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	1	

had	no	idea	that	morning	when	I	went	into	Bill	Fosberg’s	camera	shop	that	my	life	was
about	to	be	turned	upside	down.	Fosberg’s	shop	is	a	hole	in	the	wall	with	dusty	shelves,
used	cameras,	film—an	anachronism	in	a	world	of	digital	cameras	and	no	film.	Bill	is

ninety	years	old,	or	at	least	that’s	what	he	says	he	is.	He	was	a	street	photographer	for	the
old	San	Francisco	Call	Bulletin	and	during	World	War	II	he	was	a	combat	photographer	in
the	South	Pacific,	and	 there’s	 some	shrapnel	 in	his	 left	 leg	 that	gives	him	a	hippity-hop
walk.	But,	Bill	says,	the	trick	is	to	die	from	the	feet	up,	and	he’s	as	sharp	as	a	tack,	has	all
his	wits,	and	 if	you	bring	an	ancient	camera	 in,	he’ll	 look	at	 it	and	say,	“I	sold	 those	 in
1959.	Not	a	bad	camera,	but	a	shitty	lens.	Supposed	to	be	a	Zeiss	but	it	wasn’t.”	And	if	it’s
stuck,	 he	 knows	 what	 to	 do:	 opens	 the	 back,	 uses	 the	 pencil	 from	 his	 pocket	 to	 poke
something	in	the	body	of	the	camera,	and	suddenly	the	shutter	works	again.

I’m	one	of	those	people	who	still	uses	old-fashioned	cameras	with	film	in	them.	I	do
portraits—children,	dogs,	families—because	there	are	still	people	who	want	a	good	black-
and-white	photograph.	There’s	something	classic	that	appeals	to	them.	And	that	gives	me
the	chance	to	do	the	other	things	I	like	to	do:	candid	photos,	street	people,	documentary.

Bill’s	shop	is	where	I	can	get	film	and	today	I	saw	the	Leica	M3	in	his	case.	The	M3
was	made	between	1954	and	1966	and	 it	wasn’t	 just	a	new	camera,	 it	was	an	entire	 re-
thinking	 of	what	 a	 35-mm	 camera	 should	 be.	 It	 was	 so	 advanced	 it	 took	 other	 camera
companies	years	to	catch	up.	A	rangefinder,	 it	had	a	bayonet	mount,	built-in	frame	lines
for	50,	90	and	135	lenses.	Parallax	correction	and	a	single	non-rotating	shutter-speed	dial
for	 both	 high	 and	 low	 speeds.	 There	 were	 other	 features,	 too,	 and	 it	 was	 the	 kind	 of
camera	that	photographers	still	lusted	after.	The	body	was	built	like	a	tank.

“How	much	for	the	M3?”	I	asked.

Bill	reached	into	the	case	and	brought	it	out,	placing	it	in	my	hands.

“For	a	dinosaur	like	you,	three	hundred	bucks.”

“Bill,	I’m	thirty-five	years	old.	How	can	I	be	a	dinosaur?”

“Because	you’re	still	shutting	yourself	in	darkrooms,	you	smell	like	Dektol.	And	you
know	what	a	Leica	M3	is.”

“What	would	you	give	me	for	my	Nikon	SP?”

“A	lot	of	grief.”

“If	I	throw	in	that	Minolta	you	repaired	for	me?”

“A	shitload	of	grief.	And	twenty	bucks.”

“You’ll	sell	both	of	them	to	some	art	student	who’s	been	told	she	has	to	learn	to	use
film.”

“That’s	right.	I’m	the	only	place	left	where	they	can	find	a	camera	that	isn’t	digital.”

“Where	did	you	get	this	one?



“A	friend	died.	His	wife	sold	it	to	me.”

“And	you	told	her	it	was	old	and	not	worth	much?”

“No.	I	told	her	it	was	worth	$250	on	the	market	and	I	would	get	three	hundred	from
some	idiot	like	you	and	I	gave	her	a	hundred	and	a	half.	She	had	some	other	stuff	too.”

“He	was	a	photographer?”

“One	of	the	best.	Maybe	the	last	of	the	best.	Shit,	they’ve	all	died	off	around	me.	I’m
the	last	one	left	on	the	raft.	You	gonna	buy	this	or	just	stand	there	bullshitting?”

“You’ve	got	a	really	nice	sales	manner	about	you,	Bill.”

“I’m	ninety	freaking	years	old.	I	don’t	have	time	for	small	talk.”

I	 didn’t	 need	 the	 M3	 but	 it	 felt	 good	 in	 my	 hand	 and	 I	 remembered	 that	 Richard
Avedon	used	an	M3	when	he	did	the	Western	America	photos,	so	I	said,	“Could	I	make
payments?”

“Sure,”	Bill	said.

“How	about	if	I	paid	in	three	installments,	a	hundred	each	month?”

“No,”	Bill	said.	“One	payment.	Three	hundred	smackers.”

“Jesus,	Bill,	give	me	a	break!”

“Do	I	look	like	a	fucking	bank,	Michael?”

“For	an	old	guy	your	vocabulary	is	a	bit	limited.”

“When	you	get	to	ninety,	kid,	you	can	talk	any	fucking	way	you	please.	I’ll	give	you
twenty	 bucks	 for	 the	 SP	 and	 that	 piece	 of	 Minolta	 shit,	 so	 two	 hundred	 and	 eighty
smackers	means	you	get	to	walk	out	of	here	with	a	classic	Leica.”

“Nobody	calls	them	smackers	any	more,	Bill.”

“You	can	call	them	dog	turds	if	you	like,	kiddo,	as	long	as	the	bank	takes	them.”

