the right way. I never found the shop he described, but I found the ladybug in a field on the way back, perched on a purple flower in sunlight that broke through the marine layer. Ektar turned the petals magenta, saturated almost to the point of artificial, but the ladybug held its red. The film pushed the magenta further than my eyes had registered.

A week earlier I had set up the tripod at the edge of a lake before the sun cleared the ridge. The F4 was cold in my hands. I had loaded Ektar 100 the night before in the tent, winding the leader onto the take-up spool by hand in the light of my headlamp. The mountain rose across the water, a glacial peak the American Indian population in the area called Seekseekqua. Lewis and Clark had named it Jefferson in 1806. The early light caught the snowfields and turned them pink, then gold, then white as the sun climbed. Ektar held the pink in the snow where digital would have washed it to gray. I metered the scene and pressed the shutter once. The mirror slapped. The motor wound. I was cold and trying to keep the tripod steady. The alpenglow held at the edge of the snowfield without bleeding. The alpenglow did not last. Travel Oregon selected that photograph to represent the Mount Jefferson area. I thought it was one of my favorite images I had made.

The Supply Chain

When I started shooting film in 2012, Kmart carried Ektar in the camera aisle between the memory cards and the disposable cameras. It cost seven or eight dollars a roll, less than a sandwich, and the canister rang like a coin when I dropped it on the counter. By 2014 the pro stocks had disappeared from the department store shelves. Kmart still had Fujifilm 200 and Kodak Gold in two-packs, but Ektar was gone. The one-hour photo counters that had developed my first rolls were still there, but they could not process what they did not sell.

[image: The wildflowers were an accident of timing. I stopped for gas and they were on t]The wildflowers were an accident of timing. I stopped for gas and they were on the hill behind the station, purple rows of them in evening light. The Ektar 100 was already in the camera and the 50mm was wide open because the light was going. One frame. The color on the negative ran warm the way Ektar runs warm, and for once I did not argue with it. Some frames you take. Some frames the road gives you.


I started ordering Ektar online through Amazon and photo retailers, paying twelve dollars a roll plus shipping, waiting three days for a cardboard box to arrive at the door. The price had doubled and I felt every dollar. With the FG-20 I had shot a full roll and dropped it at the one-hour counter for five dollars more. Now the film cost twelve and The Darkroom in San Clemente charged fourteen to develop and scan it, plus the prepaid mailer, plus the two-week wait. A single roll of Ektar could cost thirty dollars from load to scan. That was a tank of gas for the Camry. That was two rolls of Fujifilm 400 at CVS, or maybe Walmart. I shot some of those frames at a farmers market, but I bought the stock at the drugstore.

By 2014 the retail counters in Eugene were fading. Fred Meyer, CVS, and Walgreens still took send-out film-shipped to a central lab in Washington, back in several days-but the one-hour C-41 machines were disappearing. I found a local shop called Dotson's and started taking my rolls there for develop-only, scanning at home on a Prime Film 7200 or paying for their CT scans when I was in a hurry. I did not find The Darkroom in San Clemente until later, and when I used them in 2021 with the Canon EOS body it was partly to experiment with higher-resolution scans than I could get at home.

I photographed a ladybug on a purple flower in a field near the coast, the insect bright red against petals the color of late summer bruise. Ektar pushed the purple into magenta I had not seen in the petals-saturated, almost lit from within. The ladybug held its red against the magenta with an edge that looked stamped, not photographed. Kodak had reintroduced Ektar in 2008 using motion-picture emulsion technology developed for their VISION film line, pairing it with a T-Grain crystal structure that grew silver halide in flattened, tabular shapes. The result was the finest-grain color negative film at ISO 100, with a saturation and contrast that worked like a different palette. Portra was soft and pastel. Cheap Fuji stocks carried a green tinge that turned shadows olive. Ektar was crisp and contrast-y, a tool for landscapes and detail work that punished underexposure and held color best when the meter was already where it needed to be.

For the first five years I had shot with the cheapest 18-55mm kit lens, plastic mount and plastic elements, fighting haze and dimness I did not understand. Good film on bad glass was like pouring clean water into a dirty cup. When I put Ektar through the 50mm f/1.8 or the 28mm, the difference was immediate. The rock art frame I shot on my last roll of that trip came back from The Darkroom with crisp edges on the basalt and sagebrush where the grain stacked tight enough to read as line work. The scans were JPEGs at low resolution, maybe two megapixels, good enough for the blog and the Instagram stream. Not good enough for prints. Years later I would need to rescan the Mount Jefferson negative on the Pacific Image 7200 to get a file large enough for a sixteen-by-twenty. The original CD sat in a box under the desk, no drive to read it. The 2-megapixel scan was a placeholder for a photograph I had not yet finished.

Ektar was no longer the default.

The Place & The Light

[image: Lupine in the last of the light, the same roll of Ektar, the same 50mm at f/1.8.]Lupine in the last of the light, the same roll of Ektar, the same 50mm at f/1.8. Cheap film would have crushed the purple into a smear and called it atmosphere. Ektar separated the petals the way the eye separates them, one against the next. I knelt in the gravel of the pullout to get level with the stems. My knee was wet the rest of the drive. The frame was worth the knee.


The lake sat at the base of the Cascades, fed by snowmelt that ran cold even in September. I had hiked in the afternoon and camped near the shore, waking before dawn to set up the tripod while the stars were still out. The air was thin at that elevation and the wind cut through my jacket. I took a reading off the snow, shadow-side, and pressed the shutter once. The alpenglow lasted maybe ten minutes. By the time I broke camp the sun was high and the light was flat and the peak looked like any other mountain.

Later that season I drove east to a rock art site in the high desert, the terrain rocky and covered with sagebrush. I had one roll left, loaded in the tent the night before. Basalt held the petroglyphs, ancient lines cut into the stone. I photographed them with the 17-40 f/4L, getting close to the rock. Ektar rendered the contrast between the dark basalt and the pale sky with a crispness that made the carvings look recent. The Darkroom processed the roll and sent back scans that held the detail. I was happy with them.

The Object & The Delay

In 2019 I still ordered Ektar. It sat in the Lowepro camera bag next to a roll of Portra and a canister I would not shoot until the next year. The F4 was still in the bag with the 50mm f/1.8 mounted, the metal cold against my palm when I lifted it. The 17-40 f/4L still clicked onto its mount. Each roll I bought cost more than the first one I had loaded into the FG-20 in 2012. The price had climbed with the revival, not fallen. I did buy Ektar from Amazon in packs of five, and Portra too, around eleven dollars a roll when bought that way. I bought one roll at a time, loaded it with intention, shot it over a month or two, sent it to The Darkroom, waited. When the scans arrived I opened the ZIP file the way I used to open the plastic case from Kmart, hoping the frames matched what I remembered. Sometimes the scan was flatter than the negative. Sometimes the color had shifted. I kept the file anyway.

The bag held another roll of Ektar, behind the lens cloth. I thought about loading it for the agate beds after winter storms, but I did not. The agates would still be there when the water receded. The film would still be in the bag. I would load it when I had a frame worth the price.

I still have the negative.
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Chapter 3 / FUJIFILM 400 AND THE ONE-HOUR GHOST

[image: The doughnut stand at the Saturday market, fryer oil going, the dough turning it]The doughnut stand at the Saturday market, fryer oil going, the dough turning itself over in the grease. Fujifilm 400 in the FG-20, the 50mm wide open at a twentieth. The flip happened once and did not repeat for the camera. That was the whole discipline in one frame: the roll costs four dollars and the moment does not care. One flip, one press, one chance at the grease going gold.


The Frame

The doughnut hung in the air above the fryer for less than a second. October 2012. The farmers market in southern Oregon, mid-morning on a Saturday. I had the FG-20 at my eye and the 50mm f/1.8 wide open. The vendor flipped old-fashioned doughnuts into hot oil with a pair of tongs. I had watched three fall before I raised the camera. I knew the timing. I set the shutter above the two-fiftieth mark and pressed it once. The shutter clicked. The doughnut dropped. The glaze caught the flat October light and the film held it thick, the sugar bright against the gray sky. The oil was still bubbling. I lowered the camera and did not think about it again until the roll was finished.

The Bag & The Roll

[image: The llama crossed the frame like it had paid for the film. The market crowd part]The llama crossed the frame like it had paid for the film. The market crowd parted for it the way crowds part for weather. Fujifilm 400, sunny sixteen, nothing measured, nothing bracketed. The handler walked a half-step behind, holding the lead rope like an afterthought. I raised the camera and the llama looked directly into the lens the way animals do when they have decided you are harmless. One frame. It held the stare.


I had loaded Fujifilm 400 that morning-the practical choice, the cheap choice, the one that let me shoot in the shaded aisles without thinking about the cost of each frame.

I had two rolls for the weekend. Thirty-six frames each. I walked the aisles knowing the count. One for the market. One for the drive back. Each press of the shutter was a real cost. You wound the lever after every shot. If you rushed it, you could crunch the film. I had learned that by then.

I metered with the needle in the viewfinder. I turned the aperture ring and watched the needle settle. I bracketed when I could afford to, which was not often. The 50mm at f/1.8 could isolate a face or a stack of produce or the glaze on a doughnut against a blurred background. Fujifilm 400 did an OK job in the mixed light of the market tents. It was not Ektar. It did not push color into the artificial, or shift it, or soften contrast. The film saw what I saw.

[image: The sheep came close enough to fog the lens with its breath. The 50mm was set to]The sheep came close enough to fog the lens with its breath. The 50mm was set to its near limit and the sheep had opinions about that, head down, head up, unimpressed. Fujifilm 400, market day, the same roll as the doughnuts. The wool took the light the way only white animals can, every strand separate. I spent three frames on this sheep and the sheep spent none of its attention on me.


The Place, The Light, and the One-Hour Ghost

The market was in southern Oregon, outdoors, under tents. October. The summer heat was gone and the light was soft and diffuse, which is good for film and bad for ambition. The air smelled like cider and cinnamon, the last of the harvest season. I walked the aisles with the FG-20 hanging from my neck. I was not fast. I was deliberate. I would see a composition, stop, raise the camera, check the needle, adjust the ring, and press the shutter once. Then I wound the lever. Then I would lower the camera and keep walking. Other shoppers moved past me with bags of apples and squash. Nobody asked about the camera. It was just an old metal SLR, black and aluminum, nothing that announced itself.

I also shot a frame of a llama that same summer, in August, at a property outside town. Same camera, same film stock, same 50mm lens. The light was different-soft evening light, warm, the lens wide open to f/1.8. The llama belonged to a neighbor and was only there for a few months, a temporary resident. I caught it with all four feet on the ground, walking in profile. That frame had a different mood but the same crispness. The film held the fur and the grass with grain that separated the tones, each hair distinct against the background blur. I just knew that when the CD came back from the lab, the film frames looked different from the digital frames I was shooting alongside them.

[image: Roses in a window, cheap film doing honest work. The Fujifilm 400 was never the ]Roses in a window, cheap film doing honest work. The Fujifilm 400 was never the romantic stock and it knew it. What it did instead was tell the truth about window light, flat and warm and slightly tired, the way the morning actually looked. The 50mm at f/1.8 turned the background to watercolor. I took one frame and walked on. Cheap film is honest too. The look is in the light.


I dropped the roll off at the one-hour photo counter in a department store. Either Kmart or Fred Meyer-the receipt is gone. They ran it through the one-hour machine while I waited by the front entrance or sat in the car. I got back a plastic case with the negatives cut into strips of six, and a CD in a paper sleeve. The disc held JPEG scans.

I did not think about resolution then. I was just glad to see the frames. I uploaded the doughnut and the llama to my WordPress blog and I thought that was the archive. Years later I would learn that those retail scans were 2 megapixels or less-compressed to nothing, fine online, invisible in a frame.

The Fujifilm 400 scans had a crisp look to them. Contrast and texture that I was missing in some digital frames. The color was more interesting. The doughnut frame proved it to me. I looked at the scan and I looked at my digital files from the same summer and the film held more of what I had seen. I did not know about dye layers or grain structure or any of that. I just knew that the film frame looked like the thing I had seen.

