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Transpersonal: transcending or reaching  
beyond the personal or the individual. 

“The difference between a mystic and a madman  
is a mystic knows who not to talk to.” 

—Anonymous
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A Collection of  
Short True Stories

I n t r o d u c t I o n  b y  c r a I g  a c o r n

Love and death and sex and recovery whirling 
in sepia-tone flame spirals: sometimes the memories 
and the conversations and the art, or the memories of 
conversations about art, are all one piece. Cigarettes and 
pinholes, a beat-up Pathfinder and an old Brownie viewed 
through the long lens of the long march or a highland trek 
or a hike into the Chiricahuas. Or maybe a long walk off 
a short rappahannock pier… 

Stu Jenks and i have been on a journey of sorts 
together for more than 20 years. it’s one of friendship, 
sure…but that doesn’t really get at it. when you travel 
with Stu you are going to be looking at your family and 
at his and at the people who you’ve loved and loathed 
and at the twists of history that brought you to where 
you two are standing at that particular moment. And that 
patch of dirt…who else has been there and what are they 
to you? when you journey with Stu, you will want to be 
present—fully in the moment and in the space—because 
something magical is going to happen. You’re gonna be 
alive, friend; you’re gonna engage with your surroundings; 
your notions will get challenged and your emotions will 
get some grownup playtime. So hang on.

Stu and i and our friend Michael were sitting in the 
now-defunct Coffee, Etc. in Tucson in either late 1989 or 
early 1990. Stu was telling me a story he’d told before, 
about his notoriety ten or so years earlier in Chapel Hill 
as the mysterious “Fatal Figures” artist. i didn’t yet know 
him well, but i was struck by the fact that Stu told the 
story with less emphasis on HiS place in it, than on THE 
place in it: how his ‘Southern gentleman’ legacy played 
a role in how he took responsibility for not only his art, 
but for his art’s effect on other people. He drew on his 
historical pedigree to place his life, work and ideas in a 
vast but immediately accessible historic context. Then he 
commented on the waitress’s legs. 

i realized that a friendship with Stu Jenks meant an 
elemental shift in content and context, inclusive of the 

sublime and the familiar, even as my awareness of which 
was which would be subject to change. 

Years later, i was at a conference and met a 
distinguished colleague who happened to have been 
in college in Chapel Hill in the late 1970s. when i 
mentioned Fatal Figures to her, she damn near wept and 
went giddy at the same time. it was a big damn deal 
to her. She didn’t just remember the fact of it, but she 
could recall the visceral effect it had on her. Stu’s images 
and writing continue to grow in their ability to evoke  
that power. 

This is a collection of short true stories—or essays, 
dreams or remembrances of things past; stark black and 
white images of today or visions of tomorrow. They are 
brought on by the music of a church organ or of bagpipes. 
They come from the smell of a sky island forest fire or of 
the third cigar in a row in a closed car your father drove, 
or the clean sagey scent of the high desert. They come 
from the taste of pie no one since your grandma could 
bake, or that of cocaine dripping down your throat. Some 
stories find us on a civil war battlefield dying yet again 
not-quite-heroically, but with all the bravery ignorance 
can set loose. Some find us reclaiming a lost ancestral 
heritage in a circle of storm-beaten rock, thinking that 
this might be something—something hard and eternal—
against which we might measure our years. Others take 
us to the anteroom of a family funeral, where we get to 
say what needed saying to that racist old bastard of an 
uncle who needs to make every story exclusively, toxically 
his. Stu brings an antidote in words and images, but the 
cure is not free. it’s hard to say what needs saying, but 
impossible to let it go by unremarked. Come along with 
Stu on that road less traveled. 

As i read these pieces, i can’t help but think of 
the much sorta-quoted Santayana nugget that warns us 
that if we fail to know our history, we will repeat the 
mistakes that we could have learned from. it’s certainly 
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true of us as a culture or society, but maybe even more 
the case in our personal history. we make myths of our 
past as a matter of course. what’s true, what isn’t and 
what does it matter? well, what does your life and your 
place on Earth among others mean to you? Not in the 
vaguely considered, existential angst-y sense of why are 
we here and what does it all mean, but in the squeezing 
our fingers and toes in the mud sensation of being here 
right now inalterably connected to the awareness of who 
we have been. And the spiral of our consciousness not 
only drills down into the rock of the Earth, but it opens 
into the infinite sky. 

A few years ago, on one of my regular visiting family 
and friends Tucson trips, Stu schlepped my partner and 
me a few hours west to a place on the Tohono O’Odham 
reservation called i’itoi’s Cave. it’s a sacred place that not 
many non-native folk even know or care about. Before 
we left, Stu reminded us that we were going to the place 
where god lived and so to be prepared with an offering 
if we wanted to make it out. To many folk that would be 
a kind of patronizing, half-hearted joking recognition 
of what divides us from other people, but certainly not 
anything that might get our pants dirty. Not Stu—if 
you’re going to i’itoi’s Cave with Stu Jenks, you’re going 
with integrity and respect and a by-god healthy fear 
of the infinite and unknowable. Trusting his sense of 
having conveyed the solemnity of the situation…he 
never asked what it was we offered there. i’m not telling 
here, either—that sacred offering remains between i’itoi 
and me—but in this book you can go there with Stu, 
too. Bring a gift.

Maybe the best gift to bring to this journey is a 
sense of wonder and appreciation for the seemingly 
routine treasures: the note discovered in the old book, 
the sign glimpsed in the rearview mirror and the story 
heard in the living room when you were supposed to be 
asleep. i recently needed help moving my stored stuff 
from the Bay Area to Albuquerque and Stu offered to 
help me load ‘em up and move ‘em out. we took our 
time in the Penske rental, tooling along the secondary 
highways, and as we drove we told stories that were true 
or at least ought to be. i was struck by what and by how 
much two people who have used too much dope too 
long ago could recall with crystalline accuracy. Facts, of 
course, are another matter when you’re making myths—
it’s truth that counts. So Stu talked about moving his 
mother in a similar truck from Virginia to Tucson and 

about watching her slowly die. i talked about moving 
my marriage from New York to California and watching 
it slowly, then abruptly, die. we told the truth as best 
we could and believed each other pretty well, too. 
we appreciated both the pie and the railroad loop in 
Tehachapi and the ponderosa scent and the gas station 
punks in Flagstaff (we couldda, shouldda kicked their 
asses…). There was the history of Michael’s teepee near 
winslow thirty years ago and the hundreds of years 
woven into the rugs in gallup. we argued about when 
you need to stop for gas and we laughed—just a little—
about the sign in a remote gas station that plead with 
customers not to abuse the owners over high prices. we 
are here to help, it said…have mercy…

Yes, indeed, we can all use some mercy in whatever 
form it may take. Stu serves it up straight, no chaser. 

Not long ago, i spent the day with Stu at the Hardly-
Strictly Bluegrass Festival in San Francisco. we shared 
time and space and sound as Stu captured some of that 
experience in the ones and zeroes of digital imagery. As 
we listened to a guy Clark song, i realized that both of 
us had tears in our eyes—no doubt for different reasons, 
and no doubt the precipitate of a range of feeling. it can 
be trite to say that we wear our hearts on our sleeves and 
it might describe one who can only talk about it. But this 
is show time, not tell. in The Transpersonal Papers, Stu 
Jenks does not wear his heart on his sleeve—it’s more like 
an Order of the Arrow sash across his strong, lean torso—
and he earned it by squinting into the low-angle light on 
the horizon of our awareness. 

From all of us who wander, Stu—my brother, my 
friend—thank you for these breadcrumbs, this map, this 
blessed gift. Namaste.

   
Craig Acorn
Albuquerque, New Mexico
November 2010  
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An Evening Drink From A Pool
c o u n c I l  r o c k s ,  d r a g o o n  M o u n ta I n s ,  a r I z o n a  •  s u M M e r ,  2 0 1 0

Very last light at Council rocks. Mosquitoes rise from the 
Bear Grass. Fruit Bats fly by my head, eating the insects. then the 
bats swoop down to the surface of a pool, made from this year’s 
monsoon rains, in a large depression in a rock. Maybe the bats are 
trying to feast on the hundred tadpoles swimming there in the dark, 
and maybe they are just coming to have an evening drink of water.



Easy
r o c k a w a y  b e a c h ,  c a l I f o r n I a  •  w I n t e r ,  2 0 1 0 

Maggie’s husband rests in hospice. 
they’re trying to get him home so he can 
die there. he’s my age. It’s pancreatic cancer. 
the Docs missed it. he’ll be dead in a week. 

A daughter in California gives up her 
career to care for her demented mother. her 
brothers help some but it’s landed on her 
shoulders. All day long, she’s at her mother’s 
beck and call: feeding her, cleaning her, 
listening to her rant. her only relief is when 
her husband comes home from work, and 
even then he, in spite of his good intentions, 
tends to be of little help. they have no 
money for an adult care home. they barely 
have money for the mortgage on their house 
that’s underwater. their two adult kids are 
a mess. 

A son searches for his mother in her 
collapsed building in Port-au-Prince. he 
knows she’s dead. he knows she’s there. he 
just wants a body to bury. he just wants to 
say goodbye. he’s weak and hungry and he 
feels like he’s coming down with the flu. 

A grandmother in South tucson 
worked all her life at a tortilla factory. She 
has no Social Security, no savings and her 
old hands contort with arthritis. She makes 
a little money babysitting her grandson’s 
kids while he works at the mine. they let 
her live in the garage that’s been crudely 
converted into a studio apartment. She’s 
grateful for that. She doesn’t complain, 
though her hands and feet hurt all the time. 

A massage therapist in New Mexico 
limps with a bad foot. Some of her business 
died during the Great recession. She picks 
up some extra income now by being a 
receptionist. Not her favorite job, but she 
makes do. She pays nearly $500 a month 
for health insurance, thankfully paid for by 
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s t u  J e n k s

an ex-boyfriend she’s still very close 
to. She’s very tired. She thanks god for 
her cats. 

My name is Stu. i have a demented 
mother who lives in a very nice adult 
care home in Tucson, Arizona. Due to 
selling the river House, seven years ago, 
we have money. Not a lot, but plenty to 
take care of Mary, my sister Pamela’s 
frugal needs, a little bit for me and a 
little bit for some other people in need. 

i decided to go full time as a Fine Art 
Photographer/writer/Musician/what- 
ever at the start of the great recession, 
but was able to keep my health insur-
ance when i left my courthouse job. i get 
a small retirement check that amounts 
to the costs of my insurance, my studio 
rent, a little fine art paper and some ar-
chival ink. i have some savings and a 
financial backstop as well, if i need it. 
i should be good for another year or so. 

Mary’s good for at least two or three. if Mom lives long, and we run out of 
money, there’s a Medicare House on the property where she lives now. we’ll 
simply push her in her wheelchair two hundred feet to her new home, if and 
when the time comes. i visit Mary almost every day, when i’m in town. i’m 
in good health except for a bad right pinkie toe and an addiction to nicotine. 
i have a new book for sale that i’m very proud of, and a couple new CDs on 
iTunes. i have a handful of great friends and a bucket full of casual ones. i get 
a little discouraged at times, but i never lose hope. 

This morning, i sit on a new custom surfboard a hundred yards off of 
rockaway Beach. My motel room is just over there in the Pacifica Holiday inn 
Express. it has a fake fireplace and a great view of the sea. i’m going to have 
dinner tonight, at an all-you-can-eat sushi place in Daly City, with one of my 
best friends in all the world. 

i bob up and down with the waves. i haven’t gotten the hang of this 
new board yet, but i’m learning. Beautiful blue waves crash off to my left. Fog 
creeps down from the hills. Morning joggers walk their dogs past the hotel. i 
turn my board and face the horizon. i stare at that line that separates the light 
blue of the sky from the dark blue of the sea. 

i have it so easy. 
i’m grateful. i know just how lucky i am. Until i forget. And then i 

remember again. And then i forget again. 
Sometimes my own self-imposed road To Hell travels under my feet. 

Sometimes the divine Middle Path touches the soles of my shoes. 
Today, under this surfboard, my naked feet feel the rising and falling  

of The Sea. 
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Ricardo the Muleskinner,  
and The Boy from Virginia

d r a g o o n  M o u n ta I n s ,  a r I z o n a  a n d  g e t t y s b u r g ,  P e n n s y lva n I a 
s u M M e r  1 8 6 3  &  s u M M e r  2 0 0 5 

July 3rd, 1863
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania: 

I’m young. No girlfriend but a worried mother at 
home. I’m a Virginian. 

I’m hunkered down at the edge of the tree line. A 
deep forest grows behind me. An open field, in front 
of me. Beside me are some friends, mostly strangers,  
all Virginians. 

the cannon volleys have begun. I hear ours. I feel 
theirs. our sergeant’s bringing up more troops. It’s 
getting crowded under the trees. I’m up front, where I 
want to be. I am not scared. 

After a long time, the cannons finally stop and we 
all stand, not saying anything. We’ve been told that a 
mile away the Yankees have the high ground. I don’t care. 
We’ve taken the high ground before. We’ll take it today. 

I adjust my knapsack. Check my powder, my lead. 
Got plenty, but probably won’t need it today. Mostly use 
the bayonet. I place my bayonet tight on my rifle barrel. 
I gaze across the grassy field. hard to see the other side 
through the cannon smoke, but I know where to go. 
Straight that way. 

Bugle call. Call to form ranks. Getting close. Some 
officers join our sergeant and some other officers are 
out front. that looks like General Armistead up there. 
Well, I’ll be god damned. the General’s going to lead 
us. he’s saying something. I can’t hear him. he raises 
his saber. Looks like he wants us to follow. Don’t have 
to ask me twice. 

We start to march. We get to a bit of a rise in the 
hills. I look down the line. Sweet Jesus, there’s a lot of us. 
Look at that. Focus now, boy. I turn toward the Yankees, 
marching with my rifle resting on my shoulder. We’re 
all marching. 

We march and march some more. Cannon smoke 
from the Yanks. Shots fly over my head. then cannon fire 
hits the line to my right and a bloody hole forms. I’m not 
afraid. I feel my blood rising. We begin to march faster. 
More cannon. 

“March the double quick,” I hear someone say. I 
start to trot. everyone does. I pull down my rifle and 
hold it in both hands. My blood’s boiling now. Another 
cannon ball hits our line, and I’m sprayed with blood 
and bone. I don’t care. I continue to run. All of us 
running, running forward. 

I see the General put his hat on his sword and raise 
it above his head. he yells something. I can’t hear him but 
I know what he wants. I keep running. My blood is up, 
up, up. Someone yells. then another, then another. then 
I scream like I’ve done before. But today, today, I scream 
loud. real damn loud. 

I yell and I yell and I run as fast as I can. Another 
cannon blast to my right. More blood on me. I don’t care. 

then I can see them, and I see a stone wall. there. 
there. Get to that wall. that’s all I want to do is get to 
that wall. I yell. I run. I’m getting closer. I see the Yanks. 
I yell. I run. I’m close. I’m so close. I lower my rifle and 
point my bayonet forward. 

then I’m hit. 
I feel a bullet tear through my right shoulder and 

push me back. I stop, gain my balance and take another 
step forward. then another bullet hits my skull and 
blows the top half of my head clean off. I fall backwards 
and land on the ground. 

And then I have the oddest feeling, like I’m flying. 
And I look down and I see myself on the ground. I look 
dead. I am dead. Damn it. I really wanted to make it to 
that wall. Shot. then I feel myself rising above the field of 
battle, first a few feet, then maybe twenty. I see my friends 
fighting, fighting and dying. I’m not sad or happy. Just 
looking at them. More cannon fire. More smoke. I don’t 
care about the wall anymore but I’m real interested in 
what’s going on below me. 
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Then i turn toward the sky and see a cloud and the 
color blue and the bright yellow Sun. 

And suddenly i feel like i’ve been shot from a 
slingshot into the sky. 

To the Sun, through the Sun, out of the Sun, 
into darkness, into light. 
And then i smile for the first time in months. 

July 3rd, 2005
Dragoon Springs, Dragoon 

Mountains, Arizona: 
The Civil war, in what is now Arizona, didn’t 

amount to much. There were some Confederate Texas 
volunteers based out of Tucson for a while, and there was 
the ‘Battle’ of Picacho Peak, north of Tucson. wasn’t really 
a battle. Just an accidental engagement. Union troops from 
California ran into Confederate troops from Texas on a 
road near a tall volcanic peak 50 miles north of Tucson. 
Took a couple of shots at each other. No one was killed. 
A couple wounded. No big deal. They actually do a little 
reenactment of that Battle in the springtime, which is a bit 
comical to a Virginian like myself. 

i was born in richmond, Virginia, the Capital of the 
Confederacy. when i was a child, i would look at the statue 
of Stonewall Jackson out of our car window on our way to 
church on Sundays. Many Civil war battle sites ring the 
city of richmond. (when i was young, it wasn’t The Civil 
war. i was taught it was The war Between The States. Older 
folk called it The war Of Northern Aggression.) when i’ve 
visited my folks over the past few years, when my Dad was 
sick with cancer, i would stop by Cold Harbor on the way 
to their house in the Northern Neck of Virginia. A short cut 
from the airport drove right past Cold Harbor, and it became 
a tradition of mine, to spend my first few moments back in 
the South at that battlefield. wasn’t much to look at really. 
Just a mile long loop road through a forest. But you could 
see the long trench lines and the high earthen works of the 
Confederates and some remnants of the Union lines too. 
Some pine trees have grown up, but a good portion of the 
open field where U.S. grant began his charge is still there. 
A very peaceful place now, just a few miles from richmond 
international Airport. wasn’t so peaceful in June of 1864. 

Lee was in retreat. He’d been in a slow retreat since 
his devastating loss at gettysburg almost a year prior. Mile 
after mile, Lee and his forces were heading south toward 
home, toward richmond. grant was in pursuit with a 

larger force. Lee got to Cold Harbor first (named for a small 
hotel that served only cold meals), found good ground, 
ordered his troops to dig in, and waited for grant to find 
him. The earthen works were dug high and strong. grant, 
in a couple of days, found the Virginians and ordered a 
frontal assault the next day, making the same mistake Lee 
had made at gettysburg. He attacked an enemy who had 
the better ground and who was well dug in and fortified. 
The night before the battle, many Union soldiers pinned 
small pieces of paper to their uniforms, with their names 
written on them, so their dead bodies could be identified 
the next day. 

On the morning of June 3rd, 1864, grant sent 31,000 
men across that open field against the entrenched rebels. 
The Confederates slaughtered them. There was no cover 
at all for the Union troops. One Confederate soldier later 
described it as ‘simply murder’. The Union troops never 
even came close to the rebel lines. 

in 90 minutes, 7,000 Union soldiers were lost. 7,000 
men killed in less than two hours. A Union soldier’s diary 
was found the next day on the field of battle. it read “June 
3rd, 1864, Cold Harbor, i was killed.” 

in the entire Civil war, only four soldiers were killed 
in what would become the state of Arizona and their 
graves are just up ahead, about a mile up this old stage 
road. The Butterfield Mail Stage ran through here. Used to 
be a spring that had water, year round, back in the day. in 
recent years, a small earthquake stopped the spring from 
running. Now just the ruins of the old stone stage house 
remain and the four graves of Confederate Dead. 

was just out here a few weeks ago, taking Kodak 
Brownie shots of the graves, the dry spring bed, and the 
Junipers on the hill. The negatives were not that special. 
The flags over the graves looked awkward, the Juniper 
shots, uninteresting. i wasn’t going to come out and 
reshoot for a while, but today is the 142nd anniversary of 
the third day at gettysburg and it just seems appropriate 
to visit Confederate Dead on this day. 

in no time, i reach the graves and the old stage 
house. Four graves not dug in the ground but made by 
piling large stones on their bodies. Each mound is a good 
three feet high. Plastic flowers in cheap glass vases grace 
the top of each grave. Three flags per grave blow in the 
hot July wind. Three small decorative flags. One flag is 
the modern United States flag, and then there are two 
Confederate flags on each pile of stone, one the standard 
Stars and Bars and the other, the square Confederate 
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Battle Flag. Nearby is a plaque that tells what happened 
here and at least part of the truth: 

Here’s my take on what happened: 
A small Confederate troop out of Tucson was 

traveling in this area. it seems they were looking for stray 
cattle to take back to Tucson. My guess is that they knew 
of Dragoon Springs and they needed water and came here 
to top up. Chiricahua Apaches also knew of Dragoon 
Springs. Actually, they had camped around these springs 
for hundreds of years. i bet they saw the Confederates 
coming for hours, if not days, to Dragoon Springs from atop 
any of the nearby hills. They saw horses. They saw mules. 
They saw cattle. They also saw men in uniform. whether 
those uniforms were blue or gray, the Chiricahuas made 
no distinction. They had been at war with the U.S. Army 
since The Bascom Affair two years before. They thought 
they were winning the war, for most of the U.S. Army 
had left (not knowing that they had just been reassigned 
eastward to fight in The Civil war.) But today, they see 
more white men in uniforms riding to their drinking hole. 
i bet they didn’t even hesitate. 

The Apaches attacked the Confederates, killed  
four of them, and drove the rest away. The Chiricahuas 
also obtained a good number of mules, horses and cattle in 
the attack. The Confederates fled but came back a few days 
later, seeking revenge and their horses. They attacked the 
Apaches, killed five of them and got their livestock back. 
No Confederate casualties this time. The rebels also took 
time to bury their dead from the initial ambush. Sergeant 
Sam Ford of Captain Hunter’s Company of Arizona 
rangers was among the dead, along with two unknowns 
and a Mexican muleskinner by the name of ricardo. 

A pro-Confederate website on Arizona’s role in The 
Civil war speculates that ricardo was caught up in a 
“rush of patriotism” when the Texas Confederates came to 
Tucson and occupied it for a time. i have a different theory. 
ricardo probably didn’t fall in love with the idea of States’ 
rights and Slavery. He simply needed a job. He was the 
hired help, paid to manage the horses and the mules on 
the Company’s patrol to forage for cows. 

And as i stand here on this day in July, i feel 
no sadness for the dead Confederates. in years past 
when i first visited here, i felt like they were distant 
brothers. i know better now. They entered a land that 
the Chiricahua Apaches had lived on for hundreds of 
years. The Confederate Army’s view of western indians 
was even worse than the U.S. Army’s policy. The United 
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States’ plan at the time on how to solve ‘The indian Problem’ was to 
convince/manipulate/force/coerce the Native People to go and live 
on reservations. if they didn’t go, they’d kill them then, but they’d 
give them the option to relocate. The Confederate States of America’s 
position on western Native Americans was simple: Exterminate them, 
every last man, woman and child. 

(Eastern tribal relations with the Confederacy were a bit different. 
Many Creeks and Cherokees, at the time, were as divided about the 
Civil war as were the whites. red Brother against red Brother. There 
was actually a Cherokee Confederate general by the name of Stand 
waite. He came from a wealthy slave-owning indian family, a family 
that, believe it or not, assisted President Andrew Jackson in the forced 
relocation of fellow Cherokees from georgia to present day Oklahoma, 
over the Trail of Tears. Brigadier general Stand waite fought and 
commanded many Confederate troops during The Civil war, attacking 
and killing Union soldiers, both indians and non-indians alike.) 

My guess is that the 100 Apaches that attacked Hunter’s Company 
on May 5th, 1862 knew nothing of the Confederate Army’s intention 
to kill every western indian they could but i’m betting they, or their 
relatives, had had some run-ins with the newly arrived Confederates 
and they probably didn’t like them very much. Plus they hated whites 
in uniforms anyway, and on top of that, i’m sure they thought they 
could use the horses and cows. 

i stand here now looking at these graves. i feel smug. i nod. i 
drink some water. i prepare to take a couple reshoots with my Brownie. 

i say to the wind, “i’m on the Apaches’ side now. i’m glad they 
killed you sons of bitches. Served you fucking right. well, maybe not 
you, ricardo. Maybe not you.” 

July 5th, 2005 
Dragoon Springs, Dragoon 

Mountains, Arizona 
(Two days later) 
i’m back to right a wrong. My wrong. A little wrong. 
when i was here last, the U.S. flags on the graves of the Confederates 

pissed me off. So i took them off, leaving the Confederate flags only. My 
rationalization at the time was i was angry at the political correctness of 
it all. i can just hear now some members of the Arizona Division of the 
Sons of Confederate Veterans, who maintain these graves: 

“we can’t just have the Stars and Bars on the graves. we have 
to put Old glory there too, just so folks don’t think we are radical 
modern-day states-righters or something. we are good Americans, you 
know, even though we do love our dead Confederate brethren.” 

So i took off the American flags, rolled them up and placed them 
in a nitch in one of the old decaying walls of the station house. Then 
yesterday, i realized it isn’t because of the political correctness of the 
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thing that pissed me off. it’s what my current government 
is doing right now that angers me: the stupid and unjust 
war in iraq, the arrogant and ignorant President that leads 
us now, the seemingly universal cowardice on both sides of 
the aisles of Congress, the resistance to stand up for justice 
and peace and to do the right thing by many citizens. And 
the role of money in it all. i really love my country, but i 
hate my government right now. So i took down the flags. 
Fuck ‘em. 

Then i realized that without the U.S. flags on the 
graves, new visitors to the site might think that the Sons 
of Confederate Veterans are whack jobs. Perhaps they are, 
but they should get that judgment on their own merits, 
not from my actions and resentments toward my current 
government. 

So i’m now jogging up the old stage road. Not that 
far from Tucson. After you get off the interstate, you drive 
on a bit of two-lane blacktop, then a few miles of dirt 
road, and then a couple more miles of 4 x 4 jeep trail until 
you get to the site. Today, like any other day, i park my 
Pathfinder about a half-mile out and hike the rest of the 
way. Unlike other days, i have no water, no hiking boots, 
no backpack. Just my running shoes with no socks, and 
my Kodak Brownie in my hand. i’m not going to be long. 

i get to the site pretty quick. i enter the ruins of 
the station house and right away, i find the nitch where 
the American flags are. i reach down, pull out the small 
bundle and immediately notice something. There are only 
three flags here. where is the fourth flag? Did i forget to 
take one off of a grave? i don’t think so. i walk the few feet 
to the graves and study them. Nope. No 

U.S. flags anywhere. what in the hell? where did it go? 
Then i look down and notice some new footprints in 

the soft soil near one of the graves. Someone was out here 
yesterday. Could they have found the bundle and taken 
a flag? it was independence Day yesterday. Doesn’t seem 
likely though. 

i look again at the four graves and immediately i see 
the wisdom of those who decorate these graves. i missed 
it all along. There isn’t one U.S. flag and one Confederate 
flag. There are two Confederate flags and one U.S. flag per 
grave. They are covering their bases and showing their 
pride in America but not at the expense of their feelings 
for their dead ancestors. i see the elegance of the three 
flags setup now, for the very first time. 

i bend over and wedge a U.S. flag back into its spot 
in the rocks of each grave. First the Sergeant. 

