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Dedicated to Pamela and Mary Jenks.
May God’s Light always shine upon you.

“Let’s All Be Sweet.”
—Alexa McColl Smith Jenks

••
Preface
by Stu Jenks

Cherry P icking L eviticus is my fifteenth book. Like my previous tomes, there are some semi-iconic photographs and such,
but unlike my other books, this one is purposefully funny. And
political. And spiritual. And a little sad. But funny is what we
are mostly going for here, like a raspy chuckle in the night from a
wounded man while the civilized world burns down around him.
Dark stuff. Fun stuff. Good times.
The dedication for Cherry Picking Leviticus is a quote from
my good friend Karen Hardy who lives in the Northern Neck
of Virginia. We were talking on the phone a while back, mostly
about how her mother Victoria was doing, when I mentioned how
I perhaps care too much regarding what other people think, and
that I’m more than a little sensitive to snarky art criticism from
strangers on the internet.
Then Karen spoke this chestnut:
“They talked about Jesus Christ, Stu,” she said. “They are
going to talk about you and me, too.”
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The Graves of Stuart, Mary, and Pamela Jenks
August 30th, 2012
The Northern Neck of Virginia
(Previous from the book Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair)
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••
The

tires of my Pathfinder hiss on the wet pavement of the

White Stone Bridge. A big thunderstorm just went through. Looks
like I missed it.
Been using a Virginia road map most of the day, driving up
from Raleigh, but I fold the map now and put it aside. I’m on
home roads now. I know where I am.
A few minutes later, I’m making a left at The Corner
Restaurant in Lively, heading down to the church. Staying with
friends in Bertrand, but I need to pay my respects first.
And I have Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair with me.
Just before I left to drive across the country nine days ago,
I grabbed Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair and put it in the truck.
Plan was to take a photograph of it at Pamela’s grave with the
new headstone and all, but somewhere in New Mexico, I began
to take photos of it, hither and yon, with my iPhone first, and
then with my Canon 5D Mark II. By Texas, I was obsessed. By
Tennessee, I had the making of a series. By North Carolina, I
was looking left and right for places to photograph as much as
I was looking down the highway. By Virginia, I was making a
hard right to shoot it at the beach. Virginia Beach did just fine
a few hours ago. I’ll take a pic of it at Pamela’s grave in just a
few minutes if the light lasts, and if it’s too dark, I’ll just return
tomorrow. I’m going to be in the Northern Neck for a few days,
visiting Victoria and other friends. But I’m already thinking that
the PBRC needs to go to New York City and Wappingers Falls,
too. I’ve got the time, the money, and the gas.
I’ve been more than a little surprised by the reactions on
Facebook. See, I’ve been fiddling with these photos in-phone, using
an app to make them all sepia, and directly uploading them to my
Facebook page minutes after I take them. (The final images in the
first Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair book were completed using
Photoshop Adobe Creative Suite. Just a note.) As the kids say, my
phone has been blowing up with positive comments from friends
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and strangers alike. From what I was later told, a good thousand
people were following Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair around the
country in 2012. Seems this impromptu series has struck a chord.
Go figure. I’m not complaining, but I just took these images as a
way to take my sister to places she had never been. Pamela isolated
herself, those last few years in the Amherst house in Raleigh. She
pretty much stayed home for decades. This was my way: taking
her toddler chair, taking her spirit, taking her, to locales where
she was too afraid to travel. I had no idea this would become a
social media thing. Again, I’m not unhappy about it. Makes me
very happy. I’m just surprised Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair has
such a universal appeal.
I’ve arrived at St. Mary’s Whitechapel Episcopal Church now.
I can drive in the back way to the cemetery or come around by
the church and the parish hall. I drive in from the front to see if
Reverend Parks’ car is there. Not that I want to say hello. No, no,
no. Don’t want to do that. At all.

Q
In the fall of 2011, minutes after I had placed my sister’s and
mother’s ashes in the ground, the Right Reverend Frances Parks
decided she needed to be a book critic. She came up to me in
the parish hall and gave me a piece of her mind regarding my
book, Dementia Blues, a photo-memoir of my mother’s journey into dementia. Seems she felt it made Mary Jenks look bad.
Reverend Parks acted like she was my mother’s biggest friend that
day, when I knew full well she was not. I still remember the huge
mixed message she spoke to me that afternoon: “Let me tell you,
Stu,” she said, “I just went up to Mary’s grave and asked her for
forgiveness on how we handled that, you know, that choir director thing, but frankly, she was doing a power play on me, and I
was the new rector and she had Brian Jackson wrapped around
her finger and I wasn’t going to let that happen.”
Yeah. I know.
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Side note: Reverend Parks was a divorce attorney before she
got the call to be a priest. She should have stayed a lawyer.
I explained my reason for writing the book to the Right
Reverend, which was to help others dealing with loved ones who
have dementia, but she wasn’t satisfied. She came up to me at least
two more times to fuck with me that day. A couple other bad old
white ladies did too. Guess they were the priest’s minions. I can
forgive Mary Jenks’ fair-weather friends for criticizing me after
the funeral. Some Caucasians are just Fucking White People. But
I still haven’t fully forgiven the Right Reverend Frances Parks for
her actions and words, that sad rainy day in September. I hold the
clergy to a higher standard. And, for the love of God, I had just
buried my mother and sister moments before.

Q
Good. Reverend Parks’ car isn’t here. Just me, me, and me. I
really don’t want to talk with anyone, much less that Episcopal priest.
I drive up the hill to the Jenks plot. Such a pretty place, St.
Mary’s Whitechapel cemetery. And that reminds me. I need to
have lunch with Thomas Gale while I’m here. Great guy, an undertaker with a great sense of humor and a strong sense of grace, and
he cusses like my sister, once he gets to know you. Thomas said
the word ‘fuck’ often over the phone, to and with me, as we made
plans for Pamela’s and Mary’s headstones. Add to that our shared
disdain for the white control freaks at St. Mary’s Whitechapel,
and we are friends for life. Can’t wait to shake his hand.
I park the truck, exit, and walk to my loved ones’ graves.
Would you look at these! The stones are lovely, just like he
said they would be. Oh, Tom.
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Ed-Lil Pier
Rappahhanock River, Virginia
(for Papa Edgar and Mama Lillie, my dad’s parents)

••
I take a deep breath and cry just a little. Then a lot. Then a little
more.
Eventually, I go get Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair and take a
shot by her grave. Looks good. I fiddle with it in my phone, upload
it to Facebook, and take a seat on the “OK God Let’s Do It” bench.
I pull a Camel from my pocket and light it. I inhale and exhale.
I did right by you two girls. I took care of you, Mary, even
though I didn’t like you very much. Loving is easy, liking is hard,
as I often say. And I took care of you, too, Pamela, reluctantly,
but I was there to hug you in your last minutes and make sure you
~14~
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didn’t starve those last few years of your life. I loved you, too, hard
as you were to like. But none of that matters. What matters to me,
and I hope to you, Mary and Pamela, is that I helped you not to
worry so much as you died. I hope I made your last years of life just
a bit easier. And in death, I honor you both. To you, Mary Jenks,
for your progressive work in the Episcopal Church and your financial generosity to me, four years ago, and to you, Pamela Jenks, for
your willingness to become a kind sister to me in your last months.
I was there then for the two of you. I’m here for you now.
It’s done. It is accomplished, as Christ said on the cross.
I stand up and turn around and look at the Jenks Family Plot
bench.
I read the words aloud, familiar to me for more than 25 years.
“To the East, God and humanness,” I say, turning to the East.
“To the North, courage and vulnerability,” I say, turning to
my left, 90 degrees.
“To the West, self-awareness and forgiveness,” I say, rotating
toward my truck.
“And to the South, feelings and wisdom,” I say, facing the
graves of my mother, father and sister.
“To the sky,” I say, looking up into the tops of the ancient oak
trees.
“And the Earth,” I say, looking down toward four graves now.
Mine’s there too, a blank space below my birth date.
“And all there is,” I say, opening my arms wide.
“OK, God. Let’s do it.”
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Gate’s Pass
Tucson Mountain Park, Arizona
(for Dave)

••
I n 2015, I was talking with my old friend Bo about a group
photography show I was in. The show was well received and positively reviewed. One of the art critics at our local weekly kindly
mentioned my Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair series.
“But it was the oddest thing,” I said to Bo. “She described in
great detail the pier, the river, the black and white tones in the
image, but she didn’t even mention the chair.”
“You know why that is, don’t you?,” he said.
“No, I really don’t,” I said.
“It’s because she was sitting in it.”

Q
In 2014, an artist friend of mine, Dave, was photographing creative folk in town for a book titled Artists of Tucson. He
wanted to shoot artists in their studios while they created their
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work. Well, watching me type the Great American Novel is
boring, and photographing me while I shoot at night is at best difficult and at worst, dull. So I suggested we go to Gate’s Pass with
Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair.
I had put down my sister’s rocking chair the previous year,
after the book by the same name was published. I was working
on other projects, the Nannie’s Mirror series, the next Step Zero
novel, and a haiku poetry book, but I still loved the chair. I knew
at some point I would pick up the PBRC again, but I hadn’t shot a
Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair image in a while.
To this day, Dave thinks he was the one that got me shooting
my sister’s chair again, because of that day on a high hill west of
Tucson. He might have given me a slight push, but my relationship with that chair and my deceased sister runs long and deep. I
suppose I’ll be shooting her chair, off and on, for the rest of my
life. But Dave, yes, you did give me a nudge, and thanks for that.
Since 2014, I’ve shot the PBRC a bit, and also have used
my grandmother’s mirror in a photo series, now a book titled
Nannie’s Mirror. The chair’s getting old and tattered. I still enjoy
hiking deep into the wilderness with it, even though it seems to
have gotten heavier as I grow older.
Then, early in 2017, something unexpected happened. My sister’s toddler chair wasn’t about Pamela anymore. It was my chair.
It represented me, as well as my sister and my mother and my
father. It became about my journey through life, and not so much
about memories of my family after their deaths.
Pamela’s been dead almost seven years now. I miss her. Not
all the time, but from time to time. At least once a week I think of
her. I don’t miss the mean, selfish, loud drunk she was most of her
adult life, but I surely miss the considerate, kind, loving woman
she became the last six months before she died. Thanks, Pamela,
for being the sister I always wanted to have. It was my pleasure to
help you die.
So let’s go, you and I, and take your chair around the world
and make people happy.
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A Chair in the Streets
Tuesday, June 12th, 2018, 5:25 p.m.
Fort Lowell Road, 1000 yards east of Oracle Road
Tucson, Arizona
(for Katie Tucker)