The doughnut negative was in the binder, cut into a strip of six. The label on the sleeve had faded to gray. The CD was in a box under the desk. No drive to read it.
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Interlude / THE WAVING CAT

The Oregon Country Fair did not allow cameras for most of its history. When I raised the FG-20 in July of 2012, I was already trespassing on tradition. The fair had lifted the ban sometime in the years before I started going, but the old rule still hung in the air like the dust kicked up by the crowd. I had the 50mm f/1.8 on the body and a roll of Fujifilm 400 loaded that morning. Thirty-six frames. That was all the permission I needed. The fair was a chaos of bodies and color. Tie-dye and drum circles and the smell of patchouli mixed with fried dough. I wore the FG-20 around my neck on a thin strap and it bounced against my chest as I walked. Manual focus in a crowd is a different kind of patience than manual focus on a mountain. With a surfer you track a single shape against water. With a crowd you track nothing. You wait for the gap. You raise the camera and the frame fills with a stranger's shoulder, then a child's hand, then the empty space you wanted is gone. I walked the aisles for an hour before I raised the camera once. The FG-20 had no motor drive. You could not spray and pray. You had to find the still point inside the motion. I found the cat in a vendor's booth near the end of the main row. It was a ceramic statue, one of those mechanical cats with an arm that waves back and forth on a slow motor, beckoning customers. The arm moved on a metronome of cheap gears. I stood in front of it for two minutes, the FG-20 at my eye, the needle centered, waiting for the hand to reach its apex. The gesture would be completely different a moment later, the arm descending, the welcome turning into dismissal. A woman with a baby on her hip stepped between us and I lowered the camera and waited. She moved on. I raised it again. The hand climbed. I pressed the shutter when the paw hung at the top of its arc. One frame. The mirror slapped. I wound the lever and the spring-loaded catch clicked in my thumb and the crowd moved past me and the cat kept waving at nobody. Farther down the aisle I found the skulls. Tiny ceramic skulls, each no bigger than a golf ball, wearing handmade sunglasses in a glass case. The vendor had arranged them in a loose gang, some tilted, some upright, the sunglasses crooked on bone that had never held eyes. I crouched to get level with the case and the 50mm at f/1.8 made the glass disappear. The skull in the center held its focus. The ones at the edges went soft. I pressed the shutter once. The FG-20 did not care that I was in a hurry. It clicked and waited. A woman in a long skirt stepped in front of me before I could take a second frame. I lowered the camera and moved on. That was the frame. There was no second. The last frame I remember from that roll was not at the fair itself. It was in the Walmart parking lot on the drive back, where three men stood under a rainbow in full costume. Bigfoot, Captain America, and Spiderman. They were taking a break from whatever performance they had been doing, leaning against a shopping cart return in the late afternoon light. I raised the camera from the car window and they saw me and posed. Bigfoot's arm around Spiderman's shoulder. Captain America giving a thumbs-up. The rainbow arced behind them, faint, almost gone, the kind of rainbow that exists only because the light is hitting the moisture at exactly the right angle and will disappear if you blink. I had one frame left on the roll. I metered the sky, not the costumes, and pressed the shutter. The mirror slapped. The lever clicked. The roll was done. The film went to the one-hour counter at Fred Meyer with the rest. The scans came back on a CD in a paper sleeve. The cat's paw was frozen at its apex. The skulls looked like they were grinning. The rainbow had held just enough color to separate the heroes from the asphalt. Fujifilm 400 did not push the colors into the artificial the way Ektar would have. It saw what I saw: a parking lot, a costume, a moment that would not happen again. I still have the negative of the cat. It is in the binder with the rest, the sleeve labeled in Sharpie that has faded to gray. The cat's arm is still raised. The motor is still running somewhere, waving at customers I will never see.

[image: The skulls in the glass case, each one the size of a golf ball, the sunglasses h]The skulls in the glass case, each one the size of a golf ball, the sunglasses handmade and crooked on bone that never held eyes. The 50mm at f/1.8 made the glass disappear and held the center skull sharp while the gang around it went soft. Fujifilm 400, one press. A woman in a long skirt stepped in before a second frame was possible. There was no second. The one held.


[image: The fair in full color, July of 2012, the FG-20 loaded that morning with Fujifil]The fair in full color, July of 2012, the FG-20 loaded that morning with Fujifilm 400 and thirty-six frames of permission. Tie-dye and drum circles and the smell of patchouli over fried dough. The camera bounced on the thin strap against my chest. I walked the aisles for an hour before I raised it once. Manual focus in a crowd is a different patience than manual focus on a mountain. You wait for the gap.


[image: The crowd in motion at the drum circle, the frame filling and emptying faster th]The crowd in motion at the drum circle, the frame filling and emptying faster than the FG-20 could answer. No motor drive, no spray, no second chance at a gap that closed in a half-second. I missed a dozen frames that afternoon and kept none of the misses on a card to check later. The not-knowing was the practice. Fujifilm 400, the needle centered, the mirror slapping like a hand on a door.


[image: A stranger in the sun near the vendor row, sunglasses on, drink in hand, the fai]A stranger in the sun near the vendor row, sunglasses on, drink in hand, the fair moving behind her. The 50mm wide open, Fujifilm 400, one frame and then the light moved off her shoulder and the picture was over. She never knew. That was the fair's courtesy, everyone photographed everyone and nobody performed for the lens. The film kept the sun on her face the way I saw it, brief and unrepeatable.


[image: The top hats at the drum circle, three of them in a row like a parade that had f]The top hats at the drum circle, three of them in a row like a parade that had forgotten to move. I waited for the gap the way the book says, camera up, needle centered, the hats swaying. Fujifilm 400, the FG-20's plastic shutter slapping once. A fourth hat walked through the frame a second later and I was glad I had not waited for symmetry. The roll does not grade on patience. It only keeps what you took.


[image: The butterfly wings at the vendor booth, wired and bright, taller than the perso]The butterfly wings at the vendor booth, wired and bright, taller than the person wearing them. The fair lets you photograph strangers who want to be photographed, and she did, holding the wings open against the crowd. Fujifilm 400 did what it did all day, honest color and no flattery. One frame, then the wings folded and the light changed. Some subjects wait for you. This one gave me four seconds.

Chapter 4 / THE N80 AND THE AA BATTERY LIE

[image: The road down to the Alvord playa, May of 2015, the 4Runner loaded with the N80 ]The road down to the Alvord playa, May of 2015, the 4Runner loaded with the N80 and enough AA batteries to test the lie properly. Golden grass on the rim, alkali dust waiting below, the lake bed flat as a printed page. The N80's two red dots held the whole way down. The frame keeps the scale the eye lost, the hill of grass against the flat of the lake, the road threading between.


Ugh, battery's dead. Wiped out. Same problem with the N80. The fix was the Nikon battery grip. It made the base bigger, added a tray for AAs. Regular AAs. Or rechargeable lithium ions, the AA-style ones. Ten rolls, maybe.

[image: The 4Runner, parked while the light decided what to do. The road trips had a bod]The 4Runner, parked while the light decided what to do. The road trips had a body and a roof box and a film camera riding on the seat, and this was the body. The N80 sat in the bag with its AA batteries, the F4 where the weight would not tip forward. Everything in the frame earned its place by working. The camera bag went nowhere without me and I went nowhere without the bag. That was the whole system.


The MB-16 cost more than it should have, used. It turned the N80 from a sleek body into something bigger, heavier, more deliberate-the profile of a pro body, an F5 or a D2H, something that looked like it meant business. I used it anyway. AAs were everywhere. Gas stations, grocery stores, the drawer in my kitchen where I kept the remote batteries, and when I snapped them into the tray the plastic catch clicked hard against my thumb. Meanwhile I had regular copper-top Duracells in my F4. Running through five or six rolls. No problem. The F4 just kept going. The FG-20 never needed more than my thumb. The N80 needed everything-that little TV screen in back, the whole computer. The FG-20 had none of that. You cocked the lever, you pressed the button, the shutter snapped, you advanced the film with your thumb. No battery meter to check because there was almost nothing to meter.

The Place & The Light

I jumped in the hot spring. The water was hotter than I expected, almost too hot, sulfur-thick and steaming in the morning cold. I scrubbed three days of dirt off my arms and watched it float away in the current. The sagebrush smell was still in my hair. The dust was still under my fingernails. The water took the top layer, the visible layer. I stood up and the air hit my wet skin and I shivered for thirty seconds, clean and cold and awake. Then I got in the 4Runner and drove all the way back to Eugene.

[image: The highway east, straight enough to read the weather on. Miles of it, the N80 o]The highway east, straight enough to read the weather on. Miles of it, the N80 on the seat beside me and the 4Runner holding eighty without complaint. I stopped the car for this frame and the stopping was the discipline. The road gives you pictures only if you believe it when it offers. AA batteries in the grip, two red dots, the lie holding. The negative kept the road paler than the sky the way the morning actually was.


A year later, September 2015, I took the N80 to the Lower Rogue River. It was a guided trip. The guide rowed the raft, loaded with a Yeti cooler up front and red and blue SOTAR dry bags rolled tight in the bow. I sat up front with the N80 in a dry bag of my own, the MB-16 grip making the body heavier than it should have been for a river trip. The canyon narrowed at Mule Creek until the water boiled between walls only wide enough for oars. I did not raise the camera there. The N80 was not worth dropping into water that deep. But on the second morning, on the south side of the river, the guide cooked breakfast from the kitchen box while the light came through the canyon. He wore a black hoodie with an orange liner that said Morrison's Lodge on it. I raised the N80 and the 50mm caught his face in the shadow of the canyon wall, the autofocus hunting in the low light. The frame came back with the background soft and the morning on his shoulders. It was one of the frames that survived.

I only shot film on that trip. Now I wish I had taken more. I finished four rolls. Maybe almost five. Part of a roll did not develop right. The meter had been reading wrong the whole time.

[image: The lake bed up close, alkali dust ground into every seam of the bag. The playa ]The lake bed up close, alkali dust ground into every seam of the bag. The playa reads white from the rim and gray up close and the camera metered it as middle gray and lied about it beautifully. The N80 did not care. It held its two red dots and the frame came back better than the metering deserved. I walked out a hundred yards and the 4Runner shrank to a dark bead. The flat holds you the way water pretends to.


When I am watching that battery meter in back, it is just two little red dots that turn to one little red dot. Full or half. Nothing between. I do not know if it is 50% or 10%. The dot is there. That little bit means nothing. At the Rogue the meter said half. The cells were almost dead. Some frames came back thin, underexposed, the shadows eaten up by the meter's guesswork.

[image: Bacon at camp, the pan black and the grease going, morning light coming sideways]Bacon at camp, the pan black and the grease going, morning light coming sideways under the tarpline. The FG-20 was loaded and ready on the cooler and the photograph waited, the way most of them did on the good trips. Some mornings the picture is breakfast and the picture after breakfast is better for the waiting. One frame on the bacon, one on the steam off the coffee. The negatives kept the smell. Film is good at that.


The Tank / The Lab / The Scan

I did not have a darkroom. I had a closet where I kept the changing bag and a developing tank I bought cheap from somebody who had given up on film. The Hart Mountain rolls went to the retail lab, the one in the strip mall with the fluorescent lights that buzzed. They developed them in an automated machine, cut the negatives into strips of six, and handed me a CD in a paper sleeve. The scans were two megapixels. Two megapixels. The colors were wrong-too much magenta in the sagebrush, not enough yellow in the dawn light. The scans made everything look like it had been shot through a dirty window.

I bought a Pacific Image scanner used, a unit with a tray that fed the strips one by one. It was slow. Each frame took almost a minute, the machine whirring and clicking like a broken printer. But the scans were better. High enough resolution to see the grain structure in the sky, the individual hairs on a sagebrush stem. I rescanned the Hart Mountain negatives and the difference was immediate-the Steens Mountain frame went from a muddy smear to something with depth. That closet, the changing bag, the tank, and the scanner-that was my darkroom. Not a real one. But the scans showed what the retail machine had crushed to black.

[image: Three friends on the summit rock, the valley floor dropped away behind them, the]Three friends on the summit rock, the valley floor dropped away behind them, the wind doing what it does at altitude. The FG-20, one frame, nobody arranged. The light was flat and honest and the frame kept them anyway, three figures against the long view. The double-exposure frame from that same roll was the accident that worked, but this was the one that held the day. The summit register was in a tin box bolted to the rock. We signed it and descended.


The Lower Rogue rolls were a different story. The lab said some of them did not take, which is lab code for operator error, chemistry exhaustion, or film that got fogged somewhere between the camera and the tank. I never found out which. Two rolls came back with half the frames blank, the edges dark, the sprocket holes chewed up like something had been eating them. I kept the negatives in a shoebox anyway. The shoebox is under my desk right now. Some of the frames that did survive are good. A frame of the river at dawn, the water the color of weak tea, the N80's meter guessing just right for once. But I look at the blank strips and I still do not know if it was the batteries failing mid-roll, the meter reading wrong, or the lab tech forgetting to agitate the tank.