“Did	you	ever	have	anything	graceful	about	you,	William?”

“A	long	time	ago.	My	wife	died	in	1990	and	she	took	all	the	grace	with	her.”

I	took	out	my	checkbook	and	Bill	laid	a	pen	next	to	it.

“Anybody	 but	 you,	Michael,	 and	 I’d	 insist	 on	 cash,”	 he	 said,	while	 I	wrote	 out	 the
check	and	handed	it	to	him.	He	took	it,	tore	it	in	half,	and	carefully	shredded	the	pieces	in
half	again.	He	dropped	them	on	the	counter.

“Bring	 the	 money	 in	 when	 you	 can.	 If	 you’re	 lucky,	 I’ll	 drop	 dead	 tomorrow	 and
you’ll	be	home	free.”

“Thanks,	Bill,”	 I	 said.	 I	picked	up	 the	check	 fragments.	 “A	hundred	on	Monday	 for
sure.”

“And	you	get	this,”	he	said	as	he	reached	into	the	case.	He	took	out	a	slender	box	and
set	 it	on	 top	of	 the	counter.	“The	original	box	 it	came	 in.	Some	collector	would	sell	his
right	 nut	 for	 this.	 But	 you’re	 a	 dinosaur.	A	 thirty-five-year-old	 dinosaur.	You’ll	 put	 the



fucking	box	on	a	shelf	and	load	that	puppy	and	go	out	and	shoot	with	it.”

I	picked	up	the	box	and	examined	it.	I	had	no	idea	that	I	was	holding	a	ticking	bomb	in
my	hand.

“Whose	camera	was	it,	Bill?”

“Aaron	 Sturgis.	 He	 went	 to	 Korea	 in	 1955	 with	 that	 Leica.	 A	 twenty-year-old
freelancer	with	no	experience.	He	went	off	to	shoot	a	war	and	he	made	history.”

“How?”

“You	go	to	the	photo	archives	at	the	Museum	of	Modern	Art	and	look	up	Sturgis	and
Korea	 and	 you’ll	 see	 a	 photograph	 that	 made	 Mona	 Lisa	 look	 like	 paint-by-numbers.
There’s	 a	 soldier	 standing	 there	 and	 he’s	 holding	 a	 boot	 in	 his	 hand,	 only	 somebody’s
ankle	is	rising	out	of	that	boot.	He	looks	like	he’s	the	one	who	got	shot,	and	all	around	him
are	 bodies.	 The	 snow	 is	 falling	 and	 the	 bodies	 are	 dusted	 white	 and	 it’s	 the	 most
devastating	war	photograph	anybody	ever	saw.	I	saw	stuff	in	the	South	Pacific	when	I	was
there,	terrible	stuff.	But	nothing	could	match	that	Korean	photograph.	And	it	wasn’t	just
good	 journalism:	 the	 black-and-white	 contrast,	 the	 framing	 of	 that	 teenage	 soldier,	 the
heaviness	 of	 the	 sky—it	was	 fucking	 brilliant,	Mikey.	He	went	 on	 to	 do	Viet	Nam	and
Kosovo	and	African	famines	and	Irish	bombers.”

“When	did	he	die?”

“Last	year.	His	wife	brought	his	stuff	in.”	He	pointed	at	the	Leica.	“She	said	not	to	sell
that	 to	 some	 rich	 collector.	 Sell	 it	 to	 someone	 who	 would	 shoot	 with	 it.	 You	 won	 the
lottery,	kid.”

I	put	the	camera	in	the	box.	It	was	an	ordinary	box	that	had	Leica	M3	printed	on	the
top	and	a	picture	of	the	camera.	It	didn’t	look	like	a	bomb.
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aturday	morning	I	took	the	camera	out	of	the	box	to	load	it.	The	manual	was	stuck	in
the	bottom	and	I	tapped	the	open	box	on	the	table	to	loosen	it.	The	manual	came	out,
and	so	did	an	oblong	of	cardboard	that	had	been	pasted	inside	the	box.	Along	with	the

cardboard	 came	 a	 film	 sleeve	 with	 some	 negatives	 in	 it.	 Someone	 had	 hidden	 the
negatives,	sandwiched	between	 the	cardboard	and	the	bottom	of	 the	box.	I	 took	 them	to
the	darkroom	and	laid	them	on	my	light	table.	They	were	35mm	negs	and	they	weren’t	all
from	the	same	roll	of	film.	A	few	were	attached	to	each	other,	but	some	of	them	had	been
separated.	 There	 were	 seven	 of	 them,	 all	 black	 and	 white,	 an	 assortment	 that	 included
some	men	 standing	 in	what	 looked	 like	military	 combat	 uniforms,	 a	 landscape	of	 some
kind,	and	a	woman	sitting	at	a	table.

I	 put	 the	 negative	 of	 the	 woman	 in	 the	 enlarger	 and	 turned	 it	 on.	 I	 focused	 it	 and
brought	 it	 up	 to	 8×10.	 She	was	 leaning	 forward	 at	 a	 table,	wearing	 a	 halter	 top,	 and	 I
adjusted	the	focus	until	it	was	sharp.	I	turned	off	the	enlarger,	slid	a	sheet	of	paper	into	the
frame,	and	set	the	timer.	The	contrast	was	crisp,	and	I	gave	it	six	seconds	at	f/16.	I	pulled
the	 paper	 out	 and	 slipped	 it	 into	 the	 developer	 tray.	As	 I	watched,	 the	 blacks	 began	 to
appear,	gray	at	first,	darkening.	Her	face	rose	in	the	fluid	and	I	tipped	the	tray,	letting	the
developer	wash	across	the	image	to	make	sure	the	process	was	even.	I	lifted	the	paper,	let
the	excess	drip	back	into	the	tray,	and	dropped	it	into	the	stop	bath.	I	agitated	it	carefully,
moved	 it	 to	 the	 fixer,	 and,	 after	 a	 minute,	 turned	 the	 light	 on.	 The	 woman’s	 face	 was
stunning.