••
It’s that time of the year, to go to Arizona Emissions to get my
Pathfinder tested and tagged. It usually fails the first time but the
fellas at Gibb’s Automotive always fix what needs fixing.
I usually drive my mother’s old Buick everywhere but it’s fun
to occasionally drive the truck, with its greater visibility, horrible
gas mileage, and requirement for upper body strength.
I’m a little lost in thought as I make my way west to the
Interstate and Arizona Emissions. Alexa, my wife, is having a
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tough time of late and I worry about her. I pray often for her
health but feel impotent to do more than just be a loving husband.
Alexa tells me, “It ain’t nothing being sweet,” but it doesn’t feel
like it’s that much to me, even though she often tells me it is.
I’m listening to a Marc Maron podcast while driving west
on Fort Lowell Road, trying not to fret too much about my wife,
when I see up ahead traffic coming to a halt. Everyone is getting
into the right lane. Looks like an accident of some sort, but I
see no police or ambulance. Just a car stopped and a few people
milling around. Then I see two terrible mangled bicycles. Then I
see a man walking back and forth, appearing confused or upset.
Then I see legs.
I slowly drive by a woman who looks to be in her thirties,
blond, lying on her back. Another woman straddles her, doing
chest compression. There is blood, a lot of blood, spreading a red
halo around her head. I look to the left and down. Katie Tucker is
less than five feet away. She is obviously dead.
My brain goes into vapor lock.
I drive to Emissions.
Half an hour later, on my way home. I stop at the Quik Trip, half
a mile west of the fatality site, to buy a soda. Fort Lowell Road is
closed, roped off with yellow crime scene tape. I mention what I saw
to the cashier, careful not to give gruesome details, but he knows.
“I’ll tell you one thing,” I say to the man. “When I get home,
I’m going to kiss my wife softly and deeply, feeling grateful that
both of us are still alive.”
“I hear you, brother,” says the cashier.
In a few days, the early summer rains washed away the blood
on the pavement. I thought of placing the PBRC near the spot,
shooting a memorial image for Katie Tucker, but it just didn’t feel
right. And a Fatal Figure painted on the street would get me in
trouble with the law again. Can’t do that.
So I took an old photo of the PBRC from a different place,
cropped it and made it darker, making a newer, virtual headstone
for Miss Katie Tucker.
It’ll have to do.
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••
S ince 2009 I’ve been coming here, my usual halfway point
between Tucson and San Francisco, where I bed down for the
night, sleeping crossways in the front seat of my mother’s old
Buick or in my old Pathfinder truck. I’m lulled asleep by the deep
vibrations of the night trains passing under this bluff or, if it’s
daytime, I sit on a rock in silence as trains snake around the hill
below me. I take a picture or two every time I stop, even at night.
I come from train people, on my daddy’s side. Trains are dangerous marvels of engineering that never get old to me.
I awoke one dawn at the Tehachapi Loop, seeing purple and
orange colors growing above my head. I knew I didn’t have much
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Tehachapi Loop
California
(for Cathy Spann)

time to shoot before the rising sun washed away the colors. I
grabbed Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair, jogged to a favorite rock,
and shot this image. I feel blessed to have been there to see the
sight and capture it on the ones and zeroes of my camera.
Then the sun rose, the sky went blue, and I got back in my
vehicle and headed on.
At the studio, I added some ‘ancient’ treatments to finish up
the image. It’s one of my favorite shots I’ve ever taken in my life.
A large print hangs in my studio.
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Pigeon River, North Carolina
(for the other magicians at Tweetsie Railroad)
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••
I’m

tired.

Been driving for three days, sleeping in my car on

exit ramps off the Interstate. It’s the beginning of day four, and
I’m a bit stinky. You know you smell bad when you can smell
yourself.
A dense fog blankets much of the Pigeon River Canyon. I love
fog. We don’t have fog in Tucson.
I exit I-40, drive up a side road, crest the hill, and here I am.
Pamela’s chair amongst the trees. Barely enough light for this
photo. So much fog.
I click the shot, then sit in Pamela’s chair taking it all in. The
quiet of the morning. The dampness of the fog on my skin. The
quiet of a cool autumn dawn in the Blue Ridge Mountains.
Then a mosquito bites my ankle and ruins everything.
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Lipan Point
Grand Canyon National Park, Arizona
(for President Theodore Roosevelt)
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••
Most

tourists enter the Grand Canyon from the south,

taking the South Rim Road clockwise, then exiting at the east
end of the park near the Watchtower. I would only recommend
that if you are fine with being dumped into a massive clusterfuck of rental cars, grumpy Americans, hyperactive foreigners,
and crowded views of the World’s Biggest Fucking Hole In The
Ground. Instead, heed this advice. Come in from the west, from
the Navajo Rez side, stop at Desert View to take a pee and buy
a magnet, then make your way a couple of miles west to Lipan
Point. Stop there, walk around a bit, take a shot with your loved
ones and marvel at the greatest view in the park.
Lipan Point is only five hours from my studio in Tucson. For
over 30 years, I have driven up here, mostly on a lark, just to see
the Colorado River make that hard right turn into the Canyon.
I’ve come mostly at sunset, sometimes at night.
Today I’ve come in the snow, with Pamela’s Baby Rocking
Chair in hand.
I hike just a few hundred yards, down and around to the
northernmost rocks of Lipan Point. I know the trail, even in a
couple feet of snow. I place the PBRC for the shot I want and make
my way back up the trail.
Everything is fine. Until it’s not.
Suddenly, I’ve dropped to my crotch. I raise my arm above my
head instinctively to protect my camera. I assess what just happened. Takes me a minute. Looks like my left leg went through
a hole in the rocks hidden beneath the snow. My right leg is free,
and I begin to push myself, but I’m stuck. It seems like my left leg
is a key and the hole in the rocks is a lock. I wiggle my leg but I
can’t unlock the lock. I put my Canon 5D down, careful not to
lay my 70-200mm lens in the snow, and begin working the lock
again. No dice. This could be a problem.
Then I chuckle. I’m just down the hill from the parking lot
at Lipan Point. A half dozen cars are there, and a dozen people
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or so. Cell phone’s in my pocket but I’ve
got no bars. I could yell for help but the
strong wind will eat my words and blow
them to the east. People are just over there,
but I might was well be on the other side of
the moon. I’ve got to pick this earth lock
all by myself. I smile and try to calm my
heartbeat. I’m a smidgen anxious.
It probably only took me half a minute
to free my leg from that rock, but it felt
like ten. I brush the snow off, limp to the
place where I was originally going, and lift
the camera to my eye. My hands are shaking from the adrenaline.
I laugh again at myself, lower the camera, take a couple of deep breaths and wait
for the quaking in my body to pass.
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Mount Sidney Rest Area
Interstate 81, Virginia
(for Victoria Hardy)
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••
I f I smile and look happy at my work, it tends to scare the white
people.
Walking up that hill toward the hickory tree that fall day,
was scaring the Caucasians. Chair in hand, a cheerful bounce in
my step. You know that feeling when people are staring at you? I
felt about a dozen eyes burning into the back of my head. Thank
goodness they couldn’t see my face, the slightly maniacal half grin
spreading across my noggen. They are really going to be entertained when I place my sister’s chair upside down in the limbs of
the yellow leafed tree.
Then I sigh, shake my head and get to work, a serious look
now on my face. I am working. Hard.
In five minutes, I have the shot.
I popped the trunk on Momma’s Buick, that old-lady 2003
steel-blue LeSabre that I inherited from Mary three years before
her death, and put the chair away. I walked to the rest room to
take a pee. I casually looked around to see if anyone was looking
at me now, staring at the chair guy. Nope. Just people going about
their business.
I finished my business and got back on I-81, heading toward
the Northern Neck. I should be at Glenn and Brad’s by dark.
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Devil’s Bottom Road
Lancaster County, Virginia
(for Brad Quillen and Glenn Courtney)
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••
D evil’s B ottom Road came by its name honestly. A winding
road that passes through a bit of deep swamp where even us wily
Virginians can’t sell the Damn Yankees a wet mosquito-infested
piece of land. We can instead sell them expensive soybean acreage on the river, where the Come-Heres build their unsightly
summer homes.
I swear, when I’m heading down Devil’s Bottom at night, I
can see ghosts out of the corner of my eye, staring at me, wondering what fool is taking this short cut to nowhere. But I love this
old cowpath and take it every time I visit the Neck. Plus it leads to
the two-car ferry across the Carottomon River, an alternate way
back to Glenn and Brad’s house.
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••
Can’t

tell you how many times I’ve driven down this stretch

of River Road on the way to church. Hundreds. On the map it’s
called Route 354, but only Come-Heres from Richmond and D.C.
call it that. The Been-Heres and the Come-Back-Heres, like me,
only know it as River Road.
And if you are family or friends with Victoria Hardy, you’d
better make damn sure to tap your horn a couple times as you
speed by her trailer. There’ll be hell to pay if you don’t.
“What’s wrong?” she might say, “You too busy to say hello
with your horn?”
But don’t beep the horn past 10 o’clock at night. You might
wake up Victoria, and she doesn’t like that, either.
“Show some sense next time,” she’d say. “Honk on your way
to work in the morning.”
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Better yet, stop by and say hello. Pick up a white plastic garbage bag or two and take it to the dump up the hill. Lend a hand.
Victoria doesn’t drive anymore, and her children, Andrew, Bunny
and Karen, would appreciate you helping out.
“You know you are half black, Stu, don’t you?,” said Karen
Hardy, one time when I was visiting.
“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “On my mother’s side.”
Haven’t told Karen yet, but after some research, it appears
that my great-great-grandmother was black. Doesn’t surprise me,
nor anyone who knows me, or knew my mother, Mary.
“You got that right,” Victoria might say.
Driving to Richmond one afternoon, I took this photo. Only
took a half hour or so to get it right. It was well worth the time.
Good day. Good photo. Good people.