The Object & The Delay

[image: The picnic table in full sun, two of them on the bench like they had been sittin]The picnic table in full sun, two of them on the bench like they had been sitting there fifty years and might sit fifty more. One frame from the shoulder, no setup, the FG-20's meter doing its honest middle-gray work. The table's boards were silver with weather. They did not look up and the picture is better for it. The film kept the white of the shirts against the dark of the trees without asking for help. Some pictures are just there, waiting to be believed.


The N80 is still in my closet. The MB-16 grip is detached, sitting in a Ziploc bag with four rechargeable AAs that I have not checked in two years. The camera body alone is light, almost too light, a plastic shell around a motor and a meter. It had autofocus. It had auto-advance. It had a little LCD on the top plate that showed shutter speed and frame count and which autofocus point was lit up, but not whether the battery would last the roll. The FG-20's meter never gave a false reading because the camera barely needed power. The N80 consumed them constantly. The only way to keep it running was to make it heavier, more dependent on a grip that turned it into a different camera entirely.

[image: The playa turned pink, then gold, then gray, and the N80's AAs held through all ]The playa turned pink, then gold, then gray, and the N80's AAs held through all of it. I stood on the rim with the 4Runner behind me and watched the color move like something poured. Two frames, bracketed by hope, both of them keepers. The alkali flat took the sunset the way a page takes ink, without resistance and without giving any of it back. The drive down was in the dark and the dots were still red.


I keep it because sometimes the grip is worth it. Sometimes I want the motor drive. Sometimes I want the autofocus to catch a face in the sagebrush light while I am too tired to turn a ring.

On New Year's Day I hiked Spencer's Butte with the N80 and made a double exposure-the Eugene skyline laid over itself, the Hult Center and the downtown grid and the street where I lived near 11th, the University dome to the south, all of it framed by evergreen trees and doubled against a winter sky that held two clouds where there had been one.

But every time I pull it out I check the meter first. Two red dots. Then one. Then maybe two again, if I jiggle the battery tray. I do not trust it. The next time I load it I will put in fresh AAs and watch those dots, waiting for the first one to blink out, knowing that when it does I will not know if I have fifty frames left or five.

[image: Dry lake bed under a flat sky, the hardpan cracked into scales the size of dinne]Dry lake bed under a flat sky, the hardpan cracked into scales the size of dinner plates. The N80 metered the scene wrong on purpose, the way meters do with white ground, and the negative came back better than the meter deserved. I walked out until the 4Runner was a rumor and took one frame straight down the crust lines. The flat goes on farther than the eye can organize. The film organized it into a horizon and a foreground and that was enough.


ALVORD / THE LAKE BED

The N80 did not only fail.

[image: The rim at evening, the playa gone violet below, the camp a small bright seam on]The rim at evening, the playa gone violet below, the camp a small bright seam on the edge of it. The N80 in hand, two red dots still honest after a day of them. The wind had stopped and the silence had texture. One frame wide, nothing in it moving. The negative holds the violet the way the eye could not, longer and deeper than memory filed it. Eastern Oregon does this at the end of good days.


In May of 2015, a year after Hart Mountain, I loaded it with fresh rechargeable AAs in the MB-16 grip and drove east with her. The destination was the Alvord Desert, a dry lake bed on the Nevada border that used to be a lake when the mountains still held snow. The drive took six hours. We left Eugene in the green and arrived in the white. The transition happened somewhere past Burns, where the sagebrush gave up and the alkali began. The last forty miles were gravel and dust, the 4Runner kicking up a plume that hung in the rearview mirror like a flag. We pulled onto the playa at one-thirty in the morning, the same hour I had pulled into Hart Mountain a year before, but this time I was not alone and the N80 was not lying about its charge.

[image: Camp on the playa, the tent lit from inside, the glow of it pooling on the alkal]Camp on the playa, the tent lit from inside, the glow of it pooling on the alkali like something spilled. The 4Runner dark beside it, the sky going black at the edges. The N80 took the exposure on faith, a second or more, the tent breathing slightly in the wind. The film forgave the orange of the lamp and kept the stars that were trying to come out. We cooked dinner off the tailgate and the lake bed held the sound.


The lake bed was flat in a way that Oregon rarely is. No valleys, no ridges, no trees. Just hard-packed alkali stretching to a horizon that looked like the edge of a plate. The ancient lake had left a crust that cracked under my boots like thin ice. In the morning the sun came up fast and the light was already harsh by eight. I had the N80 with the 50mm f/1.8, the same lens I had used at Hart Mountain, and I walked out onto the playa until the 4Runner looked like a toy. The alkali was white and the sky was white and the only color was the distant mountain, blue with distance. The grip was heavy against my palm. The motor advanced without hesitation. The two red dots on the LCD stayed two red dots.

I took one frame of the lake bed. The composition was simple: the white ground, the distant mountain, the sky taking up two-thirds of the frame. Ektar turned the white into something warmer than white, a color that did not exist in the digital frames I had made alongside it. The N80 metered it correctly. The shutter fired. The motor wound. I took a second frame, bracketing by half a stop, and the motor wound again. The AAs held. The grip did not overheat. The camera did not quit.

We stayed one night. In the evening the light went horizontal and the playa turned pink, then gold, then gray. The mountain that had been blue in the morning turned purple, then black. The silence was total. No wind, no birds, no sound of water. I shot six more frames before the sun dropped. The N80 did not quit. The grip did not fail. The two red dots became one red dot sometime after sunset, but by then the roll was finished and the canister was back in the bag.

[image: The mountain and its reflection, exposed once, the lake holding the negative ups]The mountain and its reflection, exposed once, the lake holding the negative upside down and calmer than the original. The FG-20 on the tripod, the 50mm stopped down to keep both versions sharp. A breath of air would ruin the symmetry and the lake knew it and held still. One frame. The print and the reflection argue about which is the picture. The film declines to decide.


The roll went to the lab in Eugene, not the one-hour counter-by then Kmart had stopped taking film, and I had started mailing rolls to The Darkroom in San Clemente. Two weeks later the negatives arrived in a plastic sleeve. I held the lake bed frame to the lamp. The white ground was dense and the mountain was sharp. The N80 had worked for once.

I put the negative in the binder next to the Hart Mountain strips. The Alabama Hills were on one side. The Rogue River blanks were on the other. The Alvord frame sat between them: proof that the camera could work when the batteries held their charge.
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Chapter 5 / THE F4: HEAVY METAL AND DOUBLE AAs

[image: The F4 on the table where it lived between trips, the 28-105mm mounted and the M]The F4 on the table where it lived between trips, the 28-105mm mounted and the MB-20 grip loaded with copper-top Duracells. Heavy metal is the right phrase for it, die-cast and dense, the titanium honeycomb shutter clicking deeper than the FG-20's plastic slap. Five or six rolls per set of batteries, no complaint. The camera asks for commitment and returns reliability, conditional and honest. The strap marks on the prism are from years of the same hand.


The Frame

The F4 was cold against my collarbone. I had found the rock an hour earlier on a scouting walk-dark rock, splitting the current like a wedge. It was the only composition that held the river still enough for a long exposure. I set the tripod and screwed the Lee Big Stopper onto the 80-400mm. Ten stops of black glass. The afternoon sun was hard and direct-usually the worst time, but the Big Stopper gave no feedback at ten stops. The ten stops of black glass confused the meter needle in the viewfinder. I set the exposure to thirty seconds, maybe a minute. No cable release. I used the self-timer and stood back, watching the river turn into blue paper. The current smoothed into a pale sheet. Not white. Not whitewater. Translucent blue that did not exist in that river without the filter. I took one frame. Maybe two. With the F4 you did not spray. You wound and waited, hoping the tripod legs had not settled into the sand while the shutter stayed open.

[image: The F4 from the side, the grip's curve the part that always photographs well. Th]The F4 from the side, the grip's curve the part that always photographs well. The AF-L and AF-E buttons, the drive dial, the accessory shoe worn bright. This body carried the 80-400mm up the rim at Warner and across the playa at Alvord and never once asked what the film was for. Reliability is conditional: clean contacts, fresh AAs, a strap you trust. Meet the conditions and the F4 meets you back, frame after frame, for years.


The Bag & The Roll

The camera was the Nikon F4. I bought it used. Die-cast aluminum. 1988. Carbon-fiber shutter. Four AAs in the grip. No separate battery pack. AAs from any gas station. In May 2014, at Hart Mountain, it ran five or six rolls on one set and did not complain. The body was heavy. It felt like a chunk of camera. The die-cast aluminum chassis was cold in the morning and warm in the afternoon sun, the carbon-fiber shutter clicking with a sound deeper than the FG-20's lighter snap.

[image: The goat on the cliff above the road, white against the dark rock, standing on a]The goat on the cliff above the road, white against the dark rock, standing on a ledge that looked like it could hold nothing. The 80-400mm on the F4 made it a neighbor for the length of one roll. It looked down at the 4Runner the way the clerk at the photo counter used to look at the film, mildly curious, unimpressed. One frame, maybe two. Wildlife does not wait for you to decide. The film held the white of it against the shadow.


The 80-400mm lens weighed more than the FG-20 body. When I mounted it, the combination pulled forward from my neck. The viewfinder was bright and large, the kind of viewfinder that made you feel like you were looking through a window instead of a tube. The focusing screen had a split-prism center that snapped into alignment when the subject was sharp, a mechanical confirmation that did not need batteries. The screw-drive motor was loud across the campground. With newer AF-D lenses I turned the aperture ring by hand. The body could not control the aperture electronically. I liked the AAs. They were simple. You could buy them at a grocery store in Burns. You could test them in a flashlight.

In January 2017 I bought a bag tall enough for the telephoto. The F4 made it heavy. I carried it anyway. The weight on my neck was different from the FG-20. The FG-20 was plastic and forgettable. The F4 announced itself every time I raised it to my eye.

[image: The 4Runner on the gravel road into Hart Mountain, the F4 riding on the seat in ]The 4Runner on the gravel road into Hart Mountain, the F4 riding on the seat in its bag. Eastern Oregon goes on like this for hours, sagebrush to the horizon, a road graded for traffic that mostly is not there. The towns along it looked emptied by something slow and patient. The F4 did not care about the emptiness. It cared about the light, which was long and gold and worth the drive. Two frames spent here. Neither of them wasted.


The Tank, The Lab, & The Scan

I dropped the roll at the one-hour counter. Fred Meyer, probably, or maybe Kmart; the bag was white either way. They ran it through the machine while I waited by the front entrance. The roll held the blue-rock frame from July. The rock edge did not blur at 1:1. The translucent blue intact. I held the negatives to the lamp. The strip was dark and dense. The canister held one frame that worked and thirty-five that were practice. The disc held JPEG scans at 2 megapixels or less. The file was 1600 pixels across. I opened it in Photoshop and cropped it tight. The pixels showed. I saved it anyway. Pixel-thin: the web swallowed it whole, a print would starve.

[image: The motel strip after dark, neon buzzing over empty parking, the F4 on the tripo]The motel strip after dark, neon buzzing over empty parking, the F4 on the tripod at a quarter second. Night film work is mostly waiting for the sign to flicker right. The town was not empty the way the day had suggested, just quiet, the lights on for whoever came through next. The film took the neon the way it takes neon, generous and slightly warmer than the truth. One frame. The drive continued east.


The Object & The Delay

I still had the F4. It still took AAs. With a light lens and fresh batteries it ran all summer. With the 400mm the drain was faster-the screw-drive motor pulled hard against a pound and a half of glass, and the two red dots on the LCD showed half, which meant fifty percent or ten percent, and with the F4 there was no way to know until it quit. I learned to carry a spare set in the bag, not the car. The car was too far when the battery died and the frame was already gone. I kept them in a plastic bag in the side pocket. Four AAs in a row. I checked them before every trip and every roll. I checked them when the temperature dropped below forty. Cold killed AAs faster than heat. The F4 did not give a false charge reading. It just quit. You had to be ready.

[image: The sign at the turnoff, carved and weathered, the numbers 4 and 6 the only math]The sign at the turnoff, carved and weathered, the numbers 4 and 6 the only math that mattered that day. Forest roads are graded on faith and this one held. The F4 came off the seat for one frame, the 50mm wide open in the shade. Some signs you photograph because they are beautiful. This one you photograph because it was right, and being right on a forest road is not guaranteed. The negative kept the grain of the wood.