She	 wore	 a	 black	 halter	 top	 with	 a	 deep	 cleavage	 so	 that	 when	 she	 bent	 forward,
elbows	 on	 the	 table,	 it	 revealed	 the	 soft	 curves	 and	 the	 narrow	 cleft	 between	 her	 small
breasts.	Her	expression	was	 intense	and	her	eyes	were	wide	and	focused	on	 the	camera.
Her	dark	hair	 fell	 forward,	 framing	her	 face.	One	hand	was	pressed	 to	 the	plane	of	her
chest	just	below	her	throat,	her	fingers	sliding	under	the	fabric	of	the	halter,	as	if	she	was
absently	stroking	herself,	quite	unconscious	of	what	she	was	doing.	The	other	hand	was	at
the	side	of	her	head,	lifting	her	hair	away	from	her	cheek.	There	was	a	beauty	about	her
that	was	evident,	perhaps	in	the	way	her	hand	lifted	to	brush	her	hair	back.	She	sat	at	an
outdoor	café	table	and	the	lettering	on	the	window	next	to	her	was	in	French.

A	single	glass	of	white	wine	was	in	front	of	her.	She	looked	as	if	she	might	be	in	her
early	twenties,	but	it	was	hard	to	tell.	There	was	no	doubt	that	she	was	a	stunning	beauty,
not	in	the	usual	sense,	but	with	an	exotic	and	almost	erotic	presence.
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n	Monday	morning	I	showed	up	at	The	Camera	Shop.	“Mikey!”	Bill	crowed.	“You
brought	me	some	money!”

I	laid	five	twenty-dollar	bills	on	the	counter.	“A	hundred	smackers,	Bill.”

“Nobody	calls	them	smackers	any	more,”	Bill	said	with	a	cackle.

“Okay,”	 I	 said.	“Here’s	a	hundred	dog	 turds.	And	something	else.”	 I	 laid	 the	manila
envelope	next	to	the	money.	“There	was	something	in	that	Leica	box.”

“The	manual.”	Bill	said.

“More	 than	 that.	 There	 was	 a	 false	 bottom	 to	 it	 and	 underneath	 that	 were	 some
negatives.	And	this	was	one	of	them.”

I	pulled	out	the	photograph	of	the	woman.	Bill	looked	at	it	and	let	out	a	low	whistle.
“This	was	in	there?”	he	said.

“You	recognize	her?”

“Jesus,	eff-ing	Christ,”	Bill	said.	He	continued	to	stare	at	the	photograph.

“I	assume	that	means	you	do	recognize	her,”	I	said.

“It’s	Emma.	Early	1960’s.	Paris.”

“Who’s	Emma?”

“Emma	 Sturgis.	Aaron’s	wife.	 The	woman	who	 sold	me	 the	 Leica.”	He	 looked	 up.
“What	were	the	other	negatives?”

“Some	guys	in	army	uniforms.,	a	landscape.	I	didn’t	pay	much	attention	to	them.	This
was	the	first	one	and	I	printed	it	and	it	looks	like	a	Richard	Avedon	portrait,	and	I	wanted
you	to	tell	me	where	it	came	from.”

“Aaron	Sturgis.	 I	 told	you	he	was	good,	kid.	Jesus,”	he	said	again.	“Fucking	Emma.
There’s	more	negs	of	her?”

“I	don’t	think	so.”

“Well,	for	Christ’s	sake,	go	home	and	look	at	them!	You	mind	if	I	keep	this?”

“Be	my	guest.	This	Emma	Sturgis.	Would	it	be	possible	for	me	to	meet	her?”

“I’ll	ask.	She’ll	probably	be	happy	to	meet	a	good-looking	young	man.	Emma	is	 the
proverbial	rolling	stone.	No	moss	on	her!”

“How	old	is	she?”

“In	years?	Late	sixties.	In	spirit,	maybe	your	age.	She	gets	a	look	at	you,	you	may	need
a	stick	to	beat	her	off.”

When	I	rolled	my	eyes,	he	added,	“Emma	collected	men	like	you	collect	cameras.	And
she	had	champagne	 taste.	Bring	 those	negs	 in	and	 let	me	see	 them.	I	should	charge	you



another	three	hundred	for	them.	Unpublished	Aaron	Sturgis	negs.	How	the	fuck	did	I	miss
those?”

I	didn’t	get	a	chance	to	look	at	the	negs.	There	was	a	phone	message	waiting	for	me
when	I	got	home.	A	woman’s	voice,	well-modulated,	a	bit	on	the	husky	side.

“Bill	Fosberg	told	me	that	you’d	like	to	meet	me.	If	you’re	free	this	afternoon	between
one	and	two,	I’ll	be	home.	Buy	a	decent	bottle	of	champagne	on	your	way,	will	you?	“It
was	followed	by	an	address	in	Larkspur.	I	recognized	it	as	one	of	the	old	houseboats	that
were	moored	along	the	wide	creek	that	 led	 to	 the	bay.	A	boardwalk	 led	out	 to	 them	and
they	had	all	become	a	permanent	part	of	the	marsh,	no	longer	floating	as	they	once	had.
Some	had	been	turned	into	little	cottages,	others	still	looked	like	the	houseboats	they	once
were.	I	 looked	at	my	watch.	Quarter	 to	one.	I	stopped	at	Ludwigs	Liquors	and	bought	a
chilled	bottle	of	champagne	that	I	couldn’t	afford	and	was	on	the	boardwalk	that	led	to	the
address	by	one-thirty.

