A Shot in the Dark

     I’m not a compulsive guy.  I don’t let every little inspiration sway me.  But, once in a while, I stumble into a situation that’s a little too coincidental, or I get thoughts that seem to come from somewhere besides my own head.  I know it sounds weird, But I am sane.

     So, without arguing the point, I’ll give you an example of what I’m talking about and let you decide. 

     Last March, about 9 P.M. on a clear desert night, I was driving home from a construction site at Fountain Hills.  I’m a general contractor, and had successfully bid an office complex job, just downwind from the world’s tallest fountain.

     I didn’t have anything particularly cosmic on my mind.  In fact, I was engaged in a pretty earthly endeavor—listening to a radio talk show.  Some scientist was saying: “Most people think Halley’s Comet is a molten fireball.  They imagine it’s like the common meteors they see hurling to Earth.”  Then the scientist chuckled.  “They’d be surprised to learn that the comet is actually a three mile block of ice, wrapped in a solid crust of erupting gasses.”

     Well, I felt like one of the ignorant masses, let me tell you.  And at that moment, the brightest meteor I’ve ever seen shot across the sky!

     Okay, I know what you’re thinking.  It’s the same thing I’d be thinking if you were telling me this.

     Anyway, the scientist went on and on, describing the comet, and saying how, at the right latitudes, it would be “stunningly” visible.  All the while, my mind ricocheted with images of a perfect comet picture.  I saw exactly where it would hang on my living room wall.  I even saw the brass-inlaid, walnut frame I would build to enshrine it.

     I knew what I had to do.

     The following day I robbed a few hours from my busy schedule and learned the basics.  Like which direction to point the camera, and how long to leave the shutter open.  I admit I’m no photographer.  I only accidentally chose the right film (1000 ASA) because I remembered someone telling me it absorbed a lot of light.  I was lucky, especially since I insisted on photographing the comet from an earthbound perspective.  I chose this more difficult approach because I’d already seen too many standard comet photos…and how exciting is a blob of space gas when seen through a sixteen inch telescope?

      No, I wanted the comet the way everyone wished they could see it--from Earth--rising over a desert landscape. 

     Later, during my loneliest, most despairing moments, I almost settled for the space gas.

     In fact, I soon learned that capturing the perfect comet photo was like stalking a wild beast—a beast running 93,000 miles an hour.  And I could only chase it during the dark lunar cycle, one hour each night, at four in the morning.

     There were other problems, too.  I, a, didn’t own a camera.  I mean, I had an old Polaroid, but it once made my beautiful wife look like the dark side of the moon.  No, I needed a good camera.  So, I convinced my friend Scott to get up at ungodly A.M., bring his camera, and drive with me into the desert.

     “Maybe we should try the Cactus Forest,” Scott said, half-driving, half-leaning over the map.

     I flicked off the flashlight. “You drive, I’ll guide.” 

     “Sure,” he said, inching the car back into the proper lane.  “But the Cactus Forest is perfect.  It’s midway between the glare of Phoenix and Tucson.  The mountains aren’t too high and a few Indian police can’t patrol such a huge area.”

     Made sense to me.

     “All right, let’s go.”  I didn’t mention it to Scott, but the idea of a “Cactus Forest”, sent a little flutter through my stomach.  “That’s a pretty strange name for a chunk of desert, don’t you think?” I asked.  “Who ever heard of a “forest” of cactus?  Don’t forests have trees…and leaves?”

     Scott just shrugged.  “Nobody painted the Painted Desert either.” He rubbed the blur from his eyes.  “Look, we can’t drive all night.  Just trust me.”

     At 3:45 A.M., on the eerie-still desert morning of March 15th, we arrived at the Cactus Forest.  God, it was cold!  Creepy too.  The desert dwellers: the rattlers, the Gila monsters, the scorpions; every innocent creature we’ve been taught to fear, lurked out there.  

     We unloaded the camera, set our f-stop, timed it for a sixty second exposure, and then waited for the comet to rise. The dim lights of Tucson, fifty miles away, were visible to our right.  The comet was due any moment.

      But then, out of nowhere, a think layer of clouds appeared overhead.  “What?” we cried, as if the weather gods could hear our dismay and do something about this outrage. But, no luck.  As we looked up, we saw that the sky was completely clear, except directly above us.

     The dawn slowly rose.

     The comet slowly disappeared.

     The clouds slowly dispersed.