That same summer I took the F4 to the coast near Newport, to a jetty area where the marine layer moved in and out. I set up the tripod and screwed the Big Stopper onto the 35mm, or maybe the 24mm, and opened the shutter for a minute at a time. The frame held horizontal bands: blue sky fading into fog, then vanilla, then cinnamon and ochre where the vegetation touched the land, then the diffused white of the water where the fog bounced the sunlight back into the lens. The land was a dark brim against the sand, wet enough to hold a shine. I had found sand dollars in sand like that before, and agates, but that morning I was only looking at the layers. The F4 held the exposure for the full minute, the carbon-fiber shutter clicking open and closed while I stood back and watched the fog erase the horizon.

The next summer I took the F4 back to the rim, this time with my father. We drove the same eastern Oregon roads, past the same sagebrush, through the same towns that looked like they had been emptied by drought and debt. We camped at Bordertown in October, among aspen that had turned gold, the white bark catching the morning light from the west. I hung a hammock between two trees and set up the cream dome tent with the doors open to the east. We walked out to the dry lake bed, a pluvial lake on the rim where birds landed in season. The sagebrush grew far enough apart that I could walk through it without stepping over brush, just dirt and crisscrossing stems. We split up at the rise and walked different directions around the lake bed. I put the 400mm on and framed the Coyote Hills across the flat, ten or twenty miles off. The lens stacked the terrain in layers: the dry flat, then the marshy center, then grass, then the juniper tree line, then the high desert sagebrush rising to the hills. The Rabbit Hills sat lower, a mellow rolling feature named for the animals that had domain there. I had a tradition of marking one of the aspens each time I camped in that grove, and there were a lot of marks by then. I took one frame of the tent in the morning light, the backlit nylon glowing against the dark forest. The composition was weak but the light was good. The 80-400mm made Steens Mountain fill the frame from eighty miles away, the snowcap blue with atmospheric haze, the Kiger Gorge notch visible as a dark U cut into the ridge. The F4 was heavy with the telephoto mounted, the combination pulling forward from my neck, the carbon-fiber shutter clicking deeper than the FG-20's lighter snap. He stood beside me and did not ask about the camera. He did not ask about the film. He had watched me load it in the car. He knew what it was. The F4 clicked. The motor wound. We watched the light change over the Warner Valley and did not speak. The negative held the distance better than my eyes had-the blue did not wash out, the gorge stayed sharp, the frame kept what we had seen together.

The weight had not left. I felt the metal against my palm. The baseplate had scratches from years of tripods and rocks and the bottom of the camera bag. The shutter button had a half-press detent that clicked softly before the mirror fired. I knew that click by feel, the way you know the catch on a door you have opened a thousand times. Before the next roll I opened the MB-20, snapped four new AAs into the grip, and pressed the shutter once. The motor wound.
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Interlude / MAUI / NIGHT ROLL

[image: Haleakala at morning, the crater below the rail and the crowd above it, wrapped ]Haleakala at morning, the crater below the rail and the crowd above it, wrapped in hotel blankets against a cold the brochures skip. The 5D made its four hundred frames that week and this was one of them, sharp and immediate and forgotten by lunch. The crater was already full of people with phones, every one of them taking the same picture. The digital files went to the client. The film frames from that trip went to me.


During the day I photographed strangers on a beach in Lahaina. The work was digital, a 5D Mark III with a 24-70, portrait sessions for tourists outside the resort, the kind of photography that pays by the hour and forgets by the minute. I stood in the sand and directed poses and the shutter clicked electronic and soft and I did not count the frames because the card held a thousand and the battery lasted the afternoon. The ocean was the same color in every shot. The smiles were the same smile. The light was the same flat Hawaiian gold. I told people to turn their chins and relax their shoulders and look at the water, not the camera. They obeyed. The 5D corrected the exposure before I could think about it. The autofocus found their eyes and held them. The sand got into my shoes and the salt got into my hair and by four o'clock my neck hurt from the weight of the grip and my eyes hurt from the glare off the screen and I wanted to be somewhere the camera could not correct its own mistakes. I packed the 5D into its bag and drove back to the campsite. The beach was behind me. The tourists were behind me. The card held four hundred frames of the same afternoon and I would upload them that night and the client would scroll through and pick the ones where the smile looked real. That was the job. The job paid for the film in the drawer. I changed out of the sandy clothes and washed the salt off my arms and thought about the hillside above the coffee plantation where the F4s was waiting in the tent. At night I hiked a hillside above a coffee plantation with the F4s. The F4s was the F4's younger sibling, a body I had picked up for the autofocus and the lighter weight, though lighter was relative, it was still die-cast aluminum, still cold against the collarbone, still heavy enough to pull a shirt down. I had it on a tripod, the 50mm f/1.8 screwed to the mount, a roll of Ektar loaded in the tent that afternoon. the woman from the campsite walked ahead of me on the dirt road, her silhouette black against the stars that were starting to come out above the plantation rows. The air smelled like coffee cherry and dust and the night was warm in a way that Oregon never is. The crickets were loud and the trees were dark shapes against a sky that was already crowded with light. The dirt road climbed gradually, switchbacking between rows of coffee trees that looked like bushes in the dark. My boots scraped on the gravel. The F4s hung from my shoulder by its strap and knocked against my hip with each step. We walked for twenty minutes, maybe thirty, until the road ended at a clearing where the hill dropped away. I set the tripod on the slope and leveled the head as best I could. The legs settled into the soft dirt and I had to adjust twice, kicking the feet in deeper so the weight of the F4s would not tip it forward. The F4s had no illuminated LCD to read in the dark. I metered by memory: f/1.8, probably a second or less, maybe half. The film would handle the rest. I asked the woman from the campsite to stand at the edge of the frame and look toward the water, not the camera. She turned her profile to me and the starlight caught the line of her cheekbone and I raised the camera to my eye. The light that hit her face came from two sources: the stars, which were brighter than they had any right to be, and the faint glow of the camera's own meter, a tiny red needle in the viewfinder that cast just enough reflection to separate her profile from the dark. I pressed the shutter. The mirror slapped, louder than the 5D's electronic whisper, a sound that carried down the hillside and into the coffee rows. The motor wound. I did not press again. One frame was enough. I stood behind the tripod and waited for my eyes to readjust to the dark. The stars came back slowly, pinpricks against the black. the woman from the campsite walked over and stood beside me and we looked at the water without speaking. The F4s sat on the tripod, cooling, the canister inside holding the frame we could not see. I did not know if it would hold her face or if the sky would burn out or if the tripod had settled into the dirt during the open shutter. I would not know for two weeks, until the roll came back from The Darkroom in San Clemente and I held the negative to the lamp and saw her profile sharp against a field of grain that looked like more stars. That frame was not for a client. It was not for a blog or a portfolio or a print. It was for the same reason I had loaded the FG-20 in 2012: because the camera could only do one thing at a time, and that thing was permanent. The 5D had taken four hundred frames that day. The F4s took one. I remember the one.

[image: The night roll from the hillside above the coffee rows, the F4s on the tripod an]The night roll from the hillside above the coffee rows, the F4s on the tripod and the sky doing more than the meter believed. Ektar was never the night stock and the negative knew it, but it held the bright stars and let the rest go dark without apology. The power lines cut the frame into pieces the way power lines do, and the film kept them because the film keeps everything. The town glowed at the bottom of the hill. The exposure ran long. The wait was the point.


[image: The crowd above the clouds at sunrise, phones up, the crater rim a shelf of peop]The crowd above the clouds at sunrise, phones up, the crater rim a shelf of people. Four hundred frames a day on the 5D, every one of them correct. This frame is digital and it shows, competent and weightless, a picture that exists the way weather exists. One frame a night on the F4s and I remember the one. That was the argument the whole book is making, standing there in front of me, lit by a screen.


[image: The figure under the stars on the hillside, red light in hand, the tripod a dark]The figure under the stars on the hillside, red light in hand, the tripod a dark geometry against the coffee rows. The F4s held the frame open and the figure held still and the sky did the rest. The red light was mine, a headlamp filtered for night vision, and the film took it as a small warm ghost at the edge of the frame. The woman from the campsite stood where I asked her. The stars were brighter than they had any right to be.

Chapter 6 / TOKETEE FALLS

[image: Toketee Falls from the overlook, the columnar basalt holding the water like a fl]Toketee Falls from the overlook, the columnar basalt holding the water like a flume built by something with patience. The falls drop twice, the upper lip to the shelf, the shelf to the pool, and the pool is the color the brochures cannot keep honest. One frame from the rail. The mud road in had done its worst and the camera came through clean. The gorge kept the sound. The negative kept the geometry.


The Frame

I took the 4Runner out Highway 62 in May of 2014, the road that cuts south from Eugene through the Umpqua National Forest toward Diamond Lake. I had bought the F4 two months earlier and it rode in the back with the MB-20 grip and six fresh AAs, but I did not reach for it. The FG-20 was still in the bag from 2012, small and familiar, and I had loaded it with Ektar that morning out of habit. The N80 sat next to it, the MB-16 grip still unfamiliar in my hand, the meter still reading wrong about its charge. I reached for the FG-20 instead.

The 4Runner was new to me then, a white Toyota I had found used with a rack on top and enough clearance for forest roads. I had not yet learned which forest roads it could handle and which would scrape the undercarriage on a rock.

[image: The blue pool below the falls, the water that color because depth and cold and m]The blue pool below the falls, the water that color because depth and cold and mineral all agree on it. The frame is from the rocks above, the FG-20's 50mm doing what it does, honest edges and no flattery. The pool does not photograph the way it looks. It photographs better, which almost never happens. One frame here and a long wait for the light to stop moving. The film kept the blue. Ektar never pushed anything.


The highway narrowed as I climbed into the Cascades, the trees growing thicker and the light turning green where it filtered through the Douglas fir canopy. The road followed the Umpqua River for a stretch, the water running brown and fast with spring melt. I passed the turnoff for Watson Falls and thought about stopping. Watson was taller, a straight drop of nearly three hundred feet that made it one of the tallest in Oregon. But I had been to Watson in 2012 and I remembered the spray-how it filled the air at the base of the falls and coated the lens before I could wipe it, how the FG-20's viewfinder went white with mist and the shutter clicked on nothing. The spray had won that day. I drove past the Watson turnoff and kept going.

The Place & The Light

Two years earlier, in February or March, I had tried to reach Toketee by a different route. I camped near the Calapooya divide with a group-three trucks, five of us-and planned to hike to the hot springs below Toketee the next morning. I woke to snow. Not a dusting-real snow, six inches on the tent and more coming down, the kind of snow that makes the nylon sag and the poles groan. We packed up and drove toward the pass anyway, the 4Runner's tires slipping on the switchbacks, until we reached a drift that blocked the road completely. We got out and looked at it. The snow was soft and deep and there was no way through. We turned back, drove down to the valley below the snow line, and all five of us sat in the back of the 4Runner canopy and camped there, waiting out the rain.

A couple months later, in late spring, I went back the long way around, down to Highway 62 and up the forest road to the trailhead. There was no snow. It was warmer. I hiked in with the FG-20 strapped to my chest and the tripod over my shoulder. The trail was soft with pine needles and the air smelled like cold water and evergreen.

[image: The man with the truck at the river, hood up or hood down, the water loud betwee]The man with the truck at the river, hood up or hood down, the water loud between the rocks. This is where the mud truck story starts, at the edge of a road the map rated better than it was. He knew the crossing. I knew the meter. Between us the FG-20 made its frames and the gorge took the rest. The truck went through the mud the way trucks do in stories, once, memorably. The film kept the man and the water and let the mud be implied.


Watson Falls was first on the path. I set up at the base and the spray hit the lens before I could compose the shot. Too much water in the air, too much mist, too much chaos for a frame. I wiped the glass and tried again and the spray won. I packed the tripod and kept walking.

Toketee was a mile farther. I rounded a bend in the trail and the sound changed. Not the roar of Watson-something lower, more layered.

The creek narrowed and dropped into a pool, then the pool overflowed and the water dropped again, two steps instead of one. Basalt columns framed the falls on both sides, dark and geometric, like the earth had been sliced with a ruler. I had the overlook to myself. I set up the tripod at the railing and watched the light change over the water. The sun was low and the spray caught it and threw rainbows into the pool. I tested a few angles with the 50mm and the 28mm and pressed the shutter when the light looked right.