“Sorry, Sarge.” i say. 
Then i put a flag atop the grave of one of the 

unknowns. 
i leave one grave without a flag, the grave that’s the 

farthest away. Maybe folks will think it just blew away. 
And lastly i put an American flag into the rocks of 

the grave of ricardo, the muleskinner. i pause over his 
grave. i notice that someone has carved his name by hand 
into a flat rock, and below his name, carved in stone, is a 
Spanish Cross. 

“Sorry, ricardo, that you got killed back then. You 
were just doing your job. May you rest in peace,” i say. 

i take out my Brownie and clip off a few shots in the 
late afternoon sun. No clouds today. But it’s July and the 
Monsoon rains will soon come, releasing an intoxicating 
smell from the creosote bushes, making the washes run 
high and muddy, waking up the frogs that are hibernating 
underground, and washing away my footprints from 
around these graves. 

And maybe the rains will wash away a sin or two of 
mine, as well. 

(Addendum: The Gettysburg recollection at the beginning 
of this story was taken from the memories of visions I had 
during Holotropic Breathwork sessions during the 1990’s. In 
1993, I took a tour of Civil War battlefields looking for the place 
I’d died. I went to Antietam, Fredericksburg, Cold Harbor, and 
other battlefields but no dice. They were very sad places but I 
felt no intuition that this was the place where I charged toward 
a stone wall and was shot dead. The small voice said ‘Go to 
Gettysburg’. I had doubts but I went anyway. I cried most of 
the day there at Gettysburg. I was not alone. I saw many men 
and women quaking with tears, standing in  the tall grass. At a 
place known as The Angle, I felt an incredibly powerful feeling 
of déjà vu. I saw the stone wall. I wondered. I walked a good 
hundred yards into a field west of the stone wall. I turned and 
looked toward the wall and saw it all. 

Everything. 
It was here. 
I walked toward the stone wall that day and suddenly 

felt the place where I had been shot. I felt the shots. They didn’t 
hurt this time, but I still felt them. It was a good pain. After 
a minute, I continued toward the stone wall. I still wanted, 
needed, to get to that wall. And 160 years later, my soul in a 
different body stepped up and over the stonewall at The Angle 
at Gettysburg.) 



The Pecan store’s closed. A house shaped like a 
teepee with gray tar shingles and blue bay windows sits 
along the deserted Main Street of Bowie, Arizona. No 
one appears to be home in Bowie, except a mutt dog on 
seemingly every corner. 

the wind’s blowing hard today. to the east, a dust 
storm rages. Annie and I choose to get off I-10, here in 
Bowie, instead of going through the storm. I just got a 

new windshield for the Pathfinder a few months ago and 
I don’t want to pit it.

“Do you want to go to Fort Bowie?” I ask her. “I’ve 
never been there before myself. Gotten close a couple of 
times. What d’ya think?” 

“Sounds good to me,” says Annie. 
We turn off Main Street and head south on Apache 

Pass road. Just before we leave town, I see a real live 

All Because of A Spring
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human being. A tall elderly white man, dressed in 
pressed blue jeans, a bright white cowboy hat and 
a heavily starched white shirt, stands outside of his 
modified doublewide trailer. he’s smoking a cigarette. 
he waves at me before I have a chance to wave at him. I 
wave back.

“Annie, did you see that old cowboy?”
“No, I didn’t,” she says.

“Like something from another time,” I add. I tell her 
what he looked like.

“I bet his wife doesn’t like him smoking in the 
house,” I speculate.

or maybe he’s a widower and has just come outside 
to see if the sand storm’s heading his way. I love that his 
shirt was starched and that he waved at me first. Like 
being back home in the Northern Neck of Virginia. 
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Annie and i continue out of town. we drive under 
the interstate and past a huge grove of Pecan trees. The 
road becomes dead-eyed straight; a good, paved two-
lane road heading toward the northern foothills of the 
Chiricahua Mountains. 

we’ve been hiking a couple of hours now, mostly in 
silence. Fort Bowie National Monument is unusual in that 
you park your vehicle and then hike a mile and a half to 
the ruins of the fort. You can’t drive to the fort unless you 
are handicapped. we just left the fort a few minutes ago 
beginning our hike back to the truck. we’re taking the 

high ridge trail now, not the low valley trail we came in 
on. The fort was just OK. Nothing to write home about, 
just a nice territorial house, some ruins, and a flagpole, 
but the journey though the valley below, before the fort, 
rendered us to be speechless from the story it told. 

The wind’s cold and hard now on this high ridge. 
Some rain clouds rise off to the west. A hump of a 
mountain to the south, covered in Piñon and Juniper 
trees, appears to be so close you can touch it, when 
actually, it’s miles away. And in that valley below? That’s 
Apache Spring. From up here, i can see the graves of 
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soldiers. i can see the old stage road. i can see the green 
trees around the spring. And i feel very sad and more 
than a little angry. 

This is the northern tip of the Chiricahua 
Mountains, named after the Chiricahua Apaches who 
lived here since the 1300’s. They hunted, gathered, 
lived, loved and died here for hundreds of years. They 
kicked the asses of the Spanish when they first arrived 
in the 1500’s, held their own against the Mexicans in 
the early 1800’s, and finally lost to the Americans, in 
the late 1880’s. They were known for being fierce in 

battle, and loyal and kind to their own people. They 
didn’t take any shit from anybody, nor did they go out 
of their own way to cause much trouble. A little trouble 
maybe; some revenge killings, and some stealing of 
Mexican cattle now and then. But more often than not, 
in their last years in these mountains, trouble came  
to them.

Here at Apache Spring, just east of Apache Pass, 
trouble came one day in 1861. 

Annie’s been behind me on the trail, and now she’s 
just joined me on this rocky peak. we take a little breather 
on a large set of boulders. Below us, we spy a small stand 
of trees, brighter and greener than the cottonwoods and 
the other foliage in the valley. There is the spring. 

The spring is why it all happened here. 
All because of a spring that runs year round. 
Apache Spring and the whole Apache Pass area 

were the winter camp of many Apaches for many years, 
sheltering the only water for miles around. Cochise, an 
Apache chief, was camped here in February of 1861, 
with many of his clan and family. The whole Apache 
Pass area was a favorite residence of Cochise and his 
people. Nearby was a way station for the Butterfield Mail 
Stage, and its stationmaster and crew lived in the station 
there. Up to this point, most of the Chiricahua Apaches 
and the Americans got along fine, primarily because 
the Americans didn’t mess with Cochise’s people much 
and, on occasion, gave the Apaches food and supplies. 
Cochise also had hopes that someday the Americans 
would help him in his fights with the Mexicans to  
the south. 

Anyway, here’s how the bloody war between the 
Apaches and the United States began in Southern Arizona: 

A drunk good-for-nothing rancher named John 
ward had twenty head of cattle and his twelve-year-old, 
one-eyed, redheaded stepson, (i’m not making this up) 
by the name of Mickey Free, taken by some Coyotero 
Apaches. ward went to his nearest U.S. Army fort at 
Fort Buchanan (near modern-day Sonoita, Arizona) 
and complained, mostly about the cows, and said it was 
Cochise’s Chiricahua Apaches who stole his cattle and 
yeah, the boy too. He mostly wanted his cattle back. He 
couldn’t have cared less about the boy. ward was widely 
known to be a piece of shit; a ‘worthless character,’ 
said one man. Anyway, the Colonel of Fort Buchanan, 
distracted and looking more to the east at the impending 
Civil war than in his own backyard, sent an idiot, 
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tenderfoot Second Lieutenant by the name of george 
Bascom to find Cochise, to demand the return of the boy 
and the cattle, and to use whatever force was necessary 
to accomplish this task. 

Full of piss and vinegar and leading 54 greenhorn 
mounted troopers, Lieutenant Bascom set out for Apache 
Pass to find Cochise. when he arrived at Apache Spring, 
he arranged with the stationmaster of the Butterfield Stage 
outpost to invite Cochise for a parley. Cochise wasn’t 
worried. His lookouts at Apache Pass saw the detachment 
coming the day before. He knew many 

U.S. Army soldiers came to the spring on their way 
to Texas and California. He heard about the invite but 
made Bascom wait. (Bet Bascom didn’t like that.) After 
a day or two, Cochise arrived to meet with Bascom. He 
came with his wife, a couple of his kids, his brother 
Coyuntura, and only three warriors in escort, two of 
them probably his nephews. He thought he was being 
invited for just a little chat and a little dinner too. Army 
food was pretty tasty.

Cochise and his family and his warriors were escorted 
into a tent and then things turned bad. First Bascom accused 
Cochise of stealing ward’s cows and the boy Mickey Free. 
Cochise denied it, and then after heated words and much 
yelling (through a translator, mind you,) Cochise figured 
out from Bascom’s accusations, that it must have be a band 
of Coyotero Apaches who abducted the boy and stole the 
cattle. Even though Cochise was royally pissed off about 
being called a liar (Apaches hated being called liars), he 
agreed to go to the Coyotero band in question and try and 
talk them into giving back the boy. Bascom would have 
none of it and ordered Cochise, his wife, his brother, his 
family and friends held hostage. Soldiers had surrounded 
the tent. As they attempted to arrest Cochise, he quickly 
pulled out his knife, sliced the side of the tent open and 
escaped. Shots were fired, but Cochise got away. 

To Apaches far and wide for many years, the incident 
became known as “Cut Through The Tent,” and hence the 
war began.

Cochise tried to negotiate with Bascom in the days 
to come to get his wife, brother, nephews, and kids back, 
but Bascom kept calling Cochise a liar, demanding he 
give him the one-eyed red-headed boy. One particular 
parley ended with guns being drawn again and more 
shots fired. For the next few days and nights, Apache 
campfires ringed the valley where Bascom and his men 
were camped, and the drums of war beat loudly down on 

them at night. Bascom sent for reinforcements from the 
distant Fort Buchanan. At one point, Cochise captured 
the stage master of the Butterfield depot and offered him 
in trade for his family. Bascom still refused. A few days 
later, Cochise burned a wagon train, killed the Mexicans 
in the train but captured four Americans and offered them 
in trade. Still no dice. Cochise then sent the women and 
children of his tribe south, out of harm’s way and called 
for his own reinforcements. One of those warriors, by the 
way, was geronimo.

On February 8th, 1861, Cochise attacked hard 
at the soldiers at the spring, and drove away all of 
Bascom’s horses and pack animals, as well. They fought 
throughout the valley and Cochise attacked the stage 
depot again but it was too well defended now to be 
overrun. Cochise then heard that Army reinforcements 
were on the way. Hopeless over getting his wife, brother 
and kids back, he killed the four Americans he had 
captured, and left Apache Spring. Army reinforcements 
did come in a week or so and patrolled the nearby 
mountains and hills, looking for Cochise’s people but 
without luck. geronimo was quoted years later saying 
they laughed at the soldiers from their hiding places in 
the rocks as the Army blindly groped through the hills 
looking for them. 

A few more days later, Bascom found the bodies of 
the four dead Americans Cochise had killed. in return 
he hung six of the captured Apaches he had in custody.  
He hung them from the limbs of the trees near where 
the dead Americans were found. The six bodies hung 
there for months, rotting in the sun. Before he left for his 
home fort, Bascom, without explanation, simply released 
Cochise’s wife and children, unharmed.

But of the six corpses hanging from those trees, two 
were probably Cochise’s nephews. 

And one body was his brother Coyuntura.
it is said that Coyuntura went to the hanging tree 

dancing and singing. 
Cochise was enraged at the news of his brother’s 

death. He was very close with Coyuntura. He called for 
vengeance and vengeance came. Hard and fast. 

Thus began many years of war between Cochise and 
the Americans, a bloody horrid war on both sides. within 
60 days of the “Bascom Affair”, Cochise and his warriors 
had killed 150 whites. The non-indian population of 
Southern Arizona dropped from 34,000 in 1860 to under 
10,000 in 1870. The roads were littered with headstones 
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reading ‘killed by Apaches’. it is estimated that in the 
years of The Apache wars, over 5,000 Americans died, 
hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of property were 
destroyed, and uncounted Apache men, women and 
children were killed. 

And the start of The Apache wars with the 
Americans happened just below Annie and i in that 
valley. And as we descend this trail to go back to my 
truck, we can see some of the landmarks and scars from 
that time: 

The old graveyard of soldiers killed, with new shiny 
headstones made by the U.S. Park Service. 

The worn serpentine trail of the old Butterfield 
line, still wide and somewhat passable even after all  
these years. 

The ruins of the Butterfield stage depot, with just its 
stone foundation remaining. 

A wide-open grassy field where perhaps the tent that 
briefly held Cochise was pitched. 

And again, to the south, the large grove of bright 
green trees that grow where Apache Spring flows. 

we continue down the trail toward my truck. Annie 
and i take a few pictures of each other. The sun’s rapidly 
going down, the wind’s still hard, the air turns colder. i 
see an old wind-knurled Juniper tree just off the path and 
take its picture in the Magic Hour light. Annie and i say 
little to each other. i look at the valley of battle below and 
sigh. i give Annie a weak smile.

“it just makes me so angry and so sad,” i say to her.
“This used to all belong to the Chiricahuas,” i say, 

waving an arm toward the beautiful mountains to the 
south, “And now they’re gone. No indians live here now. 
None of them.” 

Annie nods and sighs too. 
we continue down the trail, and say nothing for  

a while.
Soon, we’re in the truck heading back the way we 

came. Down the laser-straight road past the Pecan trees, 
under the interstate as we enter Bowie, past the trailer 
where the old cowboy lives (he’s inside now) and back on 
Main Street. we slowly drive through Bowie, remarking on 
what a sad but great time we had today and how powerful 
it was to have gone to Apache Spring. we get on interstate 
10. i squeeze Annie’s thigh after i shift into fourth gear. 
it was a good day, but as i turn to look south toward the 
Chiricahua Mountains, i still feel a slight burning of rage 
and a small bit of sadness.

in the twilight, i see no Apaches fires on the 
ridgelines, nor any veil of juniper smoke floating up from 
the valley.

Just the cold solid darkness of a mountain in shadow, 
where nobody lives. 

[Note: Lt. George Bascom died in the American Civil 
War, at the Battle of Valverde on the banks of the Rio Grande 
on February 21st, 1862, leading Company C of the 7th U.S. 
Infantry against the Confederates. He was killed on a sandbar 
in the middle of the river. 

And Mickey Free, the one-eyed redheaded stepchild? 
Well, he never saw his mother or John Ward again. He was 
raised by the Coyotero Apaches who kidnapped him in the first 
place, and due to his fluency in English, Spanish and Apache, 
later became a scout for the U.S. Army. He was said to have 
been a hardcore psychopath. He died in 1915. I don’t know 
how he died.]
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Sweet Jesus. I’ve never been so happy to engage 
the 4-wheel-drive in all my life. that dirt road out of 
tombstone is, by far, one of the worst washboard roads 
I’ve ever driven on. huge standing waves of dirt and rock. 
And trying to drive on the shoulder, like I do up on the 
Navajo rez, just doesn’t work here. there is no shoulder, 
no ditch, no narrow smooth strip of dirt on the far right, 
to drive on. Just one wide carpet of washboard from edge 
to edge. But now, after ten miles of teeth-rattling, I’ve 
turned onto the smooth, gently rolling Jeep trail that leads 
deep into the western side of the Dragoon Mountains. 
then again, the bumpity-bumpity I’ve just experienced 
may have had more to do with these very stiff shocks on 
my very old truck than anything else. I really shouldn’t 
blame it all on the road.

I’ve never been on this side of the Dragoons before, 
but I’ve felt pulled to it lately after I started researching 
Cochise and his Chokonen band of Chiricahua Apaches. 
on the outside of the Dragoons, on its eastern slope, is 
Cochise’s Stronghold, a place I’ve been to a number of 
times over the years, but this Jeep trail on the western 
slope is brand new to me and that’s saying something, 
given all the dirt roads and jeep trails in Southern 
Arizona I’ve driven on over the past twenty-some years. 

I stop the truck after about a half-mile, grab my 
Forest Service map and study it. I look in the rear view 
mirror. No one there. No one in front of me. I take a little 
time. on the map, there seems to be a place called White 
house ruins. Doesn’t look 

far. And near that to the south, are something 
called Council rocks. I wonder what those are? I wonder 
if anything significant happened there, back in the day? 

A couple of weeks later, I discovered a lot did happen 
on this side of the mountain, but I didn’t know it at the 
time. Just had an intuition. In the Fall of 1872, Cochise 
negotiated a peace near Council rocks, and a few years 
earlier, further north in the Western Stronghold, he met 
tom Jeffords for the first time. or so the story goes.

A little about tom Jeffords, the man who will forever 
be known as Cochise’s best White friend. Born in 1832, 
thomas J. Jeffords was a tall, thin man with red hair and 
a long beard. In the 1850’s, he sailed on the Great Lakes. 
he helped lay road in kansas and Colorado after his 
stint as a boatman, and he prospected in New Mexico 
before the Civil War. During the Civil War, he worked as 
a scout for the Union General Canby, in the area of New 
Mexico and Arizona. 

After the Civil War, things get a little foggy to say 
the least. It is said that he either started or managed a 
mail run that traveled between Santa Fe and tucson. 
he probably met the Chihennes clan of the Apaches in 
New Mexico before he meet Cochise and his Arizonan 
Chokenens. My guess is, it was through his knowing 
the Chihennes that he learned to speak Apache. After 
not too long, he quit the mail business and went back 
to prospecting and trading. Many say he met Cochise in 
1869 in Canada Alamosa, New Mexico when Cochise 
briefly came to that area to talk peace. the peace failed, 
mostly because the U.S. Army and government wanted 
Cochise and his clan to move to New Mexico, but Cochise 
wanted to stay in his beloved Chiricahua and Dragoon 
Mountains. Anyway, some accounts point toward tom 
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Jeffords first meeting Cochise there, in New Mexico, but 
two stories strongly contradict that notion. One of those 
tales i believe is closer to the truth.

The first story comes from Jeffords’ account told to 
robert Forbes in 1913 when Jeffords was his eighties, a 
story that was told again in the movie “Broken Arrow,” and 
in the book “Blood Brother,” by Elliott Arnold. Basically, 
what Jeffords said was that in the early 1860’s, when 
[according to him,] he was running the mail through 
Cochise’s land, he grew tired of getting his couriers killed 
by Cochise’s men. Seems most riders never made it to 
Tucson from parts East, with perhaps as many as twenty 
of Jeffords’ employees being killed running the mail on 
horseback along the old Butterfield Stage road. Tom said 
he took a big risk and rode alone into Cochise’s camp 
in the western Stronghold of the Dragoon Mountains. 
He was armed but he did not show his guns. He just 
walked right up to Cochise’s wickiup and introduced 
himself. Cochise was so impressed with Jeffords’ bravery 
that he spared his life and through some discussions, 
Cochise agreed to let Jeffords’ mail pass through his  
land unhindered.

A few problems with this story. First, only Jeffords 
tells the story this way. No Apaches, no U.S. troops, 
nobody, ever heard this story, besides Tom. Secondly, 
Apache raids on the mail continued until the eventual 
peace in 1872, and lastly, Jeffords probably wasn’t carrying 
the mail at that time. Many said that after the Civil war, 
Jeffords was mostly prospecting and a number of  good 
sources say that Jeffords met Cochise while prospecting 
in the mountains of Southeastern Arizona.

The account that i think is probably closest to the 
truth is the story told to Mrs. Eve Ball, an historian of the 
Apaches, by Daklugie, son of Juh. Tom Jeffords didn’t go 
find Cochise, according to her and her sources. Cochise 
(or his scouts) ran across Jeffords while he was prospecting 
and due to Jefford’s fearlessness, Cochise and his men 
didn’t kill him. Judging from what is often written about 
Jeffords, he was a straight shooter, didn’t bullshit anyone, 
and told the truth no matter what. He was also fluent in the 
Apache language. That, i believe, is incredibly significant, 
for he could talk directly to the Apaches and to Cochise. 
Also, Apaches, as a people, prized candor and truthfulness 
as very high virtues. They also believed in just being silent 
instead of telling a bold-faced lie (The exception to the rule 
being, lying to your enemies in order to put them off guard 
so you can kill them. Makes sense to me.)

i picture Tom’s and Cochise’s meeting, something 
like this. remember though, i’m just making this up:

Tom’s digging a hole, looking for gold or silver or 
copper, maybe in the Dragoons, maybe in the Chiricahuas. 
i’m guessing the Dragoon Mountains. He hears a horse 
whinny, then another. Then through the trees, he sees five 
to ten Apaches on horseback, slowly riding toward him. 
He probably thinks he’s screwed but you never know. 
Perhaps he speaks first:

“Hello, how are you doing?” say Jeffords, in Apache.
A number of warriors flank Cochise. He pulls up his 

horse. He’s surprised a white man speaks his language. 
His warriors rest their rifles on their laps. They look 
intently at Jeffords. Only Cochise speaks.

“i’m good. How are you?” replies Cochise.
“i’m good too,” says Tom.
“My name is Cochise.”
“Mine’s Tom Jeffords. Pleased to meet you.”
“So you speak my language?” says the chief.
“Enough to get by.”
“You know this is my land, don’t you?”
“i sure do,” says Jeffords.
“what are you doing?” asks Cochise.
“Looking for gold, but not having much luck. Mostly 

just digging a hole.”
Cochise smiles.
“You also know i’ve killed a lot of white men.”
“Yep, i know that too. Seen your handiwork quite 

a bit.”
“Do you think i’m wrong to kill the white man, to 

kill the Mexicans?”
“Not my place to say. i would rather you not kill this 

white man,” say Jeffords, pointing to himself. 
Cochise smiles again. 
“You don’t seem that frightened,” he says.
“Oh, i’m pretty scared,” say Tom, “But frankly, you’ll 

either kill me or you won’t and there ain’t a goddamn 
thing i can do to stop you. But, Cochise, Sir, i’d prefer 
that you let me live.”

“Are you always this blunt?” say Cochise, now 
laughing.

Jeffords shrugs. 
“Pretty much. At least that’s what my friends say,” 

says Tom.
“i like you, Tom,” says Cochise “i don’t think i’ll kill 

you today. By the way, would you like to come to my camp 
and have some dinner with the wives & me tonight?”
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“Thought you’d never ask,” says Tom, taking off his 
hat, wiping his forehead with the back of his arm.

Both Tom and Cochise laugh. Even some of the other 
warriors crack a smile.

i bet you this is closer to the truth, but hell if i or 
anyone else really knows for sure, even if they say 
differently. Daklugie, the prominent elder Apache who told 
Eve Ball a similar story, was only a boy at the time, and he 
wasn’t there. He said it was Apache scouts and not Cochise 
himself, who first found Jeffords, and that Cochise’s 
men first brought the white man into camp. i took some 
poetic license making the first meeting between these two 
men at Jefford’s mining claim.  And yes, there is a very 
strong tradition with the Apaches to pass along stories as 
accurately as possible, since they had no written language. 
But everyone, whites, Mexicans and Apaches alike had 
their own agendas. Daklugie, i suppose, would have had 
his too. But i tend to believe what the Apaches say over 
what the U. S Army officers report, or even Jeffords himself.  

But i don’t blame Jeffords for sweetening the story 
when he was an old man. Seems quite a few young 
women, interested in the Apaches, visited him when he 
was elderly. He was just trying to impress the ladies, i 
suppose. Hell, i’ll probably be telling people, if i make it 
to my 80’s, that those flame spiral photographs i made in 
my 40’s and 50’s were actually not created using a zippo 
lighter but rather, were the visual records of ghosts i 
photographed in the desert moonlight.

And as far as agendas go, i have mine too. i want to 
present the Chiricahua Apaches as good people, who like 
most other American indian tribes, got the short end of 
the stick. They were killed, lied to, made sick and treated 
like crap, and if i had a magic wand, i would give Apache 
Pass and the Chiricahua Mountains back to them before 
today’s sun goes down. 

But regarding Cochise and Jeffords, one thing is 
certain. However they met, they became fast friends. They 
trusted each other, cared for each other, and neither ever 
betrayed the other. Ever.

This is interesting land. The huge rocks of the 
Dragoons seemed to have just tumbled down from the 
sky, coming to rest on an almost flat plain of tall grass and 
Mesquite trees. No foothills to speak of at all, in this part 
of the mountains. A little rising and falling through the 

shallow arroyos, but the driving’s mostly flat and smooth. 
Campers are here and there, hidden in the trees, but not 
too many. Maybe three bunches in the hour i’ve been on 
this road. i’ve just past camper number three, when up 
ahead i see a majestic cluster of boulders, rising to at least 
a thousand feet or more. Even from the distance of a mile, 
i can see how i might be able to bushwhack-hike, if not 
to the top, damn close to it. i drive a bit faster now, and 
within minutes, i’ve crossed that mile. i take a right on a 
side road and quickly find a place to park.

i gaze up at the rocks. i wonder if these are the Council 
rocks? Are the white House ruins nearby? i suddenly 
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don’t care. i’m here. Those boulders are there. i want to 
climb as high up as i can. i stow my Kodak Brownie and 
my 35mm Pentax in my Camelbak water pack, shoulder 
the pack and head for the base of those rocks.

By 1872, Cochise was ready to stop fighting the 
Americans. Many of his warriors were dead. His women 
and children were tired and hungry and so was he. Yet, 
two U.S. Army generals, who jockeyed for power in the 
Southwest, had greatly opposing ideas on how to solve 
the ‘indian Problem.’ First, there was general george 
Crook, a man who had been fighting the Apaches all 
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across Southern Arizona for the last year. He was not 
for the placement of indians on reservations. He wanted 
to defeat them and kill them. But then another general 
arrived in 1872 who outranked Crook.