The	woman	who	opened	the	door	didn’t	look	as	if	she	were	in	her	sixties.	Her	silver
hair	was	cropped	close	and	she	was	slim,	with	sharp	cheekbones,	and	there	was	no	doubt
she	was	the	woman	who	was	in	the	photograph.	She	wore	a	pair	of	tight-fitting	Levis,	a
white	shirt	with	the	top	buttons	unbuttoned,	and	a	black	onyx	necklace	and	earrings.	Her
feet	were	bare	and	her	toenails	were	a	brilliant	red.

“You’re	Michael,”	she	said.	She	looked	at	the	bottle	I	was	carrying.	“My	kind	of	man.”

“Isn’t	it	a	bit	early	to	start	drinking?”	I	said.

“You	can	drink	champagne	at	dawn,	dear	boy.”

The	interior	of	the	houseboat	no	longer	looked	like	an	ancient	watercraft.	It	had	white
walls	and	 teak	 flooring	and	 the	stern	wall	was	all	glass,	 looking	out	 into	 the	marsh.	An
egret	 stood	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 water	 and	 the	 sun	 slanted	 in,	 casting	 a	 green	 glow	 on
everything.	The	furniture	was	spare	and	expensive	and	there	were	several	metal	sculptures
that	looked	familiar.	On	the	walls	were	black-and-white	photographs,	one	of	them	a	match
to	the	one	I	had	left	with	Bill	Fosberg.

She	went	 into	 the	galley	kitchen	and	came	back	with	 two	 frosted	champagne	 flutes.
“Do	the	honors,	handsome,”	she	said.

I	opened	 the	champagne	and	filled	 the	 two	glasses,	handing	one	 to	her.	She	 touched
hers	to	mine.	“To	sex,	food,	and	wine,”	she	said.	“Three	things	you	should	enjoy	slowly
and	with	passion.”

“Bill	warned	me	about	you,”	I	said.

“Bill	never	could	keep	his	mouth	shut.”

I	pointed	to	the	photo	of	her	on	the	wall.	“The	Leica	you	sold	to	Bill.	In	the	box	were
some	negatives.	One	of	them	was	that	photograph.”

“So	 that’s	where	 it	went,”	 she	 said,	 sipping	 from	 her	 glass.	 “And	 you’re	 the	 young
man	who’s	going	to	use	Aaron’s	camera.”

“Yes,”	I	said.	“It	looks	like	it	was	used	hard,	but	it’s	in	great	shape.”

“Aaron	 took	 care	 of	 his	 equipment.	 That	 camera	 was	 one	 he	 covered	 several	 wars



with.	Even	after	everyone	else	was	using	big	Nikons,	Aaron	stayed	with	that	one.”

“I	 don’t	 remember	 him	 ever	 being	 associated	 with	 a	 wire	 service	 or	 a	 bureau	 like
Reuters.”

“He	hated	editors.	Said	he	couldn’t	take	orders.	So	he	freelanced	all	his	life.”

“He	must	 have	 done	well,”	 I	 said.	 I	 pointed	 to	 one	 of	 the	 slender	 bronze	 statues,	 a
stick-like	figure	of	a	young	woman.	“That	looks	like	a	Giacometti.	Is	it?”

She	nodded.	“Aaron	took	some	photos	of	Pablo	Picasso’s	family.	Picasso	gave	him	a
drawing	 as	 payment.	 Aaron	 traded	 that	 and	 some	 photographs	 of	 Alberto	 Giacometti’s
work	to	Alberto	for	those	two	pieces.”

“How	come	I	never	heard	your	husband’s	name	connected	with	photographing	famous
people?”

“Aaron	 never	 thought	 of	 himself	 as	 anything	 other	 than	 a	 journalist.	He	was	 happy
when	he	was	knee-deep	in	shit.	He	went	places	no	one	else	would	go.	He	said	his	mother
had	held	him	by	the	ankles	and	dipped	him	into	the	River	Styx.	‘I’ll	get	killed	by	some	kid
with	a	pair	of	lawn	shears,	he	used	to	say.’”

“It	must	have	been	exciting	to	be	married	to	him.”

“When	I	met	him	in	Paris	he	was	so	goddamn	handsome	I	had	an	orgasm	just	looking
at	him.	And	when	he	was	home,	wherever	 that	was	at	 the	moment,	 it	was	 like	 riding	a
rocket	ship.	But	he	was	away	most	of	 the	 time.	He	went	 from	one	war	zone	 to	 the	next
civil	war.”

“You	have	any	kids?”

“One	daughter.	She	disconnected	from	us	a	long	time	ago.	I	have	no	idea	where	she	is
or	what	 she’s	 doing.”	Her	 hand	 rose	 and	 touched	 the	 plane	 of	 her	 chest	 just	 below	her
throat,	sliding	inside	the	open	top	of	her	shirt,	as	if	she	were	feeling	for	a	heartbeat.	It	was
the	same	gesture	that	was	in	the	photograph	of	her	in	the	black	halter.

“So	you	found	the	negative	of	me	in	that	box.	Were	there	any	others?”

“Yes.”

“What	were	they?”

“I’m	 not	 sure.	 I	 only	 glanced	 at	 them.	 Some	men	 in	 army	 uniforms,	 a	 landscape.	 I
don’t	think	there	were	any	others	of	you.”