Route 354
Lancaster County, Virginia
(for Bunny, Andrew and Karen Hardy)
~35~

STU JENKS

Dos Cabezas, Arizona
(for Craig Acorn)

••
The French photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson once
said, during the run-up to World War II, “The world is going to
pieces and people like [Ansel] Adams and [Edward] Weston are
photographing rocks!” Weston gave an elegant response, saying
landscape photographic art has considerable social significance,
and his and Ansel’s photography has innate importance in the
positive effects its beauty has had on people.
I suppose, but I have doubts about my efforts.
On drives to and from photographing the PBRC in the wild, I
often wonder if it’s a huge waste of time, energy, and gasoline, the
making of these photographs during the Time of Trump. Sure, I
make some money with my work, and I see it as a job as well as a
~36~
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calling, but let’s keep it a 100 here. If I were a poor working-class
person of color with little education, two children and an ailing
grandmother, working 40 to 60 hours a week to keep a roof over
our heads, I wouldn’t be gallivanting over hell’s half acre at night,
to get just the perfect beauty shot of a chair by a great big rock. I’d
be working longer and harder for a bigger paycheck.
I do have another job that pays most of my bills these days,
as a therapist at an addiction recovery center. It’s good work, it
pays okay, but it drains the hell out of me sometimes. (I am 63 you
know, and alcoholics and drug addicts are not the easiest people
to work with. I should know. I am one, too.) And let’s be real.
Art isn’t a necessity, like food, water, coffee, and sex. It’s a luxury
item that few appreciate, and even less can afford. The problem is,
I’ve been a creative person since I was a kid. I’m more than a bit
driven, and I know if I don’t make art, I’ll commit crimes. Petty
crimes, mind you, but still.
Yeah. I’m screwed.
And don’t think I don’t rail in my off hours against the mendacity and hatefulness of the Trumpians. I drive my poor wife
Alexa crazy sometimes with my morning rants after reading The
Orange Julius Caesar’s twitter feed.
But I care a lot. I’m angry and sad at the growing narcissism
and avarice of the Good Old United States of America. I naively
act like this is news. Hatefulness and greed have been around forever. The rich get richer and the poor get poorer. People from Saint
Matthew to bluesmen on Beale Street in Memphis, Tennessee,
have been saying this for years.
However, injustice and inequality still make me mad as hell,
and I feel impotent to do anything about it most of the time,
besides voting every two years.
Still, I go out into nature, with an old chair or an antique mirror, or a Zippo lighter, or a string of battery-powered Christmas
lights, and make some beauty and grace, and bring it back to
town for you all.
It ain’t much but it’s something.
I do what I can. Don’t we all.
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Spiral Labyrinth
Yuma County, Arizona (for Gail Cross)

Davidson Canyon and Interstate 10
Arizona (for Mike Sams)
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Zion National Park
Utah (for the National Park Service)

Zion National Park
Utah (for Geoff Notkin)
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Ancient Bristlecone Pine Forest
White Mountains, California
(for Captain Shawn Peterson)
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••
Bristlecone pines (Pinus longaeva) are the longest living life
forms on the planet, the oldest known single tree being 5,067 years
old. Many bristlecones live to be between 4,500 and 5,000 years old.
Think on that. There are trees in this White Mountain forest that
were saplings when the wheel was developed, back in Mesopotamia.
The famous 4,850-year-old Methuselah Tree’s location has
been kept secret for years, but that tree on the right side in this
PBRC photograph, and the one featured in the hoop dancing pic,
just might be it. It doesn’t really matter. What does matter is walking through a bristlecone pine forest and focusing my soul on just
how ancient and big they all are, and how young and small I am.
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I’ll be dead in less than 20 years probably. Most of these trees
will not.
Life is short. Kiss your loved ones often and eat that midnight
bowl of ice cream, because one day, you won’t be able to enjoy a
delicious chimichanga enchilada-style from El Minuto in downtown Tucson, nor will you be able to feel the loving touch of your
wife’s hand on your forearm.
Love now. Love hard.
There is only now.

~43~

STU JENKS

••
I’m

not a big fan of the Old Testament. Particularly how some

conservative Christians cherry pick from Leviticus. So it is detestable for a man to have sex with another man and they should
both be put to death. Hmm. Well, y’all, Leviticus 20:10 states
that if you have sex with another man’s wife, both the adulterer
and the adulteress should be put to death. How come y’all aren’t
calling for Donald Trump to be executed? Or Bill Clinton? Or
Rudi Giuliani? (Oh, that’s right. They were sleeping with unmarried women.) And Leviticus 25:44 says you can buy slaves but
only from nations nearby to where you live. Isn’t it against God’s
Law to kidnap millions of Africans for 200 years to bring them
to America? And let’s not forget all those other laws: No tattoos;
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Date Farm
Salton Sea, California
(for Michael Doll)

no clothing of two kinds of material; only eat animals from the
sea that have fins or scales (but I love crabs and oysters); and only
eat animals from the land with hooves excepting camels. Camels,
bad. And please don’t munch on owls, gulls, ospreys, or hawks,
either. (Now that I might agree with. Not my kind of chicken
wing meat, gulls.)
Too bad conservative Christians just can’t be honest with
themselves. They simply don’t like women very much and they
are either disgusted or secretly turned on by male gay sex. But
only male gay sex. Two women scissoring on PornHub? Now
that’s hot, but don’t tell my churchgoing wife that I’m masturbating in the den to that video after she’s gone to bed. Oh, wet
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dreams, masturbation, and the emission of semen? That’s okay.
Just bathe your entire body and live with feeling unclean and
ashamed until the sun goes down.
These people of bizarro faith are not Christians. They hate
the poor and think Jesus wants them to be rich. They are weird
Old Testament folk, who believe in a God that is not loving at all,
but a vengeful, judgmental asshole.
I’m more of a New Testament guy myself, helping those who
have less than me, being neighborly wherever I go. I try to cut the
whole world a ton of slack, but even the New Testament, with its
not-so-subtle misogyny and straight-up shaming, tends to mask
the message of tolerance, justice, and brotherly love that Christ
taught. At least that God is a loving and forgiving one, who wants
me to be of service, to be loving to all and to be happy in his/her/
its presence.
I do like Holy Land history and the images it conjures up in
my mind. This date farm photo taken near the noxious-smelling
Salton Sea makes me think of the time of Christ, where lunatic
wise men preached a message of righteousness and love, while
the smells of death and rot mingled with the tastes of delicious
dates from the market and the sweet fragrances of exotic teas
and coffees.
I love the God of Mystery, Love, and Justice that my Episcopalian
mother taught me. My belief in God makes my life easier. Sure, I
get judgmental. I get mad. I miss the mark. I sin, too. Yet I do try
to lean toward the Light. I just wish I could say the same of many
others of my Christian brethren.
While driving to an appointment today, I talked to my wife
Alexa about my views on judgmental Christians and my horrors
regarding Leviticus.
“You should make a hip hop video about cherry picking
Leviticus,” she said. “Stream it, then it goes viral, and you make a
ton of money, and win a Grammy.”
From her lips to God’s ears.
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Swami’s Beach
Encinitas, California
(for Sage Breslin)

••
I

made my artistic bones shooting nocturnal photography in the
1990’s and 2000’s. I still occasionally pick up the Zippo lighter or
the battery-powered string of Christmas lights and head out. Not
as much as in the old days when most folk knew I did my artwork
all-on-the-photographic-negative, instead of just photoshopping
some widget into the image like is done today, but I know my
process. I know how magical shooting can be.
I headed to Swami’s that afternoon with Pamela’s chair and a
string of Christmas lights in the trunk of my car. It’s only six and
a half hours from my apartment in Tucson, so I arrived long after
dark. A waxing almost-full moon was already high in the sky. (I
often shoot night work a couple of days before the full moon, so
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I have bright moonlight before midnight.) Swami’s Beach, north
of San Diego in the small coastal town of Encinitas, is my favorite beach in Southern California. It’s a surf that breaks both
ways. I surf goofy (left-footed), and I surf poorly (like a grom),
but I love surfing. No such thing as a bad day surfing, say the old
salts. Unfortunately my long board got stolen a few years back
and I haven’t replaced it, but I still love looking at the surfers
cut waves out there, and I enjoy getting in the ocean, with or
without my wetsuit, body-surfing back to shore. Swami’s has all
of that and more.
Often, when I shoot at night, my second idea is better than my
initial one. I want the flame spiral over there, and I end up putting
it over here. I hoop-dance the Christmas lights across the field of
view, but that same image without the lights creates the pensive
mood I was really looking for. This is one of those examples, but
in this case, I do love the hoop dancing shot with the PBRC, the
reflection of the lights on the sand, the mystery it evokes. But the
image with just the chair, illuminated only by the moon, with the
blurry surf in the distance makes me sad in a very happy way. It’s
also the print that has sold three times more than the one with the
wave of Christmas lights in it.
These are my children. I like both of them here: the hyperactive boy who loves the surf, but also the one who sits sadly on the
shore, lost in her own thoughts.
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••
It’s my birthday. I came to Swami’s as a present to myself.
I brought the chair. The sun has just set. My girlfriend (since
my wife) is back in North Carolina. I miss her. I love her. I
worry about her. I wish she was here with me right now.
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Swami’s Beach
Encinitas, California
(for all of us who surf goofy)
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Gila County Snow, Arizona
(for Dr. Bob Smith and Bill Wilson)

••
S obriety

is a fragile egg that all of us recovering folk carry.
But sometimes I feel like I’m carrying my egg in shaky hands,
my hair on fire, running full tilt down a darkened street in very
bad shoes.
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Winona, Arizona
(for all the people in the rooms)
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C.J.’s Fault
Dripping Springs, Arizona
(for all those who continue to struggle with addiction)
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Abandoned Housing Project
Memphis, Tennessee
(for the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.)
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••
While shooting this image, a black man, around my age,
came quickly around the corner of the building, saw me and was
startled. He looked down, turned, and walked away.
Great. Now I’m scaring the black folk. Then again, isn’t that
what we white men do every day?
Christ, it wasn’t until the 1990’s when most older Southern
black men stopped diverting their eyes out of frightened respect
when they saw me.
My great-great-grandmother was black. She was a slave, we
figured, generations removed, raped by a male ancestor, or who
knows what.
Watching that man stroll away from me that hot summer
afternoon, I sighed and shook my head at American’s Original
Sin, then took another dozen coverage shots of the PBRC, picked
up the chair, and made my way back to Momma’s Buick.