I stood there for an hour. The FG-20 was manual focus and the spray did not matter because I was far enough back, up on the overlook, dry. The camera clicked and wound and clicked again. I watched the water fall in two stages and waited for the sun to drop another degree, then pressed the shutter. The spray dimmed and the rainbows faded and I packed the tripod and hiked out in the darkening forest.

[image: The second falls, farther down the gorge, smaller and less visited and photograp]The second falls, farther down the gorge, smaller and less visited and photographed with the same one chance as the first. The meter gave up on the contrast before the film did, and the negative kept the white of the water against the black of the wet rock without asking for bracketing. One frame. The spray reached the lens and I wiped it with the tail of my shirt and the moment had passed. The roll was short. The gorge did not care.


In 2014, the trail was the same. The pine needles were the same. I hiked in with the FG-20 and the tripod and the bag felt lighter than it had in 2012, or I had stopped carrying as much. When I reached the overlook the falls were exactly as I remembered them. The two-step drop, the basalt columns, the pool catching the light. I remembered the calendar. Back in 2000, in eighth grade, my math teacher had a nature calendar on the wall behind his desk in math class. The June page was Toketee Falls. I had stared at it for the whole class period, every day that month. I did not know where it was. I did not know it was an hour and a half from where I would live fifteen years later. I just knew it was a cool spot.

The F4 stayed in the bag. I shot the FG-20, the same camera I had used in 2012, the same Ektar, the same two-step waterfall. The 50mm at f/8, I think, or f/11. The meter needle hovered in the center. I pressed the shutter once. The shutter fired. I wound the lever and felt the catch. I pressed it again. The frame came back with the water white where it fell and green where it pooled and the basalt dark behind it.

The Object & The Delay

I put the negative in the binder next to the one from 2012. They sat in their sleeves, two years apart. The Sharpie label on the 2012 sleeve had faded to gray. The 2014 label was still dark. I slid them into the plastic pocket and closed the binder and put it back on the shelf.
[image: ]

Chapter 7 / ALABAMA HILLS / LAST FRAME, 3:30 PM

[image: Rock country east of the Cascades, the spires catching the first sun, the bees a]Rock country east of the Cascades, the spires catching the first sun, the bees already working the flowers at their base. The last frame of that roll was spent at 3:30 in the afternoon on this kind of rock, broke, out of food, bees everywhere, the Sierra behind me and the light going. One press of the shutter and the lever clicked empty. I wrote the location on the canister in the car. The bees did not care about my film either.


The Frame

November 2012. The Alabama Hills, eastern California. I had the FG-20 on the tripod and one frame left on the roll. The mountains threw a hard shadow across the eroded granite. Everything in front of me was backlit and flat. I turned the tripod east, away from the range, and looked for something the dying light could still touch. A ridge of high clouds caught the horizontal light-not grand clouds, just cirrus, thin and scattered. They turned yellow, then auburn, then a color I do not have a name for. I metered with the needle in the viewfinder. Ektar pushed the color further than my eyes registered. The frame held a season that was already gone. I pressed the shutter once. The shutter fired. I wound the lever and felt the catch. The roll was done.

The Bag & The Roll

[image: The dirt road through the Alabama Hills, the Sierra snowbound behind the rounded]The dirt road through the Alabama Hills, the Sierra snowbound behind the rounded rock, the 4Runner doing fifteen and glad of it. This is the road from the last-frame afternoon, the one that led to the bees and the 3:30 light. The hills are a movie set that forgot to charge admission. One frame through the windshield, one from the shoulder. The film kept the dirt red and the mountains blue and the broke feeling out of both.


The camera was the FG-20. The same black body from the hundred-day trip. I had the 50mm f/1.8 on it. I also had the 28mm, the thrift-store lens I bought used, I think from a shop in Grants Pass, for less than a memory card. The 28mm leaked light at certain f-stops. I knew the flaw by then-the bright spots it made when the sun hit the mount seal wrong, the white bloom in the upper left corner that had ruined the Wallowa frames the year before. I left it in the bag. The film was Ektar 100. I had loaded it in Yosemite and shot through thirty-five frames over two weeks. Each press of the shutter was a deduction against the cash in my pocket. The roll cost what a tank of gas cost, and the developing cost what a meal cost, and together they cost enough that I felt every frame. I had learned not to rush it.

The Place, The Light, and the Bees

I drove south from Yosemite on Highway 395. The Camry, 345,000 miles, radiator holding. I had spent sixty dollars on a heated tent in Curry Village because the sleeping bag was not enough and the nights were below freezing. It was worth it. Hard floors, three beds, a heater that ran all night and dried the air until my throat hurt. I stayed two nights. Then I packed and drove over the pass toward Tahoe, missed the snow by hours, stayed in Carson City in a Walmart lot, drove to Bishop the next night.

[image: The same rock country in a different year, the sun coming through the trees at t]The same rock country in a different year, the sun coming through the trees at the end of the road. The cliffs hold light the way a room holds it, briefly and by permission. The frame was a gift from a trip that had given nothing all day. One press, no second. The negative kept the gold longer than the afternoon did. The rock does not move. The light is the whole event.


The 395 was long and open and full of winter light that came in low and cold through the windshield. I tried to camp at a pullout in the hills. In the morning a sheriff's cruiser pulled in behind the Camry and sat there with the engine running for a full minute before the door opened. The deputy was young, maybe twenty-five, with a mustache that looked like an assignment. He asked if I had frozen. I said not yet. He looked at the tent, at the frost on the windshield, at the camera bag on the passenger seat. He asked if I was taking pictures. I said I was trying. He nodded like that was an answer he had heard before. He told me I could not camp there, that it was not allowed, but he did not tell me to leave. He got back in the cruiser and sat there another minute, warming the engine, before he pulled away. I stayed another night. He did not come back.

I kept south. Independence. Lone Pine. The Alabama Hills were a scatter of eroded granite mounds that looked like dried mud stacked by something enormous. Not basalt columns. Not volcanic caldera. Just clumps of weathered rock in high desert, unusual against the clean line of the eastern Sierra. The rocks were rounded and soft-looking from a distance, up close they were sharp enough to cut a boot. I found a campsite among the boulders and stayed two days. The first evening I walked twenty minutes with the tripod looking for a composition. Most of what I saw was mediocre. The rocks were interesting but the light was harsh and directional. The sun dropped fast behind the mountains and the east side of the range plunged into shadow. The photograph I wanted was not there.

Then the clouds lit up. Not the mountains-the clouds above them, catching the last horizontal light. I turned the tripod east. Ektar held the yellow and the auburn thick against the gray rock. I took the last frame. I wound the lever. The roll was finished.

The next morning I woke at six-thirty. It was cold and not inviting. I pulled on layers and a headlamp and walked out to check that the supplies were secure. I grabbed a handful of photos of the mountains in the low cool light. By ten I was shirtless on a flat rock, tanning in the sun. The weather was warm for November. The rock held heat. I made coffee and pancakes. The sun was bright. The sky was clear. The hills met the desert met the sky in flat lines. I was relaxed. I was not thinking about the roll in the bag or the light or the frame.

[image: Red rock at dusk, the last light going pink before it went gray, the temperature]Red rock at dusk, the last light going pink before it went gray, the temperature dropping with the sun. The 28-105mm on whatever body the bag offered that trip, the meter reading the sky because the rock was lying to it. One frame from the shoulder, the tripod still folded. The desert does not reward extra equipment. It rewards being there when the color turns, which lasts four minutes and has no rehearsal.


Then the bees came. Forty of them. Maybe more. Honey bees. They swarmed the food box. They covered the plates and the cups I had left on the rock. They filled the air around the car. There was no clear path to the driver's seat. I grabbed what I could and ran. The roll was already finished, already back in the bag, already a sealed canister in the glove compartment. The bees did not care about the film or the frame or the light on the clouds.

The Tank / The Lab / The Scan

I dropped the roll at a one-hour counter somewhere along Highway 395 on the way back, in one of the grocery-store chains that still processed film in the eastern Sierra-Safeway, Albertsons, the kind of place that did C-41 in the back while you bought water and gas. They ran it through the machine while I waited. The disc held JPEG scans at low resolution-screen-sized, not wall-sized. In 2012 I did not know that.

[image: Golden rock at last light, the spires lit from the side the way they are for a f]Golden rock at last light, the spires lit from the side the way they are for a few minutes a day. The roll ran out before the color did, which is the correct order of failures. I stood there with the camera empty and watched it go anyway, the discipline of the broke years, watching the free show after the film is spent. The memory kept less than the negatives usually do. This frame is the last one the roll gave me.


Years later I bought the Pacific Image 7200 and rescanned the negative on the scanning desk. The scanner head moved on a gear-driven track, whining like a small appliance dying. Forty-five seconds per frame. Ten frames was seven and a half minutes. The file came back at 12 megapixels, superfine, large enough for a sixteen-by-twenty. The original CD sat in a box under the desk. No drive to read it. The new TIFF lived on a 4-terabyte drive with the rest of the archive. I deleted digital frames without thinking. I kept film scans because deleting felt like throwing away a receipt. I had paid for the roll and I had paid for the scan and now the file was the only proof.

The Object & The Delay

In 2017 the FG-20 sat on the shelf. The 28mm leaked light in the upper left corner when I stopped it down too far. I knew its flaw by then. I did not know it in 2011, on that mountain, when I was cold and lost and listening to music while yellow eyes watched from the dark. I used the lens sometimes. I knew which f-stops to avoid, or I used them when I wanted the bright spot.

The bees were faster than I was. The frame I kept was the one I took before they arrived.
[image: ]
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Chapter 8 / ICE LAKE / NINE MILES, YELLOW EYES, AND THE LIGHT LEAK

[image: First light on the lake, nine miles in, the 28mm thrift-store lens on the body a]First light on the lake, nine miles in, the 28mm thrift-store lens on the body and the leak crawling across the top corner of every frame it made. The water held the mountain upside down and the light came over the ridge like something poured. Two frames. That was the discipline then, two frames a place, sometimes one. The leak is in both. I kept the lens anyway. The flaw became part of the frame, and then part of the book.


The Frame

I held the negative strip to the lamp and the frame I kept returning to had a bright spot in the upper left corner. The frame was from Ice Lake in the Wallowa Mountains, late September 2011. The date did not matter; the FG-20 did not write dates and the lab did not stamp the sleeve. In the frame there was the lake, the glacial peaks behind it, and a blown-out corner where the sun hit the lens wrong, or the lens hit the sun wrong, or the thrift-store seal around the mount finally gave up. I took one frame of this. Maybe two. That was all I had the energy for after hiking nine miles, getting lost above tree line, and sleeping wedged between two trees ten feet from a drop-off I could not see in the dark. The negative was thin and curled at the edges. I held it between my thumb and forefinger and the light came through the leak like a hole punched in paper.

[image: The lake before the light arrived, the water gray and unreadable, the ridge a da]The lake before the light arrived, the water gray and unreadable, the ridge a dark saw against a darker sky. I metered the water, not the sky, because the water was the subject and the sky was showing off. The first frame of the morning is always a bet. This one held, barely, the shadow detail sitting at the bottom of what Ektar could do. The light came ten minutes later. The second frame was easier. The first one mattered more.


The Bag & The Roll

The camera was the FG-20. The same black body from the eighties that I had used on the coast and in the valleys. I paired it with the 28mm f/2.8 from the thrift store. The lens cost less than the gas to get to the trailhead. It had a focus ring that turned smoothly and a mount that had a flaw I could not see. I did not know about the light leaks yet. I found that out later, when I held the negatives up after this trip and saw the bright spots in the corners at certain f-stops. A few of the exposures were blown out because of it. The lake frame was one of them.

I loaded a roll of Ektar 100. I had two rolls for the whole trip. A full roll's limit, and I was going to be out for three days, maybe four if I rationed the food. I had pre-edited before I left: the lake at dawn, the ridge above it, maybe nothing else if the light failed. I did not plan for getting lost. I did not plan for the eyes.

[image: Camp above tree line, the tent pitched on the only flat the basin offered, the l]Camp above tree line, the tent pitched on the only flat the basin offered, the lake a hundred steps below. The yellow fabric took the morning sun and held it like something it had earned. The 28mm leak framed the shot without being asked. Coffee went on the stove. The second day at a lake is when the pictures start, when the place has stopped being a destination and started being a camp. Two frames before breakfast.