O.O. Howard was a deeply Christian man who lost 
an arm in The Civil war. Howard saw the indians as 
people, not as vermin to be exterminated, and he had a 

mandate from washington to do anything he could to 
bring peace to the area and to lead the Apaches onto a 
reservation.

general Howard arrived in New Mexico and soon 
found out that a man, a white man, was a close friend 
of Cochise’s. He summoned Tom Jeffords to his camp 
and employed him to find Cochise and invite him to 
come to Howard’s camp and talk peace. Jeffords was 
straightforward and direct with Howard, telling him that 
Cochise would never come to Howard, but he would be 
happy to take Howard to see Cochise. Jeffords also said 
that he must not come with force, but to come unarmed. 
Howard agreed. in the coming days before their journey 
to find Cochise, O.O. was so taken by Tom Jeffords, 
that he appointed him to be the agent of the ‘Cochise 
reservation,’ if and when it was formed. within a few 
days, Howard, Jeffords and three other white men began 
their trek to find Cochise.

with the help of some Apaches along the way and 
a bit of luck, The Howard-Jeffords party found Cochise 
in the western Stronghold of the Dragoon Mountains. 
Accompanying the party were two of Cochise’s relatives, 
Ponce and Chie. Ponce and Chie burned smoke signals 
the day before their arrival, to say who they were and why 
they were coming. Cochise’s scouts, high in the hills, had 
seen the group’s progress for days, plus the smoke signals 
gave Cochise the knowledge that a couple of his cousins 
were coming too, which really helped the cause. Jeffords’ 
being there also gave Howard the extra clout he needed.

Jeffords, Howard, Ponce, Chie and the others camped 
that night near the western Stronghold, and the next day, 
Cochise came to see them. Cochise immediately hugged 
Jeffords and Jeffords then introduced Howard to the chief.

“This is the man,” Jeffords said to Howard.
“Buenos dios, Senor,” Cochise said, shaking 

Howard’s hand.
Cochise then pulled his friend Jeffords aside.
“Do you think the general and his men will be 

honest and do as they say they will do?” asked Cochise.
“well, i don’t know,” said Jeffords, “i think they will, 

but i will see that they don’t promise too much.” The two 
men laughed.

After briefly talking with Ponce and Chie, Cochise 
went to Howard and asked why the general was here.

“i have come from washington to meet your people 
and to make peace, and i will stay as long as it is necessary,” 
said Howard.
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“Nobody wants peace more 
than i do,” said Cochise. “i have 
done no mischief since i came 
from Canada Alamosa, but i am 
poor, my horses are poor, and i 
have but a few horses left. i might 
have gotten more by raiding the 
Tucson road but i did not do that.”

Howard then proposed his 
idea of a reservation at Canada 
Alamosa in New Mexico. “i’ll go, 
but i am sure it would break my 
band,” said Cochise, knowing 
his people would not go to New 
Mexico.

Then, to everyone’s surprise, 
Cochise asked, “why not give me 
Apache Pass? give me that and i 
will protect all the roads. i will 
see that nobody’s property is 
taken by indians. But i need to 
talk this over with my captains, 
and most of them are out making 
a living.” (By the way, ‘making 
a living’ was the Apaches’ way 
of saying they were out stealing 
livestock in Mexico.)

Howard agreed to wait 
until Cochise had talked with 
his leadership. Cochise however 
asked Howard to go to Fort Bowie 
and tell them a truce was in place 
and not to fight with his captains 
as they came to the western 
Dragoons. Howard first wanted 
to send a Lieutenant Sladen but 
Cochise insisted that Howard 
go himself. That night with the 
help of Chie, Howard made his 
way to Fort Bowie. Howard later 
talked about the tough crossing 
of the Dragoon Mountains that 
night, how the trees and brush 
tore his coat to shreds in the 
dark. Howard got to Fort Bowie 
the next morning, delivered the 
message of truce, and left the fort 
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around 2 p.m. to make his way back to the Dragoons. The 
next day, Howard arrived after having traveled 80 miles 
in just a couple of days.

Then came the long wait until all of Cochise’s captains 
came to the western Stronghold. Lieutenant Joseph A. 
Sladen is our best witness of that week in Cochise’s camp. 
Sadly, little was known by most Americans of how the 
Apaches lived until this particular peace parley. (Thanks, 
Lieutenant, for keeping meticulous notes.) Not even an 
accurate physical description of Cochise, post-Civil war, 
was available, until Sladen’s accounts of this meeting. 
Many thought Cochise was old and beaten down, when 
in reality, he was still strong, relatively young and the best 
groomed of all, white and indian alike.

During that week of waiting, Sladen witnessed 
Cochise getting drunk and having a fight with one of 
his wives, and saw Jeffords stepping in to calm down the 
domestic dispute. Another time, Sladen heard Cochise 
singing and praying over the severely wounded body of 
one of his warriors. The lieutenant had medical training 
and Howard offered Salden’s services to Cochise. Cochise 
thanked them but refused. He told Sladen the warrior 
was very ill, and if he died, and his people knew that the 
lieutenant had worked on him, they might think Sladen 
had given him bad medicine, hastening his death, and 
then they would want to kill the officer. Sladen didn’t treat 
the warrior. The warrior died soon after.

One by one, the Apache captains arrived throughout 
that week, twelve all total, with two absent who were off 
raiding in Sonora, Mexico. The following day, the captains 
and Cochise held council to decide if they wanted peace. 
general Howard wanted to sit in, but Jeffords dissuaded 
him from this, saying that they would know soon enough 
by the sounds coming from the council camp. Sure 
enough, soon Cochise returned to where Jeffords and 
Howard were camped and stated that they were ready to 
decide on the specific terms of peace.

The terms were simple. Even though Howard initially 
wished for Cochise and his people to go to New Mexico, 
the general changed his mind and agreed to Cochise’s 
terms that the reservation would be on land beloved 
by Cochise, namely the Chiricahuas Mountains, the 
Dragoons, and most of Southeastern Arizona, down to the 
Mexican border. He and the U.S government also agreed 
to provide provisions of food and clothing to the Apaches. 
Cochise agreed to protect the roads and to keep them safe 
and open to travel. And finally, Tom Jeffords would be the 

Apaches’ indian agent on the reservation, representing 
their needs to the U.S. Army and government. i believe 
that without Jeffords’ willingness to perform this role, 
peace would have never been agreed upon.

During the negotiation with Jeffords and Howard, 
Cochise is quoted as saying that “Hereafter, the white 
Man and the indian are to drink from the same water, eat 
of the same bread, and be at peace.”

A couple of days later, everyone went home, except 
for Cochise who was already home. There were great 
concerns whether the peace would last, especially among 
some of the Army officers, but the biggest concern was 
Mexico to the south. The Apaches would likely continue 
raiding across the border, taking cattle however they 
wished. Cochise himself said that, “The Mexicans are on 
one side of this matter and the Americans on another. i 
made peace with the Americans, but the Mexicans did 
not come to ask peace from me.”

But that matter would come home to roost later. 
This peace between the Americans and the Apaches was 
extremely significant and Cochise and his people would 
be at peace with the United States for the remainder of 
his life. Cochise never again fought with the U.S. Army, 
nor did he himself raid again into Mexico. general Crook 
was furious when he heard the conditions of the treaty, 
but he had very little power to change anything for he 
was outranked. And as the peace continued to hold, 
general Howard gained support from not only the hostile 
newspapers in Tucson, but also from the ranchers and 
miners of Southern Arizona.

Peace had finally come, negotiated by an odd trio of 
men: A one-armed Christian general, a straight-shooting 
ex-prospector, and a tall fastidiously dressed Apache 
indian Chief.

The hike up here wasn’t all that difficult but there 
was a moment or two of some semi-serious bouldering. 
At one point, i had to force myself to move my legs as i 
spidered up a steep crevasse between two large granite 
boulders. i could feel myself freezing up with fear. i 
literally had to say softly out loud ‘Move, Stu. Move your 
legs.’ i moved. i’m OK.

i’m guessing i’m about 800 feet or so above the flat 
valley floor now. Off a ways, i can see Chesapeake, my 
truck, parked in a turnaround. Further west rises the 



[ 26 ]

s t u  J e n k s

gentle silhouette of the whetstone Mountain range, and 
to the southwest, the large blue mass of the Huachuca 
Mountains.

i’m standing in a cradle of space created by more 
boulders. There is a sheltering feeling to this place. The 
granite hasn’t been worn by cattle hoofs or hiking boot 
soles. it’s still as rough as coarse sandpaper. A middle-
aged Juniper tree struggles for purchase in a crack in 
one of the boulders, the tree wider than its height, 
gnarled by the westerly winds. There is no real soil to 
speak of. Only fine granite dust and pebbles, but life 
does find a way.

To the east stands a tall rock tower, another 800 feet 
higher than where i sit. That peak was my initial goal. 
i can picture the route up to the top, up that crevasse, 
hop that gap between boulders, spider up that side, but i 
decide not to attempt it. Over the years, i’ve learned that 
i sometimes prefer to stop just before a summit, for when 
i’m on the mountain top, i can’t see the mountain top. i’m 
standing on it. But if i stop just a ways before the top, i can 
see the peak and feel the summit at the same time. Plus 
right now, this shelter of stones, these rock hands holding 

me, feels very healing, and healing is what i need, much 
more that a summit pitch.

i take out the Brownie and squeeze off a couple of 
diptychs of that three-foot Juniper tree. i also have my 
Pentax with its 28 mm lenses with me and i take some 
shots of the tree with it, as well. i look around for some 
other images but feel a little lost in the moment and decide 
to put down the cameras.

i begin to wander around my large stone cradle, to 
those stones over there, then to that ocotillo, then back 
to the center again. i walk more lightly than i usually do. 
i’m so aware of how virgin this landscape is, how perhaps 
onl a hiker or two over the years has climbed up here. it 
isn’t really that dramatic of a spot to draw most people. 
i wouldn’t be at all surprised if the last person up here 
wasn’t Apache.

My wanderings in this space take me to a granite 
rock that’s shaped like those stone megaliths you find 
dispersed throughout the British isles. Pointy at the top, 
wide toward the base, not a standing stone moved by 
men, but a stone left after all around it has eroded away. 
And i then see the shot; ocotillos to the left, the stone on 
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the right, a group of even more dramatic granite slabs and 
boulders far to the north. Now those stones over there 
would attract the occasional weekend warrior looking 
to bag a few boulders. Apache sentries from a century 
ago might want to sit atop them as well. i compose the 
image. i pop a couple exposures. Then a couple more. i 
then put down the Brownie and grab the Pentax. i take 
some shots with the 35mm, but i can tell it won’t be the 
same as the images taken with the Kodak. The Pentax 
will create an actual record of the Standing Stone and 
the boulders in the distance. That’s not bad, but i’m 
looking to create a bit more of a dreamy image, not just 
an actual representation of reality. The Brownie’s great 
for that, with its cheap plastic lens, that’s only in focus in 
the center of the frame. But the Pentax does its job well 
too. Both cameras have their strengths and weakness. i 
love them both.

After a few more minutes, i pack up my gear and 
plan my descent. i’ll go a different route down. i gaze 
down and kinda-sorta see a way to climb down. Slowly, 
sometimes in reverse spider form, i make my descent. 
Takes no time really. Before too long, i’m out of the 
boulders and walking the narrow trail that’s leading me 
through the waist-high grass.

well, not out of all the boulders. To the south, i 
see in the grassy flat, a small group of twenty-foot high 
granite rocks, clustered together as if they are trying to 
stay warm, and i flashback to Bear Butte, South Dakota, 
23 years ago. One of those fast visual memories with few 
words but with huge amounts of feeling and power.

Crazy Horse. Those Council rocks in South Dakota. 
These rocks here reminding me of those stones there. i 
slowly walk toward that huddling cluster of stones and 
fall in memory. A very spacey, brightly colored memory.

Summer, 1982:
Tom, John and i drove up to Chicago to be part of 

Bo and Cathy’s wedding. great wedding: John was best 
man, Tom played his mandolin and i filmed it all on 
my 8mm movie camera. Cathy seemed really sweet too, 
(not like some of the other women Bo has dated.) we are 
hopeful for them. (Bo and Cathy are still married and 
their twin boys recently graduated from the University of 
South Carolina.) Tom and John had to get home to North 
Carolina another way, for i was taking my second-ever 
road trip out west. Just me and the Chevy.

My first trip out west in 1977 was more struggle 
than fun. i hitchhiked from North Carolina to visit 
friends of friends in Austin, Texas, and then i couldn’t get 
picked up leaving Austin to save my life, and had to take a 
bus to Colorado. Bob, my old friend from Chapel Hill had 
transferred to a school in Colorado. Seems there were just 
too many distractions for him at The University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, if you know what i mean. when 
i got to Alamosa, Colorado, Bob had gotten me a room in 
an empty college dorm, but since i was hitchhiking and 
i feared getting arrested, i didn’t bring along any dope to 
smoke and had to bum pot off people in Colorado. That 
really sucked in about half a dozen different ways. The 
ride back to Carolina with Bob’s brother, ray was quite 
fun actually, drinking Lone Star and Coors as we drove, 
and the hiking up The great Sand Dunes in Colorado 
was fabulous, but when i returned home, i was utterly 
exhausted, wondering if the trip had been worth the time, 
energy and money.

But this trip is different, at least i hope it will be. 
i was with close friends until Chicago and being part 
of Bo and Cathy’s wedding was a great beginning to 
the journey. i have plenty of marijuana with me, and a 
shit-load of acid and mushrooms, as well. i’ve saved up 
a little money by living at home with my folks, while 
waiting tables at a Marriott in raleigh, North Carolina. 
And i’m in a 1966 Chevy ii i inherited from my deceased 
grandmother, Mama Lillie. Four doors, build like a tank, 
with a big back seat, that’s great for sleeping and other 
intimacies. i am filled with hope, false hopes perhaps, 
of getting back together with Alicia in San Francisco. i’ll 
call her when i get there. in the back of my mind, i’m 
considering moving to a new city out west somewhere. 
i told my friends in Chapel Hill, it was like that Talking 
Heads song. ‘Looking for a city to live in.’ Maybe San 
Francisco will be that city, or perhaps Tucson where my 
aunt and uncle live.

i‘m a few days out of Chicago. i dropped some acid 
after i crossed the South Dakota line. Haven’t peaked yet, 
but i’m feeling a little overly connected. The hum of my 
tires matches the hum in my head. i exit interstate 80 east 
of wall and drive on a two-lane farm road for a few miles. 
i pull off onto the shoulder. i step out of my Chevy and 
watch, for about an hour, the wind blowing across the top 
of these huge fields of wheat that surround me. grey rain 
clouds race overhead. Some rain falls, then it stops, then 
it starts to rain again, but always there is the constant 
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wind through the wheat. They are waving at me. Hello, 
wheat. So these are the amber waves of grain they sing 
about? it’s so pretty. i’m sure glad i dropped this acid. But 
i wonder if it’s like Bo says, “You don’t really need dope 
when things are already beautiful. Dope just messes with 
the high that’s already there.” Maybe. Too late now.

That night, i collapse in a fleabag motel in wall, 
South Dakota. The next morning, i’m up early, pay the 
bill, get a cup of coffee, load a bowl, smoke it, and i’m 
back on i-80 west. My goal for the day is to make it to 
Mount rushmore, timing the LSD i will soon drop, so i 
will peak right when i see the four presidential faces.

The morning light amazes me. i have never seen light 
like this back in North Carolina. Too much humidity i 
guess. Each blade of grass seemed alive, shining in the early 
morning light. Could be the pot. Could be the residual 
of yesterday’s LSD. Could be the grass itself. Could be all 
three and a fourth-something i don’t know about. Yea, 
there does seem to be a fourth-something i’m missing all 
time. i light the pipe, inhale deeply and hold it.

i’ve been driving a little more than an hour when 
off to the right i notice a dome-shaped mountain rising 
alone out of the grassy plains. i exit the interstate and 
drive toward the mountain. i know it isn’t in my plans, 
but Mount rushmore will just have to wait.

i soon discover i’m entering Bear Butte State Park. 
Through my open driver’s side window, i suddenly see a 
small herd of buffalo eating grass near the roadside. real 
live buffalo! i stopped at the first History road sign and 
read about this place.

Seems Bear Butte is sacred ground to many Native 
tribes, primarily the Lakota and the Cheyenne. indians 
from all over the United States come here to pray. No 
kidding? They tie medicine bundles to the trees as a 
form of worship. The sign says that we whites can hike 
to the top of the butte too, but to respect the closed areas 
that are only for the Native People, and to not disturb 
the prayer bundles. Prayer bundles? what kind of prayer 
bundles? i get back in my Chevy and quickly drive to 
the parking lot, next to the trail that leads to the top. 
i grab some water, some pot, a plastic whirligig to give 
as my own little prayer offering and head up the trail. 
Very soon though, the trail splits. Left goes up to the 
top, right goes to a number of boulders off to my right. 
i’ll go check out the boulders first before i head toward 
the summit.

There, i found another historic
marker stating that this natural amphitheatre of 

boulders was a place where Native people would come 
and discuss the events of the day. red Cloud, Crazy 
Horse, Sitting Bull, all stood here, it said, and they spoke 
to the members of their tribes about the troubled times 
they lived in. wow. i walked up to the most obvious rock 
that looks like a pulpit. i place my hand on it. i’m all 
alone. it’s the middle of the week. Nobody but me and 
the buffalo. i looked at the surrounding boulders. i’m not 
an emotional guy, but i’m close to tears, standing here. i 
close my eyes. i don’t feel alone. i can almost hear voices. 
i swear i hear people talking.

Summer, 2005:
These boulders are smaller than those at Bear Butte, 

but the feel is similar. i walk up to one and place my hand 
on its side. i close my eyes. i breathe in. That intuition from 
earlier returns. Something happened here. Maybe not 
right here but close by. Something important, something 
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big, like Crazy Horse talking at Bear 
Butte. Maybe as i read more about 
Cochise, i’ll find out. i breathe deep 
again. i think about taking a couple 
more Brownie images but reconsider. 
isn’t the time for that. My hand on the 
rock with be my record, not exposed 
silver on plastic.

i close my eyes.
i breathe in. i connect.
i breathe out. i see a world.
i breathe in again. The world 

opens up.
i breathe out again. it is beautiful.

[Footnote: Many thanks to Edwin 
Sweeney and his great scholarly books, 
“Cochise, Chiricahua Apache Chief.” and 
“Making Peace with Cochise: The 1872 
Journal of Captain Joseph Alton Sladen.” 
Of all the books I’ve read on the Apaches 
of Southeast Arizona, his, I believe, are 
some of the most accurate records of those 
times. The renowned Apache historian 
Eve Ball’s marvelous book “Indeh” and 
others of her writings are also great source 
materials. Also, thank you to Robert H. 
Forbes’ “Letters to the Journal of Arizona 
History”, Jay W. Sharp’s “Cochise and the 
Bascom Affair”, and Frank C. Lockwood’s 
“The Apache Indians”. And no, the above 
circle of rocks that reminded me of Bear 
Butte was not The Council Rocks. That 
historic and sacred area lies less than a 
mile to the north of the cradle of rocks I 
climbed to, that day in 2005.  I’ve visited 
The Council Rocks many times over the 
past five years. And I’ve heard the ghost 
voices of Apaches there. Others have heard 
them too. And I’m sober as a deacon, these 
days—Summer, 2010]
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1870-Something 
& 

In A Secret Place
c o c h I s e ’ s  s t r o n g h o l d ,  d r a g o o n  M o u n ta I n s , 

a r I z o n a 
s u M M e r ,  1 8 7 4 ,  s P r I n g ,  1 9 8 4  &  s u M M e r ,  2 0 0 5 

Last time I was at Cochise’s Stronghold was in the early 1990’s, 
shortly after karen and I broke up. (Actually she left me. Back then I 
was a therapeutic pain-in-the-ass, sharing too much of what I thought 
and felt. It killed the relationship. I don’t blame her for leaving. As 
a friend once said ‘180 degrees from sick is still sick.’ I went from 
being a man who shared nothing of note to someone who shared 
everything. I’m surprised I had any friends at all back then, much less 
a beautiful lover like karen. She eventually remarried her ex-husband 
and had another child.) As I recall, I didn’t hike all the way up to the 
Stronghold Saddle that day, but turned around after a mile or so. Don’t 
know if I was too depressed to hike or was just tired. It was a bad time. 

the first time I ever came here was back in 1984, soon after I 
moved to Arizona from North Carolina. that time I did hike to the 
Saddle and took some photos with an old eastman kodak tourist 
Bellows camera I got from my Dad. If I remember right, it was a 
relatively tough hike but not too bad. then again, I was 28 at the time, 
and you can bet your bottom dollar, I was stoned on Colombian Dope. 
Back then, I was a true believer in the Stay high Philosophy. But I’m 
50 now. Not stoned today, nor have I partaken in over 20 years. And 
I’ve learned to keep my mouth shut. Some. 

the tides of war raged through this part of Arizona in the 
Nineteenth Century, but what this part of the Dragoon Mountains is 
known for today, is a very nice small yet modern campground with 
toilets and running water, and a story about Cochise’s bones lying 
hidden, up in these hills. No one knows where he’s buried. No one 
alive, that is. 

I’ve been hiking the Stronghold trail now for a good couple 
of hours. Soon I’ll be at the Saddle. It’s a hot summer day, hovering 
around a hundred degrees. the light’s bad for photography but really 
good for hiking and seeing and being. 

today, for some reason, a lot of anger and judgment came out of 
me on the first couple miles of the trail. I’m used to quietly talking to 
God on the trail, but it’s uncommon for me to complain to he/she/it. 
I surely did yell at him/her today. 
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The vitriolic heat surprised even me. guess i had a 
few things to rage about: 

Angry at Annie for breaking up with me a few weeks 
back. (Seems reasonable that i’m pissed about that.) 

Disgust with the loud obese white people on 
horseback i passed a while ago. (i felt bad for the poor 
horses. They labored under the heavy weight of those 
fat fucks.) 

rage at that guy i saw hiking while he talked loudly 
on his cell phone. (So fucking weird. Shut the fuck up! 
Listen to the Land, pal. if it scares you that fucking bad, 
don’t come. And if you’re that busy, stay home!) 

Judging myself harshly, for living a safe life, with a 
secure day job, when i could be taking more risks. (i could 
be more than i am, but alas, the fears of getting poorer 
and further into debt, have kept me stuck in a courthouse 
job that has little meaning to me now.) 

Then again, i’m clean and sober and reasonably 

happy. wasn’t it Freud who said the goal of psychother-
apy was ‘Ordinary Unhappiness’? Hell, i’m doing better 
than that. 

So i spoke out loud. A lot. No one was around. But it 
was weird, even for me. 

Ah, what the hell. Still no living human beings in 
this neck of the woods. All the fat and noisy white people 
are below me. i’ll just keep talking to god and the Land 
and have a good time. 

“Man, this early afternoon light really sucks for 
photographs,” i say aloud. 

“Definitively isn’t the ‘Magic Hour’ light of just 
before sunset. what should i call this harsh light? 
Hmm. i know. i’ll call it ‘Motherfuck’ light. You’ve been 
up all night with a whore who doesn’t take money, only 
your Coke. You finally get to sleep at dawn and then 
you wake up at Noon. You quietly get out of bed so 
as not to wake the Crack-whore-who-Has-No-Name 
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sleeping next to you. You take a swig off of last night’s 
beer and open the front door. You walk out onto the 
front stoop to see if your car is parked in the driveway, 
and you are slapped hard in the head by the Noonday 
Sun. ‘Motherfuck’, you say. Yep. This is ‘Motherfuck’ 
light. And i’m so happy, god, i didn’t say ‘Motherfuck’ 
the first thing this morning.” 

The 100-degree heat warms all the plants and 
trees, releasing strong and pungent fragrances into  
the air. 

“Jesus, that Juniper’s smell is amazing,” i say. 
i walk up to a large healthy Juniper growing next to 

the trail. 
“May i? i ask. 
“You bet,” i hear the tree say. 
i pluck a small bough from a branch at eye level, 

rub it into a ball in my hands, and hold it to my nose, 
deeply inhaling its fragrance as i continue up the trail. 

“Oh man,” i say, feeling the smell invigorate me. 
Then, out of the blue, i think of my dead father. i 

speak to him. 
“Hey, Dad, could you be here with me right now?” 

i ask.
 Suddenly, just behind me, off my left shoulder, i feel 

my father.
“Hey, could you make your presence physically 

known to me? Just for shits and giggles.”
i feel the light weight of a hand on my shoulder. (i’m 

not making this up.)   
“Thanks Dad,” i say.
“i gotta tell you, Dad, it’s quite a mind-fuck having 

you around now sometimes. when you were alive, you 
were one judgmental son-of-a-bitch. i hardly wanted to 
talk to you at all back then. Sure, i knew that you loved 
me, and you told me you loved me often, which was nice; 
but mostly you were a jerk, who made it pretty clear you 
didn’t like me very much. So, except for the last couple 
years of your life, i kept a safe distance. But now, you’re 
this kind, encouraging, compassionate presence who 
wants me to be all that i can be, who nudges me to be 
happy and who seems to be here to help me. it’s great, 
Dad. Don’t get me wrong, but it is a mind-fuck.”

i can feel his smile.
“Could you do me a favor?” i ask.
“what’s that?” he says.
“Could you be around when i’m confused sometimes, 

without me asking for you to drop by?” i say, “is that 
against the woo woo rules on the Other Side? Now, i don’t 
want you around all the time, mind you, not when i’m 
having sex or something like that, and not every time i’m 
confused. But just be here sometimes to help me through 
some tough spots, when i forget to ask you to show up. 
Could you do that? i know you are probably busy with 
your own work, maybe being with Mom and doing other 
nice-dead-people stuff, but then again, in reality, there is 
no such thing as time or space or separation, is there? So 
i guess you can be in many places at once. But here, Dad? 
Here on Terra Firma, with the living? it’s pretty linear and 
straightforward most of the time with only a few bright 
moments of Blindside Spirituality, if you know what i 
mean. well, more than a few. Anyway, i’m rambling. i’m 
just asking, could you surprise me sometimes and just 
show up?” 

“You bet,” Dad says. 
“Thanks. i would really appreciate that.”
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i can feel his gentle hand on my shoulder again.
“Could you stay with me awhile?” i ask.
“Sure.”
For a while, my Dad Stuart and i walk up the trail, 

his spirit just a little behind me. it feels really nice. Then 
suddenly, i feel him stop on the trail. i turn around and 
look at the empty space. 