~59~

STU JENKS

Coalmine Canyon
Hopi Reservation, Arizona
(for Courtney Saum)
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••
We AA’ers

are not supposed to publicly say that we are in a

12-step fellowship, because our odd and often irritating personalities may dissuade others from coming into the programs for
help. I’m breaking that rule here to tell a cautionary tale.
I knew I had a problem with drugs and alcohol for years before
I came into Alcoholics Anonymous and Cocaine Anonymous.
Mostly I didn’t try to stop because it was odd medicine that made
me feel normal, until it turned into a poison that began to destroy
my life. Then I tried to control my use and not hurt my loved ones
as much, but that was to no avail. My ego wouldn’t allow me to
admit that I couldn’t handle it on my own. But there was another
reason I didn’t come into AA sooner.
My uncle Courtney.
Courtney Saum was my mother’s brother. He was in AA. He
was a mean, racist, arrogant, inconsiderate pain in the ass, with
many years sober but you could hardly tell that from his behavior.
My mother Mary tolerated him and my father Stuart forbid him to
ever drop by our house unannounced. I rarely saw Courtney growing up, because we lived in North Carolina and he was living in
California, but once a year or so he would drive around the country
in a piece of shit car visiting his siblings. He never once spent the
night at our house, only a few minutes in the kitchen. Later, as an
adult, I saw him a few times, wearing his supposed recovery on his
sleeve, telling people at my parents’ cocktail parties, “I’m an alcoholic. I don’t drink and you shouldn’t either.” Where the fuck did
he get off, I thought. I saw him a couple more times in the 1980’s,
and got a Christmas card from him every year. That was about it.
Then I got sober in 1985. I reached out to him and shortly discovered he was way more screwed up than me. That surely wasn’t
the message of hope that I needed at the time. Over the next 30
years, before my mother died in 2011, Mary gave me an earful
of what Courtney was really like, back in the day. He was worse
than I thought.
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Countney’s first wife killed herself by shooting herself in the
head. In my grandmother’s kitchen. In Nannie’s freaking kitchen.
Then, when Courtney found out the next day, he hopped on a
plane from Washington, D.C., to Los Angeles, leaving his mother
to make the funeral arrangements and my newly wedded mother
and father to literally wash the brains off the kitchen walls. Now,
his cowardice and shock is understandable to a degree, but what
made it intolerable to both my parents was that he never once
apologized for not manning up and for leaving them with such a
mess. My mother waited for years for him to say he was sorry. He
never did.
Before that, when Mary was 17 years old, Courtney brought
some drunk Army buddies to the family home in Alexandria late
one night, and one of those men molested my teenage mother,
pawing her while she slept. She said nothing for years about it,
then mentioned it sheepishly to Courtney one day and he blew it
off, denied it ever happened. My mother was many things—narcissistic, self-centered, manipulative—but she wasn’t a liar. Again,
Mom waited years for an acknowledgment of her pain from her
brother that never came.
But let’s be fair. Courtney had a hellish childhood too, never
living up to his violent alcoholic father’s expectations, beaten
often as a teenager on the front porch of the Saum farm house off
Edsall Road, with his three sisters crying while Earl, my grandfather who died young before I was born, beat Courtney to within
an inch of his life. I’m sure my uncle felt like whale shit on the
bottom of the ocean, but he didn’t have to stay there. He didn’t
have the pull people down to his level all his life. But that’s just
what he did.
After Dad died, Courtney would call my mother every day and
literally have a 30-second phone conversation with my mother.
“Hey, Mary,” he’d say from California.
“Hey, Courtney,” said Mom in Virginia.
“Just calling.”
“OK.”
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” he’d say.
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“All right,” said Mom.
“Love you, Miss Mary.”
“Love you, too.”
Sounds sweet, right? It wasn’t. Every time I witnessed this
phone call, after its end Mary just had an angry, pained look
on her face. After repeatedly asking Mom in the 2000’s why she
was still angry with Courtney, she finally recounted the above
history.
After Mom died in 2011, I would occasionally visit my uncle
in Silver City, New Mexico, in the converted whorehouse that
was his cheap assisted living home. I tried to reach out the hand of
AA, like I had done 20 years before, to take him to a meeting just
down the street but he would have none of it.
“I haven’t drank in over 40 years,” he would say. “I don’t need
a goddamn meeting.”
But you’re still an asshole, Courtney, I would think, but kept
those thoughts to myself.
When I would visit, Courtney, with no prompting at all from
me, would bring up his hatred of black people in general and specifically our black President, using the n-word without shame. I
began to visit Courtney less and less. Every two months became
once a year. I knew at some point I was going to snap. It happened
about one year before he died. After a long monologue on niggers
getting handouts, that it was better back when there was segregation, that women have no place in public life, etc., he called
Barack Obama a nigger one too many times.
“Courtney,” I said, “you just don’t like having a nigger telling
you what to do.”
“That’s right,” he said, proudly. “I don’t,” thinking I was
agreeing with him.
“No, Courtney, you don’t like having a goddamn nigger telling you what the fuck to do.”
I stonily glared in the face. For once, he shut the hell up. I said
the sentence a third time, to nail it home.
“You don’t like having a goddamn nigger telling you what the
fuck to do!”
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Silence.
I said my goodbyes and walked out.
I saw him maybe three more times before he died.
To his credit, he didn’t bring up Obama again. But he
couldn’t help himself from saying a few choice insults regarding poor black folk and women in general, those last few times
I visited.
At his funeral, held in the small courtyard of the dilapidated
care home, besides a few staff members and even fewer residents,
the only people there to celebrate his life were a nephew, my
cousin, and me. Only three people from outside of the home.
As I approach 34 years clean and sober in AA and CA, I do
many things to stay sober and try to be a better man. I own my
part in things, most of the time. I go to meetings. I try and be of
service to others who have less than me. I pray to a God I barely
understand, and ask him/her/it to keep me sober and to help me
be loving to all. I try to make right what I have made wrong.
And there is one more important tool in my recovery toolbox.
Don’t be like Uncle Courtney.
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Detroit, Michigan
(for Ari Berk)
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The Hollywood Sign from Griffith Park
Los Angeles, California
(for Lisa Whalen)
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••
It was the summer of 1983. I had just watched my friend Bo
marry Kathy in a park outside of Chicago. I took some avantgarde 8 mm color film footage of the ceremony, that was both
unusable and unintelligible.
I had $700 in my pocket. That was a fortune in 1983. I had a
few ounces of the finest Colombian marijuana, a good amount of
mushrooms, and around seven tabs of pretty-clean acid. I had been
driving my deceased grandmother Lillie’s Chevy II to Chicago
with my friends Jeff, Tom, and John in tow. They found their own
way back to North Carolina after the ceremony. I was off to parts
west, to San Francisco to visit my friend Eric, an artist roommate
I had at Carolina, and maybe I would rekindle my love affair with
Lisa the actress, who also lived in San Francisco. Then I would
swing by Tucson, Arizona, to visit my Aunt Virginia, my Uncle
Len, and my cousin Becky for the first time, then make my way
back to North Carolina, to continue working as a waiter in one
more Italian restaurant. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I lived in
the moment back then, in a very irresponsible way. I had money,
dope, hallucinogens, a 1950’s 8 mm movie camera, and an old bellows camera with two dozen rolls of black and white in my bags.
I was a happy drug addict, thank you very much. I need what I
need. Dope, beer, acid, and a woman if she would have me. I’m not
a ne’er-do-well like my friend Bobby said. Fuck him. He’s the fuck
up. I’m an artist, goddamn it. Sure, I haven’t made much of myself
since I graduated from U.N.C., but I have these two old cameras.
I’m making Art, can’t you see? Sure, I can hear Dad say, “You don’t
have a pot to piss in nor a window to throw it out of,” and he might
be right, but Mom will send me money if I need it. And even though
Lisa pretty much said she didn’t want to see me ever again, she might
change her mind once I show up in San Francisco. You never know.
But under all that bluster and arrogance, a quiet little voice
that I could barely hear over the loud Neil Young music of my
addicted mind, kindly said, “I’m sorry, Stu, but I don’t think you
are as together as you think you are. You might want to consider
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a change.” In which case I’d turn up Like A Hurricane on the tape
player and drive on.
In South Dakota, I visited Bear Butte and left a whirly-gig toy
among the Cheyenne prayer bundles. At the Badlands, I thought I
saw God but it may have been a raincloud in the sky that looked
like him. I stopped at a huge prayer wheel in Idaho, wished to feel
something spiritual but the pot haze got in the way. And somewhere in the west, I discovered Coors Beer and fell in love with the
mellow buzz and the complete lack of taste that beverage provided.
And all the way across the plains, the metallic taste of my daily
mushroom dosages burned in my mouth. Life is good. I’m living
large. Double rainbows at dawn. Dire Straits on the tape machine.
An hour from the Oregon coast, I dropped a large tab of acid
so I would peak when I got to the ocean. First time seeing the
Pacific. A half grin on my face, knowing I had arrived, I sat in one
spot for many hours until the mid-afternoon, the sands pleasantly
burning my face. Unfortunately, the blowing wind sandblasted
my plastic glasses lens to an even gray, but who needs to see. I’m
seeing with God’s eyes. Or some shit like that.
Down 101 I went, the ocean on my right, redwoods on my
left. This Carolina boy had never seen such things. Just before
sunset, I crossed into California from Oregon and decided to stop
in Crescent City to get a bite to eat and stock up on Coors.
That’s when things got weird.
The little town of Crescent City was filled with midgets.
Hundred and hundreds of midgets and dwarfs. More little people
than I could count. My first question was, are these my midgets
or their midgets? I had been taking a shit load of LSD these past
few days, but I soon figured out these midgets and dwarfs were
not in my brain. This town really was filled to the brim with little
people. But I’m cool. I can deal. It’s California. I went into a bar
and ordered some fries and a beer and took it all in. Midget men
dancing with dwarf women on the dance floor. Midget men dancing with tall blonds, his face in her crotch. I finished my fries and
thought of ordering another beer but stopped myself when a wave
of anxiety washed over me. I’m not a fearful person by nature
but suddenly, I’m scared to death. I don’t know why but I think
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it has to do with these midgets. I downed my beer, paid my bill,
hopped back in my Chevy, and blasted south out of town, disturbing images of little men and tall beautiful women dancing to the
jukebox early on a Saturday night. I have nothing against midgets
and dwarfs. I just couldn’t handle being around hundreds of them
while my brain was fried on acid.
(Note #1: Years later, reading a book on the making of the
film The Return Of The Jedi, I found out why this little coastal
town was populated with so many little people. Midget actors had
formally stopped the production of The Wizard Of Oz, because
of their heavy drinking and their knack for pulling normal sized
actors into their debauchery. George Lucas didn’t want that to
happen with his third Star Wars film. So he housed all the little people actors who were playing the furry ewoks into a tiny
coastal town, far away from the other actors in the cast. And it
just so happened, in the summer of 1983, that a high-on-acidshrooms-pot-and-beer-conceptual-artist from North Carolina
drove through Crescent City and was completely freaked out.)
(Note #2: Lisa the actress was also freaked out, when her exboyfriend showed up unannounced and called her to have coffee.
She had dessert with me, and was polite, but even I, in my current state of mental disarray, could see that I scared her. I felt both
ashamed and lonely but had no words to speak those feelings.
Arnold and I smoked dope, drank beer and had a good time, but a
number of his friends were racists and when they found out I was
from the South, they saw me as a kindred spirit who also hated
the Negros. I am not. I then made my way to Tucson to visit my
relatives. My Chevy II broke down with a busted water pump, so I
stayed about a week in Arizona. I had sex almost immediately with
my cousin’s roommate, found that I could buy liquor at 7-11s and
in grocery stores, and fell deeply in love with the Sonoran desert,
and with its strong yet inexpensive marijuana. By December of that
year, I had moved to Tucson from North Carolina and have lived
here ever since. I’m drug and alcohol free now, married to a lovely
woman whom I appear to make happy, and I have found a few
career callings here as well. Tucson has been very good to me. More
than I deserve. And I have tried to give back to her as best I can.)
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••
It’s