     We never once clicked the shutter.  The night was lost.

     Scott slept during the drive back to Phoenix and the scowl on his face told me that he considered this whole expedition a silly waste of time.  I might have agreed with him, but I was angry.  “I’m not going to give up,” I mumbled to myself.  “No way!”  I’m going to get a picture of Halley’s Comet—no matter what!   

     When I dropped him off, Scott muttered, “Hey, why waste your time?  Somebody is bound to get a good picture.  Just buy one.”  He slouched off to claim the last of his night’s sleep.

     The next night I stood alone.  The creatures of the desert seemed to know it, too.  Their scurrying became bolder, more menacing, or, at least, it seemed that way.  

     I checked my watch.  4:05 A.M.  Perfect.  The sky was totally clear.  The sun wouldn’t be up for another hour and…yes, a bright light was visible in the distance.

     Using binoculars, I focused on the southeastern sky.  For the first few minutes, the haze of atmosphere turned the comet into an uninspiring blur.  But sure enough, as I stared at the horizon, the comet slowly rose, ethereal, resplendent.

     I thought about one particularly dramatic description of Halley’s rise.  The writer, no doubt swooning before his typewriter, wrote: “The comet rose into the heavens like the Jeweled Scepter of God.”

     Give me a break.

     For the next forty minutes, I tried every f-stop, every shutter speed, and as many camera angles as I could think of.  By 4:45 A.M., the comet had risen to any photographer’s dream perspective.  Poised about a hand’s span above the horizon, with a giant Saguaro in the foreground, the comet hovered, perfectly framed, just below and to the right of the Sagittarius constellation.  The incongruity of seeing such a visitor, crossing a universe I had always taken for granted, truly amazed me.  I even gasped the word “awesome” for the first time since California ruined the word. 

     I shot two rolls of film.

     The next day, I paid extra for one hour, super-rush film developing, waited at the photo lab when I should have been working, but walked happily to my car with the photos by eleven A.M.

     They were worthless.

     My heart plunged.  That moment…my wonderful, sublime moment…lost…forever.

     The photos looked as amateurish as I felt.  Dull, blurred, hazy, muddy; all those words came instantly to mind.  What had I done wrong?  I mean, besides everything.

     Postponing every responsibility I could get away with, I spent the afternoon in the Arizona State University library, perusing every article on night photography I could find.  Twelve hours later, I was back in the Cactus Forest.  But this time, I changed locations.  Somehow, even though I had only moved a few hundred yards, the light was noticeably different.  I shot another roll of film (I’d learned my lesson about wasting two rolls).

     The next day brought another huge disappointment.

     The poor quality of the pictures began to erode my sense of mission.  What the hell was I doing in the middle of the desert, alone, at 4 A.M., wasting film and valuable sleep time?  Was I trying to prove that I could consistently portray Halley’s Comet as a cosmic smudge?  Why were the photos too dark, too light, too blurry, too…? 

     The next night I again changed locations.  Again, I damned my efforts to the trash.

     One the fifth night as I slouched out of bed, my wife, Dana, murmured, “Going out?”

     I may have mumbled something.   I don’t remember.

     “Three hours sleep again,” she persisted, holding the clock up to her face, squinting.

     For weeks, I’d been preparing for the Fountain Hills project.  I had expected twelve hour days. But, somehow, they were stretching into fourteen hour days.   This comet obsession had arrived at a brilliantly terrible moment.  I rarely hit the bed before midnight.   

     “Tonight’s the night.  I can feel it,” I said, trying to sound more convinced than I felt.  But what else could I say?  I’d run out of excuses.  No more: I’ll try a new film...a different exposure…a new location.  My final, desperate tools became “vague, but profound feelings”.  I exercised a sixth sense I didn’t even believe in.  “I just know tonight is the night,” I said, cosmically.

     “I hope so,” she said, her head bowed into the pillow, her voce sad.

     Oh, oh, I thought.  Trouble.  She doesn’t want me to leave her again. A primitive echo rumbled in my memory.  In the half-dream world of utter fatigue, I stood above the bed, which had become a bearskin, staring down at my wife, who had become my pre-historic cave mate, and pronounced myself guilty of deserting the primeval nest again.  

     I snapped out of it long enough to ask, as casually as a person can ask at three in the morning: “Are you okay? You sound a little…worried or something.”

     After five years of marriage, she had mastered the effective pause.  “I just…it’s nothing.”