“what?” i ask.
“i gotta go. i’ll be back soon,” Dad says.
“Oh. OK.” i say, a little sad he has to leave so soon.
“i’ll be back,” he says, reassuring me. He reassures 

me now. Can’t tell you how nice that is.
“OK. i’ll see you when you get back.” 
And then, i don’t feel him around at all. Here one 

minute, gone the next. 
Alone, i march up the steep trail. Off to my right, 

rest stacks of twenty to thirty foot tall granite boulders. 
To my left runs a tall ridgeline of Junipers and Mexican 
Blue Oaks. i sigh. 

“Just me, me and me now. And god too i suppose.” 
i say to the Land. 

The next couple hours i hike all around the 
Stronghold Proper, up to the Saddle, up hill and down 

ridge. Seeing a lot, thinking very little, feeling a ton. i 
feel intoxicated by my own endorphins, by the smells, the 
sights, and the spirits. 

The land’s now thick with Juniper trees, Mexican 
Live Oaks, Beargrass, Chaparral and Manzanita bushes. 
The scents of all these plants intertwine so i don’t know 
where the Juniper ends and the Beargrass begins. i 
carefully thread my way upward through the thick woods 
toward a ridge between some rocks and some trees. i 
squat-walk under some Junipers, then carefully step over 
a dead Manzanita, then grab a handful of boulder and 
pull myself up and over the next pitch.

Soon i arrive at a large group of boulders, just shy of 
a southeastern ridge. it’ll be an easy pitch up to the ridge 
now, but i’m completely taken by these rocks. 

“Come back to the stones,” says the still quiet voice. 
i will, but i have to make that ridge first. 

i take the last pitch and in no time, i’m at the 
ridgeline, looking full face at The Stronghold Towers. 
They are something to see, huge domes against a deep 
blue sky. But as i sit down and drink some water, i 
immediately feel that this is not the place for me to be, 
that i need to go down to that boulder group below. 
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Something’s there. i obey the still voice, shoulder my 
water pack, and head down.

Soon, i arrive back at a group of large twenty-five 
foot tall boulders and find a sliver of blessed shade among 
them, providing welcome relief from the mid-afternoon 
sun. i sit. i drink some more water. i do little else. Maybe 
a quick thought of thanks for these rocks, but that’s about 
all i think about. i may be getting a bit heat-strokey now, 
but i’m OK. won’t be the first time i’m a bit dehydrated. 
won’t be the last. 

After a little rest, i begin to investigate my sur- 
roundings, climbing through the thin slots between boul-
ders, gazing at the beautiful red Manzanita bushes that 
grow among the rocks, touching the deep holes in the 
stones that look like places where women have ground 
grain, but in actuality are simply places where the rain 
has settled for hundreds of years. 

i find a flat sandy area behind a large boulder and 
immediately imagine a spiral there. i find a twig and 
begin to carve a spiral in the ground. Too many small 
rocks. i break up the ground with my hands, throwing 
the larger pebbles to the side. Hmm. Never done that 
before when i made a ground spiral. i smooth the ground 

with my stick and begin to carve another small spiral in 
the earth. 

Suddenly i get this intense feeling of déjà vu. A real 
live ‘i’ve been here before’ thing, even though i know i 
never stepped on these rocks in this lifetime, never carved 
a spiral here before. But suddenly i feel like i know every 
inch of this place, like it’s old hat to me. 

And then i feel a parting of a veil between two 
worlds, like i’m in two times at once, long time ago and 
right now. Here, in 2005, and there, in 1870-something. 
Here, a middle-aged white man from the South, drawing 
a small spiral in the dirt beneath a boulder.

There, a twelve-year-old Apache boy, playing with a 
stick on the same piece of ground. Same place, same soul, 
two different bodies, two different times. i could almost hear 
the squeal of other children playing nearby, smell the wood 
cook-fire smoke, sense the many people busy all around. 
But i close my eyes and open them again, and it’s just me in 
the Summer of 2005, with the easy wind and the slow heat. 
i feel the curtain close. i finish drawing my spiral with my 
finger and stand up. i notice a black raven flying overhead

“i give this to you as a gift,” i say, to the bird and to 
those on the Other Side.
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i find a high rock and say my Four Directions Prayer: 
“To the East, god and Humanness. To the North, Courage 
and Vulnerability. To the west, Self-Awareness and 
Forgiveness. And to the South, Feelings and wisdom. To 
the Sky, and to the Earth, and to All-There-is. Ok, god. 
Let’s do it.” 

i step down off the rock and head back to the shade. 
i rest and breathe and drink some 

more water. A little time passes. A lot of time passes. 
i get pleasantly lost in time. i may have napped for a bit. 
But i don’t know.

i have a couple hours of sun left. i prepare for the 
trip down. i take a couple of pictures of things, but today, 
the best pictures are in my head and in my soul, not in 
the Brownie. 

i shoulder my water-pack and rock-hop down the 
ridge. it’s an easy traverse back to the main trail. in no 
time, i’m heading down the trail. Two and half miles to 
the truck, i suppose. i’m tired, but good. 

The sun blazes hot and i feel a bit of sunburn on 
my shoulder. My Krispy Kreme baseball cap keeps my 
head cool but it’s still awfully hot. Then i have a thought 
on how to really cool down. i smile. i haven’t seen 
anyone for hours now, and it’s getting late in the day, 
so i’m guessing i’m the only one up in the Stronghold. i 
probably won’t see a soul until i get back to the parking 
lot. My smile broadens. 

A few minutes later, i imagine what this scene might 
look like to say, perhaps, the ghost of an Apache woman 
sitting on a rock nearby.

She might see a white man, kind of thin but with 
a little muscle, with a funny-looking backpack on his 
back, hiking shoes on his feet and a Krispy Kreme cap 
on his head. And wearing nothing else, his clothes in 
his right hand. His white ass as bright as the rising  
full moon.

“Nice ass,” she says. 
[‘in A Secret Place’: regarding Cochise’s Death:]
it appears Cochise had been sick for years with an 

ailment that was mostly like stomach cancer. He became 
weaker over time, and got drunk a lot, probably to kill the 
pain. Tiswin was his drink of choice, a fermented corn 
beer the Apaches brewed.

Cochise groomed his eldest son Taza to take over 
as chief of the Chokonen Apaches. As he neared death, 
he handed the reins over to Taza. (Naiche was Cochise’s 
youngest one.) Cochise’s last official words to his band 

were to “…forever live in peace with the whites and 
to always do what Jeffords tells you to do…” Taza may 
have been Chief, but Jeffords’ had most of Cochise’s 
confidence. 

Taza’s first official act as Chief was to find the witch 
who had made his father ill. Taza found someone who fit 
the bill, but Tom Jeffords convinced him to let the accused 
witch go.

Cochise continued to get sicker, lapsing in and out 
of comas for weeks. 

On June 7th, 1874, Tom Jeffords visited his old 
friend for the last time. They talked a bit, and as Jeffords 
was about to leave, Cochise said,

“Do you think you’ll ever see me alive again?” 
with his typical bluntness, Jeffords said, “No, i don’t 

think i will. i think by tomorrow night, you’ll be dead.”
“Yes, i think so too,” said Cochise.
 “Do you think we’ll ever meet again?” Cochise asked 

his friend.
“i don’t know,” said Jeffords, “what’s your opinion 

about it?”
“i have been thinking a good deal about it while i’ve 

been sick here, and i believe we will, Tom. good friends 
will also meet again...up there,” Cochise said, pointing 
to the sky. 

Cochise died the next morning, on June 8th, 1874. 
The news spread very fast. Fred Hughes, Tom Jeffords’ 
assistant on the reservation said, “...the howl that went 
up from these people was fearful to listen to, and it 
kept up throughout the night, until daylight the next 
morning…” 

Cochise’s body was prepared for burial. Probably 
his wife Dos-teh-seh was in charge of this. They bathed 
his body, combed his hair and dressed him in his best 
clothes. His burial probably took place the day after his 
death. Usually the custom was that only close relatives 
and some extended family were present at the burial 
of an Apache chief, but Cochise was the exception, 
allowing all of his band to be present, if they wished 
to come.

Jeffords wrote later of what he experienced that day:
“it is a custom among these indians, when one 

of their number dies, to burn some clothing, blankets, 
etc. at the grave of the deceased. Upon the death of 
Cochise, i found that his whole band had stripped 
themselves of almost their entire clothing and burnt it 
at his grave...”
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“He was dressed in his best war garments, decorated 
with war paint and head feathers, and wrapped in a 
splendid heavy red woolen blanket that Colonel H. 
C. Hooker had given him. He was then placed on his 
favorite horse. He and his horse were then guided to 
a rough and lonely place among the rocks and chasms 
in the Stronghold, where there was a deep fissure in 
the cliff. The horse was killed and dropped into the 
depths. Cochise’s favorite dog was also killed. His gun 
and other arms were then thrown in, and last, Cochise 

was lowered with lariats into the rocky sepulcher, deep 
in the gorge.” 

Tom Jeffords nor any Apaches have ever told where 
Cochise was buried. its location is still a secret to  
this day. 

Cochise’s oldest son, Tawa, died just two years 
after his father. He contracted pneumonia while in 
washington, D.C. and died on September 26, 1876. He 
was buried at Congressional Cemetery. He was only  
35 years old. 



The Grave of Thomas J. Jeffords
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The sign says: ‘No Photography Without 
Permission,’’ along with about a dozen other rules. I 
think I’ll ignore the first rule today and if I get caught, I’ll 
plead ignorance of the law. I know it’s no excuse, but hey. 
I’m being respectful. And I’m here to shoot.

So tom, where the devil are you?
I had no idea you were buried here in tucson, much 

less you lived your final years just north of here at owls’ 
head, until I discovered this information on a website 
called “the Land of Cochise.” Anyway, tom, you would 

get a kick out of this site. George, the guy who built the 
site, had very good intentions and did a great job, plus 
he’s hooked up with ed Sweeney, the renowned Apache 
scholar, in hopes of getting the facts right. George and ed 
both appear to have deep empathy for what happened to 
the Apaches, and that’s saying a lot these days, in this 
time of Post-Modern American Narcissism. 

tom, if you were alive today, I bet you could say a 
thing or two about just how violent, tough, deadly, and 
dirty Arizona was in your time. Nineteenth Century 
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Arizona wasn’t like old tucson, the clean, polite, sexless 
tourist trap to the west of here. We Modern Americans 
may be thoughtless and self-centered, but it’s been a 
while since a number of drunk tucsonans have ridden 
out to a nearby Apache rancheria and killed old men, 
women and children for fun. And it isn’t lost on me that 
you, tom, didn’t retire in town but rather, bought some 
land way north of tucson, in the tortillita Mountains. 

So you never married, never had kids, did you? 
Seems like you did have quite a few friends, judging from 

the obituary I read, and you would have liked the funeral 
notice. they mentioned your accomplishments and your 
friendship with Cochise, but they also mentioned your 
love for gambling and that you were a stand-up guy. 
one of the nicest comments, tom, came from Governor 
hughes:

“Captain Jeffords was six feet, two inches and 
straight as an arrow. his hair was brown and his eyes 
blue. he generally was smooth shaven. he was very quiet 
and dressed usually in civilian dress, except when he 
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wore indian costume. He was absolutely without fear, and 
his word was never broken. He was like an indian in this 
respect, that when he once gave his word it was law.”

Nice, huh? 
They also said, in the obit, you were “of a very jovial 

disposition and kept up his good nature into his old age.” 
Boy, i wish i could say the same for myself. i seem to be 
more like a grumpy old man everyday and i’m only 50. i 
could learn from your example. Then again, you did live 
alone out of town, in the deep desert. Bet that helped your 
‘ jovial disposition.’ it sure would help mine.

So where are you buried, Tom? i didn’t think this 
would be that difficult. i figure i just need to find the part 
of Evergreen Cemetery that has the folks who died in the 
1910’s. Can’t be that many people. Tucson wasn’t that big.

i walk across the soft green grass tuft, down row after 
row of headstones, looking at names and dates. Many of 
the names are familiar, for they are now the names of 
streets and buildings and neighborhoods in Tucson. No 
Tom yet. Still in the 1920’s. i need to find the teens.

Miracle Mile/North Oracle road, a major North/
South thoroughfare in Tucson, hums with rush hour traffic 
to the east. it’s past six. Plenty of daylight left and the light’s 
really nice right now. Just entering the Magic Hour.

Now, i’m in some graves from the teens.
“Tom, where are you?” i say quietly.
 i feel a pull from the east, and a bit to the north. 

i’ve got about four more rows of graves until i hit the wall 
that separates Evergreen Cemetery from Oracle road. 
i’ll just keep doing what i’m doing, walking each row in 
succession and if Tom is here, i’ll find him. Unless his 
stone is gone. That is a possibility.

One row, then another. No Tom. Next to last row. 
No Tom. Hmmm. Last row before the street. Maybe my 

intuition was wrong, but i swear i felt a pull toward the 
east, and i’m east now. i walk, looking at each headstone, 
looking for the name of Jeffords. 

Then second from the end, the next to last headstone 
in this section of the cemetery, i find the grave of Thomas 
J. Jeffords. 

The stone is new, placed in 1964 by the Daughters 
of the American Pioneers. The women came through for 
you, Tom. i look to the stone next to Tom’s. The name 
and date can barely be read in its dark gray surface and a 
large chunk of granite has broken off from the top of this 
almost anonymous stone. Tom’s stone, however, is bright 
gray-white, with petals of red plastics flowers scattered 
around it. A small American flag is stuck in the ground 
at the gravestone’s base. Small stones rest on its top, in 
that Jewish way of honoring the dead. [Years later when 
i came back to reshoot, the flag, flowers and stones were 
gone.] People come here to honor you, Tom. The face of 
the stone notes Tom’s friendship with Cochise and Tom’s 
place in history.

“Hey, Tom, how you doing?” i say to the headstone.
i squat down in the soft grass and take out my 

Brownie. Oracle road’s traffic speeds by behind me, the 
cars and trucks less than fifty feet away on the other side 
of a masonry wall. i see i only have six exposures left on 
this roll. Let’s make ’em count.

i see the triptych. i shoot the triptych. i take one 
blurred-motion diptych as a back up and a single shot for 
good measure. i stand up, pack up my camera, shoulder 
my mini-camera bag, and then hunker down, close to the 
ground. i stare at the white headstone and smile.

“glad to meet you, Tom, and thanks for doing what 
you did. You were a good man.”

i give Tom’s stone a soft pat on its head. 
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Stony walked out of the whorehouse dissatisfied. 
he figured that might happen, but he went anyway. It’s 
just a little before midnight, and tomorrow is his 26th 
birthday. It’s been a good week at his claim. Good six 
months, actually. Anyway, he felt like giving himself a 
present and that present was Crystal. But while he was 
thrusting into her from behind, watching her breasts 
sway, he had a passing thought of henrietta back home. 
he came quickly, gave Crystal a kiss on the cheek and 
paid her double her usual rate. Seemed rude that he had 
thought of henrietta when he was inside of her. Crystal 
smiled and kissed him on the neck and told him to come 
back any time. She pinched him on the ass as he walked 
out the door.

he’d left henrietta a year ago in the Valley of 
Virginia. She still lives with her widowed mother on 
those fifty-two acres they pretend is a farm. Singing 
in the church choir every Sunday, so said her letters. 
Wishing he would call for her, to board that train to 
tucson, she written twice already. It just wasn’t time yet, 
he wrote back.

henri turned every man’s head on the Saumsville 
road when she took the wagon to town. the prettiest girl 
in the county. top three at least. Bright smile and full lips, 
long blond hair the color of straw, cheeks like red apples, 
a body thin yet strong like a fence rail. the night before 
he left for Arizona he promised her that if he struck it 
rich, he’d send for her. they kissed each other long and 
hard on her front porch, their hands all over each other’s 
bodies, as if by touching everything, they would forget 
nothing. he’s made some good money now, but he hasn’t 
built a house yet. he needs to have that house built before 
he calls for her. 

the muddy street’s filled with cowboys and miners, 
going from hotel to saloon, spending their week’s 
earnings on whores, poker and whiskey. the Full Moon’s 
almost directly overhead. he stops in the street and gazes 
up at the Moon, thinking about henri and thinking all 

he really wants in the world, right now, is a hot bath. he 
turns and as he’s walking across the street toward the 
Chinese bathhouse, he hears his name called.

“Stony! hey, Stony!” 
he turns. It’s Merle Johnson. the luckiest, stupidest 

man in town. he’s also his best friend.

Un Dios Feliz
t o M b s t o n e ,  a r I z o n a  fa l l ,  1 8 8 9  &  s u M M e r ,  2 0 0 7 
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“Hey, Merle. How are you doing this evening?”
“Mighty fine. Hey, are you going to the The grand 

tonight, to play cards?” Merle seems a bit agitated.
“i wasn’t planning on it,” says Stony.
Merle looks a little disappointed, then bites his lower 

lip. He does that when he’s thinking hard. what’s the big 
deal? He usually only goes to The grand a couple times a 
week at most, not every night.

“Can i find someway to persuade you to come play 
poker with me tonight?” Merle asks.

“Merle, what going on?”
“Hell, Stony. Just come over to fucking grand 

tonight, OK?”
“Just tell me what the fuck is going on. i need to get 

a bath and then i was thinking of turning in. Unless you 
got something special planned, i think i’ll pass.”

Merle bit his lower lip again, then smiled to himself 
and shook his head.

“Just like you, Stony, to spoil the fucking surprise. 
A bunch of us are waiting for you over there. Tomorrow 
is your fucking birthday, as if you didn’t know, and we 
thought we’d throw you a little surprise party. Both 
Bobbys are there, young Bobby Christiansen and old 
Bobby Lopez! Mexican Bobby came all the way from 
Fronteras, Stony, to celebrate your goddamn birthday.”

“Bobby Lopez is here in Tombstone?”
“Do i fucking lisp? Yes, Bobby Lopez is here. And 

Charlie McLean left his claim in Charleston for the night, 
to raise a drink to you, too.”

Stony’s mouth dropped open.
“Charlie came to town?” Charlie only came to town 

when he is down to his last pound of flour and his last 
jug of shine.

“Yes, yes, yes, you dumb cocksucker. Charlie’s here and 
Harry wood has even closed up shop at the newspaper to 
see your birthday come in, and he’s brought Millie Benjamin 
with him too. And Karl Eisenfelder and his wife are there 
as well. god damn it, Stony! we’ve been waiting a fucking 
hour for you to come out of Madame Clarice’s!”

Merle bites his lip again. 
“i suppose we could invite Crystal, couldn’t we? She 

is a whore but i don’t that hold against her, and i know 
you like her a lot,” says Merle.

Stony stood dead still in the middle of the thor-
oughfare. He looked at the bathhouse. He looked at the  
whorehouse. He looked down the street toward The 
grand Hotel. Bobby Lopez stood on the front stoop of the  

hotel, his arms crossed, his sombrero silhouetted against 
the golden light coming from the hotel bar. Stony felt his 
eyes mist up. He smiled. i’ll be god damned. Bobby’s here.

He started walking toward the hotel when he heard a 
clap of thunder. Little late in the year for a monsoon. Then 
he stopped walking. He felt short of breath, and oddly 
warm and wet. He grabbed Merle’s shoulder to steady 
himself. He then looked down and saw the large red hole 
that was his stomach. He collapsed in the mud.

Next to the last thing he saw were the tears in Merle 
and Bobby’s eyes, as they looked down at him in the muddy 
thoroughfare. The Full Moon shone above their heads. 

Then he saw a beautiful ball of purple light being 
born out of the Moon. The purple ball seemed to come 
down Fremont Street and surround him, engulf him in 
its light. He no longer saw Merle or Bobby’s faces. He no 
longer saw anything or anyone. He felt just fine. Fine for 
the first time in a long time. Then, suddenly, he was above 
Tombstone, flying in the night sky, heading fast and true, 
due east, toward the Valley of Virginia. 
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Dad never talked about the 
War. All I knew was he left the Citadel 
before graduating to become a Second 
Lieutenant in the Marine Corps. that 
he was at okinawa. that Stuart hated 
camping, and disliked the portrayals of 
the War in movies and on tV. 

then “Saving Private ryan” came out. 
I gave him a videotape of it for Christmas. 
he watched it, and started to talk.

“this is the first movie to show a bit 
of what it was like. But it was much worse 
than that,” he says.

“Can you tell me anything about 
okinawa, Dad?” I ask.

In the past, he would change the 
subject or not say much. Not today.

“Well, I was shacked up with some 
babe in San Francisco. We used to go to 
church together,” he chuckled ironically. 
he has this faraway look, like when you 
think about a woman you still love. 

“Anyway, on Sunday, I’m going to 
church with her, and on Friday, I’m on a 
coral ridge on okinawa.”

“No kidding,” I say.
“Quite the change. Anyway, I 

took over command of a platoon. the 
lieutenant before me had got himself 
killed along with half of his men, trying 
to be a hero. Stupid son of a bitch. So, here 
I am, on some goddamn hill on okinawa, 
and I know I don’t know shit,” he says, 
laughing at himself. 

“But there’s this sergeant under me 
who has been fighting since Guadalcanal, 
and I know he knows a hell of a lot more 
about this than I do, so every order 
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i get ready to give, i run it by him first. Seems that he 
appreciated that too,” Dad says with another chuckle.

i bet your men loved you. wow. My dad was a good 
leader. Or at least not a stupid one.

“Did you see much fighting?” i ask. i feel kind of 
dumb asking such a clichéd question.

“well, most of the heavy fighting had ended before 
i got there, but we were still cleaning up the island and 
killing a lot of Japanese,” Dad says. 

“we were on this coral ridge. A long line of us Marines. 
My platoon and bunches of men on either side of us. Every 
night, the Japanese would charge up that hill, and every 
night, we would kill them. Problem was the next morning 
we had to go down the hill and dig in the hard coral and 
bury the poor bastards. i can tell you, that got old quick. So 
a few nights later, i order my men not to shoot at them, but 
shoot to the left of them and shoo them to the right and then 
the platoon on our right would kill the bastards and then 
they would have to bury them the next day,” He laughs. 
“That worked out pretty good,” Dad says. i’m laughing too.

“But the scariest moment i had was a month later 
when i went back from the line to take some r and r. got 
a hot meal and a shower and then, since i was an officer, 
i decided to sleep in this new Quoncet hut that had been 
brought on shore. Thing was that in the middle of the 
night, me and my Quoncet hut got caught in a crossfire 
between us and the Japanese. And the bullets would come 
in one side of the hut but not leave the other, just bounce 
around inside. For hours and hours. i was sure i was going 
to get hit that night but i didn’t. Scared the shit out of me.”

“i got to tell you though, son. war isn’t about being a 
hero or any of that shit. it’s about staying alive and keeping 
your men alive. All this hero-stuff is a bunch of crap.”

Dad gets quiet. i bet there are some other things to tell. 
The blood, the stench, the stupidity, the poor leadership, 
the death of friends, but he doesn’t say anything else. He’s 
said a lot today, and i appreciate it.

“Thanks, Dad,” i say, “for talking about this.”
He may not understand his touchy-feely, artsy-

fartsy son, but he does understand my sentiment and 
knows it’s genuine.

“You’re welcome, Stu,” he says.

i found this photograph of Dad a while ago. On the 
back was written, ‘June 28th, 1944.’

He’s full of piss and vinegar, as he would say. A new 
Marine and proud of it. He hadn’t seen any shit yet. That’ll 

come soon enough. He’s just proud to be a Marine.
After Okinawa, and after The war had ended, he 

was stationed in Peking for five months, his job being to 
command a troop of MPs.

“The hardest part of the job was to teach the Marines 
the difference between a China Man and a Japanese,” he 
told me one day. “Many soldiers thought they all looked 
alike. Can’t tell you how many Marines we arrested for 
killing a China Man.”

After The war was over, Dad joined the Marine 
reserves and in 1951, was send to Tokyo during the 
time of what he called ‘The Korean Fruckus.’ He drank 
a ton of sake while in Japan and didn’t touch alcohol for 
years afterwards. Scared him that bad. He didn’t want to 
become an alcoholic like his father and brother. in the 
1960’s, he allowed himself some alcohol, and became a 
two-fingers-of-Dewar’s-before-dinner drinker and drank 
a couple Miller Lights before bed. Near the end of his life, 
he stopped drinking all together.

He was tooted out of The Marines as a Lieutenant 
Colonel in the mid 1970’s and drew a small pension from 
The Corps until the day he died. And Mom has god’s 
Health insurance, and other survivor’s benefits, due to my 
father’s service to his country.

i didn’t serve, not in this lifetime, unless you count 
protesting the Vietnam war and the wars in iraq, which i 
don’t. The only uniform i ever wore was a Boy Scout uniform.

But i have a ton of love and respect for those who 
do serve. i do have that past life thing from gettysburg, 
but that’s not the reason for my love of soldiers. Or maybe 
it is, partly. i just know i admire the selflessness of men 
and women who want to serve their country, protect their 
people, and keep their home safe.

My father did his part, in spades.
i’ve been watching the HBO series “The Pacific”, 

thanks to a friend who burns the DVDs for me. i’m into 
hour seven now. Been watching it since last night. Hours 
and hours, i cry and cry. “Sweet Jesus Christ” i’ve said to 
the TV screen more than once. And i’m sad my dad’s not 
still alive so we can share this.

But what’s that feeling over my left shoulder? i feel a 
hand. i start to cry again. it’s my father.

“grab a chair, Dad” i say to the air. “You’ll like this. 
You want to watch it with me?” 

“i’ve been watching it with you, all along,” he says.
i feel a small squeeze on my shoulder. i don’t know 

what to say.
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May-Something, 1983, three in the Afternoon:
I thought after moving to tucson I wouldn’t want to 

die anymore.
I keep thinking about hiking to the top of Babo- 

quivari Peak and just sitting there and dying of thirst. I’d 
probably fuck that up too.

I feel like such a fuck-up, but I don’t tell anybody. 
Got to keep up the illusion that I got my shit together. I 
don’t know why I do that. I’m just scared of something, 
I guess.

Just got fired last week from that printing job at 
Multiple Listings Services. For good reason too. I don’t 
know how to offset print. I bullshitted my way into the 
job, saying I knew how to print on an AB Dick machine. 
I had been a printer at Cotton Incorporated in raleigh, 
North Carolina for a short time. I left out that I didn’t 
know what I was doing there either.