because of this sculpture that I dedicated myself to being

an artist. I shit you not.
While in art school at U.N.C., I would a couple times a year
drive my 1964 VW Karman Ghia up to D.C. to visit the Hirshhorn
and the National Gallery. And, specifically, to stand in front of
the Burghers of Calais.
I adored Rodin’s work. I wasn’t a figurative sculptor myself,
more of a conceptual artist that created three dimensional objects
and environmental work to make an emotional or political point,
be it building temporary prayer towers out of brick, making
ceramic pig noses; or painting murder outlines on the streets of
Chapel Hill. But I loved Auguste Rodin, his pushing of the limits
of life sculpture, his deeply religious and social commentaries, his
lust for life. I don’t compare myself to the master in the least, but
he did inspire me to push the limits of my own craft and to be
dedicated to the work. His work motivated me in the 1970’s while
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I was at Carolina. He did it again in 2017 when I placed my sister’s rocking chair in reverence beside his Burghers of Calais and
his monumental statue of the novelist Balzac.
I made a pilgrimage to Rodin’s home in Paris in 2008. I visited
the original Burghers in the French town of Calais in 2013. And
last year, I took Alexa to see the impressive Rodin collection at
the North Carolina Museum of Art in Raleigh, on a rainy day in
April. The Three Shades there continue to delight me.
I’m grateful to have eyes that see and a heart that feels.
The artist Brancusi was asked why he didn’t stay on as an
apprentice to Rodin. He said, “Nothing grows in the shade of
large trees.”

Burghers of Calais
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden
Washington, D.C.
(for Auguste Rodin)
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The Washington Monument
Washington, D.C.
(for Presidents Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Barack Obama)

••
This photo was taken in the last year of the Obama administration in 2016. Seems like a million years ago in this time of Trump.
I’m not going to waste much ink on Trump. You can guess how
I feel. Angry, hurt, scared. But I’m pretty sure our democracy will
survive this narcissistic, mendacious asshole. We survived Nixon.
We survived the Civil War. We survived the Great Depression. We
survived Vietnam. We survived Iraq. We’ll survive Trump. If we
get out and vote in November. If we get out and vote in 2020.
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Oquitoa, Sonora, Mexico
(for all the immigrants who risk their lives coming to America)

••
There’s

no shoulder on either side on the two lane that goes

to Oquitoa. Tall grass grows right up to the black pavement. The
monsoon rains have been strong this summer in Sonora, judging
from the height of the grass.
Mexico is still a beautiful, magical place, in spite of the lies
spoken by our President. Just don’t drive down dirt roads you
don’t know and don’t be white man stupid. Know a little Spanish
and be polite. You’ll be just fine.
And Mexicans like us American tourists who visit their old
Catholic missions, like the one at Oquitoa. We buy stuff, take
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pictures, and don’t ask too many questions about who lives up there
in that big house. Frankly, mountain people in North Carolina
like travelers the same way. Buy our apples in the fall, eat at our
restaurants, and come cut down a blue spruce at Christmastime.
But it’s best not to ask what that clear liquid is in the plastic gallon
milk jug you saw two men pass between each other during church
hours on a Sunday morning. Just tie your Christmas tree to the
top of your SUV, flatlander, and head on down the hill.
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Saric, Sonora, Mexico
(for Crane Day)
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••
In

the middle of Nowhere, Mexico, on a rough road heading
back to Nogales and the U.S. Border, I spied this huge statue of
Jesus atop a tall flight of steep stairs.
Jesus Christ, it’s Jesus Christ.
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Wormley Pond
Yorktown, Virginia
(for my grandmother Nannie Saum)

••
From 1986

to 1988 I worked at Sierra Tucson, a fancy resi-

dential treatment center north of Tucson, as an Evening/Weekend
Counselor. It’s where I got my feet wet and received my early
training as a therapist.
All the staff had good senses of humor, except for a couple
of therapists who saw all problems as heart attacks. One of the
therapists who was funny as shit was Steve Callaway. One afternoon he was riffing on how we should write the opposite of a
daily affirmation book. “Call it Daily Defamations.” He and I
came up with a couple of humorous lines, then we had work to do
and went our separate ways.
I often think of that afternoon in 1987 when Steve and I were
making fun.
It’s always bad to have to explain a joke, but I thought a little
something here was a good idea, just so you don’t think I am a
horrible person.
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Daily Defamations
(Part One):
There is a God. He just doesn’t like you.
You are a worthless human being, with no right
to even breathe air.
Everyone hates you. For good reason.
Believe every shameful thing they say.
Your mother was right. You are no good.
And you don’t call her enough.
Your ex-wife left you because your dick is too small.
Really. It’s a tiny penis.
Your new girlfriend doesn’t really think you are that funny.
She just laughs hoping you will stop talking.
God is watching and he isn’t happy with what he sees.
Fuck it. Use. Fuck it. Drink.
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Kearny, Arizona
(for Michael D.)

••
M ichael D.

of Cocaine Anonymous of Tucson, Arizona:

“The old-timers in A.A. used to say that behind every skirt
is a slip. Rather a sexist thing to say, I think. These days many
women don’t wear slips, and some don’t wear underwear. So,
behind every skirt is what? Crack?”
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Wyett County, Virginia
(for the Rev. Dr. William J. Barber II)

••
“We have 400 families in this country that make an average of $97,000.00 an hour. $97,000.00 an hour. Four hundred
families!” - Rev. Dr. William J. Barber II of Greenleaf Christian
Church in Goldsboro, North Carolina, and co-founder of the new
Poor People’s Campaign.
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Kelvin, Arizona
(for all the miners who pulled copper out of the ground)
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East of Skid Row
Downtown Los Angeles, California
(for James Graham)

••
In

the few blocks that make up Skid Row, between 5,000 and
8,000 homeless people live. In tents. On the sidewalk. I know.
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Wellton, Arizona
(for Pamela Jenks, again and again)
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••
Unlike this photograph, my sister Pamela was not shy. She
was big in body and large in mouth. She had no inside voice.
She learned to say the word ‘fuck’ at the age of 17, and used it
in all its conjugations throughout her life, often, literally up to the
moment of her death.
Her last words before she succumbed to cancer were: “Fuck!
Mom wins again!”
In the final weeks of her life, she and I were shopping for groceries at a Harris Teeter in north Raleigh, North Carolina. We’re
having a good time, as good a time as you can have while dying
from breast cancer.
“I need to get some frozen bagels,” my sister says to me.
“Sounds good,” I say.
Pamela walks down the frozen food isle but can’t find the
bagels. I can tell she’s getting irritated. A man who works for
Harris Teeter stands 50 feet away, way down the aisle.
“Excuse me, sir,” yells my sister. “Can you tell me where the
mother fucking frozen bagels are?”
The man walks quickly toward us.
Here we go.
“Madam,” he loud-whispers to us, “Please don’t use that kind
of language.”
“Why the fuck not?” asks Pamela loudly.
He doesn’t know what to say. I feel you, pal.
“Just please,” he beseeches. “Please, ma’am,” and he walks
toward another section of the frozen foods.
“What the fuck’s his problem?” says my sister to me and the
entire store.
I just shrug.
The Harris Teeter man stands in front of the section where
the bagels are.
“Here you go, ma’am,” he says, his face red with embarrassment.
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“Here they fucking are,” says Pamela, smiling, picking up a
bag of her favorites.
She turns to the man.
“Thanks you very much, sir,” she says. “I truly appreciate it.”
The man is shaking now.
“Ah,” he stutters, “you’re very welcome,” and then walks
away quickly.
“You need any fucking thing, bro?,” she asks.
“No, I’m good.”
Pamela turns around and walks ahead of me toward the
registers.
I blow air out of my head, cheeks expanding like a blowfish,
then take off my glasses and rub my face.
My sister. I love her.
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Monument Valley, Utah
(for Tom Hanks and Forrest Gump)