     Damn!  I think it’s about time “nothing” and “something” switched meanings.  More and more, most people’s somethings added up to nothing, and lately, Dana’s nothings were always loaded with something.  But that line of thought would send me babbling to a corner if I let it take over at three in the morning.

     I calmed myself.  “Please tell me what’s wrong,” I pleaded.  I thought about the satellite photo I’d seen a mere five hours earlier on the ten o’clock news.  Clouds over the Baja.  I had to get my photo tonight.  This was no time to trip over emotions.

     Dana finally looked up at me.  “You’re not doing anything else, are you?  You really are trying to film the comet…right?”

     Well, there it was.  I suppose I deserved her suspicion because, in my disgust and humiliation, I had refused to show her any of the terrible pictures.  I trashed all but the one or two that might teach me something.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and gently patted her tangled, though still lovely, brown hair.  “Don’t worry,” I said, always the perfect, comforting lover.  In spite of, or because of, total fatigue I knew just what to say.  “I love you more than anything in the world.  Even better than Halley’s Comet.  Tonight’s the last night…I promise.”  

     Then I kissed her eyes.  That surge of romanticism I’d remembered from the late show.  But, as clichéd as it was, it seemed to be exactly what she wanted.  I even sat with her a moment, gazing down at her smile, as she drifted into that perfectly secure, female bliss I so often envied.  She is perfect, I thought.

     But, all the same, she doesn’t deserve me. 

     Using the radar of familiarity, I drove groggily back to the Cactus Forest.  With the desert chill as brisk as ever, I had rolled up the windows and turned on my car’s heater. Twice, the warmth lulled me to sleep.  I jerked awake both times when the tires grumbled over the road’s soft gravel shoulder.

     Wait a minute, I thought after the second time.  Am I willing to die for this comet?

     But the shock had pumped a buzz of adrenalin into me.  

     Unloading the car, I again positioned the tripod.  I set the camera for yet another thirty second exposure (of all the bad photos, only the thirty second exposures showed any promise at all).  Then I waited. 

     Slowly, climbing above the murky horizon, the comet rose up like…well, like the Jeweled Scepter of God.  Even though I was seeing it for the fourth time, through eyes weighted with fatigue, the comet was every bit as magnificent as on that first night.  Damn it!  I just had to get a good picture.  I’m over thirty.  If I have to wait another seventy six years, I’ll either be too old to remember what I’m trying to photograph, or I’ll get the photo and die before I get a chance to develop it.

     I had taken my first ten shots before a sudden panic hit me.  I remembered my promise to Dana.  Tonight better be the night.  Last chance, buddy.  Now or never.

     I gathered up my equipment and, flashlight in hand, ran to the top of a rocky knoll.  There, I set up the camera and shot another eight exposures, trying slightly different f-stops, changing the shutter timing—a little less than thirty seconds this time—a little more the next.  Then I scooped everything up and ran again.

      I ran because I knew the timing was critical.  The sun would rise any minute, obscuring the comet.  But sprinting also warmed my freezing body.  The desert was cold on the morning of March 19th. 

     I stopped on a small rise.  The pale glow of Tucson gleamed in the distance.  Before me, a majestic, fifty foot Saguaro cactus stood framed against the horizon.  And somehow, the comet appeared brighter.

     I exposed the remaining ten shots, crossed my fingers, and drove back to town.  Dana had cooked me a wonderful breakfast.

     

#

     Well, I got it.  Out of 140 exposures, one photo was superb; two others were pretty damn good.  I returned the camera to Scott, along with the world’s broadest grin.  “I didn’t take your suggestion,” I said, handing him my first 8 X 10 print.  “I didn’t go out and buy someone else’s photo. Thanks for loaning me your camera.”

     Scott grinned a little sheepishly. “No problem.” (Of course, he couldn’t know it at the time, but two months later, responding to popular demand, I mass-produced the photo, turning it into a full-sized, laser color-separated poster.  Scott bought a hundred copies).  

     I spent the next few days catching up on all my neglected work.  I was happy.  Against all obstacles, even my own blundering, I had captured the comet.

     But the story isn’t finished yet.

     Three or four days later, I was pacing the job site at Fountain Hills; thinking and planning the next phase of the project.  The evening had settled into one of those breath grabbing multi-colored sunsets we westerners take for granted.  You know, the twilight that makes the New Yorkers jump up and describe to us, in every blubbering detail, the canyons of burnt-orange clouds towering over mountains of amethyst and maroon.  The ga-ga reds and oh-my purples that seem to drip from a molten sky.  Yes, yes, we always say, we know the seven wonders of the world aren’t made of concrete. They always stare back as if that fact had never occurred to them.