I do love the desert though, and my old Chevy two’s 
holding up pretty good. thank God for that. But I don’t 
have a pot to piss in, nor a window to throw it out of, and 

The Heart Sculpture on Lee Street
t u c s o n ,  a r I z o n a  •  s P r I n g ,  1 9 8 3 
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my next-door neighbor’s girlfriend keeps flirting with 
me. She creeps me out. 

thankfully I’ve got my dope-smoking friends 
across the courtyard and my new dealer is just two 
blocks away. Very convenient. the Pot’s strong here in 
tucson and cheaper than in North Carolina. Sweetness. 
And I can buy a fifth of Scotch at a 7-11. oh thank heaven 
for 7-11.  Just wish I didn’t feel like such a screw-up all 
the time. 

Alicia doesn’t want to talk to me anymore. hell, 
that’s nothing new. We broke up a couple years ago. I just 
can’t let her go I guess. I freaked her out when I showed 
up unannounced in San Francisco last July. What a 
coward I am. I should have simply called a few weeks 
ahead of time, instead of calling from Josh’s apartment 
near Golden Gate Park, but I was too afraid to do that. 
Chicken Shit. Couldn’t handle being rejected by her 
again, but that’s just what happened. 

When we had coffee, she told me she had a 
boyfriend. Well, of course, she has a boyfriend. A woman 
as beautiful and as talented as she? An actress with a 
model figure and that resonate voice? Women like that 
don’t stay single for long. I’m amazed she let me share 
her bed at all, for those few months back in Chapel hill. 
But I still love her. or something. What did she say when 
I dropped her off at the airport? 

“It’s now how much love but what kind,” she said 
to me. 

What in the hell does that mean?
My dad gave me $1,200 last winter. Was the 

money Mama Lillie left me after she died plus a little 
bit more. enough for gas and first-and-last rent once 
I got to tucson. But last night, I had to ask for more 
money. I hate asking for money from my Dad.  he hates 
it too. Fuck. I’m 27. I shouldn’t be asking the folks  
for money.

I’d hate to go back to waiting tables but it looks like 
that’s what I’m going to have to do. I’m a shitty waiter. 
I get too rattled when I get hit by a dinner rush. Cool 
is not my middle name. But the money’s good and I get 
paid daily. I like that. Sure can’t do much with this Art 
Degree, can I? Want to buy a ceramic pig nose? how 
about a photo of the spots where people died in traffic 
accidents? Not likely.

oh, and then there’s Patricia. God, what a heel 
am I. She took me in her arms last summer when I first 

visited tucson. I told her, from North Carolina last fall, 
I was coming back to be with her, but that was a lie, 
and I knew it. After I settled into my new bungalow 
last Christmas, I just sort of stopped calling Patricia. 
Coward. I don’t even know how to break up with a girl. 
I liked her but I guess I still have Alicia on my mind. I’m 
such an asshole.

My heart hurts. My brain hurts. everything hurts. 
It’s all my fault.

I look out of the kitchen window of my cheap 
duplex at the heart Sculpture I made when I was 
infatuated with African Patti. What a beauty she was. I 
loved her laugh, but I never had the guts to ask her out. 
Just wished from afar. the sculpture started out as a big 
old rusty can, then I smashed it with a sledgehammer 
and cut it with a torch to make it heart-shaped. And just 
last week, I painted it with red enamel. Seems finished 
now after all these years. I like the piece. My heart does 
feel battered. But now I hurt the hearts of others. You 
hurt me then I hurt you. Fuck me. 

I go to the freezer and scoop up a few ice cubes 
and drop them in a short glass. I pour three fingers of 
Dewar’s on top of them. I drink. It’s 3 p.m. (Southern 
rule: You’re not an alcoholic unless you drink before one 
in the afternoon. You can be drunk by two, but as long as 
you don’t start drinking before 1 p.m., you’re cool.) I take 
another long draw off the Scotch, loving the burn down 
my throat and the rush to my head.

My little Casio keyboard sits on the kitchen table. 
A rosewood pipe with the ashes of the third bowl of the 
day rests beside it.

I may be a drug addict but at least I’m not an 
alcoholic.

I load the bowl again, light it, and fill my lungs with 
Colombian. I hold it long. I exhale hard. Another rush to 
the head.

I turn on the keyboard. Maybe I’ll play that song 
about that déjà vu feeling I had last summer. I look at the 
keys. I swirl the ice and the Scotch around in its glass.

Fuck it. 
Fuck it all. 

[Note: Two weeks later, in the middle of the night, The 
Heart Sculpture was taken off my neighbor’s wall, never to be 
seen again.] 
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I found this image in a scrapbook from the 
1980’s. I modified the daylights out of it, cropped it, 
converted it from color to black and white, pushing 
the contrast hard, cleaned up the dust. It was with 
other images taken at the river from that time, most 
of them pretty mundane: people thickly smiling while 
sitting around a dining room table; benign images of 
the rappahannock river at sunset that had no pop to 
them at all; a rather dull shot of a tree. But this image 
was like a Magritte painting; very surreal, with an 
odd universality to it. It’s like it’s a still taken by a unit 
photographer on a movie set. 

Who is the Man in the Suit? Is he a banker, come to 
tell the Crab Man he had foreclosed on his farm? But the 
Crab Man seems to be smiling. Is he happy to see to Man 
in the Suit? or is it just a nervous grin? 

But I know these men. And I know some of their 
stories. the Man in the Suit is Buck Flintom, one of my 
deceased father’s best friends. And the Crab Man is my 
dad, Stuart. the image was taken at ed-Lil, the ancestral 
summer place of the Jenks clan on the rappahannock 
river in Virginia, and my best guess is it was taken 
in 1984, for it was in the same scrapbook that also 

contained images of my wedding to Denise, that same 
year. But why is Buck wearing a suit? I suppose it’s 
because Buck, who was probably still working for IBM 
in 1984, had most likely driven the three hours to ed-Lil, 
straight from work on a Friday afternoon, to spend the 
weekend with Stuart. 

And the photographer? that’s an even bigger 
mystery. I would have said it was Buck’s wife, Margaret, 
but wouldn’t he have taken off the three-piece suit, if he 
had gone home to pick her up? My best guess is it was 
my mother, Mary Jenks, who took the shot, and that, my 
friends, is quite shocking. Mary may be one of the worst 
photographers ever to walk the face of the earth, always 
cutting off heads, never holding the camera straight 
or steady, forever sticking her fingers over the lens of 
cameras. But you know what they say. A stopped clock 
is right, twice a day. And Mary was right on the money 
that afternoon. 

Sad. Mary is now anxious, old and dying of demen-
tia, and Dad is long dead, but Margaret and Buck are  
doing all right from what I hear, still living on their  
farm outside of raleigh, North Carolina. 

Life goes on, until it doesn’t. 

Accidental Magritte
M o t h e r s h e a d  n e c k ,  v I r g I n I a   •  s u M M e r  1 9 8 4  &  w I n t e r  2 0 0 9
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The Death of Self
e M M e r t o n ,  v I r g I n I a  •  s u M M e r ,  1 9 9 9 

M r. Self sold my parents a brand-new Chevrolet 
in the 1960s. (or was it Mr. Moss. I get confused. I was 
only five or six at the time.) Mr. Self’s body rests near his 
church in the small hamlet of emmerton, Virginia. I’m 
not making fun of his name here, but rather expressing 
spiritual gratitude for it. I can see his grave from the road 
as I drive by when I visit my folks in the Northern Neck, 

and his gravestone reminds me it’s never really about 
what I want. It’s about what we need. It’s not about Me. 
It’s about the Us. And when my ego, my Self separates me 
from you, it causes suffering. In me, in you, in all of us. 
the Death of Self is the divine goal. 

But don’t get me wrong. As I spy his grave off route 
3, I tend to be smiling. 
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“Are there any petroglyphs in the area, with 
spirals forms on them, that I can hike to? I say.

“Sure,” the park ranger says, “over there. there is a 
rock with a bunch of petroglyphs on it.”

he points westward into the vast valley of the 
Painted Desert. ‘over there’ doesn’t really seem quite 
specific enough.

“how far over there?” I ask.
“oh, not too far, really. You just go down the trail 

that starts over there.” 
there’s that “over there” again. But he seems to be 

pointing a lot closer this time.
“…and hike down to the valley floor and head 

toward those hills, over there and it’s a large boulder 

Over There
t h e  Pa I n t e d  d e s e r t,  a r I z o n a  •  fa l l ,  1 9 9 8 
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at the base of one of those hills, over there,” the  
ranger says.

“Is there a trail that goes there?” I ask.
“No, but it’s easy. Just head toward those hills once 

you get to the desert floor.”
‘those hills’ look to be about three to five miles 

away. It’s around 8:00 a.m. in october. Cold but it’ll 
warm up. Clean blue sky.

“So I can just bushwhack over there? No problem 
with that?” 

the ranger smiles. he’s in his early 30’s; trim, with 
a beard, wearing the standard Government Issue cotton 
polyester uniform of the U.S. Park Service. No hat.

“No, It’s no problem. have a good time.” his smile 
seems genuine. 

“thanks. I appreciate it. Spirals, right?”
“Yep. them and a lot of other symbols on that rock. 

over there.”
Cool.
“Well, I think I’ll hike out there with my camera and 

see. thanks again.”
“You bet.” he’s still smiling. A heck of a nice guy. 
I walk back to the truck and load up. Not too much 

gear. Just a tripod, my rollei, and some water. I head off 
to the trailhead and begin to hike down to the desert 
floor. Well-worn and well-maintained is this trail. 
You’ve got to give it to the Park Service, to keep things 
ship-shape. the walk’s easy. Still just above freezing 
but warming up. the Sun’s bright and feels good. I look 
off toward the boulder the ranger talked about. I think 
I see the hills he was pointing to. has to be them. No 
other hills in the direction of ‘over there.’ the air’s 
crisp and easy on the lungs. No wind. No tourists. Just 
the trail and I.

I get to the level valley floor and begin navigating 
around the base of a few small hills that rim this flat 
expanse of the Painted Desert. the red, white, yellow 
and blue strata of the hills become more noticeable and 
brilliant as the Sun rises. easy to see how this area got its 
name. to the west, I see the hills the ranger mentioned. 
Maybe just a couple of miles more. It’s warming up. I 
take off my winter jacket and sling it through my camera 
case strap. 

After an hour of walking, I can see a large boulder 
toward the north end of the ‘over-there’ hill. As I 
approach, I begin to see shapes. Petroglyphs of many 
types and sizes: Spirals, circles, zig zags, lizard shapes, 
hand prints, human stick figures, all carved into this 
one single boulder. 

there’s much speculation of what these prehistoric 
carvings signify. Some speculate they are messages 
back and forth between people, like a bulletin board. 
others think they are designations of boundary lines. 
Still others wonder if they aren’t ancient gang taggings. 
Perhaps, just perhaps, they were made because the 
Ancient Americans simply wanted to make them. M. 
Scott Peck, in his book on his travels to Scotland and 
his exploration of the stone megaliths on the British 
Isles, came up with a revolutionary proposition on why 
Pre-Celtic people made Stonehenge, and Avebury and 
the Standing Stones of Callanish. It wasn’t to perform 
primitive astronomy or to make places of worship. 
Maybe, he speculated, they dragged the Stones and 
created the Cairns and erected the Megaliths, in the 
pursuit of making Art. 

Perhaps these Ancients here, in the Arizona desert, 
carved these petroglyphs for similar creative reasons. 
they found a good rock, easy to find, easy to carve, and 
had at it. An Ancient saw a big rattler and he thinks 
‘I’ll put it on that rock.’ I love the Sun, another Ancient 
ponders. She carves the Sun on that rock. ‘I realize that I 
am here, that I exist, that I matter. Maybe a hand on that 
rock will let others know that they matter too,’ thinks 
another. ‘I see God all around me,’ she thinks. ‘A circle 
seems to say my love of God the best.’ She carves a circle 
on that rock.

red filter. Long exposure. F22. Maximum depth of 
field. I pop a few exposures, and then leave the camera 
on its tripod and climb atop another nearby boulder. I 
drink some water. I look over at that rock, covered with 
its symbols and marvel at its diversity. 

Whether they were messages or tags or memoirs 
or Fine Art, they are, nonetheless, bits of Wonder to me 
today. And I search for Wonder. 
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Spiral at The Great Salt Lake
u ta h  •  s u M M e r ,  1 9 9 9 

Vegas completely freaked me out. 
After a weekend of holotropic Breathwork 

in Prescott, I decided to drive through Las 
Vegas on my way to Utah. Bad idea. 

Let me explain: 
First a bit about Breathwork. holotropic 

Breathwork, in a nutshell, consists of breath-
ing too hard, listening to music too loud and 
laying on your back for two plus hours as your 
body and soul travel into a non-ordinary state 
of consciousness. While in that altered state, 
a breather can feel more hopeless than he has 
ever felt before. She can experience the collec-
tive unconscious or her past lives. he can be-
come a wolf or a tree. She can sit in the lap of 
God. he can feel the complete sadness of the 
world. She can re-experience her childhood 
anger at her father. or all the above. In two 
hours. And I pay good money for this. I tend 
to feel supremely stuck for a while in Breath-
works, scream and yell and crawl like a snake 
on its belly, rest for a bit, experience myself 
crossing the field of battle in Gettysburg for 
the tenth time, dying at Gettysburg for the 
tenth time, cry for all the hurt in the world, 
and near the end of the two hours, rise into the 
Clouds of God and fly effortlessly away. And 
that’s a good Breathwork experience. 

So on Sunday, the day after the 
Breathwork, I drove to Vegas for the first time 
in my life. Yes, I’m an idiot. Sounded like a 
good idea at the time. Bright lights. Big city. 

Lots of excitement. Yea, right. I forgot 
since I currently had no psychic boundaries 
to speak of, due to the intense breathing 
and my own personal surrendering to the 
process, I would tend to strongly feel what 
others feel. I’m empathic by nature. on 
Sunday, I was empathic to a fault. 
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Let’s just say I got to Vegas in the early afternoon, 
and even though I had every intention of staying the 
night, I fled the Strip around midnight. Lost $20 playing 
craps in as long as it takes you to read this paragraph. 
Won back $8.00 in nickels at a slot machine. (I have 
no idea how I won.) Left the faux replica of New York 
City, walked up the Strip to Caesar’s, got lost in the 
sports book there and couldn’t find my way out. Finally 
did find my way out, walked back down the Strip and 
cried joyful tears, watching the fountains at the Bellagio 
perform to the singing of Pavarotti. Walked down the 
Strip some more, entered a medieval castle, looked for 
a room, changed my mind at the last minute, and drove 
away as fast as I could, the lights of Vegas literally in 
my rearview mirror. I stopped at a casino south of the 
Utah border, thought of sleeping in my truck in the 
parking lot, couldn’t sleep, went inside to win my $12.00 
back, lost $20 more at the blackjack table, got back on 
Interstate 15, crossed into Utah, found a place to park off 
an exit ramp, and cried myself to sleep. 

the next morning I awoke at dawn, got back on 
I-15 and headed toward Cedar Breaks National Park. 
Actually it was this morning. Monday morning. Cedar 
Breaks still had meters of snow in places and it’s June! 
It was wonderfully cool in the alpine meadows at 
10,000 feet. I played in the snow, made a couple snow 
and pine needles spirals and healed my soul from the 
chaos of Las Vegas. 

Now, I’m west of Salt Lake City on I-80, looking 
for a dirt road that’ll take me to the shores of the Great 
Salt Lake. I pass a Morton Salt plant and I see an exit up 
ahead. I’ll take it. 

the road quickly turns to dirt. I’m following my 
nose. Speaking of nose, it really stinks here. Smells like 
a dead Chesapeake Bay Mud toad that’s been in the 
sun all day. I can’t see water but according to the map, 
if I keep heading north, I’ve got to hit the lake. Some 
bizarre bushes grow in the hard sandy soil beside the 
road. the road isn’t bad but it’s isn’t good either. two 
tracks firm but rough. And God, that smell. the smell 
of brined everything. 

the road forks after a few miles and I take the left 
fork. Soon, I see shoreline up ahead. I find a place to pull 
off and park. Getting out of the truck, I notice the smell 
has dissipated a bit but is still here. Maybe my nose is 
getting used to it. I grab my Pentax and walk toward the 
water. Big black flies buzz my head. 

I approach the shoreline, but it’s not really shore. the 
edge consists of a wet mix of sand, brine and crystallized 
salt. It reminds me of walking on the end of a frozen lake, 
but this isn’t ice. It’s salt. the wind blows the flies away 
from my head and then they return. It’s getting hot. All 
in one day, walking in the remnants of last winter’s snow 
at 10,000 feet to 4,000 feet here, walking on dried salt 
beside a brine sea. A small peninsula of sand juts out 
into the lake. off to the west, a distant desert mountain 
range shimmers in the heat. I then see the shot. I draw 
one spiral (bad arch), a second spiral (bad placement), 
and then a third. Spiral Number three is the charm. the 
black flies come and go. Not biting yet. I’m adapting to 
them too, shaking my head like a horse when they land 
on me. I take a dozen shots. 

the wind picks up. I pack up the camera and head 
back to the truck. I’m feeling the salt on my skin, my lips, 
my teeth. I stand still for a while. I breathe in the salty 
breeze. I kind of like it. I imagine the Clouds of God from 
this past weekend’s Breathwork. I feel connected again, 
both with the similar and with the extreme. 

Vegas sand and Great Salt sand. 
Cold snow and hot brine. 
All alone, but with good people far away. 
All alone, but with God close by. 
Standing in an American Desert that feels like the 

Middle east. Biblical, as the kids would say. 
I open my eyes, breathe and smile. I get in my 

tiny pickup truck. I start it up and head toward to the 
Interstate. 

opening a cool tab from my cooler, I drink a long 
draft. It cuts through the salt on my lips. Ahhh. 

tab. the elixir of the Gods. Love that bitter 
aftertaste. 
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“This is harder than I thought,” says Annie. 
“Yeah, modeling is hard work, isn’t it? Could you 

wing your scapula just a bit more?” I ask. 
Annie flexes her shoulder blades a little more. 

the afternoon sun casts a deep shadow in the hollow 
between her left shoulder blade and her spine. Annie’s 
back looks very strong and very sexy. It doesn’t hurt that 
she’s nude from the waist up. 

Annie and I are standing in the western foothills 
of the Baboquivari Mountains, a good two-hour drive 
from tucson. these are not like the foothills of the 
Catalinas, which slowly rise from the flats of the rillito 
river up toward my apartment. toehills may be a better 
description for this land, for after miles and miles of 
driving on the great flatness that is the Baboquivari 
Valley, these mountains rise sharply to over 7,000 feet 
from the valley floor of 4,500 feet. the prominent feature 
of this range is Baboquivari Peak, a domed shaped 
summit topping out at 7,743 feet. 

I’Itoi, the tohono o’odham God, lives in a cave 
high up on the mountain, and he has a history, it is said 
by the t.o.s, of coming down off his mountain to teach 
the native people lessons when they have been bad. he 
also waits in his cave for any of the devout to ascend 
the steep rocks to his home, to hear their prayers and to 
take their offerings. he’s a good guy, as far as Gods go. 
I have, in the past, hiked up the trail leading to the base 
of Baboquivari Peak, through Mesquite and Palo Verde, 
getting as high as where the Live oak and Pinyon trees 
grow. But that was as high as I went. Not to the very top 
of Baboquivari Peak. You’d need ropes for that. Unlike 
twenty years ago, I no longer want to come up here, talk 
with I’Itoi, and then starve myself to death. But I do like 
to pray to him, where I’m in the neighborhood. 

his cave sits just over there, just below that 
ridgeline. I know I haven’t been good all year, I’Itoi, 
but I do try. hear my prayers and protect the tohono 
o’odham tribe. they are a good people, the t.o.s, many 
helping the illegal immigrants who cross your land by 

leaving water for the thirsty. I know you are there for 
them, God. Be there for all of those who walk your land, 
Annie and I included. 

today, we are staying close to the valley floor. What 
prompted Annie and I to go deep into the desert was her 
getting a spiral henna tattoo on the back of her neck. She 
got it while recently vacationing with an old friend on 
the west coast of Mexico. 

Annie. Annie. We’ve known each other about 
seven years now. An on-again off-again relationship. 
translation: we tend to be lovers about six months 
out of the year and friends the other six. Around my 
birthday in November we fall back into bed with each 
other, and soon after her birthday in February we fall 
back out. Miracles upon miracles we are still lovers this 
March. this pattern has gone on for years. Why, you 
may ask, don’t we just stay together? the problem isn’t 
the sex or the lack of deep affection or the dependable 
love we have for each other. It’s that neither of us are ‘in 
love’ with each other and it drives each of us crazy. We 
want more from a relationship than just friends with 
benefits. Yes, I know I’m speaking for Annie here, when 
I should only be speaking for myself, but believe me, we 
have talked about this a lot, and I think I know Annie’s 
mind on this. In some ways in spite of our outward 
differences (to name but a few, I smoke, she doesn’t; she’s 
quiet, I don’t fucking shut up, etc.), it may be our core 
similarities that keep us apart as well. Both Annie and 
I are basically loner artists, cherishing our own alone 
time, as much if not more, than any time we spend with 
each other. I love being with her but after 24 hours with 
her, or any woman for that matter, I need to get away 
to my creative hole or dig a new one nearby. I’ve often 
joked about not being good boyfriend material with 
Annie and with other women I’ve dated, but they just 
think I’m being cute and self-effacing. I’ve been married 
and I’ve lived with women, but I still prefer living by 
myself, being able to shoot images, or play music or go 
to the studio anytime I like. I’m selfish that way. Annie 

The Mexican Holy Family
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too likes living alone, making her fiber art and sewing 
her quilts, but i also know she yearns for that soulmate 
connection, and i’m afraid she will never find that in me. 
Sometimes i wonder if my soulmate isn’t the desert and 
the night sky and not a woman at all. Not trying to be too 
‘woo woo’ here but it feels like that sometimes. 

So after a few months of being lovers, i feel inadequate 
about what i can and can’t give Annie, and either i break 
it off or she does. Yet we stay friends, close friends. As i 
said, we do love each other and depend on each other for 
friendship and support. As Annie has often said, “i can’t 
imagine you not being in my life.” i feel that way too. 

But right now, we aren’t thinking too much about 
that. we’re lovers and friends and i’m shooting Annie’s 
naked back, next to a group of protruding conglomerate 
rock megaliths that rise out of the flat valley floor. 

“i’m getting tired,” Annie says. “i didn’t realize 
standing still could be so hard. i’m feeling a little woozy.” 

“You be OK for just a few more shots?” i ask. 
“Sure,” she says. 
“Almost done. You look great,” i say. 

The wind blows her bleached white hair east, then 
west. She does look great. i feel a little stirring in my jeans. 
Later, Stu. Take the pictures. Take the pictures. 

After a few more exposures, i’m done. Annie puts 
on her shirt which greatly disappoints my growing 
woodiness. we kiss and i pull her close, feeling her 
strong yet small body against mine. we slowly break our 
embrace and walk back to her car. 

instead of my yellow Nissan truck, we are driving 
Annie’s Honda CrX today. white with only two seats and 
a hatchback, it is quite the little go cart and even though 
we have driven to this spot on about 15 miles of bumpy 
dirt road, it’s a well-maintained road, and not that hard 
on the Honda at all. we get in her car, and head down 
the dirt track, back to the black top that leads to Sells, 
Arizona and to Tucson. 

Annie breaks out a soda for each of us. we talk about 
this and that. Nothing deep. After a couple miles, we are 
completely out of the Toehills of the Baboquivaris and are 
driving on flat straight road, with nothing but creosote 
bushes on either side. The Sun’s about two hours from 
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setting. Annie’s laughing at my never-ending attempts at 
wittiness, when up ahead, maybe a half mile or so, we 
see a couple walking on the road. That’s not necessarily 
strange seeing people walking along the road on the 
Tohono O’Odham rez, but here, this deep in the desert, 
it is. No one lives out here. No one. Only hikers, campers 
and T.O. religious pilgrims come down this long, lonely 
dead-end road. 

i slow down a bit and as i get closer, the couple turns 
and looks at us. we notice then that they aren’t a couple 
but a threesome. Man, woman and child. we drive by 
them slowly and then, a couple hundred yards down the 
road, i abruptly stop the car. 

Both Annie and i realize two things in the same 
second. 

One: That these are illegal immigrants crossing  
the desert; 

And Two: we can’t leave them here. Here is at least 
twenty miles from anywhere and anywhere is only the 
small native town of Sells to the north. 

i look at Annie. 

“what do you think?” i ask. 
“i don’t know. what do you think?” 
“we can’t leave them here,” i say. 
“No. we can’t,” she says. 
i look in the rearview mirror. The family of three isn’t 

running toward our car. They don’t know what we are 
going to do either, i reckon. They’re just slowly walking in 
our direction, down the road. 

“Shit” i say. “we’re in your car.” The only space for 
passengers in under the hatchback and that is a very 
small space. 

“But we can’t leave them here,” i say again. 
“No, we can’t,” Annie says again. 
i throw the CrX into reverse and back up toward 

the family. 
They are beautiful. Unbelievably beautiful. He? 

Dark, young, thin of hip, kind eyes. Her? Small, strong, a 
sweet face. Beautiful skin. And the baby? An infant, only 
weeks old. Quiet and calm and sleeping in the mother’s 
arms. it’s like a tableau of Mary, Jesus and Joseph leaving 
Bethlehem. They are that radiant. 

Annie and i speak no Spanish and Mary and Joseph 
speak no English, but we communicate with hand ges-
tures, that we are willing to drive them, but they must 
squeeze into the small area in the back. i shrug apolo-
getically. They smile. Mary hands Jesus to Joseph as she 
lays down in the back. Joseph gently hands Jesus back 
to her. The baby awakens but doesn’t cry, just looks up 
with bright eyes. i look at Joseph. He nods and lays down 
beside his family in the back of the Honda. 