••
Run, Pamela ,

run !
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Earle, Arkansas
(for Robert Johnson)
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Uwharrie National Forest
North Carolina
(for me)
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••

Daily Defamations
(Part Two):
You are all alone. There is no God.
It’s just something you made up in your head.
That shirt is too small for you. It makes you look fat.
Those jeans don’t look good on you. They make you look fat.
Gauge how good a person you are
by who much money you have.
If you are poor, you are a bad person. You don’t have enough.
If you are rich, you are a bad person too.
You don’t give enough away.
You are always going to feel this way. Bad. Inadequate.
No good. It’s just the way you are.
That man over there? He doesn’t really like you.
He just wants to have sex with you. Try not to be too smart.
That woman over there? She doesn’t like you that much.
She thinks you have a lot of money. Don’t tell her otherwise.
Always doubt your intuition and your gut feelings.
It’s a bad bit of beef in your stomach that you
feel down there. It’s not real.
Use only your mind to make all important decisions.
Some love is real. It feels nice for a while, but don’t get
too attached. Love always dies. It never lasts.
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Catalina Foothills Apartments
Tucson, Arizona
(for Annie Gordon)

••
I’m standing on the balcony of my apartment looking at the
newly paved parking lot below. Lovely. Then I imagine my sister’s
chair right over there. I grab it from the living room, walk outside,
and place it in the good light. After a couple of up-and-down the
stairs to check its placement, I have the PBRC just where I want it.
I take out my long lens camera and shoot it from the third floor.
Sometimes beauty comes right to you. You don’t have to go
too far to find it. It’s just there. Like her big blue eyes and the half
smile on her face.
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North Carolina Museum of Art, Art Park
Raleigh, North Carolina
(for Mike Cindric and Susan Toplikar)

••
“I can teach you technique but I can’t teach you vision,” said
Mike Cindric, my ceramics teacher at Carolina in 1979. “You
have to bring your vision yourself.”
Mike and Susan put me up a number of times in their house in
Raleigh while my sister was dying from cancer. Mike and I have
stayed friends for over 40 years.
I have nothing witty or funny to say here. I have only love and
gratitude to give to Mike and Susan. I hold them in my mind with
care, prayer, and compassion.
They are wonderful people.
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Pittsboro, North Carolina
(for Mark and Carol Hewitt)

M ark H ewitt

••

was my sister’s favorite living artist. She bought

some of his work over the years, saving up her coins to buy a few
pieces of pottery once a year or so. I inherited all of those pots,
mugs, and bowls. I display them prominently in my house.
I’ve bought some of Mark’s work myself since Pamela died. I
drink from a Mark Hewitt mug pretty much every morning, and
I burn a candle in one of his bowls at my studio, almost every
time I’m here.
I’m burning a candle now.
Carol, Mark’s wife, has been very sweet to me too, since
Pamela died in 2011. I gave them a PBRC image taken in the tall
grass of their home place, an image that is in the first Pamela’s
Baby Rocking Chair book. She gave me a beautiful bowl in return.
They are good people.
It’s said that you should judge an artist’s work separately from
his personality. I call bullshit on that. That’s just a rationalization
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from the old-male dominated art world days, when powerful men
wanted to fuck anything that walked and still be able sell their
work. As my father would say, “That’s a load of crap.” You can
be both a good man or woman and be a good artist too. Just talk
with Carol and Mark the next time they have an open kiln sale.
You’ll see what I’m talking about.
Or chat with my friends Bo and Cathy, or Allison and Fred, or
John, or Tom, or Craig, or Michael and Leslie, or Mark and Vicky,
or Crane, or my lovely wife Alexa, or a host of other friends. All
creative people. All good people. All kind folk.

Haw River
Chatham County, North Carolina
(for Bo and Cathy Petersen)
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Merry Point Ferry
Lancaster County, Virginia
(for the Smith, McIntyre, Mothershead, and Clegg families)
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Verde River, Arizona
(for Aleah Sato)

••
Only

a couple silver linings I can find in this time of Trump.
Here’s one: if you are a considerate, kind, and polite person to
others, you look like a saint to those around you. It used to just be
normal to be sweet. Now it’s extraordinary.
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Saguaro National Park East
Tucson, Arizona
(for Tom Whittington)
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Why Not, North Carolina
(for Alexa Jenks)
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Judaculla’s Judgment Seat
The Blue Ridge Parkway, North Carolina
(for Bo Petersen)
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Glen Alpine Poppies, North Carolina
(for Fred and Allison Mills)
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Cahaba River National Wildlife Refuge
Alabama
(for Carolyn Turner Smith)
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Burnt-down Liquor Store
Woodstock (Shit-town), Alabama
(for John B. McLemore)

••
“Part

of being extraordinary is being weird.”

—Deip Tran, owner of Good Girl Dinette,
Highland Park, Los Angeles, California.
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The Granite Mountain Hotshots Memorial State Park
Yarnell, Arizona
(for the nineteen who died)
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Above the Flood Line
Sonoran Desert National Monument, Arizona
(for Dirk Matthews and Babette Novak)
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••
It’s

been a rough spring and summer of 2018. Since me saying

anything more would involve talking about living family members
that I love very much and other good friends who mean the world
to me, that’s all I’m going to say for now. It’s been tough. Take my
word for it. It’s been scary, sad, and maddening, thankfully with
some sweet vanilla icing of love and joy in between the brown
cake layers of shit.
A month ago, I took my Pathfinder out into a very desolate
piece of desert where no one goes, out near the Goldwater Missile
Range. It’s not that pretty a land out there. No saguaros. No hills.
Just flat desert, with some creosote bushes and the occasional palo
verde tree.
Sometimes sad stuff makes me happy.
I walked across the desert flats with Pamela’s Baby Rocking
Chair in hand, and found a tree to place it in. It wasn’t easy getting the chair up there, but it was worth a few scratches on my
arms to produce the image I wanted.
Like that chair, I’m a little blue today. But I’m still way above
ground.
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St. Louis, Missouri
(for Dr. Elizabeth Kronlege)

Scipio, Utah
(for Palmer McIntyre)
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Casey, Illinois
(for Norman Smith)
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••

The 12 Steps in 30 seconds.
Step One:
When you drink alcohol or use drugs or
whatever, your life goes to hell and all rational
decision making goes straight out the window.

Steps Two and Three:
God can help with this.

Steps Four and Five:
People can too.

Steps Six and Seven:
There’s going to be other stuff you’re
going to have to work on.

Steps Eight and Nine:
There’s a bunch of people out there who
would really appreciate an apology.

Steps Ten, Eleven and Twelve:
Keep doing what you’ve been doing up
to this point and try to be nice.
Oh.
Don’t drink alcohol or use drugs or whatever.

~114~

CHERRY PICKING LEVITICUS

Council Rocks
Dragoon Mountains, Arizona
(for Chiricahua Apache Chief Cochise)
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Stingray Point, Virginia
(for Allison Jones and Margaret Mothershead)

••
While taking this photo, the image stabilizer inside my 70-200
mm lens died. May not sound like a big deal, but it was. Twentyfive-hundred miles away from my repair man in Tucson. By car.
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We fixed it when I got home, but it changed my shooting for the
next couple of weeks, that’s for sure. Had to shoot old-style like
back in the 1980’s. I know. Manual focus. Higher ISO. Shorter
shutter speed. Poor baby.
I miss the Northern Neck of Virginia, the place where my ancestors had a house much like the one in this photo. No heat. No AC.
Just a cool breeze if we were lucky, coming off the Rappahannock.
As a child, I hated vacationing at the Ed-Lil river house, with its
thick swarms of mosquitoes and stinging jellyfish in the river, but
as an adult, I love going there, sitting on the front porch, watching the watermen cruise by in their small boats piled high with
crab pots. It was a shame that we had to sell the old home place in
2003, but my dad, after his death, left my mother with little money
to live on. Her only real asset was that river house at the end of
Mothershead’s Neck Road. We sold it so she could stay alive.
Occasionally I go back to Mothershead’s Neck, to walk the
property that I no longer own. Occasionally neighbors I don’t know
come down the long driveway, past the corn and soybean fields, to
see who I am. When I tell them I’m Stuart and Mary Jenks’ son they
relax a bit, and let me gaze out at the river for a few more minutes.
Ed-Lil isn’t owned by the Jenks anymore, an Iranian-American
from D.C. does now. Nice guy, Al, but he’s still seen as a hated
Come-Here by the locals. Me? I’m a Come-Back-Here. I’ve been
cut some slack because the Been-Heres know I have deep roots in
this sandy soil.
They know I miss the place. They know I’m sad.
And they loved Stuart and Mary. They even loved my sister, who would shoot them the bird and yell, “Fuck you!” while
she was out swimming in the boat lanes, almost getting her head
taken off by the neighbors in their powerboats and See-Doos.
And they love me, too. That odd child who didn’t speak until
he was two years old, who always seemed to have a smile on his
face, who grew up to be an artist and a mess, then undid the mess
and became a man that his parents didn’t have to worry so much
about. Yep. They loved me. And I them, to this day.
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Dragoon Springs, Arizona
(for Mark Murphy)
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••
Three Confederate soldiers and one hired hand were killed
near this spot during the Civil War. They died not at the hands of
Yankees but Apaches, who disliked these white people for threatening their primary source of water.
A number of years later, an earthquake shook up and closed
those springs, turning what was once a wet canyon into a dry one.
This image is 20-minute time exposure, taken on a hot summer night. For those of you who do not live in the Sonoran Desert,
the plant on the left is an ocotillo. It has beautiful red flowers in
the spring.
If I recall correctly, I was missing my deceased mother, father,
and sister a lot on the night of this shoot. I know I was supposed
to bring the funny in this book, but sometimes I just feel the sad.
This is one of those times.
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Sequoia National Park, California
(for Harlan Ellison)
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••
G reat

big trees .