     Anyway, the sky was pretty nice, and after my recent success with the comet photo, I started thinking like a photographer.  Glancing around the job site, I spotted the only Saguaro in the area, and imagined it framed against a background of yellows, oranges, purples, and reds.

     But….wait a minute!

     The Saguaro looked familiar.  Yeah, right, you say.  Anybody will tell you that all Saguaros look similar—to a degree.  But looking closer, it’s easy to notice that some have three arms, some four, some five; all branching out at different spots.  And, although the two will never meet, Saguaros probably share one important characteristic with snowflakes—no two are identical.

     No, this was not my imagination.  The cactus on the Fountain Hills job site was the mirror image of the cactus in the Halley’s Comet photo.  It was like looking through the negative of the original photo.  The small arms on the right side of the Halley’s cactus, were, as if reflected, on the left side of the Fountain Hills cactus.  The two larger arms on the left of the Halley’s cactus were mirrored exactly on the right side at Fountain Hills. 

     Now, tell me, was that just another coincidence? 

     The Fountain Hills cactus was facing northwest, the Halley’s cactus southeast.  They were on opposite ends of the same straight line.  Now, what were the chances?  How many cacti, if gathered together for a botanical beauty pageant, would match, in any way, the cactus in my beloved photo?  I didn’t reach for my calculator to figure the odds.

     Early the following morning, I drove to Scott’s and re-borrowed the camera.  Hell, I wanted my discovery on film.  Just to confirm my sanity, I decided to drive back to the Cactus Forest and take a daylight photo of the original cactus.

     Now, this is where the story gets really weird.

     I loaded my two dogs and Scott’s camera equipment into my pick-up, and drove south.  I thought about the shooting star that inspired this project.  God, what if I’m just magnifying a few silly coincidences?

     Pulling off the road, I stared into the almost oppressive sameness of the desert.  The spring rains that had produced last night’s lovely sunset were again blowing up from Mexico.  This could be a great picture, I thought, if I don’t get caught in a flash flood.
     For several minutes, I drove down a typical, powder-dusted desert road, crisscrossing through the Cactus Forest.  I’d been to the Forest on five previous occasions, but had never visited during the day.  Everything looked different.  The terrain confused me.  But after exploring a couple of wrong turns, my tires hummed over a cattle guard I remembered from my earlier visits.

     Sure enough, Saguaro dead ahead.

     Parking under a Palo Verde tree, I let the dogs run free, and then carried my equipment to the spot where I had filmed the comet.  Then, for an elaborate several minutes, I adjusted the tripod—a little to the left, a little to the right—up a bit, now down, until the cactus was framed precisely as it appeared in the comet photo.  Perfect. Earlier, I had asked Scott to demonstrate the camera’s timer feature, and a few moments later, I realized that my request had been truly inspired.

     Because then I saw it.

     Faintly, yet clearly visible, I could see a rainbow arching across the sky.  It started high in the clouds, in typical rainbow fashion, then curved down and ended at the base of the Halley cactus!

     For a stunned second, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  Then, in panic, I realized that this sort of phenomenon just begged for ridicule—unless you could prove it.

     I set the timer for ten seconds, ran in front of the camera, and smiled.  The dogs scampered around me.  The rainbow shone behind.  The shutter clicked.

     Turning around, I saw the rainbow fade into the sky.

#

     Well, I wish you could sit in my living room right now.  I’d show you my three magical pictures.  Of course, I don’t tell too many people about the rainbow, or the mirror cactus in Fountain Hills.  I don’t have to.  They like the famous comet picture.

     Naturally, the scientists over at Halley Watch International loved the pictures, too.  They agreed it was the best they’d ever seen.  It’s unfortunate, but for some reason, 1986 was a terrible year for Halley’s photos.

     Too bad.  I had hoped to expand my collection.  As the months passed, I actively searched for other shots—the comet as seen over the ocean, the Himalayas, rising over the Amazon—anything.  But no luck.  Nothing compared to my own fluke shot.  And, of course, it was a fluke.  I’d never even presume to call myself a photographer.  I’m just a stubborn contractor who wouldn’t give up—no matter what.

     

           

     

                        