The Place, The Light, and the Yellow Eyes

I drove to Joseph in the Camry. It was late September and the light was already turning early, the sun dropping faster every day. The road was long and the Camry had three hundred thousand miles on it by then. I got a map from the local spot and filled out a permit slip that said I would be gone for three days. I taped it to the windshield. That was so they would know where to look if I did not come back. The Wallowas were one of the only glacially formed ranges in Oregon, peaks above eight thousand feet, the kind of terrain I usually had to drive to Montana to find. The town at the trailhead was called Joseph, named after Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce. The mountains were their outpost before the wars of the 1870s.

I started hiking in the afternoon. Nine miles to Ice Lake. The first four were up a canyon, easy grade, the trail soft with late-season dust. Then the switchbacks. Four and a half thousand feet of elevation. The air thinned and the temperature dropped as I climbed. I could feel it in my lungs and in the sweat drying cold on my back. My legs burned and I stopped every ten minutes to let my heart slow down. The sun set while I was still climbing. The light went from gold to gray to nothing. I crossed a creek and should have stopped there. The map said there was water and flat ground. Instead I kept going into the dark because I thought I was closer than I was.

[image: The tent at the lake shore in the green morning, the nylon glowing from the insi]The tent at the lake shore in the green morning, the nylon glowing from the inside where the lamp was still on. The FG-20 took the frame handheld at a slow eighth, leaning against a rock, breath held, the way you do when the tripod is still in the tent. The green cast is the tent, not the film. Ektar reported it faithfully and filed no complaint. The lake did its flat silver trick behind the nylon. The coffee boiled over while I was not watching.


Above tree line, the trail disappeared. Snowmelt had washed out the path. What had been a clear line through the canyon was now a field of loose rock and mud, the markers buried or gone. I was standing in it with my headlamp on and music playing from the iPod in my chest pocket. The music was too loud but I did not want to turn it off. The beam of the headlamp cut a small cone in the dark. Beyond it was nothing.

I looked up and saw eyes. Yellow. Ten o'clock. Then more at twelve o'clock. Big eyes, not close together like a deer. I stood still. I did not breathe. I did not know what they were. The Wallowas had sheep, maybe mountain lions, maybe nothing that wanted to eat you. I stood there until they went away, or until I convinced myself they had gone away, and then I laid out my sleeping bag on the least sloped ground I could find, wedged between two small trees, and tried not to roll downhill. The ground was cold through the nylon. The trees were thin and bent under my weight. I did not sleep. I listened. The wind moved through the rocks above me and I could not tell if it was wind or something walking. The camera in my bag could not photograph the eyes. It could not record the sound. It was metal and plastic and a roll of film that would never be developed if I did not walk out. I lay on the cold ground and listened to the wind and I did not sleep.

[image: Camp from the ridge above, two tents and two cars and one roll of film between t]Camp from the ridge above, two tents and two cars and one roll of film between the three of us, shared like a deck of cards. The basin held the lake and the lake held the sky and the frame holds all of it smaller than it was. The climb up took the morning. The frame took a second. The descent took the afternoon and the last of the water. The negative kept the scale better than the eye did. The eye was tired and the film was not.


I woke up at dawn. Ten feet from my sleeping bag was a drop-off I had not seen in the dark. I had almost camped on the edge of it. The rock fell away into shadow. I could not see the bottom. I also realized the creek I had crossed the night before was not on the map. It was meltwater from a snow drift, not the real creek. The real trail was two hundred yards to the left, marked by a cairn I had walked past in the dark. I packed up and found it. My legs were stiff and my feet hurt and the sun was just starting to hit the peaks. The cold had settled into my bones and I walked the first half mile just to get warm.

The lake was empty. No other hikers. Just the glacial peaks and the snowmelt water, so clear the stones on the bottom cast shadows. I set up the tripod and took one frame. Maybe two. The 28mm made everything wide and slightly bowed at the edges. I did not know about the light leak yet. I stayed two extra days because my feet hurt and I had already paid for the gas and the permit and I was not going to drive nine miles back out with only two frames. I rationed the food and split the meals and walked the shore in the mornings when the light was flat and cold.

The Tank / The Lab / The Scan

[image: The tent with the leak across it, the orange streak bisecting the nylon like wea]The tent with the leak across it, the orange streak bisecting the nylon like weather from another climate. The 28mm did this to every frame it touched for two years before I understood what I was seeing. By then the lens had made its case. A flawless lens would have given a tent at dusk. This one gave a tent at dusk with a wound of light across it. I kept the frame. I kept the lens. The flaw became part of the frame.


I dropped the roll at the lab when I got back. They ran it through the one-hour machine and gave me a CD in a paper sleeve. The scans were low resolution-digital thumbnail logic, fine at 72dpi, dead at 300. When I held the negatives to the light, I saw the bright spots in the corners. The 28mm was leaking. Some of the exposures were blown out. The lake frame had the leak in the upper left. I kept it anyway. The bright spot was part of the frame now. It was the record of the night.

Years later, in 2017, I pulled the big drawer of negatives out and found that strip again. I wanted to rescan it. I wanted to make a metal print. I had bought a Pacific Image 7200 by then. The resolution of the original CD was too low. The negative was what I would need. The negative was still in the binder. I had not scanned it. The scanner was in the closet, also unused. The drawer was full of frames I had not finished.

The Object & The Delay

[image: The lake from inside the lake, the camera in the waterproof bag, the submerged r]The lake from inside the lake, the camera in the waterproof bag, the submerged rocks clear as the air above them. The roll had three frames left and this was one of them, the 28mm pressed against the bag's window, the leak absent for once because the water was doing stranger things. The cold came through the vinyl into the hands. The film held the blue-green the way the eye refused to. The bag earned its keep that trip.


By 2017 the FG-20 had migrated to the shelf. The 28mm leaked light in the upper left corner when I stopped it down too far. I knew its flaw by then. I did not know it in 2011, on that mountain, when I was cold and lost and listening to music while yellow eyes watched from the dark. I used the lens sometimes. I knew which f-stops to avoid, or I used them when I wanted the bright spot.

It was still undeveloped. It had been undeveloped for three years. It took the modern L glass. Inside it was a roll already loaded, half-exposed, from a previous owner. I finished the roll and left it in the canister. By 2020 the canister was still in that body, and I had exposed a second roll inside it, January through August, and that roll sat on the desk next to a box of mailers I had not sent. The status of that roll had not changed. It was still undeveloped. It had been undeveloped for four years.

I still had Ektar in the Lowepro camera bag. I thought about driving back to the Wallowas with it. I would bring a better map. I would take more than two frames.
[image: ]
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Chapter 9 / THE BIG STOPPER: PATIENCE AND THE 400MM

[image: The tripod in the water before I was, legs splayed against the current, the bag ]The tripod in the water before I was, legs splayed against the current, the bag hung from the center column where the spray could not reach it. The Big Stopper needed the stillness the way the film needed the rest of it, four seconds of nothing happening while the water did everything. One frame every few minutes, patience measured in setup. The 400mm watched from the bank. The negative kept the smoke the water became.


The Tank / The Lab / The Scan

I held the negative strip to the lamp and counted frames from the edge. One, two, three, four. The fourth frame was blank-clear film with edge markings, no image. The fifth was blank too. The mechanical ghost of a motor that quit. August 2016. Brookings. The F4 had advanced the film but the shutter had not fired because the batteries were dead and the screw drive had stopped mid-turn. The lab had cut them into strips of six and sleeved them and charged the same price per frame whether the shutter had captured light or had captured the sound of a motor dying.

I dropped the roll at the one-hour counter when I got back from the trip. They ran it through the machine and gave me a CD in a paper sleeve. The scans were low resolution-low-res archive logic: visible on a phone, absent on paper. The negative was what I would need if I ever wanted the real file. Years later, in 2017, I pulled the big drawer of negatives out and found that strip again. The sleeve was labeled in my handwriting, the Sharpie faded to gray. I held it to the light and the blank frames were still blank. The surf frames were thin-clear film, no image. The motor had quit and the film had kept winding past nothing.

[image: The coast at four seconds, the rocks holding still because they are rocks, the w]The coast at four seconds, the rocks holding still because they are rocks, the water gone to smoke because it is water and the Big Stopper said so. The tripod was planted past the spray line and the frame was made and the waiting was the whole craft. The 5D could have done it in a burst and stacked the result and shown me immediately. The film made me wait two weeks to know. The smoke was worth the wait. That is the entire argument in one frame.


The Frame

I had already stood on that river rock in July, learning what the stopper could do to moving water-but July was about gear; August was about waiting.

The Place & The Light

[image: The wave at a thirtieth, motion the eye cannot hold and the film cannot either, ]The wave at a thirtieth, motion the eye cannot hold and the film cannot either, the crest breaking into the exact blur the shutter allows. No tripod, no Big Stopper, just the 400mm braced and the FG-20's plastic slap. The sea does not repeat itself for the camera. This frame exists because the shutter happened to be open at the one instant the water made that shape. Thirty-five other frames on the roll made other shapes. This is the one that kept.


The campground was near the sand at Old Beach. I could hear the surf through the nylon of the tent. One of the boards had a hole and was taking on water. My friend went to Dutch Bros for an Americano, picked up a free sticker, cut the damaged foam clean, and put the sticker over the wound. It was not a good repair. It was a temporary repair.

Sand got into the coffee cup. Sand got into the camera bag. The F4 sat on the tailgate in the sun. I picked it up. The metal was cold against my palms from the wind, but the top plate was warm. It felt heavy in my hands-not capable, just heavy. I put the 400mm on the mount. The lens was long and unbalanced. The screw-drive motor would have to turn a pound and a half of glass back and forth to focus.

I walked down to the waterline. The tide was going out. The wet sand reflected the gray sky. I set the F4 on my knee to rest my arms. The 400mm was too heavy to hold at my eye for long. I had been waiting for an hour. The light was flat and the marine layer hung over the coast. I did not need good light. I needed the surfer in the pocket. I had shot two frames earlier, both empty.

[image: The rocky shore at the end of the trail, tide pools in the basalt, the 400mm sta]The rocky shore at the end of the trail, tide pools in the basalt, the 400mm staying in the bag because the place asked for wide and quiet. The FG-20 did the metering by committee, needle centered, my judgment overriding it a stop. The film held the green of the pools against the black of the wet rock the way the eye filed it. One frame. The walk back was uphill and the light went before I did.


Advance. Wind. Wait. The F4's motor was loud. Other surfers paddled past. I did not raise the camera. I was waiting for the right one. The wrong frame cost nothing on digital. On the F4 it cost a frame and a battery click and the chance that the motor would not make it to the end of the roll. I tracked a surfer through the viewfinder. He was past the break, waiting for the next set. That would have been a good frame. Tight. The pocket of the wave behind him, the spray white against the gray water. I raised the camera. The autofocus ground. The motor pulled. The lens turned. Then: pfft. The sound of air leaving a tire. The batteries were gone. Two red dots on the LCD showed half, which meant fifty percent or ten percent. With the F4 there was no way to know until it quit. The surfer rode past the break and into the white water. I did not take the picture.

The Bag & The Roll

The F4 was a chunk of metal from 1988. Carbon-fiber shutter. AAs in the grip. The Lee Big Stopper was a rectangle of black glass that slid into a filter holder on the front of the lens. Ten stops. It turned afternoon into twilight and moving water into paper and clouds into streaks. I had always cared about the glass in front of the film. My usual kit was sharp AF-D and AFS lenses-the 50mm f/1.8 AFD, the 35mm DX, the 80-400mm AFS, the 14mm, the 24mm. The 28mm thrift-store lens was a temporary experiment, not a standard. Optics mattered. Coatings mattered. The Big Stopper was quality gear, clean black glass, no haze. When I put it on a good lens, the difference was what I expected: the rock edge stayed crisp, the blue stayed clean, the long exposure did what it was supposed to do.

[image: Waiting for the light to cross the field, the tripod up and the camera on it and]Waiting for the light to cross the field, the tripod up and the camera on it and the patience doing its slow work. The frame was made a half-hour after this one, when the sun finally reached the grass. This photograph is of the waiting, which is most of the job and none of the portfolio. The meter was ready. The film was ready. The field took its time. The negative kept the grass lit the way the waiting earned.


The 400mm was a different kind of glass. Heavy. Long. It needed the F4's screw-drive autofocus and the F4's batteries to turn the focus ring inside the barrel.

The Object & The Delay

In 2017 I still had the Big Stopper. It sat in a foam sleeve in the camera bag, next to the lens cloths and the spare batteries. The black glass had a few scratches at the edges that did not show up in the frame. It was the most specific tool I owned. It made the shutter stay open long enough that moving water forgot where it was. It required a tripod, patience, and a scene that would not move except for the thing you wanted to blur. It required no batteries, no autofocus. It made no sound like air leaving a tire.