Little tiny chair.
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Groom, Texas
(for Gail Cross)

••
The Texas Panhandle . Howling wind. A very good day, alone
on the High Plains.

~123~

STU JENKS

Arches National Park, Utah
(for Terri, Howard, David, Jason, and the good folk of Chagford)
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••
My

sister would have hated Arches, if she had ever visited

the place. “It’s too fucking dusty,” she would have said. “And too
goddamn hot. And too many fucking people.”
Points one and two I would have some issue with. It’s not that
dusty or that hot, but point three is true.
There are a thousand people at Arches National Park at any
given time, even in the depths of winter. It’s not the same park
that Edward Abbey wrote about in Desert Solitaire in 1968, that’s
for sure.
But I love the place, and it’s still beautiful, even with all the
people.
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Hi-Dollar Tobacco Warehouse
Wilson, North Carolina
(for Vollis Simpson)

~126~

CHERRY PICKING LEVITICUS

••
They

still grow tobacco in North Carolina but not like in

the old days. The Lucky Strike warehouses in Durham have been
turned into expensive condos, trendy shops, and hipster bars.
Even the Hi-Dollar warehouse in Wilson was bought recently for
twelve million dollars, its saving grace being that it will house a
visitors center for the Vollis Simpson Whirligig Park, across the
street. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss the experience of
driving through downtown Durham, North Carolina, when I was
in college, smelling the sweet smell of flue-cured tobacco, made
strongly fragrant by the Indian summer heat.
I still smoke. It’s an addiction I’ve tried to quit a half dozen
times but I just don’t have the willingness to commit to lifelong
abstinence from nicotine. I used to feel ashamed about my use
of tobacco, but now, it’s just a thing I do until I don’t. Either
motivated to stop by illness or some other point, I’ll probably be
smoking a Camel filter on the day I die.
It’s not a good thing but it is what it is. And it ain’t what it ain’t.
An old joke from my father’s generation:
“Do you have Prince Albert in a can?” says the man to the
tobacconist.
“Yes we do,” says the shop owner.
“Then let him out! He’ll suffocate.”
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A Vollis Simpson Whirligig
North Carolina Museum of Art, Raleigh, North Carolina

••
“I’ve

been a farmhouse mover, electric welder, carpenter, the
list goes on. If you don’t try something, you don’t learn anything.”
—Vollis Simpson
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Dust Storm on the Willcox Playa, Arizona
(for my father, Stuart Jenks, Sr.)

••
“You

don’t shit nobody like you shit yourself.”

—Dad.
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Daily Defamations
(Part Three):
Think little of yourself. Everybody else does.
One day at a time isn’t long enough.
Make it at least a month.
All your fears will become real.
Dogs hate you, and cats think you’re stupid.
Don’t open your heart and love anyone.
You will get hurt, and pain is to be avoided at all cost.
Always play it safe. Don’t risk. You’ll be sorry.
Always look for the worst in people.
The afterlife is just a big dirt nap.
Angels only exist in your deluded mind.
There are no spiritual mysteries.
Only facts.
One plus one always equals two.
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Old Sonoita Highway, Arizona [with Nannie’s Mirror]
(for Mary & Pamela Jenks)

••
For

a minute , I considered placing Nannie’s Mirror with
Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair, and expanding the two photo
series. Nannie’s Mirror was my grandmother’s looking glass,
but after a while, the Nannie’s Mirror series became less about
Nannie and more about my mother Mary.
The problem is, these two objects didn’t like being close to
each other. Seriously, it felt like the chair would catch on fire with
that mirror on its lap, from all the resentments my mother and my
sister had for each other, seemingly from beyond the grave.
Chair: “Get the fuck off of me, you fucking mirror.”
Mirror: “Pamela, we’re dead. Can’t we just get along?”
Chair: “No fucking way, Mother.”
Mirror: “Well, just be that way, then. I’m sorry.”
Mirror and chair burst into flames.
These two women did not get along. At all. Ever.
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Grace St. Paul’s Episcopal Church
Tucson, Arizona
(another for Pamela and Mary Jenks)
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••
One

thing my sister and mother did have in common was a

deep love for the Episcopal Church.
Mary defended the rights of the LGBT community inside the
Church, for the standing committee of the Diocese of Virginia,
then she, outside the church literally, stated before the television
cameras, “Gays and lesbians are Children of God just like everybody else, and should be granted the same rights and privileges as
the heterosexual members of the church.”
I could not have been more proud of my mother.
Pamela gave what little money she had to St. Mark’s Episcopal
Church in Raleigh, North Carolina, often saying, “I don’t know
if I believe in a heaven but I’m going to fucking hedge my bets, I
can tell you that.” She would laugh, but I could tell the Church
and the community at St. Mark’s meant more to her than she let
on. My sister knew on some level what a pain in the neck she was
and appreciated people who accepted her for the profane, actively
alcoholic, yet generally harmless woman she was.
Interestingly, the priest at St. Mark’s didn’t allow me to
speak a eulogy for my sister at her memorial service in 2011. I
didn’t mind too much because I knew I would say a few words on
Pamela’s behalf when we laid her in the ground in Virginia, at St.
Mary’s Whitechapel, but it hurt a little. It seemed the priest was
worried that I would speak from the pulpit like my sister.
Something like:
“My name is Stu, and Pamela Jenks was my sister. I’m sadder
than fuck.”
I wouldn’t have done that of course, and I behaved myself at
St. Mark’s. But it took much of my self control not to walk up to
that priest after the service and say, in my sister’s honor:
“Thank you so fucking much for that goddamn perfect service you performed for my sadly fucked up sister. Pamela would
have loved what you said about her. Like a motherfucker she
would have.”
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Playmakers Theatre
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
(for all my old roommates at 608 Airport Road)
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••
Before I

changed my major to Studio Art at Carolina, I was
a drama major for a year or so. Problem was it was really hard to
memorize lines when I was a wake-and-bake stoner. Really. I was
stoned all the time. I left the acting department and went over to
props and scenery for a time, but then there were the dangers of
operating circular saws while high on pot and hallucinogens.
Making ceramic art was much safer. Kilns don’t bite back.
Burn, yes, but bite, no.
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Catalina State Park, Arizona, Redux: 1997, 2018
(for Gabriel Kahane, Byron Metcalf, and
another musician who shall not be named)
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••
O ver 20 years ago, I drove out to Catalina State Park, north
of Tucson, and carved a spiral on top of an ant hill, drew a flame
spiral above it in the moonlight, and made an image that people
seemed to enjoy a lot. Today, I went to the same place, the same
ant hill (different ants), carved another spiral in the dirt, and
placed Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair close by. No flame spiral this
time, just the sunset light against the Front Ridge, the tall green
summer grasses, and that wonderfully weathered chair that’s been
all over the world.
Things change. Things stay the same. Sometimes it’s a little
bit of both.
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The Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair Installation:
Seamless white paper photo shoot from Jeff Smith’s studio
Tucson, Arizona
(for Jefe)
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The Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair Installation
Tohono Chul Park, Tucson, Arizona
(Gallery vision statement, Dia de Los Muertos show of 2017)
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••
My

sister ,

Pamela Jenks, has been dead six years now. She

died of breast cancer at age 62. I miss her. Not all the time, but
from time to time. I certainly don’t miss the selfish, mean, loud
drunk she was most of her adult life, but I surely do miss the
considerate, kind, loving woman she became the last six months
before she died. Thanks, Pamela, for being the sister I always
wanted to have, those last few weeks.
Since Pamela’s death in 2011, I’ve been taking my sister’s
toddler rocking chair hither and yon. Due to her alcoholism and
her general fear of the big bad world, Pamela Jenks was a virtual shut-in the last two decades of her life, living in my family’s
falling-down old home place in Raleigh, North Carolina. I first
took Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair out and about when I drove
it to my sister’s grave in rural Virginia, in 2012. Since then, with
only a few breaks, I’ve photographed the PBRC all over the place,
from the streets of New York City, to the hills of San Francisco,
from the wilds of Sonora, Mexico, to the snows of Utah, from the
Atlantic coast in South Carolina to the Pacific at Swami’s Beach in
Encinitas, California. I’ve taken Pamela’s chair to places she was
too afraid to go.
Then, last winter, something unexpected happened. My sister’s chair wasn’t so much about her anymore. It became my chair.
It represented me and my journey through life, not so much my
memories of her and my deceased mother and father. That chair
is me, and judging from all the patrons over the years who have
bought prints of the PBRC, you as well.
This summer has been financially and emotionally difficult
for me. Hell, it’s tough all over, but creating this installation has
put a number of things in their proper perspective:
1) Pamela’s dead. I am not.
2) I’m still making stuff, recording music, typing words.
Pamela’s ain’t doing no cross stitch no mo’.
3) I have friends and family whom I love very much and who
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care for me too. They can talk to me and hold me and hug me and
I can do the same back. Pamela, however, is in the grave, and she
can’t touch or hug back.
But maybe that’s her, over there, skipping through the trees,
a teenager with her whole life ahead of her, not seeing the future
alcoholism, loneliness, checkered job history, and resentful bitterness that made a cold bed for her to lie in every night.
Maybe her light-filled spirit is right here, right now, right over
there, free and happy.
What did you just say, Pamela?
“I’m fucking proud of you, bro,” says the angel ghost off my
left shoulder. “I fucking love ya.”
“Thanks, Pamela,” I whisper to myself. “I love you too.”