“What	are	you	going	to	do	with	them?”

“I’ll	 look	 at	 them	 this	 afternoon,	make	 some	 prints,	 see	what	 I	 have.	Do	 you	want
copies?”

She	held	out	the	champagne	flute	and	I	filled	it	again.	“What	I	would	like,”	she	said,
“would	be	 for	you	 to	put	 them	 in	an	ashtray	and	 touch	a	match	 to	 them.	Destroy	 them.
Don’t	even	look	again	at	them.”	Her	voice	had	lost	its	husky	sexiness.	It	was	flat	and	hard.

“Why?”

“You	shouldn’t	ask	why.	Do	what	I	suggest	and	your	life	will	be	a	great	deal	easier.	Go



to	Paris	with	Aaron’s	camera	and	take	a	photograph	of	a	beautiful	young	woman.”

“Someone	like	you?”

She	turned	to	look	at	the	photograph	on	the	wall.	“You	could	do	worse.”

“You’re	still	a	very	attractive	woman.”

“Attractive	woman.	You	could	have	chosen	a	better	adjective.”

“How	about	beautiful?”

“Too	 late,	 handsome.”	 She	 withdrew	 her	 hand	 from	 her	 shirt,	 lifted	 the	 flute	 and
drained	it.

“Why	should	I	burn	those	negatives?”

“First	 of	 all,	 you	 won’t	 understand	 what	 they	 mean.	 Secondly,	 Aaron	 tucked	 them
away	where	no	one	would	find	them,	not	even	me.	But	you	found	them.	An	unfortunate
accident.	Trust	me,	dear	boy,	they’re	poisonous.”

“You	think	I’ll	go	home	and	melt	 those	negatives	down	and	not	examine	them	more
closely?”

“I	think	you	might	look	at	them	and	you	might	even	make	some	prints,	but	you	need	to
know	that	if	you	do,	you’re	playing	with	fire	and	you	could	get	badly	burned.”	She	set	the
flute	on	the	floor	next	to	her	chair	and	stood.	“Under	other	circumstances	I	might	ask	you
to	imagine	that	I’m	still	the	woman	in	the	photograph	and	spend	the	afternoon,	but	that’s
not	going	to	happen,	is	it?”

“Apparently	not.”

“But	if	I	were	twenty	years	younger?”

“Like	I	said,	you’re	still	a	beautiful	woman.”

“Still.	There’s	another	word	that	I	don’t	like.	Drink	up,”	she	said.	She	stood	and	went
to	 the	 wall	 of	 glass.	 The	 egret	 sensed	 her	 movement	 and	 stretched	 its	 wings,	 lifting
clumsily	off	the	marsh.

“They	 look	ungainly	when	 they	 fly,	but	 they	have	a	delicate	beauty	when	 they	stalk
along	the	edge.	And	they’re	quite	deadly.	A	single	stab	and	some	poor	fish	or	a	frog	comes
up,	impaled	on	that	beak.	Beauty	and	death.	Quite	a	combination.”	She	turned	to	face	me.
Her	hand	had	gone	back	to	its	place	against	her	chest	and	I	could	swear	that	the	tips	of	her
fingers	were	touching	her	nipple.

“Remember	what	I	said.	I	know	about	those	negatives.	So	does	Bill	Fosberg.	And	by
now,	we	don’t	know	who	else	knows.	Destroy	them.	Please.	Or	return	them	to	me.”

“I	was	wondering	if	you	were	going	to	ask	for	 them	back.	You	know	what	 they	are,
don’t	you?”

“No.	Aaron	never	told	me	what	they	were.	Only	that	he	had	them	and	they	were	safely
hidden	and	they	should	never	get	into	anyone	else’s	hands.”

“Why	is	it	that	I	have	a	hard	time	believing	you?”



“The	only	thing	you	need	to	believe	is	that	they	are	explosive.	Like	a	time	bomb	that
began	ticking	the	moment	you	tipped	them	out	of	that	box.	And	they	won’t	give	you	much
time.”

“Who	is	they?”

“I	don’t	know	who	they	are.	Only	Aaron	knew.”

“And	why	don’t	I	believe	that,	either?”

She	didn’t	reply,	only	looked	back	through	the	glass	at	the	egret.	It	had	landed	a	few
yards	off	and	was	moving	slowly,	lifting	first	one	leg,	then	the	other	with	meticulous	care.
The	head	was	canted	 to	one	side	so	 that	an	eye	 looked	down	at	 the	edge	of	 the	water.	 I
remembered	that	the	word	for	birds	like	that	was	stalkers.
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he	 afternoon	was	over.	And	 she	was	 quite	 beautiful.	 I	 drove	back	 to	 the	 house,	 the
image	of	her	at	the	window	looking	out	at	the	egret	still	with	me.	The	first	thing	I	did
when	I	got	home	was	go	into	the	darkroom	and	get	out	the	negatives.	I	set	aside	the

one	of	Emma	Sturgis	and	laid	the	others	on	the	light	table.	There	was	an	image	of	a	person
but	the	figure	was	clouded,	as	if	it	were	enveloped	in	smoke.	I	put	it	in	the	enlarger	and
was	startled	by	what	came	up.	 I	sharpened	the	focus.	 It	was	grainier	 that	Emma’s	photo
and	 I	 gave	 it	 an	 extra	 f-stop.	 I	 slid	 the	 sheet	 of	 paper	 into	 the	developer	 and,	when	 the
image	began	to	appear,	I	could	see	why	Emma	Sturgis	had	warned	me	about	the	negatives.