By then I had learned to carry spare batteries in the bag. I had learned to leave the 400mm in the bag when the surf was up and the sand was in everything. The blue rock was in the binder. The blank advance marks were on the same strip, six frames away. I kept them both.
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Chapter 10 / TWO BODIES, THREE LENSES, AND A DAY JOB

[image: The Canon EOS film body, the thirty-five-dollar KEH body plus shipping, the one ]The Canon EOS film body, the thirty-five-dollar KEH body plus shipping, the one that arrived with a roll already inside it from January through August of 2020. The Elan II in black and white because the color version is on the next page and because black and white flatters the working camera better. It took the L glass off the digital bag and did not ask what the body cost. The drawer waited for it either way.


The Object & The Delay

[image: The same body in color, on the same tripod, the mountains pink behind it. This i]The same body in color, on the same tripod, the mountains pink behind it. This is the practice camera, the one the day job paid for, the one whose undeveloped cargo became the turn this whole book was built around. The 5D Mark III made the money. The Elan made the point. They shared lenses like brothers who get along. The job and the practice, one bag between them.


The $35 body was a Canon EOS film body from KEH. I bought it to use the L glass on film. It arrived with a roll already loaded, half-exposed, from a previous owner. I finished the roll and left it in the canister. By 2020 the canister was still in that body, and I had exposed a second roll inside it, January through August, and that roll sat on the desk next to a canister of Ektar. The 5D sat in the bag. The film sat on the desk. Both waited.

[image: The Pentax in the snow, mounted on the post at the overlook, frost on the body a]The Pentax in the snow, mounted on the post at the overlook, frost on the body and the lens breathing fog. It was never the main camera. It did not need to be. Film bodies accumulate the way hand tools accumulate, each one borrowed or bought cheap and kept past its welcome. The Pentax passed through and left its frames. This is one of them, white on white, the meter guessing and the film forgiving.


I bought a 5D Mark III in 2018 because I needed a camera that could do wedding work-second card slot, burst rate, a body that could take a dent and still fire. The F4 was not the answer. It ran on AAs that died without warning, and a wedding has no pause button for a battery swap. The FG-20 was lighter but it had no motor drive, and one frame at a time was not fast enough for a ring exchange. The job required a different tool.

I paired the 5D with the 24-70 for the wide shots and the 50mm for the dark corners, and later the 17-40 for the landscape work. The EF mount coupled the same whether the body was magnesium alloy or plastic, whether it cost three thousand dollars or thirty-five. The 5D was in the bag because it earned. The F4 was on the shelf because it did not.

[image: Loading film at the desk, the canister open, the leader out to the mark, the thu]Loading film at the desk, the canister open, the leader out to the mark, the thumb on the sprockets doing the arithmetic the eye cannot. The Elan takes the cartridge the way every camera since 1934 has, door shut, counter to one, the whole ritual inside ninety seconds when the hands know it. Mine know it. The desk has held a thousand of these loads. The frame before the first frame. The practice inside the practice.


The Place & The Light

[image: Loading film at the table, a roll going into the body in daylight because the ro]Loading film at the table, a roll going into the body in daylight because the room was dim and the hands were sure. The canister, the leader, the take-up, the little ceremony every roll demands before the first frame exists. Whoever taught you taught you the thumb first. The frame cost nothing and took everything, the whole practice compressed into ninety seconds of attention. Every roll in this book started like this.


In August I took the new kit to Skull Hollow, BLM land five miles from Smith Rock. In the morning I unzipped the tent and there were cows outside, open-range cattle walking through the camp close enough that I could smell them. I raised the 5D with the 17-40 and the shutter made no sound like the F4's mirror slap. It was a soft click, electronic, and I could hear the cow breathing between shots. I took twenty frames of the same cow. Then thirty. The card held a thousand. I did not have to wind anything. I did not have to count.

Later that day I hiked Misery Ridge with both bodies, filling one card and then the other. With the FG-20 I would have taken three frames, pre-edited in my head, and hoped. The 5D gave me forty frames of the same rock formation and a hundred of the Crooked River and I did not think about the cost of any of them because there was no cost. The shutter did not consume film.

[image: The side mirror at the gas station, the photographer between rolls, the camera b]The side mirror at the gas station, the photographer between rolls, the camera bag on the passenger seat where it lived. The 4Runner's mirror holds the whole operation in one frame: the hand, the strap, the body, the road behind going nowhere in particular. I made this frame because the light was good and the tank was filling and there was nothing else to do. The best self-portraits are administrative.


The Frame

[image: The mirror again, years later, in black and white, the same photographer with mo]The mirror again, years later, in black and white, the same photographer with more drawer-years on him. The camera in this one is not the point. The point is the repetition, the gas stations of a life spent loading film, the small ritual of noticing yourself noticing. The negatives of both mirrors sit in the same binder, separated by years and rolls, keeping the account the way the archive keeps everything. Same photographer. More scans.


The frame I kept was from the first morning. The sun had not cleared the canyon wall and the cows were shadows against shadows, their breath visible in the cold air. The 5D was heavy in a different way than the F4-battery-grip heavy, dense at the base, balanced wrong in the hand. I raised the camera and took a picture of a cow in the half-dark. The shutter clicked soft. The frame cost nothing to make. That felt strange after years of counting each press of the shutter, years of winding the lever and hearing the mechanical confirmation that the film had advanced and the frame was real. With the 5D there was no count. There was no lever.

The L glass on the front of that body would later mount on the $35 film body from KEH, but I did not know that yet. In August 2018 the two systems were separate. Digital was the day job. Film was the weekend. The day job paid for Ektar in the drawer, and the weekend consumed it, and both systems ran on the same mount but they did not touch each other.
[image: ]

Chapter 11 / THE UNDEVELOPED ROLL
The roll you cannot see.

The canister sat on the desk in front of me. It was a standard 35mm film canister, Kodak branding, the lid snapped on tight. I could feel the film inside when I shook it, a dry rattle, twenty-four or twenty-six frames wound tight around the spool. Inside it were sixteen to twenty-four exposed frames. I did not know the exact count. I had shot them from January through August of 2020 on the Canon EOS film body, two or three frames a month, at various camping trips and locations. The last frame was sometime in August. I had not developed it. The canister had been sitting in my apartment for four years, pushed to the back behind a canister of Ektar and a canister of Portra and a lens cloth I had never used. I knew what was on it-camping trips, an osprey, maybe the Perseids-but I did not know what the frames looked like. I had never seen them. I never got to look at the back of a screen.

The camera was the Canon EOS film body I had bought from KEH in 2018 for thirty-five dollars plus shipping. It was a 1990s body, mostly plastic, that took a proprietary battery resembling two fat double-A cells bonded together in plastic. The handgrip smelled like the previous owner's basement, a faint mildew under the thumb rest. The body had arrived with a roll already inside it, half-exposed, from a previous owner. I finished that roll and left it in the canister. By 2020 the canister was still in that body, and I had loaded a second roll, the one that sat on the desk now. I had paired the body with modern Canon L glass-the same 24-to-70 f/2.8 and 50mm f/1.4 I had bought for the 5D Mark III. The autofocus worked. The aperture clicked. A thirty-five-dollar body commanding two thousand dollars' worth of glass was an absurd ratio. The EF mount coupled anyway. The mount did not register whether the body cost $3,500 or $1,000 or thirty-five dollars, a used body, no warranty. The mount did not distinguish between plastic and metal. The electrical contacts simply lined up, and the aperture signal traveled from body to lens without asking who had paid for what.

I had loaded the roll in January 2020. The pace was glacial. Two or three frames a month. January to May was four months and I had taken maybe eight frames. In May I was at Cold Creek and there was a propane heater in the tent, the kind that screwed onto a green canister and burned with a blue ring. The creek ran close enough that I could hear it through the nylon when the wind moved the tent wall.

Sometime that summer I saw an osprey. I remembered the shape more than the place-the wings bent at the joint, the fish hanging straight down. I raised the camera and the autofocus hunted across three points and I pressed the shutter once. The motor wound the frame forward. In August I pointed the camera at the sky during the Perseids and opened the shutter for as long as the tripod would allow, which was not long because the plastic legs were light and the wind moved them. I did not write any of it down. I assumed I would remember, the way you assumed with digital, except there was no screen to remind me. There was just the shutter click and the motor winding the frame forward and the knowledge that the image was now inside the canister, safe, invisible, accumulating.

The thirty-six-frame limit did not feel like a limit because I was shooting so slowly. The roll lasted eight months. By August I had forgotten what was on the first half. I did not know if the osprey frame was the fourth exposure or the fourteenth. I did not know if the Cold Creek heater was in the same frame as the tent pole or a different one. The roll had become a collection of moments I had chosen to keep but could no longer sequence. The numbers on the canister did not help. I had not written any of it down.

The places blurred together because the roll spanned too much time. Cold Creek in May. The tent. The heater. The sound of the creek through the nylon. Then a different trip, a different campground, the L glass heavy on the plastic body. The 24-to-70 pulled the neck forward in a way the 50mm did not. The autofocus hunted in low light because the EOS film body's three autofocus points were not sophisticated. The 50mm f/1.4 wide open, rendering the background soft. The film was Ektar, I think, or maybe Portra, or maybe something cheaper I had left over. I did not remember. I did not write it on the canister. I usually wrote the stock on the canister with Sharpie but this one was blank. The blank canister told me nothing. It did not say Ektar. It did not say 2020. It just said Kodak, which was the brand of the canister, not the film.

The light that hit the emulsion at Cold Creek was still in the canister. I had not developed it. The frame was there but I could not see it. That was the difference between film and a memory card. A memory card held data you could scroll through immediately. The canister held chemistry that had not been completed. The photons that struck the silver halide in May were still waiting, latent, unchanged. I did not know where the osprey was now. I did not know if the Perseid frame caught anything. The frames were in the canister. They were real. I could not see them.

I had not sent the roll to The Darkroom in San Clemente. The mailer was about twenty dollars. The wait was two weeks. I had not spent it. I had the mailer envelope in the closet, preprinted, prepaid, the return address printed in the corner. All I had to do was drop the canister in, seal the strip of adhesive, and walk it to the mailbox. The closet was five steps from the desk. I had not taken those steps in three years.

In 2020 I had sent two or three other rolls to San Clemente. They came back as ZIP files-JPEGs in my email-followed by the sleeve of negatives in the mail. The basic scans were 2 megapixels. The superfine tier was about 12. I knew the difference by then. I could scan at home if I wanted to. But the 2020 roll never made it into the mailer. It went from the camera body onto the desk, directly, with no stop at the lab. It skipped the step where the chemistry turned latent light into visible silver. It stayed latent.

The canister sat on the desk. I had not opened it. Three years. The light that hit the emulsion at Cold Creek was still inside, the silver halide waiting for chemistry that had not arrived. A memory card held data you could scroll through immediately. The canister held a sequence I had already forgotten. I did not know if the osprey was the fourth frame or the fourteenth. I did not know if the Perseid frame had caught anything more than wind. The roll had become a collection of moments I had chosen to keep but could no longer sequence. When I developed it-if I developed it-the frames would be a surprise. I would look at the scan and not recognize the composition. The frame would be a stranger's. The delay meant I would see the frame as a stranger saw it. The canister sat on the desk. I had not opened it. Three years.
[image: ]

Chapter 12 / FROM KMART TO DOTDOTSON'S TO THE DARKROOM

[image: The strip-mall counter at night, fluorescent lights that buzzed, the sleeves com]The strip-mall counter at night, fluorescent lights that buzzed, the sleeves coming back with the CD that held two megapixels of apology. This is where the one-hour era lived, between the fish counter and the key kiosk, and it is gone the way Kmart is gone and DotDotson's is gone. The Darkroom in San Clemente picked up the work by mail. The scanner in the closet picked up the rest. The lab I am standing in is the last one left.


The Pacific Image Prime Film 7200 made a gear-driven whine that lasted thirty seconds, then stopped, then started again. I was scanning frame four of six from a strip cut in 2012. The negative had been in a binder for twelve years, emulsion against plastic, in the dark. The scanner head moved across the strip with a mechanical grind that sounded like a small appliance dying. Light bar from below. SilverFast window on the screen: the image built line by line, pale at first, then gaining contrast. Dust spots appeared as white specks, then disappeared as the infrared channel mapped them out. The software called it iSRD. I did not know what the algorithm was doing. I only knew that the spots I saw at second three were gone by second thirty, erased by a process I could not see. Forty-five seconds per frame. Ten frames took seven and a half minutes. Thirty-six exposures took twenty-seven minutes. I had forty rolls in the binder. I was going to be there a while.