Q
Fun fact from the show’s end: I won the Viewers’ Choice
Award for this show. During the opening, I swear I felt my sister’s
presence nearby. She didn’t say anything to me, but if she had, it
would have been something like, “Right the fuck on, bro. You
deserve the fuck out of it.” Thanks, Pamela. It was wonderful to
receive that honor. I miss you too.
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Belle Isle, Virginia
(for Connie and Ralph Horne)

Leo Petroglyphs, Ohio
(for Cathy Spann)
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Cedar Breaks, Utah
(for Palmer McIntyre)
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Little Rock Central High School, Arkansas
(for the Woolworth Four)
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Adri’s Roadside Shrine
Dudleyville, Arizona
(for “Daddy” Saum, the great-grandfather I never met but wish I had)
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A Forest along the Eno River
North Carolina
(for Alexis Helms, not to be confused with my wife, Alexa Jenks)
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The Bill Craft Trail
Greensboro, North Carolina
(for Buddy Miller)
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Washita Battlefield (Massacre) National Historic Site
Cheyenne, Oklahoma
(for the millions of native peoples who died at the white man’s hand)
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Washita River & Black Kettle’s Camp
Cheyenne, Oklahoma
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The Beach in Front of the Old Home Place
Mothershead Neck Road, Richmond County, Virginia
(for all the angel ghosts out there)
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••
Tenants

who have lived at Ed-Lil, the old home place we sold

in 2004, have told me that the house is haunted.
“Books and things fall off the shelves all the time and we hear
clumping and walking about at night,” said one renter.
“Well, my Dad died in the back bedroom,” I said.
“Must be him,” he said.
“Nope. It’s my sister for sure,” I said, “She got very mad when
Mom sold off ‘her legacy’ after Dad died.”
“Oh,” he said.
“She’s harmless,”I said. “Just talk to her and she’ll probably
leave you alone.”
“Oh,” he said again.
My advice didn’t seem to quiet his fears.
I didn’t tell him that my sister was one of the angriest people
I’ve ever known, alcoholic most of her life, and while she could be
very sweet, could also be meaner than spit.
On Monday, I dropped by to visit Brad and Glenn (They are
hanging in there. Love you guys.) and my second mother Victoria
(She’s not doing so well. Please put her in your prayers.) Also called
Al, the owner of our house now and asked if I could just swing by
to visit the property. He’s always so sweet and lets me walk the pier
for a few minutes and breathe in the river.
I placed my sister’s chair along the river’s shore.
Up on the porch later, I could feel her presence very strongly.
Yep. She still ‘lives’ here.
No tenants right now. Guess she’s still knocking books off
the shelves.
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Lake Brandt
Greensboro, North Carolina
(for my wife, Alexa Jenks)

••

What you can’t see in this photo is my wife holding up the
chair, her hand invisible underwater off stage left. She wasn’t
happy about her new day job, but eventually she came around.
“You’re a magician,” Alexa said, slightly annoyed, but with a
smile on her face.
“And, honey,” I said, “you’re the magician’s assistant, and
they always work harder than the man out front.”
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The Magician’s Assistant and The Rocking Chair
Lake Brandt, Greensboro, North Carolina
(for my wife, Alexa Jenks)

••
H aving finished her work, she ditched the chair and went for
a swim. Later, on her way back to shore, she picked it up and
brought it and herself both back to me.
This is love.
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The Ghost at Coalmine Canyon
Navajo/Hopi Rez, Arizona
(for Mike Johnson, who introduced me to this place in 1986)
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The Painted Desert
Arizona
(for my Navajo and Hopi friends)
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Big Witch Tunnel
Blue Ridge Parkway
North Carolina
(for the light at the end of the tunnel,
be it God and the afterlife, or a runaway semi)
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Amoco In Fog
The Old Courtney Farm
Lancaster County, Virginia
(for Glenn Courtney and Brad Quillen)

••
Behind me as I shoot, one hundred yards away, my good friends
Brad and Glenn begin their day. Soon I’ll trek through the dense
wet woods to a salt water pond that has no name, and marvel at
the land that lies along the shores of the Rappahannock.
Good friends. Good land. Good water. What more do you need?
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Star Trails in Nannie’s Mirror
Cathy’s Fault, Dripping Springs, Arizona
(for all the Saum girls: Virginia, Nan, and Mary)
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Guard Shack
Christmas Mine, Arizona
(for men and women who work with their hands)
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Black Santa on Peyton Street
Alexandria, Virginia
(for the Saum Family and the black folk that
bought the house across the street)
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The total eclipse of the Sun
South of Glenrock, Wyoming
(for the Moon, which made it all possible)
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Regulus next to the total eclipse of the Sun
South of Glenrock, Wyoming
(for all of those who gave me the money to travel to the eclipse in 2017)

••
It’s

starting to get dark. The shadows of the leaves and
branches in the trees makes crescent suns on the ground. I’m getting excited. Hell, I’ve been beside myself since yesterday, when
I drove into the path of totality, knowing that if the car broke
down, I would be in a spot to see my first solar eclipse.
I’ve dreamed of this since I was a child.
Now, on top of a high hill in Wyoming with a 360 degree view
of this part of the high plains, I stand on the verge of tears with my
two Canons 5D Mark IIs, one with a wide angle lens, the other
with my long lens. No tripod, for I want to be able to shoot free
hand. And hoping that I get the shutter, ISO, and depths of field
right. I’ll only have just over two minutes to shoot. And I want to
have a few seconds when I don’t photograph, to just gaze at it all.
It’s getting even darker. I’m alone. I have my eclipse glasses
on. A family of four watches from a few hundred yards over there
on top of that hill, and a couple of people are off the dirt road
below me, shooting with tripods.
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Even darker. Then I take off my eclipse glasses. Then I see a
planet, I think. Jupiter I guess. I don’t know. How am I seeing a
planet in the day time?
Then I see Baily’s beads, that diamond-ring phenomenon that
occurs seconds before totality.
I loudly say to no one but the sky, “It’s Baily’s beads!”
I take off my eclipse glasses.
Then, like a dimmer switch on a wall, it goes from a sunny but
weirdly dark day to complete night, except for a 360 degree sunset
surrounding me and the total eclipse above me.
“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” I say over and over
again.
Tears flow down my face as I shoot the eclipse with the 200
mm, not fully believing what I’m seeing. I’m seeing the total
eclipse of the sun through a camera lens.
“...oh my God, oh my God, oh my God…”
I look at the back screen of the 5D. I have the shots. I think.
I hope.
I then pick up the wide angle and shoot the sunset at the
horizon that bleeds into complete night. A sunset that completely
encircles me. The moon and sun married up above.
I check the back of that camera. I shoot some quick coverage. I pick up the 200mm. I shoot some more coverage. I shoot a
picture with the iPhone, knowing it’ll suck, and it does and I put
down my phone.
Then I remember what I wanted to do as much as shoot the
eclipse.
Not shoot the eclipse at all.
To just breathe in the spectacle.
To just experience a total eclipse of the sun.
“...oh my God, oh my God, oh my God…,” I continue to say,
quietly for the whole two and half minutes of the eclipse.
And for a good 30 seconds, all I do is look at the total eclipse
above me, with my naked eyes.
Then the dimmer switch goes back up. It’s sunny dark day
again and totality has passed.
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I cry tears of joys for a few minutes more.
“This has changed me,” I say to no one. “I don’t know how
but it has.”
I wipe misty eyes, with the heel of my hand for much of the
remaining day, every time I think about what I saw.

Q
A year later in August, 2018, I type this. I’m scared and happily married. I’m broke but rich. I’m old but young. I’m grateful
to all who have supported me, financially, spiritually, emotionally
all these years, knowing I only have a short time on this planet.
Best to kiss my wife, laugh with friends, and eat more pumpkin empanadas.
And continue to remember that occasionally magic happens in
the biggest of ways, when a moon passes between me and a star.
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Daily Defamations
(Part Four):
OK. There is a God and he cares a little.
Not much, but enough to keep you breathing.
You do have some skills, and you do have a good heart.
But don’t get too cocky. You are just one spoken sentence
away from being a complete asshole.
It’s a dangerous world out there if you are a person
of color, but most white people don’t hate you.
Only about a third of them do.
The world will judge you for how much money
you have in the bank, but you don’t have to
judge yourself. It’s just money.
God does exist and yes, he does care.
The trick is, you need to care about others
and yourself as much as God does.
No easy task but it’s worth it.
The only things we are entitled to in this world
are air and gravity. Everything else is either
something we work for, or a gift from God
or from others. More often than not, it’s a gift.
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No one says, “I wish I had spent more time at
the office,” on their death bed, but many have
said, “I wish I had spent more time with my
children.” Don’t end up like those guys.
Laugh at yourself. Often and hard.
You are funny as fuck.
Eat Devil’s Food cake, or Angel Food cake,
depending on your spiritual leanings.
There is an afterlife, but don’t count
on eating pulled pork there.
Pray for others more than you pray for yourself.
You’ll feel better for it.
Be grateful for the little things, like shared
peanuts at a baseball game with an old friend,
and the smell of your wife making coffee in the
morning. It’s the little things.
You’re not that big a deal. But you are the biggest
deal you know. It’s a paradox. I know.
You have a right to be here, but you are only
renting space on this earth. You do not own.
Don’t forget to kiss her good night.
Don’t forget to kiss her good morning.
Don’t forget to kiss her all the time.
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Self-Portrait with Pamela’s Baby Rocking Chair
and my Canon Mark II with its 70-200mm lens
Coalmine Canyon, Navajo/Hopi Rez, Arizona

Stu Jenks is an artist, photographer, musician,
and writer living in Greensboro, North Carolina.
He has previously authored fourteen books.
Cherry Picking Leviticus is his fifteenth.

“…but funny is what we are mostly going for here,
like a raspy chuckle in the night from a wounded
man while the civilized world burns down around
him. Dark stuff. Fun stuff. Good times.”
—Stu Jenks from the Preface of Cherry Picking Leviticus
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