It	was	not	unlike	Nick	Ut’s	photograph	of	the	terrified	Vietnamese	girl	running	naked
from	the	chaos	of	a	napalm	raid	on	her	village.	She,	too,	had	been	terribly	burned.	But	this
photograph	 was	 different.	 It	 was	 a	 man,	 coming	 directly	 at	 the	 camera,	 and	 he	 was
engulfed	in	flames.	The	only	way	I	could	tell	it	was	a	soldier	was	the	helmet	that	capped
the	 flames	 and	 the	weapon	 he	 held	 in	 one	 hand.	 He	wasn’t	 running,	 He	was	 simply	 a
column	 of	 flame	 and	 black	 smoke	 and	 his	 face	 was	 not	 visible,	 and	 behind	 him	 were
women	 and	 children	 and	 a	 few	 old	 men.	 They	 stood	 as	 if	 they	 were	 an	 audience
witnessing	 some	 bizarre	 magic	 trick	 in	 which	 the	 magician	 lights	 himself	 on	 fire	 and
strolls	off.

Nick	Ut’s	 photo	 of	 the	Vietnamese	 girl	 on	 fire	 running	 toward	 his	 camera	won	 the
Pulitzer	 Prize	 for	 him.	 It	 was	 the	 quintessential	 photo	 of	 that	 war,	 and	 Richard	 Nixon
claimed	it	had	been	fixed;	that	it	was	a	photo	that	had	been	doctored	in	order	to	drum	up
resistance	 to	 the	 war.	 But	 that	 photo	 was	 real,	 and	 so	 was	 the	 one	 I	 lifted	 from	 the
developer	 tray	 and	 held	 under	 the	 light.	 I	 had	 never	 seen	 this	 photograph.	 It	 had	 never
been	published	anywhere,	 that	much	I	was	sure	of.	This	photograph,	 too,	had	to	be	Viet
Nam.	The	faces	of	 the	people	behind	the	burning	figure	were	unmistakably	Vietnamese.
Aaron	Sturgis	had	taken	this	photograph	but	it	had	remained	out	of	sight	for	almost	fifty
years,	the	negative	in	the	bottom	of	the	Leica	box.	I	moved	the	sheet	to	the	stop	bath,	then
to	the	fixer	before	I	spread	the	other	negatives	on	the	light	table	and	got	out	the	loupe	to
look	at	them.

There	were	 seven	 negatives:	Emma	 in	 the	 black	 halter,	 the	 soldier	 on	 fire,	 and	 five
others.	One	neg	showed	a	soldier	aiming	his	weapon	at	someone	kneeling	in	front	of	him.
It	looked	like	a	woman.	She	held	an	infant.	Another	negative	showed	the	woman	and	the
infant	lying	on	the	ground.	The	woman’s	head	had	been	blown	apart.	So	had	the	head	of
the	infant.

There	was	a	landscape	that	looked	like	a	rice	field	or	a	flat	meadow,	but	when	I	looked
closely	I	could	see	that	it	was	a	photograph	of	a	painting.	There	was	a	small	plaque	on	the
base	 of	 the	 frame,	 but	 I	 couldn’t	 read	 the	 lettering.	 There	was	 another	 negative	with	 a
helicopter	in	a	clearing,	dust	whirling	up	and	four	men	climbing	into	it.	In	the	background,
a	village	was	in	flames.	The	last	negative	was	of	five	men	standing	in	front	of	a	metal	hut.
They	were	bare-chested,	shirts	off,	two	of	them	holding	cans	of	beer.

Obviously	something	bad	had	happened.	A	soldier	had	gone	up	in	flames.	A	woman



and	 a	 child	 had	 been	 shot,	 probably	 by	 the	 soldier	 who	 stood	 with	 his	 gun	 over	 their
bodies.	His	face	was	identifiable.	He	was	one	of	the	five	soldiers	in	front	of	the	metal	hut.
The	village	had	been	torched.	What	 the	painting	of	a	field	had	to	do	with	these	was	not
clear.	Nor	was	 the	reason	 that	a	photograph	of	Emma	Sturgis	would	be	 included.	Going
back	to	Emma	for	an	explanation	would	be	useless.	She	had	made	it	clear	that	I	should	not
do	what	I	was	doing.	I	doubted	that	Bill	Fosberg	knew	what	they	meant,	and	I	wasn’t	sure
I	should	make	prints	and	show	them	to	him.	Emma	had	said	he	knew	about	the	negatives,
but	I	couldn’t	be	sure	that	she	meant	he	knew	I	had	them	or	he	knew	what	they	meant.	She
had	said	that	the	negatives	were	poisonous.	‘You’re	playing	with	fire,’	were	her	words.

I	put	the	negative	of	the	burning	soldier	in	the	enlarger	and	made	the	first	print.	When
I	 turned	 on	 the	 light,	 the	 photograph	 was	 horrific.	 Through	 the	 smoke	 and	 flames	 the
soldier’s	open	mouth	could	be	seen.	He	must	have	been	screaming.	Everything	about	him
was	on	 fire	except	 for	 the	arm	 that	held	his	weapon.	 It	was	canted	out	 to	one	side.	The
smoke	and	flames	billowed	up	under	his	helmet,	curling	around	it	to	rise	in	a	plume.	The
faces	of	 the	villagers	 in	 the	background	were	 impassive.	They	held	no	 look	of	shock	or
horror—only	 the	kind	of	 intensity	you	might	find	on	an	audience	at	 the	circus	watching
the	lion	tamer	put	his	head	in	the	mouth	of	the	lion.	I	pinned	the	print	on	the	line	to	dry
and	put	the	next	negative	in	the	enlarger.	This	one	had	the	dead	woman	and	child	in	the
foreground.	It,	too,	was	a	horror.	I	wondered	if	the	Leica	I	had	bought	had	been	the	camera
that	had	taken	these	photographs.