“Careful,” i say, as i gently latch the hatchback shut. 
The baby still doesn’t cry. 

i get in the driver’s seat and turn and look at them. 
“OK?” i say. 
“Si,” says Joseph. 
i look over at Annie and she mirrors the look in my 

eye. Slightly fearful but greatly excited to be helping this 
family. Mary, Joseph and Jesus in the back of a CrX. 

i stick it in first and off we go. 
None of us speak. it’s tense in the car, not out of fear 

of each other but out of fear of the Border Patrol. 
i need to run the gauntlet if i can. i need to get them 

to Tucson. i don’t know with whom, but i need to get 
them out of this desert. goddamn Coyotes. i bet they just 
took their money and abandoned them out here. Christ, 
it’s at least 50 miles to the border. How long have they 
been walking? if i get pulled over by the Border Patrol and 



[ 58 ]

s t u  J e n k s

i get arrested, then that’s just too goddamn bad. i could 
give a flying fuck about the BP. i am getting these folk to 
Tucson if i can. Fuck the Border Patrol. 

i don’t speak any of my thoughts, but i think them 
over and over again. Fuck the Border Patrol. 

we have thousands of illegal aliens of many 
nationalities entering the United States across the 
Arizona-Mexico border. Many white descendants 
of immigrants here hate these illegal immigrants of 
color. Many see them as people who take away jobs 
from Americans, when in reality, the Undocumented 
perform many jobs that no American, white, black or 
brown, wants to do anymore, be it washing dishes in 
a restaurant in Texas, changing linens in resorts in 
Phoenix or Las Vegas, or processing chicken and pork 
in North Carolina. The best analogy i can think of is 
to imagine that Canada was a country where anyone 
who crossed its border and worked hard, could make a 
million dollars in less than a year. That what it’s like for 
the Undocumented, here in The United States. They can 
make enough money to not only live on in the U.S., but 
also send some back home to grandma. America is truly 
the land of milk and honey to them. And the big dark 
secret that no politicians wants to speak is that Mexico 
sucks, with its corrupt government officials, its chronic 
nepotism and cronyism, its violent and powerful drug 
lords, its lack of any Middle Class at all, its tiny entitled 
ruling Class, and its utter lack of willingness to let the 
Poor move upward in the social strata. 

Or in other words, Mexico sucks, and The U.S. doesn’t. 
Miles past. we still drive silently. i light a smoke 

and crack my window to let the smoke out. There is a 
baby in the car, but i’m nervous, so i smoke. i look at 
Annie and she seems OK. She appears to be in her own 
thoughts as well. 

Then up ahead, i see where the dirt road T’s into 
the paved road. we’ll just take a right here, drive north 
to Sells, and then head east to Tucson. i pull up to the 
stop sign and look right, then left. To the south i can 
see a car about a half-mile away, driving toward us and 
i have a very bad feeling. i throw the CrX into reverse 
and back up a hundred yards from the intersection  
and wait. 

Less than a minute later, a Border Patrol Ford 
Expedition flies by on the paved road that goes to Sells. i 
turn to Joseph, and i can see by his expression that he saw 
the truck too. Our eyes met. He knows. i know. i hate it. 

i fucking hate this. i look at Annie. She knows too. we all 
know. There’s probably a checkpoint up ahead, and if we 
try and run the gauntlet, we’ll get caught. 

i get out of the car, and pop the hatchback, and help 
Joseph out. He takes Jesus from Mary, and then Mary 
climbs out of the Honda. 

“i’m so sorry. So sorry. Border Patrol. i’m so sorry” i 
say over and over again. Joseph smiles and understands. 
So does Mary. Jesus just looks at us with those beautiful 
brown eyes. 

“Hold on,” i say. “wait here.” 
But Annie is already ahead of me. She’s going 

through her red cooler bag, pulling out sodas and 
Balance bars, and all the food we have. we don’t have 
much water to give them, but they appear to have a half 
gallon of water left. 

“Here,” i say. “This is for you.” 
“For you,” Annie says. “For you,” she repeats, handing 

Mary the food and drink. 
we give them about six Balance bars, all four of our 

sodas, some cheese, some grapes, everything we have to 
eat. it still doesn’t feel like its enough. i pull out my wallet 
and give them some cash too. 

“i’m so sorry” i say again. 
“gracias,” Joseph says. 
“Phoenix?” he asks. 
i point toward the North.
 “Phoenix,” i say. 
“How far?” he asks. 
“Far, very far. A hundred miles.” 
“One hundred?” 
“Si, One hundred miles. Very far.” i say. 
i can see his wheels turning. 
“Tucson, that way,” pointing toward the northeast, 

past the Baboquivari range. “Not so far. 50 miles or so” 
“OK,” he says, still thinking hard about what to do 

next. He sighs. 
“gracias. Thank you... very much,” he says in rough 

English. 
“Thank you,” Mary says too. 
“we are so sorry but we’ll get caught. Border Patrol.” 

i say slowly, a very sad look on my face. 
“Thank you. gracias.” they say again. 
“is that all our food, Annie?” i ask. 
“That’s it,” she says. 
“Ok, we’re going. good luck. Phoenix. Tucson,” i say, 

pointing toward the distant cities.
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“gracias, gracias,” they say again. 
Annie and i get back in her Honda and slowly drive 

to the intersection. i stop and look both ways. Nothing. i 
turn around and i see the family putting our food in the 
plastic bags they are carrying. And they walk toward a 
small boarded-up reservation building, perhaps looking 
for a water spicket to refill their bottles. 

i feel terrible. Just awful. Leaving these wonderful 
people to the desert and to the Border Patrol. 

“i hope they make it,” i say to Annie. 
“Me too,” she says, giving my hand a squeeze as it 

rests on the gear-shift knob. 
i put the car in gear and turn toward Sells. 
“god damn, i hate leaving them, Annie, but we’ll get 

caught and they’ll get arrested and shipped back home. At 
least now they have a chance,” i say 

“i hate it too. They are so beautiful, aren’t they?” 
she says. 

“Absolutely beautiful. god, i hope they’re OK. i hate 
this,” i say. 

we had only traveled about two miles when we 
come across the Border Patrol. Two large Expeditions 
parked on either side of the paved road. watchful. Not 
a checkpoint, but they look hard at us as we drive by. if 
Mary, Jesus and Joseph had been in the car, they would 
have easily been spotted them through the large glass of 
the hatchback. Annie and i know then, it was right to 
drop them off back there. But we still hate it. And are 
worried for them. 

As we drive back to Tucson and chat, i feel so 
inadequate that i couldn’t have done more. So angry at the 
Border Patrol that forces me to abandon a young family in 
the desert. So afraid for the three of them. 

Just past Sells, Arizona, we see a number of 
Undocumented captured by the Border Patrol. A large 
white van with grates over the windows houses the 
captured men and women. Three or four government 
vehicles surround the van. Fuckers. 

Annie and i arrived home in Tucson and we were 
changed. Transformed. we have always been pro-
immigration in the past, but now the issue has a human 
face on it. Three beautiful human faces. 

Monday, the next day, i drive out in my truck after 
work to look for Mary, Joseph and Jesus. i go back to the 
intersection where we had left them. No sign. The Sun’s 
setting. Maybe a half hour of light to the day. As i drive 
toward Sells, i keep an eye out on the desert, on both 
sides of the road. No family. No sign. i knew they are 
probably deep in the desert now, on their way to Phoenix 
or captured by the Border Patrol, but just on the outside 
chance, i had to come out and look for them. The Sun 
glows yellow, then orange, then red. it sets behind a 
distant mountain ridge. No family. No anybody. Just me 
in my old Nissan truck. 

“Please god, take care of them. Please.” i say out loud. 
“Please.” 
i start to cry. i don’t make a sound. i wipe away the 

tears and drive home to Tucson.



“Is this your first year in Swine?” asks the proud 
father of a 4 h’er, whose son is now showing his hog 
to the judges. the show pen’s full of swine and young 
teenage boys and girls. 

“Yes, it is,” I say. 
“Yes. this is our first show,” Annie says. 
the father proceeds to tell us many details of the 

World of Swine. the correct posture of the pigs. Good 
definition of the loins in the animals. how the children 
are judged on their ability to control their pigs. Annie 
and I are enthralled.  

Annie and I are big fan of pigs. Actually Annie likes 
anything that is a baby or an infant. Baby pigs, baby 
sheep, baby goats. Baby cows are her favorite. (Calves to 
everyone else.) When we go driving in the countryside 

outside of tucson, she will scream ‘Baby Cows!!!’ when 
she sees a calf on the range. I joke with her that I’ve 
lost part of my hearing in my right ear, due to her high-
pitched exclamations. 

I’ve been a fan of swine much of my life as well. this 
love came to a head in Art School at the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel hill, when I created an entire 
line of ceramic Pig Noses. A Moshe Dayan Pig Nose with 
a patch over one nostril. A Fourth of July Pig Nose with 
two small holes for the placement of sparklers. A J.J. Cale 
Pig Nose, with a clay coke spoon attached to the side of 
the nose, with fake cocaine included. even a Pig-Nose 
Cremation Urn. Many, many pig noses. I suppose I was 
doing all those pig things in the late 1970’s because I was 
living next to a hog farm at the time. hogs do tend to 

Our First Year in Swine
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make an impression. But for whatever the reason, I’ve 
always loved pigs and one of my favorite things to do is 
go see hogs at the Pima County fair and this year, I’m 
here for a 4-h competition. 

Annie and I are having such fun. 
Pigs are beautiful, graceful animals 
to us. And I’m not naïve. I’ve seen 
large sows bite each other for food 
and boars be aggressive in a pen, but 
these are young pigs, well trained by 
their masters. 

After the blue ribbons have 
been awarded to the children, Annie 
and I make our way past the sheep, 
the goats, and the funnel cakes to the 
bright lights of the Midway. In the 
past, we have played some skee-ball 
for fun and a couple of years ago, I 
won Annie a tiny stuffed green frog 
for shooting water into a clown’s 
head faster than the guy next to me. 
Annie acted impressed as I gave her 
the prize. She was being polite. I 
tried to see it as a big deal too, win-
ning my girl a stuffed animal at the 
county fair, but we both knew it was 
just a tiny stuffed frog, not a large 
animal like you see other boyfriends 
lugging around. But Annie gracious-

ly accepted the tiny amphibian and gave me a big kiss. 
We pass the games of chance on our way to the 

rides. Games like ‘throw a dime and have it stick to 
the top of a slick glass plate’ (next to impossible to do), 
‘Shoot a basketball through a hoop that is smaller than 
regulation’ (really difficult to accomplish), ‘Shoot a BB 
gun at a red star so that none of the red remains’ (forget 
about it; just give the carney your money) and ‘Walk up 
a rope ladder that is anchored only at two points’ (you 
look a fool even trying to attempt this.) 

then I see a new game, at least new to me. ‘Buy 3 
darts for $5 and hit the red paper star.’ A sister game to the 
BB gun star game. the red stars on cheap paper look like 
an anorexic version of a real red star. extremely narrow 
points, no body really to speak of. Above the impossible 
stars are a couple of dozen very large tan stuffed dogs 
and above the dogs are six huge teddy bears, as big as 
a small child. the dogs are pretty cute. Ah, what the 

hell? It’s only five bucks, and I’ll earn points with Annie 
just for trying. Annie loves large plush stuffed animals 
almost as much as she likes baby real ones. 

“I think I’m going to try the darts,” I say to Annie. 
“Put to use those years of throwing darts in bars in  
the 70’s.” 

“really? You’re going to try this?” she asks. 
“Sure,” I say as I give the carney a five-dollar bill. 
“one dart gets you a small toy,” he says pointing to 

his equivalent of a tiny stuffed frog. “two darts get you 
the big dog. three gets you the big bear.” 

“Gotcha,” I say. 
I grab one of the darts and I remember, from years 

ago, my dart technique. Put the point of the dart where 
you want it to go. I line up its point with the center of 
the midget star. I let it fly. I land right in the center of 
the star. 

“Would you look at that!” I say. 
“honey, you hit it!” Annie exclaims. 
“one more and you get the dog,” the carney says. 
I line it up again. Same place. Center of the star. I 

cock my wrist, let go and follow through. the dart hits 
one of the points of the stars. In the red. 

“I won. I won the dog!” I say. 
“You won, honey! You won!” she yells. 
“If you get the last dart in, you win the bear,” say 

the carnival man. 
I look at the enormous bear. I don’t want the bear. 

It’s just too damn big. I look over at Annie and she doesn’t 
look like she wants the bear either. We’re happy with the 
dog. I let fly the last dart, kind of looking, kind of not. It 
misses the star by a mile. 

“Would you like to buy three more darts and try for 
the bear?” says the man. 

“No, No, No. I’m fine with that one.” pointing to 
the big tan stuffed dog that sort of resembles a Shar Pei. 

he reaches up with a stick, brings down the dog 
and gives it to Annie, and she hugs it like she’s a four-
year-old girl. She starts to tear up a little. 

“No one’s ever won me a big prize before,” she says, 
blinking back the tears. 

I’m misting up too. 
“And I’ve never won a big fair prize for a girl, 

either,” I say. 
Annie gives me a big hard kiss, full on the lips. 
And then the three of us, Annie, the Big Dog, and I, 

hug each other. A great big group hug. 
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“Dad doesn’t leave the house much anymore.” 
“he sometimes goes outside but he rarely stays out,” 

Mom worries. “It’s like he’s given up.” 
It’s been a bad few months. they can’t give Dad the 

Agent orange Cancer Cure anymore. Any more of the 
Big Bad Chemo would kill him. he went to John hopkins 
in Baltimore recently and they’ve put him on a very 
experimental cancer therapy which consists of Stuart 
taking thalidomide pills. Dad’s now a guinea pig. 

“We’re running out of options,” Dr. evers, my 
father’s oncologist, said. My Dad calls him Medger, after 
the slain civil rights activist. It’s not a compliment. 

there’s one more last ditch treatment, they say. 
Another experimental procedure where they pump a 
caustic chemical cocktail right into my Dad’s chest. 
Stuart has to be under anesthesia for this and be closely 
monitored while they pump in the chemicals. Very 
experimental. Very risky. A last hope. We’re scheduled 
to go into the hospital in a few days. I just flew in from 
tucson tonight to help as I can. 

Dad’s sitting in front of his mini-tV in the living 
room. he has on headphones to listen to the tV, for if he 
doesn’t, its speaker blasts out the house. Dad has been 
losing his hearing for years. he refuses to get hearing 
aids. he likes hearing less, for without hearing aids, 
Stuart can barely hear his wife talk. If you know Mary, 
you’ll know why Dad chose this. 

Dad’s just sitting there, watching the tV. I walk out 
onto the screened-in porch, then to the kitchen, then 
upstairs to my bedroom. I’ve done this circle a number 
of times tonight. I pass Dad each time, but after our 
first hand wave of the night, Dad doesn’t look up from 
the tV. he doesn’t look like he’s paying much attention 
to the television. Almost like he’s looking past it. A 
thousand-mile stare, probably not that much different 
than the one on his face at Iwo Jima in 1945. 

Without him knowing, I place my pinhole camera, 
with the shutter open, on a table in the living room. I 
then go outside to sit on the river pier in the dark. No 
moon tonight. Calm river. A half hour later, I come back 
up to the house. Dad’s still sitting where I left him. I grab 
the pinhole, place my hand over the aperture hole and 
take it upstairs to my bedroom. I close the shutter once 
I’m upstairs. 

A few minutes later, I walk back downstairs to get a 
snack. I wave at Stuart again. this time he waves back. 
Dad goes back to looking at the tV. he’s not smiling. 
he’s not really anything. Like a quiet ghost in the house. 
Strange from a man who had such a big personality 
when he was well. It’s like he’s already gone now. I don’t 
fault him for this. hell, if I’d gone through almost two 
years of brutal surgeries and hellacious chemotherapies 
that barely shrunk my tumors, I’d want to be gone too. 
But I still miss him. And then sometimes I don’t. It’s 
complicated. often I feel like I don’t know him at all or 
he, I. We’ve both tried, but we still don’t get each other. 
Never really have. It makes sad and a little angry. Mostly 
it just makes me really sad. 

I walk back up stairs to my room, stow the pinhole 
camera away in its bag, and go to bed for the night. 

[The next week, the doctors didn’t even attempt the 
super-experimental cancer procedure they had planned. 
They cracked open Dad’s chest and found he was full of 
cancer. It was just too late. That was one horrible day. Mom 
cried. I cried. Dad, to his credit, tried to put on a good face, 
cracking a few jokes, but he knew. He knew he was dead now. 

I asked the oncologist just how long Dad had. He resisted 
telling me any estimate. I told him I’m not going to hold him to 
it. The doctor relented and said, “Three to six months.”] 
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One afternoon, I take a break from Dying 
Dad and go for a drive around the Northern Neck. the 
Northern Neck of Virginia consists of a four-county area 
that’s bordered by the rappahannock river to the south, 
the Potomac river to the north and the Chesapeake Bay 
to the east. one of the poorest and most isolated areas of 
Virginia. throughout the Neck, ancient oaks and elms 
often make beautiful high canopies over the two-lane 
blacktops as those roads cut right through the forests. In 
certain areas, the two lanes are curvy and slightly hilly. 
In others, the roads are narrow and straight. I’m hunting 
for the dead-eyed straight roads today. 

An hour and a half later, a long way from my 
folks’ home, somewhere in Northumberland County, 
I discover route 626. Straight as straight can be. No 
traffic at all. the oaks and elms creating a cathedral of 
trees with a high-vaulted ceiling made of branches and 
leaves. I park the rental. As I unload my camera gear 
from the truck, I hear that eastern American sound of a 
strong wind blowing hard through many leaves in many 
trees. We have a sound similar to that in the American 
Southwest, but not with the loud volume I hear in these 
leaves. Still and noisy at the same time. My rollei’s 
loaded with Black-and-White Infrared film. this film 

Route 626
v I r g I n I a  •  s u M M e r ,  2 0 0 1
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photographs heat, not light. hot things look white and 
cool things photograph black. Leaves are hot things and 
they will be white today. At least they should be. Infrared 
Photography is a mysterious and imperfect art.

I set up the tripod and camera on the double yellow 
line in the center of the lane. I put a very dark red filter 
on my twin lens reflex. I take out my handheld light 
meter, take a reading and estimate the exposure time as 
best I can. Shooting Infrared is tricky, so I’ll bracket a 
number of exposures, two images underexposed, two 
overexposed, and one on the numbers. I focus 2/3s to 
infinity and set the f-stop at f 22 for maximum depth of 
field. I click off exposures ranging from 1 second to 15 
seconds. I pause from time to time to listen to the wind 
in the trees. 

then, off in the distance, I hear a car. Maybe it’s a 
truck. It’s far away. the sound of its engine slowly builds. 
I leisurely take the camera and tripod off of the double 
yellow line and place it on the shoulder near the rear 
bumper of my truck. I look up the dead-straight road. 
No truck. Finally, a white pickup rounds the corner a 
half-mile away and a minute later, it passes by me. A few 
minutes after that, its roar has waned to nothing and 
we’re back to the sound of the wind and the leaves. 

I pack up my gear and put it back in the truck. I 
then walk back into the road, look up at the trees and 

listen. An old elm creaks in the wind. then creaks 
again. I smile. 

In spite of everything going on with my father, 
being in the Northern Neck of Virginia in early Summer 
is a lovely and truly timeless experience. on a road like 
this, if you took away the blacktop and replaced it with 
dirt, you could be living in Colonial times. I could be 
driving a horse-drawn wagon, a white man on my way 
to church, or I could be a black slave on my way to work 
in the fields.

In the Seventeenth Century, rich white men and 
their families lived along the rappahannock and 
Potomac rivers and poor black men, women and children 
lived inland, beside the cultivated fields they tended and 
the thick forests they felled.

In the twenty-First Century, rich white men and 
women, retired folk mostly, from D.C. and richmond, 
live along the rivers, and poor working class blacks, live 
inland in rusty trailers and in cheap clapboard houses, 
near the kFCs and Wal-Marts where they work. 

things haven’t changed all that much in 300 years. 
At least we’re not lynching people on a Saturday 

night anymore. But you don’t get points for doing the 
ordinary, right thing. You only get points for doing the 
extraordinary right thing. And not killing people for fun 
is an ordinary, right thing to do. 
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I received the call late Saturday night.
“Stu, It’s time. You need to come now,” 

said Mom.
on Monday, I told work I needed to go.
on tuesday, I was on a plane
on tuesday night, I drove up route 3 in 

a white rental pickup truck, took a right on 
State road 608, drove through Mothershead 
Neck, and up the drive to the river house. 
My sister’s car was already there. All the 
lights were on in the house. It was just after 
ten o’clock.

I walked into the house and went straight 
to my Dad’s room.

“Well, Stuart, look who’s here?” Mom 
says.

My dad’s lying flat in bed, his eyes closed.
I grab my father’s hand.
“hey Dad, how are you doing?”
Dad opens his eyes.
“Well, hey there son. Glad…well…glad 

you’re here.”
“Me too, Dad. You hangin’ in?”
“Yep. how was your flight?”
“It was ok.”
he’s noticeably smaller in the legs and 

arms then he was three months ago. his left 
arm’s very swollen though, and above his left 
pectoral muscle grows a large white bandage 
that covers a cancerous growth as big as 
your fist.

“Well, I’m going to get my bags out of the 
truck,” I say. 

“oh…ok”. he squeezes my hand again 
and I squeeze back. I look up from Dad to 
look at my sister and mother. they look 
wiped out. I turn and go outside to get  
my bags.
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It’s the first week in August, 2001.
I’m home to help my father die. 
hospice consists of my mother Mary, my sister 

Pamela, and I. that’s it.  A nurse comes to the house 
every other day to change Stuart’s chest bandage, but she 
leaves soon after. Mom says Dad doesn’t want hospice, 
but I think she’s the one who doesn’t want strangers 
in the house. So it’s just the three of us. three people 
who don’t really get along that well, but who love Stuart 
enough to be here to help. 

Pamela and I trade shifts on who will get up in the 
middle of the night and lift Dad when he needs lifting, or 
to change his leaky diapers when they need changing, or 
to simply help Mom in some other way. on nights when 
it is my turn, I wake quickly after Mary yells for me to 
come downstairs. every time she yells ‘Stu!’ from the 
bottom of the stairs, I listen to the tone in her voice to see 
if it is an emergency or not. Mostly it’s just to lift Dad’s 
frail body or to help clean him up.

During the day, there’s more lifting Dad up. A lot 
of scooting him up in the bed. A lot of pillow-fluffing. 
A lot of feeding him fresh cantaloupe by hand. A lot of 
helping him drink Gatorade with a straw. A lot of us just 
sitting with him while he sleeps. None of us sleep well 
except Dad. 

A week passes. 
All of us are exhausted, including Father. Jesus 

Christ, am I tired. having no trained hospice help is a 
real fucked-up idea if you ask me. Whose idea was this 
anyway? Probably Mom. Maybe Stuart too. No matter, 
really. It is what it is, and I’m here to do what needs to 
be done. 

there have only been a few times in my life when I 
knew I was in the right place, doing the right thing, with 
the right people, at the right time. Being here, now, with 
Dad, is one of those times. 

A baby monitor, its on/off light glowing red, sits 
on a bedside table near my Dad. the other monitor is 
in the living room. When I go outside to the pier for a 
break, I take a walkietalkie with me if I’m suddenly 
needed. Usually I get buzzed at the pier to come help lift 
Dad, but there’s another call I hope I never get. 

See, Dad’s pectoral muscle cancer has spread to 
his lungs and now has also surrounded his heart and 
his coronary arteries. there’s a possibility, we’ve been 
told by the nurse, that Dad may die by having one of his 
coronary arteries rupture. 

that he might bleed out. 
If that happens, blood will fly out of his mouth and 

nose under high pressure, spraying the room, the walls, 
the bed, and he will be dead within seconds. We’ve 
placed bath towels all around the bedroom to put over 
his mouth and face if he starts to bleed out. this is our 
worst fear. We pray he dies in his sleep.

every time the walkie-talkie gets keyed and I hear 
my mother’s voice, I wonder if she’s calling to tell me that 
there’s blood everywhere. 

this morning, I’ve walked to the little pine forest 
next to the house. My father planted this forest 15 
years ago. they were little seedlings less than a foot 
high back then. Now they are twenty-foot-tall pines, 
all equal distance apart, all in neat rows. Just like my 
Dad to be so precise in his planting. A thick bed of 
needles covers the forest floor. I slowly stroll through 
his forest. A beautiful place, a wonderful gift my father 
has given to the earth. he didn’t have those kind of 
noble thoughts when he planted the trees, but they’re 
true just the same.

I see a space in between some of the trees. I reach 
down and touch the pine needles. I have an idea. 

Bending over, I begin to form a ridge from the pine 
needles with my hands. I slowly walk backwards as I 
fluff the needles, making a spiral on the forest floor. It 
takes a little time to get it right, to get it precise. I am my 
father’s son. 

After I’m done, I walk into the spiral and then walk 
out again. Spiral in, spiral out. the journey upward, the 
journey down. A little gift for my Dad. I’ll photograph it 
in a few days, but not right now. 

I pray to God to give my Dad an easy death. A death 
without exploding arteries and gushing blood. A death 
with some peace and little pain. A death that won’t hurt 
him or traumatize his family very much. 

“Please, God, if you could do this, I would be so 
grateful.” I don’t expect God to intervene but it would be 
nice if the worst didn’t happen. 

I then walk into an old shed not far away, in search 
of an offering for the spiral. I find it right away. I walk 
outside to Father’s Forest and place my prayer offering 
in the very center of the spiral. 

A 40-year-old solid wood croquet ball with a red 
stripe painted around its center. 
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Dad’s making the death rattle now. We’ve turned 
off the baby monitor for Dad’s moans and groans drive 
my sister and mother crazy. But not me. he’s just fighting 
to die and I’m silently cheering him on. And I don’t mind 
sitting with him. 

I place my pinhole camera on top of the tV. I open 
the shutter and return to the comfy chair beside his bed. 
he’s not so noisy this afternoon. I have never been so tired 
in all my life. But I’m happy in a way, living an archetype 
and all that. that sounds so cold. I don’t mean it to be. 
Just saying that millions, if not billions of humans over 
the past 50,000 years have sat beside a dying parent and 
been with them as they went to the other Side. I’m one 
of those people now. happy to be here. Don’t forget to tip 
the waitresses. 

It’s late afternoon. I’m slaphappy. think I’ll catch a 
couple winks. I’m sure Mom will wake me soon enough 
for something. Better get some sleep while I can. 

I stare at the camera on the tV and then look over 
at Dad. he should show up on the negative but me? 
Don’t know. 

And at ‘Don’t know,’ I’m sound asleep. 

[Dad died early Labor Day morning, September 4th, 
2001, a few days after I took that pinhole photograph. He 
didn’t bleed out. He was in very little pain. He died in his 
sleep with his wife by his side and his two children, happily 
chatting on the front porch. He was 79 years old.] 