In 2012 I had no scanner. I had the FG-20 and a habit of dropping rolls at department store counters. Kmart. Fred Meyer. Walgreens. Payless. The one-hour machine sat behind a partition near the front of the store, next to the cigarettes and the bubble gum. You dropped the canister in a paper envelope, wrote your name on it, and came back in an hour. The cost was built into the roll: seven or eight dollars for the film, five or six more for develop-and-scan. Less than a sandwich. They gave you the negatives in a plastic case, the disc in a paper sleeve. I did not think about resolution. I thought the CD was the photograph.

The machine ran on C-41 chemistry at one hundred degrees. It developed, bleached, fixed, washed, and dried the roll in fifteen minutes. The employee who handed me the case did not know what camera I had used or what film stock was inside. They did not ask. The machine processed any leader it could thread. The sprockets pulled the leader through and the chemistry did the rest. I walked out with a plastic case and a receipt and the feeling that I had finished something. The scans on those CDs were two megapixels, maybe less. Sixteen hundred pixels across. I did not know that then. I uploaded them to WordPress and thought the archive was complete. The JPEGs looked fine on the screen. They were not fine. They were placeholders for photographs I had not yet finished.

The Kmart photo counter was near the front, by the registers. Fred Meyer kept theirs in the back, past the garden section, near the restrooms. Walgreens had a drop slot in the wall. You pushed the envelope through and hoped the person on the other side knew how to thread a 35mm leader onto sprockets.

All of them were gone by 2017. The stores pulled out the machines when digital killed the volume. You could not maintain C-41 chemistry for three customers a week. The chemistry went bad. The tanks rusted. The employees who knew how to load a leader retired or moved to the pharmacy. The counters became shelves of phone chargers and greeting cards.

I tried DotDotson's in Eugene after the department store counters disappeared. It was a real photo shop, not a retail counter. I asked for develop-only. They ran the roll through an old flatbed scanner with a film adapter. Every frame came back with a darkened band at the top, a shadow I could not explain, a discoloration that looked like the scanner lid had not closed tight. I cropped around it for two rolls, then stopped. I put the old flatbed back in the closet. DotDotson's closed a year later. I do not remember what replaced it. I stopped using them when I moved from Eugene in 2018.

[image: The one-hour era: a wall, a friend mid-air, a frame that cost less than the park]The one-hour era: a wall, a friend mid-air, a frame that cost less than the parking. The 50mm wide open, the FG-20's meter doing its best, the lab across the street already closed by the time the light was right. The CD sleeve from that roll is still in the shoebox with the others, unreadable by anything current and kept anyway, because the negative is in the binder and the binder does not need a computer. The picture outlasted its own delivery system.


The Darkroom in San Clemente saved the archive. I found them online in 2014 after the last retail lab in Eugene stopped taking film. They sent a prepaid mailer: a cardboard envelope with adhesive strip, the return address printed in the corner, postage paid. I dropped the canister in, sealed it, walked it to the mailbox. Two weeks later the negatives arrived in a plastic sleeve, cut into strips of six, and a ZIP file landed in my inbox with JPEGs. Then the physical negatives came in the mail. They offered a CD if you still wanted one. I did not. I had boxes of CDs I could no longer read.

I also used Portland Pro Photo Supply and a couple other shops in Portland over the years. The 2014-2015 changeover was when the department stores stopped their in-house one-hour development-the six-dollar develop-and-scan with CD that I had relied on while traveling. On the road I would drop a roll at a Walgreens or CVS, get the scans on CD, and work them like digital that night in the motel. That workflow got me through a lot of trips. When I settled in Portland I used local shops-Pro Photo Supply, a few others-until I stopped shooting film primarily after 2018.

The tiers were simple. Basic scans ran about twelve dollars. Higher quality cost fifteen to eighteen. Develop plus scan averaged twenty-five. Four hundred percent increase from the Kmart era. The basic scans were still two megapixels-good for a screen, useless for a print. The superfine tier ran about twelve megapixels. But twenty-five dollars per roll added up. Ten rolls was two hundred fifty dollars. Twenty was five hundred. The price of film had climbed with the revival, not fallen. Each roll I sent to San Clemente was a deliberate expense, a choice I made after the frame was already exposed.

I bought the Pacific Image Prime Film 7200 used for a few hundred dollars. It paid for itself in ten rolls. The scanner sat on a desk in the closet, plugged into a power strip, surrounded by stacks of binders. I had organized the negatives by year, though the system slipped after 2015. The original CDs sat in a box under the desk. I no longer owned a computer with a disc drive. The cases smelled like chemical dryer, or they used to. The new TIFFs lived on a four-terabyte drive, with a duplicate in my bag. The archive held one hundred twenty thousand images. The film scans made the external drive fan spin up and took two seconds longer. I deleted digital frames without thinking. I kept film scans because deleting felt like throwing away a receipt. I had paid for the roll and I had paid for the scan and now the file was the only proof.

The Pacific Image ran on SilverFast software. I loaded a strip of six into the carrier, pushed it into the slot, and the scanner head began its pass. The gear-driven whine lasted forty-five seconds per frame. Infrared light mapped dust and scratches before the visible scan, and the software removed them. I watched dust spots appear as white specks on the preview, then vanish. The resulting files matched The Darkroom's superfine tier. I could print them at sixteen by twenty. The scanner head moved back to its home position with a mechanical click, and I pulled the carrier out, clipped the next strip, and started again. I scanned in the evenings, after work, with the closet door closed. The 2012 negatives looked different under this light. More grain than I remembered. More detail in the shadows that the original scans had crushed to black. The Alabama Hills frame, the Wallowa light leak, the Yosemite self-portrait-they all existed in higher resolution now.

The strip I was scanning now was from 2012. The negatives had aged at the edges, a discoloration I had not noticed on the original CD. The SilverFast software corrected for it, or I told it to. I did not always know which checkbox did what. I clicked through the menus by memory, adjusting the exposure curve until the histogram looked right, then started the scan and waited. The whine filled the closet. The light bar moved. The frame appeared on the screen, line by line, like a photograph developing in a tray, except the tray was a CCD sensor and the developer was electricity.

The 2020 roll sat on the desk. I had not sent it to The Darkroom. The 2012 CDs sat in a box under the desk, no drive to read them. The Pacific Image was still warm from the last strip. I pulled the carrier out, clipped the next strip, and fed it into the slot. The scanner head began its pass. The closet went dark except for the light bar moving line by line beneath the film. Forty rolls waited in the binder, emulsion against plastic, in the dark.
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Chapter 13 / BLOSSOM BAR / ONE FRAME IN THE POCKET

[image: The rapids above the bar, the water working the rock the way it has since before]The rapids above the bar, the water working the rock the way it has since before the maps. The canyon narrowed at Mule Creek until the channel held only the river and the noise. The kayaker came through the window at Blossom Bar the way the guide said he would, three seconds of clean line, and the frame in my pocket was the one from the overlook an hour earlier, undeveloped, unwitnessed, complete. One frame in the pocket. The river did not wait to be believed.


I held the negative strip to the lamp and the frame I kept returning to was the fourth of five. The strip was from a roll shot in May 2016 at Blossom Bar on the Lower Rogue River. The other four frames were water and rock and sky-the rapid without the kayaker, the bank without the boat. I had cut the strip myself with the scissors from the kitchen drawer, six frames per strip, and slid them into the plastic sleeve. The Sharpie label had faded to gray. The strip had been in the binder for eight years, emulsion against plastic, next to the Alabama Hills negatives and the Ice Lake light leaks.

The negative was from the Nikon F4, the chunk of metal from 1988. The baseplate had left a mark on my collarbone that morning. I had hauled the F4 down to the river. I did not yet own the Canon EOS film body-that would come two years later, with its own story of an undeveloped roll and a drawer. In 2016 I had only the F4, and the F4 was enough.

In the frame the kayaker was mid-stroke, paddle angled, the boat tucked into the narrow channel that Glen Wooldridge dynamited out of the rock in the 1940s. The water was dark and the spray was white and the kayaker was small in the center of the frame because I stood on the bank above it with the 50mm f/1.8 and I could not get closer without falling in. The F4 was heavy on my neck. The grip pulled my shirt down and the weight settled into my shoulder. I had pre-edited before I left: the rapid at mid-morning, the kayakers if there were any, maybe nothing else if the light failed. I did not plan for the cold. I did not plan for the waiting.

I took one frame. The F4 had a motor drive that could fire three frames a second, but I did not use it. There was no point. The kayaker was in the pocket for maybe three seconds and then he was through or he was not. I pressed the shutter once. The mirror slapped. The wind lever did not move because the F4 winds itself. I took one frame of him. I did not remember the settings. I did not write them down. The F4 does not record EXIF. The negative was what I had.

The trail to the river switchbacked down from the rim through gorse and grass, the dry stalks rattling in the morning wind. I hiked in with the F4 in the bag and the 50mm mounted, the weight pulling at my shoulder. The canyon narrowed as I descended, the rock walls turning from brown basalt to dark green moss where the spray hit. I could hear the rapid before I could see it-a low roar that filled the air. I found a flat rock above the waterline and sat down to wait.

I had been to Blossom Bar twice. The first was 2010. I backpacked the Lower Rogue trail in September. The trail switchbacked down from the rim. I hiked down to the scout shelf above the rapid and waited. The shelf was a flat spot on the canyon wall, not a sandbar, maybe four hundred eighty feet diagonal from the river center as the crow flies. I dropped my pack and sat on the rocks and watched the river move. A pontoon boat came through. The guy slipped it perfectly, in and out, and from up there it looked like nothing. I thought, that was easy. I did not know about the Picket Fence then. I did not know about Rap Rock.

The second time was from the water, in 2015, in a guide's raft, when Mule Creek narrowed to a channel barely wide enough for oars and the current boiled against the walls. That was a different perspective, downstream and low, looking up at the spray. From the scout shelf in 2016 I was looking down, the 50mm making the kayaker small against the rock I had already learned from the water.

The second time was 2016. I stood on the scout shelf with the F4. The light was mid-morning, flat, the canyon walls cutting off the sun until later in the day. I waited for an hour, the grip pulling my shirt down. I watched two rafts come through, both rubber, both bouncing, both making the move but not making it look good. The rafts were red and blue, loaded with gear, the guides calling commands from the stern. The first raft hit the Picket Fence and bounced, the passengers grabbing the straps. The second raft made a cleaner line but still took water over the bow. Neither looked graceful. Neither looked fun. Then the kayaker came. He was in the pocket before I raised the camera. I tracked him through the viewfinder, the 50mm making him small in the frame, and I pressed the shutter once. He was through three seconds later. I lowered the camera. The F4's motor did not wind a second frame because I had not pressed the button again. Only one frame held him in the pocket.

The rafts were too big for the frame. That was the problem. They filled the channel wall to wall, red and blue rubber displacing the water that was the actual subject. The kayaker was small. He let the rapid breathe around him. In the viewfinder he occupied the center but did not dominate it-the water was still the story, the spray was still the story, he was just the reason the eye stayed. The 50mm made him smaller than he was, and that was the right scale. A 200mm would have made him a hero. A 28mm would have made him a speck. The 50mm made him a witness.

I still have the negative. It is in the binder, cut into a strip of six, the sleeve labeled in Sharpie that has faded to gray. The kayaker is still mid-stroke. The rapid is still running. The frame is what I chose.

END OF v4.02

CHANGE LOG

v4.01 corrections preserved: no hallucinated contact sheets, no smeared-ink labels, no invented sensory details, standardized undeveloped-roll location to desk, removed defensive meta-commentary, reordered Ch 10.

Transcription(2) threads integrated: Olallie Lake, Newport jetty, Hart Mountain October, Lower Rogue guide, Haleakala crater, Ektar roses.

Name corrections (this build): . Ch 1: Lauren → the woman . Ch 4: Lauren → the woman; Robert → the guide (all 6 instances) . Ch 6: Mr. Cunningham → my math teacher

Historical names preserved: Chief Joseph, Glen Wooldridge, Lewis and Clark.

Family titles preserved: my father.

General role references used: the woman, the guide, my father, my friend, the deputy.

/ END OF BODY /
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