Within	the	hour	I	had	all	seven	prints.	I	 laid	them	out	and	went	over	 them	carefully.
The	new	print	of	Emma	was	not	 like	 the	others.	 It	 had	a	museum	portrait	quality,	 fine-
grained,	evocative,	and	it	was	as	good	as	anything	I	had	ever	seen.	The	war	photos	were
grainier,	stark,	and	contained	no	clues	as	to	who	the	soldiers	were	or	when	the	photos	had
been	 taken,	 although	 it	 appeared	 that	 they	 were	 Viet	 Nam	war	 photos.	 There	 were	 no
patches	on	their	clothing,	but	the	faces	of	the	men	were	clear	enough	to	be	recognizable.
The	faces	in	the	other	photograph	of	the	bare-chested	young	men	in	front	of	the	metal	hut
were	 sharp.	 They	 were	 all	 young.	 They	 looked	 like	 teenagers.	 Only	 four	 men	 were
climbing	into	the	helicopter.	Could	the	fifth	man	have	been	the	one	who	had	been	on	fire?

The	 photograph	 of	 the	 painting	 had	 been	 taken	 at	 some	 other	 time,	 like	 the	 one	 of
Emma,	since	the	negative	was	not	part	of	the	strip.	I	got	out	the	loupe	and	looked	at	the
plaque	at	the	base	of	the	photograph.

It	was	the	title	of	the	painting	and	the	artist’s	name,	followed	by	text:

Work	from	the	scene	of	two	murders,	1990

Marie	Ruysell,	born	1943

This	painting	is	from	a	group	of	on-site	works	of	the	same	location	executed
at	the	same	time	of	day	over	a	period	of	one	year.	Together	they	function	as
mug	shots	of	 the	place	where	 two	murder	victims	were	 found,	dragged	 from
the	Trinity	River	outside	Ft.	Worth,	Texas.

There	was	no	connection	between	Emma’s	portrait	and	this	picture	with	the	Viet	Nam
images.	I	put	the	photographs	in	an	envelope	along	with	the	negatives	and	put	them	in	my
camera	bag.	Emma	was	right.	I	didn’t	have	a	clue	as	to	what	they	meant,	but	it	occurred	to
me	 that	 Aaron	 Sturgis	 had	 recorded	 a	 brutal	 act	 in	 Viet	 Nam	 and	 he	 had	 hidden	 the



evidence	of	that	act	in	the	Leica	box	for	fifty	years.

I	had	an	appointment	to	take	some	photos.	The	owner	wanted	me	to	set	her	up	with	her
two	dogs	and	take	candids	and	with	any	luck	I	would	sell	her	a	glossy	8×10	and	between
the	sitting	 fee	and	 the	photo	 I’d	bring	home	 two	hundred	bucks.	 It	was	not	my	 favorite
kind	of	a	shoot,	but	stuff	like	this	paid	the	rent.

The	 woman	 was	 a	 pushy	 old	 broad,	 fleshy-faced,	 a	 sour	 look,	 and	 her	 two	 dogs
weren’t	prizes.	One	of	them,	Foxy,	seemed	more	interested	in	goosing	me	with	his	sharp
nose,	and	the	other	one,	named	Tallulah,	kept	dropping	her	ass	on	the	ground	and	scooting
around.	“She’s	got	a	rash,”	the	woman	said,	trying	once	again	to	corral	the	two	of	them.

She	 wanted	 to	 sit	 with	 the	 dogs	 next	 to	 the	 flower	 bed,	 but	 I	 wanted	 a	 plain
background,	 something	 that	would	 isolate	 the	animals	 and	 the	woman,	give	 the	photo	a
sense	of	contrast	and	maybe	a	bit	of	drama.	I	thought	momentarily	of	Aaron	Sturgis.	He
had	never	taken	photographs	of	a	crotchety	old	woman	and	her	two	out-of-control	dogs.	If
he	knew	what	I	was	doing	with	his	camera,	he	would	be	whirling	in	his	grave.	Eventually
we	ended	up	next	to	the	stucco	back	wall	of	her	house	and	I	got	what	I	thought	would	be
some	decent	shots.	But	I	was	pretty	sure	she	wouldn’t	like	them.	What	she	wanted	was	to
look	 sweet	 and	 the	 dogs	 to	 look	 cuddly,	 but	 that	wasn’t	 going	 to	 happen	 in	 this	world.
There	would	be	at	least	one	really	good	shot,	 that	much	I	knew.	And	it	would	showcase
her	scowl	and	the	scowling	of	the	dogs	and	if	she	had	a	sense	of	humor,	she	would	hang	it
over	 her	 fireplace;	 but	 she	 had	 no	 sense	 of	 humor.	 Several	 times	 she	 told	me	 I	was	 an
unpleasant	young	man	who	obviously	did	not	like	dogs	and	I	should	try	something	else	for
a	living.

“Foxy	 is	a	 rescue	dog,	which	 is	why	he’s	so	 inquisitive,	and	Tallulah	and	I	are	both
genetic	descendants	of	Nefertiti.”

I	was	glad	when	the	hour	ended.