Stuart & Stu Sleeping
M o t h e r s h e a d  n e c k ,  v I r g I n I a  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 1 
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The Stars on September 12th
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A little after 8:30 in the morning. 
I’m at the end of the pier, drinking 

my first coffee of the day, having 
my first smoke. Annie walks slowly 
along the river’s shore, looking for 
arrowheads, head down, intent on 
finding one. there’s not a cloud in the 
sky. Dead calm on the rappahannock. 
tide’s coming in. I walk off the pier and 
join her on the beach. I put my coffee 
down and give her a kiss. our naked 
feet in the sand. Nice. 

My sister suddenly appears above 
us on the riverbank. 

“A plane has flown into the World 
trade Center!” 

“Say again?” I say. 
“A plane has flown into the World 

trade Center!” She yells again. 
“oh,” I say 
“oh,” Annie says. 
“We’re watching it on the tV. 

Come up!” Pamela turns and quickly 
walks away. 

Annie and I just sort of stand 
there. We’re not really all that excited. 
Pamela and Mary tend to be over 
the top about a lot of things and it’s 
getting to be a little like the boy who cried wolf to us. We 
continue to look for arrowheads for a few more minutes. 

Finally I say to Annie, “Well, I guess we should go 
up and see what going on.” 

“Yea, I guess so,” Annie sighs. I can tell she wants to 
still look for arrowheads. I still want to hang out on the 
shore, as well. But we don’t. We walk up the steps and to 
the house and into the house and turn and look at the 
tiny 12” tV in the living room and stop dead. 

“oh my God.” I say softly. 
our first view of the towers on fire. 

“A second plane just flew into the second tower a 
minute ago,” Pamela yells over the blaring tV. Uncle 
Len sits in the closest chair to the tV. he can hardly 
hear at all even with his hearing aids in, hence the  
loud volume. 

Annie and I are now looking at the replay of the 
second plane slamming into the building. over and over 
and over again. Peter Jennings’s doing his best, but he 
doesn’t know what’s going on. No one does. 

“oh my God.” It’s Annie turn to say that. 
I settle into a chair in the living room and hardly 

leave it for 6 hours. the bad news just keeps coming. 
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Video of the Pentagon on fire. Video of a smoking field 
in Pennsylvania. Video of President Bush saying we have 
been attacked. Video of the towers on fire. Video loops 
of the planes hitting the buildings, again and again. And 
then the worst image of all. 

i’m staring at the TV and i see the first tower [live] 
just beginning to collapse, just the first instant of its 
crumbling, and i say, “Oh No, Oh No, Oh No!” i say that 
over and over as the first tower falls to the ground. when 
the second tower falls an hour later, i say nothing. i was 
expecting the second tower to go, but not the first. But 
that first tower in slow motion was horrible. i knew at that 
instant, that hundreds, if not thousands of people had just 
lost their lives. Live on TV. worldwide. 

And i knew that billions of people around the world 
were sharing this horror with me, with Annie, with Len, 
with Pamela, with Mary, with The Northern Neck, with 
Virginia, with The United States. i’d much rather we had 
shared Christmas or The First Man On The Moon or 
something joyous. But we didn’t. we shared this. 

At some point in the afternoon, i look at Annie and 
say, “Everything is different now.” 

Annie, Len and i were scheduled to fly home to 
Tucson the next day. we didn’t get out of Virginia until 
Saturday. For the next few days, Annie and i watched TV 
some, and read the newspapers a little. But we also took 
some time to just be with each other, and enjoy Virginia 
and The river. we went to Historic williamsburg and 
walked through a garden maze. we walked along the 
shore of the river, holding each other and continuing 
our search for arrowheads. we visited Dad’s grave 
at St. Mary’s white Chapel. we continued to be the  
Lovers Upstairs. 

it’s September 12th, 2001. Afternoon. A Coast 
guard troller patrolled up the river this morning. Don’t 
remember ever seeing that before in all my years at The 
river. washington is only 70 miles away, as the crow flies, 
so i guess it makes sense. Except for a Marine helicopter 
or two, there is no air traffic, no sounds of jets overhead. 
Then suddenly i realize i can fulfill a little dream of mine 
in the wake of this national tragedy. 

Star Circles are wonderful things to me. Ever since i 
saw one in an Astronomy book as a kid, i always wanted 
to make one. in 1997, up on the Navajo rez in Arizona, 
i finally did create one. it’s actually quite easy to do. 
Anyone with a manual film camera and a tripod can make 
one. On a moonless night, just set up your camera on a 

tripod, put the North Star in the center of the frame, open 
the f stop full wide, focus to infinity and open the shutter. 
Many hours later, come back and close the shutter. Oh, 
and use pretty fast film. 400 ASA will do. Up on the rez, 
my biggest concern was i’d accidentally sleep through 
dawn. But luckily that didn’t happen. i woke up in 4 
and 1⁄2 hours, crawled out of my tent naked, closed the 
shutter and went back to bed. Later, when i printed the 
Navajo Monument Star Circle, it was a childhood dream 
come true. 

Making Star Circles, east of the rockies, however is 
a difficult task, because of the air traffic. Airplanes show 
up on the film as straight lines, spoiling the elegance of 
the circles. it’s generally very hard to find anywhere on 
the East Coast that isn’t on some sort of flight path, no 
matter how rural it is. Except right here, right now, there 
are no planes in the air, anywhere in America. Perhaps an 
occasional fighter plane, but that’s about it. 

Just after dusk, i set up my rollei on the old cement 
pad adjacent to the ancient dining room near The river 
House and point it northward. An hour later, i come 
outside in the total rural darkness, and place the North 
Star in the center of the ground glass of the viewfinder. 
i compose the amount of shed and tree i want in the 
photograph. i also look for the brightest stars and estimate 
their future paths, to keep them in the frame, not behind 
trees and buildings and the like. i notice a light from my 
bedroom upstairs hitting the outside wall of the shed. i 
start toward the house to turn it off, but i stop myself, 
turn around and look again into the viewfinder. My gut 
tells me that the light will highlight the wall very nicely. 
i open the F-stop to 3.5, focus to infinity, take a breath, 
and open the shutter. Careful not to touch the tripod, i 
walk back to the house. A couple hours later, i return and 
close the shutter. i’ll do a couple more exposures. Maybe 
just one more. 

After i open the shutter for the last time tonight, i 
go to the end of the pier and look toward the house. i see 
the old dining room. i see my camera on its tripod. i see 
that Poplar tree Dad planted. it’ll be in the frame too. i tilt 
my head up and see the North Star and the Big and Little 
Dippers. i breathe in this moonless dark sky, this quiet 
still river air. 

For a few days, rural America at night will sound 
and feel like the Eighteenth Century again. 

Pity something horrible had to happen, to force 
this calm. 
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“Oh, boy…” 
Buck has just lifted the head off of the engine of the 

Model A Ford. the number one cylinder is filled with 
rust. the number two, three and four cylinders are fine 
but that doesn’t matter. the number one has seized. 

“Looks like Stuart didn’t drain the water out of the 
radiator when he put the huckster up on blocks. It was 
probably a leaky head casket,” says Buck. 

“Looks that way, doesn’t it?” I say, “Damn.” 
Buck sprays a bucket of WD-40 into the number 

one cylinder. 
“Well, we’ll let that sit for a day and see if we can 

break it free tomorrow,” he says. 
Fat chance. I knew we were in trouble earlier this 

morning when I tried to hand crank the engine and it 
wouldn’t budge. So much for the dream of driving my 
dead father’s Model A huckster Wagon to tucson. hell, 
so much for the alternate dream of selling it for 15 grand 
and paying off my credit card debts. My guess now is it’s 
worth five to eight thousand, as is. 

“Yea, I’ll try and crank it tomorrow. Buck, thanks a 
lot for trying to get this old thing going. But I think it’s 
froze up pretty good.” 

“Well, if we break it loose, I’ll put the head back on 
for you, after you’ve flown back to tucson.” 

“I appreciate that,” I say. 
this little trip back to my childhood home in 

raleigh has cost me more than I thought it would. Plane 
ticket. Battery and parts for a truck that won’t turn 
over. Vacation time from the day job. Shipping cost for 
a hula-hoop with Christmas lights on it, that I haven’t 
even used in any photographs. Well, nothing ventured, 
nothing gained, as my Dad used to say. 

I decide to go for a drive around some of my old 
haunts this afternoon, in Pamela’s car. Might as well. 
the truck’s dead. My sister lives in the raleigh house 
now. My mother Mary has come down from Virginia to 
visit with me, since I’m back for a long weekend. I rarely 
come back home to North Carolina anymore. Mary and 

Home/Not Home
r a l e I g h  &  t h e  h a w  r I v e r ,  n o r t h  c a r o l I n a  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 3

[ 71 ]



[ 72 ]

s t u  J e n k s

Pamela are off doing something. Shopping or a movie,  
i suppose. 

Buck has left and some clouds have moved in. Living 
in the desert for 20 years has left me unequipped for The 
Eastern woodlands. The low ceiling of overcast makes me 
feel very claustrophobic. i do find comfort in the smells of 
composting pine needles and damp moss, but not enough 
for me to ever consider moving back to The South. The 
only thing reminiscent of my home in the desert is the 
occasional tapestry of The Virgin of guadeloupe hanging 
from the eves of the front porches of Mexican immigrants’ 
homes. granted, tortillas are sold in the grocery stores in 
raleigh now, but they are machine-made and uniform, not 
the imperfect handmade beauties i buy in Tucson. And 
even though i’ve happily awoken in my old childhood bed 
the past couple mornings, the house, the town, the state, 
all feel foreign to me. Home but not home, anymore. 

i used to think that what Thomas wolfe was saying 
when he wrote ‘we can’t go back home again’ was simply 
that we, as individuals, had changed. But Home changes 
too. i have to use a road map to get around raleigh today. 
i don’t know the roads anymore. 

Today i use a map to guide me to Chatham County. 
For sure, i usually entered Chatham County from the 
Chapel Hill side, back in the day, but this is a little 
embarrassing, having to use a map. As i get to what i 
thought would be the southern outskirts of raleigh, i’m 
actually still in town, or at least the suburbs. Strange to 
see huge two-story houses sitting in what used to be cow 
pastures, as if the homes fell from the sky. Small plots 
with big houses, arranged at odd angles. who thought 
this looked good? who thought this was a good idea? Oh, 
yeah. realtors did. 

Finally, i’ve left the suburbs of Cary and Apex 
and am heading west on US 64 in my sister’s old white 
Oldsmobile. Thick stands of Loblolly Pines flank the 
road. (Least they haven’t cut down all the Loblollies.) 
Convenience stores along Highway 64 advertise Deer salt 
and hunting stamps. Now we’re talking. The girl, who 
just sold me a couple packages of Nekot crackers and a 
soda, sounds like she is from here, unlike many of the 
transplants in raleigh, who sound like they came from 
Jersey. Pickup trucks replace SUVs. For only the second 
time since i’ve been back in North Carolina, i feel like 
i’m at home. (The first time was hearing the Drive By 
Truckers, a smart Southern rock band, play a couple of 
nights ago at the Cat’s Cradle in Chapel Hill.) 

i cross Jordan Lake, a man-made affair that was just 
filling up with water when i left North Carolina in the 
early 1980’s. it’s full now. And i begin to worry the Haw 
river may not be a river anymore, but just part of this 
lake. god, i hope not. i check the map. i’m getting close. 
i hope i even recognize the bridge. Sure enough, after a 
few more miles, up ahead i can see the Haw river Bridge. 
it’s actually two bridges now, for US 64 is four lanes all 
the way to Pittsboro. (it wasn’t that way in the 1970’s)  My 
heart rate goes up. will i see a lake or a river? As i drive 
across the bridge i look over the side. 

“Yes!” i say softly. i’m thrilled. it looks the same. it’s 
still a river with rapids. 

After a little effort, i find my way down to the 
western bank of The Haw. Twenty-plus years ago, you’d 
just pull off the two-lane black top and parked by a ten-
foot-tall cast-concrete cross that proclaimed ‘Jesus is 
Lord.’ (The cross is gone.) i park the Olds, grab my rollei 
and my Brownie and head for the forest along the river, to 
look for that old trail i used to walk on. Unbelievably, it’s 
still here. A little trashed near the road but not bad. Just 
a couple of beer cans. A hundred feet further down the 
trail, and all signs of Man’s flotsam and jetsam are gone, 
save an occasional fishing lure. i’m thrilled that after all 
these years, The Haw is little changed. Seems to be just 
a bit wider but the rapids are just as wild as i recall from 
college days. 

we used to drive down here in my white ’66 Karmin 
ghia, my Dad’s hand-me-down car, that i got when i 
flunked out of college. Elliot, Mott, and i would cruise 
down from Chapel Hill. we’d get stoned on the way and 
walk down this trail that parallels the river for about a 
mile, get lit again, and walk back. Doesn’t sound like 
much, just three college kids getting stoned, but it was 
important to us. Being Nature Boys, we had to get back 
to some real woods every once in a while after sitting in 
classes day after day. One time, i grabbed a 30-pound 
smooth granite rock and carried it back to the car. Elliot 
and Mott thought, at the time, i was nuts for hauling 
around that big stone. They thought i was crazy most of 
the time, but they never shamed me, nor i them. (it was a 
great gift we gave each other.) And i was pretty odd back 
then. (Still am.) i explained to them the rock was to be 
part of a sculpture i had visualized. (That big rock, by the 
way, never made it into a sculpture but i lugged it from 
house to house for a good number of years. i think it’s in 
some thick woods near Boone, North Carolina now.) That 
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old concrete ‘Jesus is Lord’ cross was briefly featured in 
one of my experimental 8 mm films, from those art school 
days. (i did finally get my B.F.A. in Studio Art.) Brought 
women down here too, to see if the woods scared them. (i 
prefer women who aren’t frightened of the woods.) Fond 
memories i have of The Haw, even if they are a little foggy 
due to the passage of time and the amount of THC i had 
in my brain back then. 

The trail narrows as i go, just like it always did. The 
water isn’t high but high enough that the river does roar. 
The overcast sky isn’t bothering me now. Even when i 
walk into a spider’s web that spans the trail, i’m not as 
freaked as i used to be as a college kid. (Spiders scared 
me back then. i got bit once in 1968 and was sick in bed, 
itchy and swollen for a week.) The Haw has changed 
some. A few feet wider. Some new trees. Some old trees 
wider in girth or dead. But the sound and soul of the river 
is exactly the same after 25 years. (The Haw indians once 
lived here. The word ‘haw’ meant river in their language. 
They were the river indians.) 

i walk by some small rapids on my way to the big 
rapids, those canoe-crushers with a stout twenty-foot 
bluff overlooking the river. Those big rapids were our 
destination, back in the 1970’s. Oaks, Elms and Poplars 
and a few Pines fill the forest. i pass the old tall bluff 
without knowing i had. The land’s thicker now with 
young trees and old growth. Not the prime viewing spot 

of 25 years ago, but a sweet spot nonetheless. The large 
rapids are still churning as hard as ever, still the nemesis, 
i presume, of weekend canoers from Durham and Chapel 
Hill. i stand on some rocks that push into the river and 
breathe in the pounding sound and the light spray. The 
rapids sing their song in low and high notes. 

After a while, i head back toward the car, but i stop 
along the way at some smaller rapids. i sit on a set of 
boulders close to the shore. i carve a spiral in some moss 
but it looks contrived. i shoot it with the rollei anyway and 
apologize to the moss for disturbing it. Then i take out the 
Brownie and simply shoot some of the rapids, some of the 
rocks and trees, some of the river. i blur the right pairing 
image. i mate it with the left sharp one, making a diptych, 
in-camera. i do this technique a number of times, and 
then i sit on the rocks again, beside the rapids. 

Breathe in, breathe out. 
Listen. Close my eyes. Keep them closed. Open them. 
Across the river on the eastern shore, two Bald 

Eagles leave their perch in the high branches and glide 
downstream. i raise my hands above my head, palms out, 
in salute and prayer to the Eagles. They fly down the river, 
behind some trees and disappear out of view. i can feel 
some tears coming. Carolina is still Home. it’s just a little 
harder to find, is all. 

i lower my arms, wipe my eyes and gaze at the small 
rapids at my feet. 



If There Is A Heaven, This Is Heaven
c o a l M I n e  c a n y o n  w e s t,  a r I z o n a  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 4 

“Hello, Coalmine. May I come in today?” I say aloud. 
Mike, a long time ago, told me it’s important to ask 

Coalmine Canyon if you can enter it. Sounds pretty Woo 
Woo, I know, but a number of years ago, I asked and the 
canyon said ‘No,’ and I didn’t go in. Guess I’ll never find 
out why Coalmine said ‘No,’ that day, but then again, do 
we really ever know what bad didn’t befall us when we 
listen to our intuition, and not make that one choice? 

today, the answer is ‘Yes.’ Great. 
the windmill that pumps water for the cows stands 

where it’s always been. Some cattle graze near the 
canyon’s rim. But the old barbed wire fence is gone, and 
it looks like the old dirt road that used to dead end here, 
now loops behind the concrete picnic tables. Used to be 
those cement tables were like old rocks that no one ever 
ate at, sitting in the middle of nowhere. Judging by the 
deep ruts in the ground, this sandy road gets more traffic 
these days. Arizona highways did do a photo feature on 
Coalmine Canyon a few years ago, which frankly I wasn’t 
too happy about. Just what we need. More tourists. 

It’s just before 2:00 p.m.. Sunny and a bit warm for 
october. Just a few high clouds. I grab my Camelbak, 
put some crackers in one of its poaches, and my kodak 
Brownie in another. 

Suddenly, I notice something. tourists. they must 
have come on that new loop road from the other side. 
Four white people get out of a tan late-model sedan, one 
of those new boxy nostyle-at-all automobiles America 
and Japan are making these days. I check out the white 
folk. they seem harmless, but I’m uneasy for I’ve never 
left any vehicle of mine at Coalmine, with people around. 
Mike told me a story years ago, that he was hiking out of 
Coalmine Canyon one day and saw a number of Navajos 
on the rim, taking pot shots with a pistol. Not at him, 
mind you, just shooting at the rocks, but it scared the 
crap out of him. And every time I’ve left a vehicle here, I’ve 
always wondered what I’ll find when I return. But these 
white folk are obviously harmless tourists: bad shoes, 
weirdly printed shirts, 50 pounds overweight, pale skin. 

But I’m still a little nervous about it. 
Ah, screw it. 
I lock the truck, shoulder the Camelbak and head 

toward the steep talus slope of coal that descends a 
hundred feet down to the trailhead that’ll take you into 
Coalmine. the tourists mill around to the north of the 
talus slope, with small digital cameras in their hands. 
they don’t notice me at first, but then they do. I’m eyeing 
them as I get to the slope. I think once about waiting for 
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them to leave before I descend, and then think twice and 
decide to just go. the small voice inside says ‘It’ll be fine,’ 
and I trust that. I step onto the black fine coal slope and 
slowly, gently, slide down the hill, like skiing on black 
snow. Within a minute I’m down in a steep slot canyon, 
walking on the old primitive trail that’s been there for 
years. I smile. It’s great to be here. 

the trail gently descends past steep red and white 
sandstone walls. I remember the first time I came here, 
nearly nineteen years ago. I was 31 then, I’m 49 now, and 
I’m a bit surprised hiking is so easy today. the altitude 
isn’t bothering me today, and I’m taking the trail well. 
I have been hiking and shooting a lot over the past 
couple years which has helped my conditioning. But the 
last time I hiked down into Coalmine West, I was very 
depressed over the ending of a relationship, and even 
Coalmine didn’t cheer me up. 

And today, I do feel a little hopeless over the 
increased narcissism of my country, and sad for those 
who have become cannon fodder for greedy American 
policies here and abroad, and also angry that innocents 
have died in the deserts of Iraq and here, at home, in the 
Sonoran Desert. But I’m also filled with hope at the slow 
burning light inside of my friends’ eyes, and joy that 
good people are still doing good things for those who 
have less. And I feel blessed, with the reasonably good 
health I have, as I approach 50, a lover who laughs at my 
jokes, and friends who are loyal and true. I’m a wealthy 
man by world standards, able to spend $50 on gas to 
come to a beautiful sacred place like Coalmine Canyon. 
A rich man in more ways than just money. 

I’ve been walking for about fifteen minutes when I 
have that eerie experience of someone looking at you. I 
feel the eyes behind me. I turn around. A quarter mile 
away, up on the rim, I see the silhouettes of a half dozen 
people, small black figures against the blue-white sky. 
they aren’t moving, but I have the sense they are seeing 
me. I don’t like it very much. I look at the tourists for 
a few moments and then continue hiking. I’ll be out 
of view in just a few feet, behind a canyon wall. Must 
be quite a view for them, with the added element of a 
human being in the canyon, to give it scale. Just don’t 
mess with my truck. In a minute, I’m out of view. I feel 
better immediately 

Fall and winter are great times to be up on the 
Navajo and hopi reservations, for the sunlight is low 
in the sky most of the day, making sharp highlights 
and shadows on the canyon walls, even in the mid-
afternoon. It’ll just get more dramatic as the day 
slowly ends. Up ahead, I can see the final descent to 
the relatively flat floor of the main canyon. I turn and 
measure the amount of sun I have left. the width of 
my hand (everyone’s hand, by the way) at arm’s length 
equals an hour. I place my hand so the bottom lines 
up with the horizon line, and then count up. one, two, 
three, plus. About 3 and 1⁄2 hours. Plenty of time to go 
to the Ghost, take some shots, be in the space and get 
back before dark. Good. 

I enter the Coalmine Canyon Flats. Just slowly 
plugging along. Can’t see the Ghost yet. But soon. 

I’m surrounded on three-and-a-half sides by 800-
foot cliffs. easy walking. 
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Suddenly, i begin to cry. i’m not thinking about 
anything, nor looking at anything particularly beautiful 
that would cause me to weep. i’m just swept up in joy, i 
guess. i don’t know but i’m crying. 

i stop and breathe in the space. i feel held by this 
canyon, like the walls are big hands. i look at the afternoon 
light on the red walls. The wind’s picking up, a nudging 
breeze, just pushing me a little. Then a thought comes. 
That i’ve been coming here for so many years, either this, 
the west Canyon, or the East Canyon of Coalmine, and 
this piece of land has been holy ground for me, and for 
many before me. And that this is Heaven to me. 

“if there’s a Heaven, this is Heaven” i say out loud. i 
say it a second time. 

“if there’s a Heaven...” 
i stand a little longer and cry a little more and then 

continue walking north toward The ghost. 
The Flats aren’t completely flat. Occasionally, there’s 

the gentle rise of a small hill, a slight depression where the 
runoff flows. i’m climbing a small hill right now, when at 
the top, i see two brown ears, two big eyes and nothing 
else. No body. Just an ear, two eyes, and then another ear. 
Dead still. i’m not frightened for i know what i’m looking 
at. The eyes and ears are soon joined by a head and then 
half of a visible cow body. Then she begins to run away, 
along the hill line. 

“No need to run, sweetie,” i say, laughing to her and 
myself. i can’t help laughing for this cow trotting away 
looks like a fat woman dancing. Everything giggles. Soon 
she’s out of my view, behind the hill. i wonder how many 
friends she has with her today? within a couple of minutes, 
i know the answer to that, as i crest the hill. About a 
dozen or more cows are running north, away from me. 
They raise quite a cloud of dust. The cows eventually stop 
running, the dust settles and they go back to walking. The 
Fat Lady must have spooked them. 

The canyon begins to widen even more, and then, off 
to the east, i see The ghost peek out behind an ridgeline. 
Still standing, all 800 feet of it, apparently unchanged. it’s 
great that some things stay the same. i see a trail leading 
up to the low ridge adjacent to The ghost. within minutes, 
i’m heading up the trail, a path not made by humans but by 
cattle. i step into the large soft holes left by the cows, like 
walking up a series of round stairs. Harder than it looks but 
i make it up. i walk just to the east of The Little ghost, a 50-
foot pillar of rock. i slowly make my way to the ridge where 
years ago, i felt a swirling of good and bad spirits. The wind 

blows steadily now. Not strong, just there. A windy day 
in other places but not here, where the winds sometimes 
blow for days, so hard that residents of Tuba City put bath 
towels at the base of their front doors to keep the sand from 
entering their homes. Today’s just a breezing day. 

The ghost stands alone at the end of this ridge. i 
climb to the top of the ridge and sit on a rock. i pull out 
some crackers and drink some water from the Camelbak. 
No good or bad spirits today. Just me. At least as far 
as i can tell. The water’s incredibly refreshing and the 
crackers aren’t bad either. Off to the west, below a long 
and high sandstone cliff are The Fat Lady and her cow 
friends moving north toward what looks like a bit of 
water in a low cow tank. i drink more of my water. i 
have a smoke. i sit and sit and sit some more. My mind 
empties. Time stops. 

who knows, maybe a half hour goes by, but the 
quiet voice says it’s time to go. i begin to take an image 
with my Brownie of The ghost though i know it won’t 
show up. it’ll be too small on the negative, seeming too 
insignificant. Just doesn’t seem right. 

“go,” say the still voice, “Shoot on the way back.” 
will do. 
i hike down the cow path to the flat canyon floor 

and make my way south. The hiking’s a little tougher 
now. Then i realize that the entire hike into Coalmine was 
gradually downhill and that hiking out is a slow incline 
with a big hill at the end. i chuckle to myself. No wonder 
it was easy coming in. Might be a bit different on the way 
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out. Not too bad yet. i walk between the Tumbleweeds and 
tall grasses, slowly making my way back. The Sun looks 
about an hour plus from setting. Time to pick up the pace. 

in less than an hour, i’m in the very center of 
Coalmine again, the canyon beginning its long slow 
closing-in-on-itself. i feel that comfort again. Directly 
ahead sits a car-sized boulder that has broken off from 
the cliffs above. That rock’s been here many years, at 
least as long as i’ve been coming here. The Sun hasn’t 
set in the world above on the mesa, but it is setting 
here in the Coalmine Flats. i suddenly realize i may be 
losing the light. (The Brownie only has slow 100 ASA 
Croatian black and white negative film in it, and it only 
has one shutter speed. About a 1/30 of a second, from 
what i can tell.) A boulder in shadow is fine but i need 
strong light on the cliffs beyond. i pull out the camera 
very quickly, compose, and squeeze off a few shots. A 
triptych. Then another triptych up canyon. Then i take 
my time changing the roll, putting in a fresh one. The 
sun is gone but it looks so good right now. wind still 
here. Starting to get cold. i take a few more images and 
then just take in the space. Close my eyes. Allowing it in. 