When	I	got	back	to	the	house	things	had	gone	wrong.	The	front	door	was	partly	open,
and	when	I	 looked	inside,	I	was	greeted	by	a	shambles.	Someone	had	been	in	the	house
and	it	had	been	torn	to	pieces.	Chairs	had	their	stuffing	torn	out,	the	ceiling	fixtures	had
been	 pulled	 down,	 rugs	 piled	 against	 the	 wall.	 Every	 drawer	 in	 the	 kitchen	 had	 been
emptied	on	the	floor	along	with	everything	that	had	been	in	the	cupboards.	Someone	had
been	 looking	 for	 something	 and	 they	hadn’t	 left	 a	 stone	unturned.	The	darkroom	was	 a
mess.	Photographic	paper	was	scattered	on	the	floor,	useless	now	that	it	had	been	exposed.
My	negative	books	were	gone.	Files	that	had	contained	photographs	were	emptied	on	the
floor.	And	I	knew	what	they	had	been	looking	for:	the	negatives	that	were	in	my	camera
bag.

“Those	 negatives	 are	 poisonous,”	 Emma	 had	 said.	 I	 surveyed	 the	 damage.	 I	 hardly
knew	where	to	start.

It	was	midnight	before	the	house	returned	to	some	semblance	of	order.	Ruined	chairs
were	in	the	garage,	the	rugs	were	back	on	the	floor,	although	the	ceiling	fixtures	still	hung
crazily	 askew.	What	 pissed	me	 off	 the	most	was	 the	 theft	 of	my	 negative	 books.	 They
wouldn’t	find	the	negs	they	were	looking	for	and	they	would	throw	them	away.	Ten	years
of	 work	 had	 disappeared.	 Fortunately	 I	 had	 scanned	 some	 of	 the	 better	 stuff	 into	 my
computer.	 That,	 too,	 had	 been	 fucked	 with,	 but	 it	 was	 obvious	 that	 they	 wanted	 the



negatives	and	they	hadn’t	found	them.	This	wasn’t	over.

In	the	morning	I	telephoned	Emma	Sturgis.	When	she	answered,	I	just	said,	“Who	are
they?”

“Who	is	this?”	she	asked.

“The	handsome	young	man	who	brought	champagne	to	your	house.	Somebody	came
to	my	house	and	broke	in	and	searched	it.	They	left	it	like	a	garbage	dump.	Obviously	they
were	looking	for	those	negatives”

There	was	a	pause.

“I	warned	you.”

“Whoever	 they	 are,	 they	 didn’t	 exactly	 give	 me	 any	 time.	 Who	 are	 these	 people,
Emma?”

“I	don’t	know.”

“You	fucking	do	 know.	They’ve	 stolen	 ten	years	of	my	work	 and	 trashed	my	house
and	you	know	who	they	are.”

“No,”	she	said.	“I	don’t.	Aaron	never	told	me	who	they	were.	Only	that	the	negatives
were	important	to	them	and	that	as	long	as	he	was	alive	they	would	never	do	anything.”

“Well,	they	sure	as	hell	did	something	yesterday	afternoon!	They	came	into	my	house
and	 tore	 out	 the	 light	 fixtures,	 emptied	 every	 drawer	 and	 cabinet,	 and	 trashed	 my
darkroom;	 and	 the	 only	 reason	 they	didn’t	 find	 those	 fucking	negatives	 is	 because	 they
were	in	my	camera	bag,	sitting	next	to	me	while	I	photographed	some	old	bitch	and	her
two	nasty	dogs.	Tell	me,	Emma.	What	do	those	negatives	mean?”

“I	don’t	know.	All	I	know	is	 that	Aaron	said	 that	 they	were	dangerous	and	that	 they
were	hidden	away	and	 I	would	never	have	 to	worry	about	 them.	Not	as	 long	as	he	was
alive.”

“The	bastards	stole	my	negative	files.	Ten	years	of	work	gone.”

“I’m	sorry.”

“No,	I	don’t	think	you’re	sorry.	I	think	you	know	who	these	people	are,	and	I	think	you
can	 tell	 them	to	back	off.	 I	don’t	have	a	clue	what	 those	negatives	mean,	and	I	have	no
intention	 of	 showing	 them	 to	 anyone	 else	 and	 you	 can	 tell	 that	 to	 whoever	 is	 into	 the
house-wrecking	business.”

“I	don’t	know	who	they	are,	Michael.”

“You	don’t	know,	or	you	won’t	tell	me?”

“I	don’t	know.”

Her	voice	had	lost	its	sexy	undertone.	I	wanted	to	believe	her.

“How	do	I	get	them	to	back	off?”	I	said.

“Burn	the	negatives.”

“And	how	will	they	know	that	the	negatives	are	no	longer	in	this	world?”



“Let	Bill	Fosberg	know	what	you	have	done.”

“Fucking	Bill	Fosberg?	That	old	son	of	a	bitch	is	the	conduit	to	these	people,	whoever
they	are?”

“Not	on	purpose.	He	 told	me	about	 them	which	means	 if	he	didn’t	 tell	 anyone	else,
then	you	and	I	are	 the	only	other	people	who	know.	So	he	 told	someone	else.	Who	told
someone.	I	don’t	know.	I	told	no	one.	Believe	me.”

“So	I	go	to	Bill	Fosberg	and	tell	him	I	burned	the	negatives	and	whoever	trashed	my
house	will	find	out	and	they’ll	believe	it?	I	don’t	think	they’ll	believe	it	until	they	hold	the
negatives	in	their	hands.	Tell	me	who	they	are	and	they	can	have	their	fucking	negatives.”

“I	told	you.	I	don’t	know.	Talk	to	Bill.”

I	hung	up.	And	 I	 remembered	what	 she	had	 said	about	 the	 egret.	Beauty	and	death.
Quite	a	combination.
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