“if there’s a heaven, this is heaven,” i say to myself 
again. i can’t wait to get home and write some music about 
this place. Sure hope these Brownies turn out too. 

i’m halfway across the flat valley floor, between the 
boulder and the steeper path out, when it happens again. 
Not thinking. Not looking. Just walking, and i get suddenly 
overwhelmed with tears of joy. i stop for a moment and just 

cry, feeling so happy, so complete, so in the right place at 
the right time. Then i begin to walk and the tears subside. 
i wonder if this is just a Joy Spot, like when you sometimes 
swim in a lake and you pass through a small cold patch of 
water. The feeling of Joy doesn’t go away completely. The 
tears do but not the Joy. who knows. i do know that i’m 
carrying some of that Joy with me out of here. 

i reach the spot on the trail where earlier the tourists 
spied me from the canyon’s rim. No one’s there now. i 
notice a small yellow flower blooming on the edge of 
the trail, rooted in the poor sandy soil. Only one yellow 
flower. A small miracle it exists here at all. i continue to 
climb out. Past cliffs that look like a pipe organ. Past cliffs 
that look like a pointy head. Past cliffs that swirl with 
orange and white and red. 

i reach the base of the talus slope and begin the 
45-degree climb out. Twelve quick steps, then rest. A dozen 
more, then stop. Another dozen. Then another. Easier than 
i thought, but the climb gives my heart a workout. Twelve 
more. More. Almost there. There. i’m out. 

No cows. No tourists. Truck looks fine. i quickly 
walk to a rocky perch near the edge and watch the last 
bit of Sun hit the Eastern edge of Coalmine Canyon west. 
way off to the north are the Flats. i can’t see the big 
boulder but i know it’s there. i can’t see the Joy Spot, but 
i know it’s there. 

i place my left hand over my heart. i feel a bit of the 
Joy Spot there, inside of me. in my heart. 



The Taxi Goddess of Gard du Nord
Pa r I s ,  f r a n c e  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 5 

Got some euros out of the AtM. time for a smoke. 
I step outside of the Gard du Nord train station and 

light a Camel. I wander over to the cab stand, dragging 
deeply on the cigarette. First smoke since heathrow. 

I’m not going to make the same mistake I made 

when I flew into London two days ago, dragging my 
luggage up and down the stairs of the tube on my way 
to helen’s house. ‘Bout killed me and I’m in shape too. 
Nope. I’m getting a cab and I don’t care how much it costs. 

I see a cab, the first one in line. old guy looks 
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friendly, but I think I’ll finish my smoke. Let someone 
else have that cab. It’s around 2 p.m. and I’m pretty much 
the only person hanging around the stand. the old man 
gets a fare. I’m about half done with my smoke. 

then another cab rolls to the head of the line. 
the driver gets out. A woman. Not just any woman. 
Possibly the most beautiful woman I have ever seen 
in my life, and I know a lot of pretty women. this one 
is a pleasant freak of nature. thin, above average 
height, curvy in the right spots but what sets her 
apart from American women is her face. Perfect skin. 

A slight oval shape to her face. eyes set wide apart. 
raven black hair with a slight curl to it. And a light  
in her eye. 

I field dress my half smoked cig and make a beeline 
for her. 

“Bonjour,” I say. 
“Bonjour,” she says. Christ, her voice is melodic and 

sexy as well. 
“hi, I need to go to here, the hotel du Palais 

Bourbon,” I say, handing her my Internet printout of 
the hotel’s address. She’s studies it carefully. Seems it’s 
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a bit off the beaten track by the look on her face. That 
beautiful face. She nods. 

“Yes, i can take you there,” she says. 
“great.” 
She goes around and opens the trunk. i throw in my 

bags and hop in back. 
“Thanks so much for this,” i say. 
She gives me a puzzled look, the nonverbal equivalent 

of ‘But of course!’ 
i’m in love. 
She puts the cab in gear and we explode away 

from the train station. She’s not just driving with speed 
but with grace. Should i expect anything less from a 
Parisian? 

we’re flying down what i’m guessing is the rue La 
Fayette, but then she takes a wild left and we are on a 
tiny one-lane street. i’m trying to follow along on my Paris 
map but fat chance of that happening. This is a carnival 
ride and i’m having the time of my life. 

we careen out of a side street and we are back on 
one of many main drags. i haven’t a clue of where we are, 
but i’m still trying to keep up. Finally i just roll down my 
window and put down the map. This is just too much fun 
to spend the trip looking at a map. 

She weaves in and out of traffic like a NASCAr driver 
passing slower lapped cars. i see her eyes in her rear view 
mirror, focused and clear. Did i mention i’m in love? She 
passes slower cars everywhere, in traffic, in intersections, 
wherever there is space for us and 3 inches on either side. 
wowwy wowwy wow. 

Then a wonderful thing happens. 
She hits another car. 
Not hard. She just overly anticipated the green light 

at an intersection, and accelerated into the car in front of 
her who was still looking for the light to change. Not a 
hard hit but a solid bump. 

“Shit!” she says. Not merde. Shit. As fluent as any 
Soho puck. i have a huge grin on my face now. She jumps 
out of her cab and runs to the car she hit. They have a 
fifteen-second conversation. She runs back and gets back 
behind the wheel and accelerates through the intersection. 

“we have a saying for that where i’m from,” i say. “it’s 
called ‘No Harm. No Foul’.” 

The Taxi goddess looks at me in her rearview mirror 
with a irritated look like ‘what is the American saying to 
me now? i’m busy.’ i stop talking. 

we continue flying through the streets of Paris, 
pass cafes and shops, through canyons made by 
centuries-old eight-story buildings. i pick up my Paris 
map again and try to figure out where i am but i’m hope- 
lessly lost. 

Suddenly, i look up and it appears that we are driving 
at a high rate of speed directly into the side of one of these 
old buildings. Oh-Oh. 

But no! The building has a small archway, just the 
width of our car and out we pop onto the other side into 
an enormous courtyard. Off to my right stands a tall 
obelisk. i consult my map again. 

“Are we at the Place de la Concorde?” i ask. 
“Non,” she say, “This is the Louvre.” 
whizzing by my window, on my left is the glass 

Pyramid of the Louvre. i silently mouth the word  
‘wow.’ 

whoosh, and we are on a bridge crossing the river 
Seine. And then we finally hit traffic. Slow going with 
posh restaurants on my left and the Seine on my right. i 
take a deep breath, smile and relax. i peek over the back 
of the front seat to see how much this ride is costing me. 
we’ve been driving at least 15 minutes, maybe more. The 
meter reads 5 euros. Christ, that’s only 7 bucks. 

The goddess consults her own Paris roadmap. i must 
be going to some place out of the way. Sounds good to me. 
i check my map. i actually know where i am now. The old 
train station that is now the Musee D’Orsay comes and 
goes on my left. She swings a hard left and we are flying 
again up one of those one-way one-lane canyons of Paris. 
i think we are close now. we’re on rue De Bourgogne, the 
street my hotel is on. 

One block, two blocks, three and she stops. 
“Your hotel is there,” she says pointing to her left at 

a small hotel sign. 
“How much?” i ask. 
She looks at her meter and i do as well. 
“Eight Euro,” she says matter of factly. 
i open my wallet and pull out a crisp new 20  

Euro note. 
“Here’s 20. Keep the change. That was a wonderful 

ride. Thanks you so much. Merci Beaucoup,” i say. 
“Merci,” she says. “Merci.” 
She smiles and her face lights up like the stars. 
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Ambulance Blues
Pa r I s ,  f r a n c e  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 5 

It’s midnight. I’m in bed, wide awake. I went to 
bed at 9 p.m., still jet-lagged like a son of a bitch. Slept 
three hours and now I’m awake like it’s morning. 

I’m horny but with no girlfriend, either near by 
or far away. Ben and helen were right. this is a bad 
town to be alone in. Well, I like being by myself quite 
a bit, but there is a sexual current under everything 
here in Paris, and I’m beginning to wish I had a woman 
on my arm as I walk these streets. In bed with me too,  
as well. 

Fuck it. Let’s get up. this is my last night in Paris 
after all, and I haven’t seen the Champs elysees. I take 
a crisp 50 euro note out of my wallet and stuff it in my 
blue jeans pocket. Grab my smokes, my Metro pass, my 
laminated Paris map and my room key, and that’s it. If I 
get mugged, all they’ll get is the cigs, the cash, a ride on 
the subway and help finding their way around town. I 

exit my room, bound down the stairs, give my key to the 
night clerk and hit the streets. 

I take a left on the rue de Bourgogne. the street’s 
empty. It’s Monday night plus this is a residential area, 
not a party or touristy part of town. My boot steps echo 
off the walls of the buildings. It’s a nice cool night. 

Within a minute or two, I take a right and I’m 
walking past the walled compound of the Musee rodin. 
A bit disappointed by my visit there this morning. Sure, 
Balzac, and the Burghers were great to see but I couldn’t 
find the good camera angles. too much crap in the 
background. the Gates of hells were spectacular but the 
sunlight shone harshly on them. the three Shades did 
move me, I grant you that, but the inside of rodin’s home 
was somewhat run down. But the most bizarre part of 
the Musee was it appeared that they had put out, for all 
of us to see, every single piece of sculpture, every piece 
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of Art rodin ever made, and in that repertoire, there are 
some real stinkers. Not that i’m Auguste rodin, not even 
in his shadow, but i can’t help but think that if you had 
a Musee Jenks after my death, and my executors put out 
every photograph i ever made, every musical piece i ever 
recorded, every essay i ever wrote, you would find a whole 
lot of crap. 

i look over at the Burghers from across the narrow 
street, through the Plexiglas panes in the compound’s 
wall. i smile. Doesn’t matter that i don’t have a photograph 
of them. They’ll always be in my mind’s eye. 

A few more feet and i’m on the Boulevard des 
invalides. Little car traffic at all. i see the Metro entrance, 
quickly walk toward it, skip down the stairs, push 
through a turnstile, walk a bit more to my platform and 
wait for the train. Just me and one other guy. i consult 
my map. Looks like the next stop on the 13 line is the far 
east end of the Champ Elysess. it’ll be a hike to the Arc de 
Triomphe but what else do i have to do tonight? i wait for 
the train and think back on my day. 

After the Musee rodin this morning, i swung by the 
Musee D’Orsay, the renowned impressionist museum, 
to check out the lines. At 11 a.m., they were at least a 

hundred yards long. Screw that. i’ll come by in the late 
afternoon. i grab the Metro and head for Pere Lachaise, 
the ancient cemetery of Paris. Catherine said i might 
enjoy it. it was a long subway ride and when i got there, i 
had a hell of a time finding the graves of those i wished to 
see. i asked some gravediggers where Chopin’s grave was 
and they helpfully pointed me in the right direction. i got 
turned around and didn’t find his grave for at least a 1/2 
hour or more. Frankly, i just stumbled on it. Yes, i did cry 
and i think i got a good shot, but it was a lot of work to 
find one gravesite, even if it was for a man whose music 
got me through high school. (Yes i was a major geek at 
Sanderson High. read Ezra Pound during the day. wrote 
poetry about Afghan Hounds at night. i needed help. Or 
rather i just needed to kiss that blond-haired girl in my 
English class.) wandering around that beautiful cemetery 
wasn’t bad at all, but i only have two days in Paris and i 
have a lot to try and cram into just 48 hours. Then again, 
maybe that’s my problem, trying to do too much in too 
little time. The dilemma of the traveler on a schedule. 
Fuck, i wish i were rich sometimes and didn’t have to 
get back to the day job in Tucson. if wishes were horses, 
beggars would ride. 
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i remember the back forty of Pere Lachaise. i’d been 
looking for Modiglianni’s grave for about a half hour, 
following the map but with no luck. The sun rose higher. 
i’ve got to split soon. 

Then, walking toward me was a nice-looking man in 
his sixties. He was short, appeared friendly, dressed to the 
nines. when he got close, i spoke. 

“Bonjour, Monsieur” i said. 
“Bonjoir,” he said, with his voice going up at the end 

of the word. 
“Excusez-moi,” i said. i point at my map. “Si vous 

plait. Modigliani?” i said, waving my hand around as if to 
say ‘where might he be?’ 

“Bien, laissez-nous voient,” he says, “il me semble 
que la tombe de Modiglianni est là-bas, du moins, selon 
cette carte.” He pointed toward an area of the graveyard i 
was just at. 

Uh-oh. He thought i really can speak French. i nodded. 
“Oui,” i said. i’m lying through my teeth. Yes, i say. 

You have sounds coming out of your mouth that i can’t 
understand.

“Alors je crois que vous devriez marcher plutot vers 
la section 23,” he says. 

“Oui,” i said again as if i understood. i haven’t a clue. 
“Oui, sa tombe est la-bas,” he says, pointing at my 

map with a bit of a flare. He smiled at me, happy that he 
had been helpful. i smiled back at him. 

“Merci. Merci beaucoup, Monsieur,” i said. 
“Mon plaisir,” he said. 
i waved at him as he walked away. He waved back. 

A nice encounter. 
Too bad that i couldn’t understand 90% of what 

he said. 
And i never found Modigliani’s grave. 

i can hear the subway coming. it stops at the platform. 
A young man has joined me here. He and i get on the 
train, each through our own separate doors, each in our 
own car. i enter my car. Just me in this whole car. wow, it 
is late. The train starts up and it begins to descend. Bet it’s 
going under the river. i think about the D’Orsay, also near 
the river Siene, a quarter mile over that away. 

i got back there a little after 4 p.m. today. The lines 
were gone. i had about 1 1/2 hours to do the D’Orsay. 
Should be plenty of time. 

it was hell. 
People frantically running around, taking pictures of 

all the famous Monets and Manets, pushing and shoving 
to get to see the beauties. i remember one person asked 
me to move as i looked at a Monet. i did. They whizzed by 
me, popped a shot and sprinted away, not saying “Thank 
you” or anything. This happened at least four times while 
i was there. i was having another moment with a great 
painting and people were impatient with me, wanting 
me to move so they could take their snapshot, and i’m at 
least ten feet back from the painting. After rude asshole 
number five asked me to get out of his way, i decided 
then and there, the next person who asks me to move i’d 
simply look them in the eye and say ‘No.’ 

No one asked me to move for the rest of my stay at 
the D’Orsay. i must have been putting off a strong Don’t-
Fuck-with-Me vibe by that point. 

There were one or two special moments for me, 
though. 

One was in the Art Nouveau section, a part of the 
museum where few patrons went. One room was a re-
creation of a Nouveau bedroom, with wooden wall 
paneling, floor to ceiling, carved with sweeping curves 
and seductive lines into the dark wood. A bed was there 
with a headboard that looked like it was made by elves. 
Blown glass vases that looked like they were made from 
living plants and air, instead of melted sand. 

And the other was the room with all the famous 
Monets. 

The insanity of snapshot shooting surrounded me. 
i gave a cursory look at a haystack but didn’t want to be 
part of the crazed energy in front of it. More buzzing and 
buzzed tourists over by that painting of lilies. i’ll pass. 

Then i turned around and saw a beautiful tall 
painting of poplar trees, their leaves blown strong in 
the wind. i looked left, then right. No one wanted to 
look at this painting. i wondered why. i leaned forward 
and looked at the title tag on the wall. it was a new 
acquisition. “wind Effect” from Monet’s Poplar series. i 
stared at it, having a dialogue with the painting, creating 
a circle with my intention and its beauty. Things seemed 
to quiet down but they hadn’t really. French Schoolgirls 
running to my left. Hyper-driven Asians pop away with 
their cameras to my right, but it seemed quiet in the 
space where i stood.  

i gazed at the wind painting, mesmerized by the 
lines of the tall trees, the blue of the sky, the browns and 
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greens of the trees. Even quieter now in the gallery. And i 
swear i heard the wind blow. 

The train slows. This is my stop. The Number 13 
rolls to a halt. i get out and bound up the stairs. Out i 
pop onto the street. There, a mile away stands the Arc de 
Triomphe. i think about getting another train, to get me 
closer. Hell with that. i could use the walk. 

One o’clock in the morning on Avenue george V. 
well, i could have missed that. Not many Parisians on 

the Champs Elysees tonight. Mostly tourists, Americans 

and Arabs it seems. Large stores selling expensive clothes 
and perfumes. A Virgin megastore. A McDonald’s. i’m 
grateful to Mickie D. though, for the bathroom and the 
cheap soda. The only envy i experienced was standing, 
looking at the Arc de Triomphe, wishing a) that it was 
daytime so i could walk to the top of it and b) wishing 
i had a car so i could drive around it for sport. Ah, but 
if i hadn’t walked the Champs, i would have thought i 
missed something. Now i know i never need to come 
back there again. 

what’s that commotion up ahead? 
in front of what appears to be a five-star hotel, about 

fifty people excitedly are milling around the entrance. 
Their focus seems to be on someone or something. i 
walk closer. 

well, i’ll be. it’s Celine Dion. She’s signing auto-
graphs. Christ, it’s late. i bet she just flew in. i stand off 
aways, watching the scene. Time passes. Celine signs one 
piece of paper, than another. People have their picture 
taken by friends with small digital cameras, some with 
their cell phones. Two guys stand behind her on the steps 
of the hotel. One looks like her manager, the other looks 
like the muscle. She is very patient, taking care of one 
person’s needs at a time.

i stand there for at least 20 minutes watching Celine 
and her fans. The crowd slowly begins to thin out, as 
she talks to each and every person. At one point, a Paris 
cabbie pulls up and cranks up his stereo, blaring “when 
i Fall in Love.” She finally, after about 30 minutes, signs 
the last autograph, stands for the last photograph. She 
must me tired from her trip but she took care of her fans. 
Every single one. 

She waved goodbye to those who are still milling on 
the sidewalk. 

“Au revoir,” she says entering the hotel 
“Au revoir, Celine! Merci! Merci! Nous vous aimons!” 

they yell. 
Some people jump up and down. Some are crying. 

All are smiling, including me. No one is unhappy on the 
street. Most are looking at their cell phones to see their 
picture with Celine. 

i’ve never been a fan of Celine Dion. Neither liked 
or disliked her. But right now, i’m truly impressed. 
Tired and jet-lagged, she took some time to be with her  
French fans. 

At 2 in the morning. 
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2:30 a.m.: Back on my side of the river Seine. 
i consult my map. Looks like if i stay on rue Saint 

Dominique, it’ll hit rue Du Bourgogne at some point. Cool. 
My mind’s empty. Not much thinking but i’m seeing 

images in my mind. 
The large photographs on the fence outside the Jardin 

du Luxembourg i saw at dusk tonight. The cheese section 
at the amazing grocery store not far from the Jardin. 
The dark lively street as i walked home with my cumin 
cheese, my dark chocolates and my salted meat from the 
store. The image of an elderly couple walking toward me, 
hand in hand. How we exchanged ‘Bonsoirs” as we passed 
each other. The grave of Chopin. The poplars of Monet. 
The prostitute of Manet. My return to Notre Dame to see 
the Blue rosettes one last time before i left Paris.

Like in a dream, i’m back in my part of town. i’m a 
sleepwalker, strolling past the invalides. And i actually 
know where i am. 

Haven’t seen a person in quite a while. All the cafes 
are closed. No one is exiting the Metro. No buses. Just a 
car or two. 

Suddenly a lyric from an old song comes to mind, a 
song i haven’t heard in years, maybe two decades or more, 
but a record i played over and over, back in the 70’s. “On 
the Beach” by Neil Young. The line i keep hearing in my 
head is “The subways are empty and so are the cafes.” 
what’s the rest of the song? i think i know. At least some 
of the verses.

i begin to sing. Not loud but softly. i can still hear 
my voice gently bouncing off the walls of the buildings. 

“The subways are empty and so are the cafes. 
Except for the Farmer’s Market and i can still hear 

him say: 
You’ll all just pissing in the wind. 
You don’t know it but you are. 
And there ain’t nothing like a friend, 
who can tell you, you’re just pissing in the wind.”

i hum the harmonica part. Quiet, Stu. Don’t wake 
anyone.

“i never knew a man, who could tell so many lies. 
He had different story for every set of eyes. 

How can he remember who he’s talking to? 
i know it ain’t me, and hope it isn’t you.” 

i hear Neil’s acoustic guitar in my head. i start to 
hum that too. 

Just up ahead i see a man walking toward me. i 
continue humming, and then stop when he gets close. 

“Bonsoir,” i say. 
“Bonsoir,” he says back, with a friendly smile. A 

young and sober man. 
After he’s passed, i work on trying to remember all 

of ‘Ambulance Blues.’ it’s a long song with a lot of lyrics 
and it has been years. i know the Mother goose section. 
i’ll just sing that one, and if more verses come, i’ll sing 
those too. Order doesn’t matter. Now let’s see. How does 
that go? Oh yeah. 

“Oh, Mother goose, she’s on the skids.
“Shoe ain’t happy, neither are the kids. 
She needs someone that she can scream at. 
And i’m such a heel for making her feel so bad.”

“i guess i’ll call it sickness gone,” i sing. 
“it’s hard to say the meaning of this song. 
An ambulance can only go so fast,” i sing through 

tears now. 
“it’s easy to get buried in the past. 
when you try to make a good thing last.” 



[ 86 ]

My plane leaves at 2 for London. Need to be at 
the Charlie D. by 12. Get to Gard du Nord by 10:30 to 
catch the train. Get to the nearby Metro station at 10 to 
grab a subway to the Gard du Nord. It’s 9 now. I have 
an hour. 

Shit! Merde! Whatever. 
I’ve fallen in love with Paris and I don’t want to 

leave. 

No time to do much but walk around rue de 
Bourgogne and maybe get an espresso or a pastry. 
Michel, the day deskman at the hotel du Palais Bourbon, 
said I can leave my bags behind the desk before I head 
out for the airport. Great guy. We got along great once I 
realized that he speaks better 

english than I do. Well, not entirely. he’s a little 
short on idioms, but as we talked I could tell he wanted 

Double Shot, Like Bang Bang
Pa r I s ,  f r a n c e  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 5 
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me to use American turns-of-phrase. I obliged. I also 
educated him on the differences between texans and 
Arizonans. (he thought we were similar creatures. No, 
no, no.) I mentioned to Michel, too, that in Arizona, it’s 
legal to wear a pistol on your hip, just like in the movies. 
I also told him that most people don’t, for it’s pretty 
easy to get a Concealed Weapons Permit. Most gun 
owners simply do that. his eyes got as big as saucers. (I 
neglected to say that most tucsonans don’t even own a 
gun much less wear one, but that would spoil all the fun.) 

“I’ll be back in a half hour or so, Michel,” I say. 
“okay,” he says 
“And thanks so much for letting me leave my bags. 

It’s a big help.” 
“No problem. My pleasure.” 
“Au revoir,” I say. 
“Au revoir,” says Michel. 
I exit the hotel and take a right on rue de Bourgogne. 

there’s a little café just a couple of blocks down where I 
got an espresso yesterday at dawn. I think I need one to 
go. the café’s tiny, perhaps 60 feet by 20 feet, with the 
bar running the length of the place. A couple of small 
tables inside, a few more outside under an awning. 
that’s it. Maybe food is served but I don’t remember any. 
Lots of different choices of coffees, wines and cigarettes. 
My kind of place. 

Yesterday, when I was here, I spoke French, or 
something like it. I ordered a cup of espresso and a 
pack of Gitanes. We muddled through my French and 
I got my coffee and smokes. talking with Michel today, 
he has informed me that most Parisians speak english, 
so go ahead. 

today, I’ll do just that. 
I walk up to the bar and begin: 
“Bonjour,” I say. 
“Bonjour,” says the barkeep. A tall man in his fifties, 

salt and pepper hair, no smile but polite. 
“excusez-moi. I would like an espresso, double 

shot, to go,” I say. 
he looks puzzled. 
“Double shot, Double shot,” he says. 
“oui, double shot,” I say. 
“MArIA!” he yells. 
this isn’t going so well. 
“Maria will come and find out what you want,” he 

says, in halting english and then walks to the other end 
of the bar. 

Not good at all. 
Suddenly, like a rabbit out of hat, Maria appears, a 

black girl, maybe twenty, quite pretty. 
“hi. I’m Maria. What can we get for you,” she says, 

in perfect english, with a beautiful African accent. In 
love again. 

“Yes,” I say, “hi. I would like an espresso, double 
shot, to go, take away,” I add, thinking using the British 
slang for ‘to go’ might help. 

“Double shot?” she says. 
oh boy. 
“Double shot, like twice as much. two,” I say, 

showing two fingers. 
“Ah,” she says. 
She rapidly speak some French to the barkeep, none 

of it I understand. 
“Ah, oui,” he says. 
“there you go,” she says to me. 
“thank you very much,” I say. “Merci.” 
“It’s ok,” she says, and disappears down the rab- 

bit hole. 
I get my double espresso in the cutest little to-go 

container you’ve ever seen. I walk outside to one of the 
empty two-top tables and take a seat. I put a cube of sugar 
into my mini-cup. Ah. I take out the 35 mm Pentax and 
take a few shots, then return in earnest to my coffee. I 
finish it off and look for a waiter. one arrives and I order 
another, this time, for here. I settle in. I take it all in. 
Well-dressed government workers walk by. School kids 
in uniforms. A woman in her fifties, dressed casually but 
impeccably, walks in front of me. I notice her stockings 
and her amazing legs. Small renaults and large mopeds 
speed through the narrow intersection on my right. An 
older man and a younger woman flirt with each other at 
the table next to mine. 

I sip my expresso. 
I so don’t want to leave Paris. 
I retrieve my luggage from the hotel and begin my 

goodbyes to Michel but first I tell him about my adventure 
in english at the café down the way. I tell him the phrase 
I used to order my drink. 

“espresso, double-shot, to go,” I say. 
he smiles broadly, raises his two hands like six 

shooters and says, 
“Double shot! Like Bang-Bang!”
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I awaken before dawn, like a child on Christmas 
morning. I have a lot to do today. hike up the Storr, 
drive around Skye a bit, and get to the ferry at Uig, no 
later than 1:30. the ferry to Lewis and harris leaves at 
2 p.m.. Can’t miss the ferry. I’ve already paid big bucks 
for the ticket and it’s the only ferry to harris today. And 
the Standing Stones of Callanish on the Isles of Lewis 
are the whole reason for the trip. Paris and London 
were great. I now love both those cities. But I got on that 
plane in tucson for one reason and one reason only: to 
fulfill a dream of walking among the Standing Stones of 
Callanish and to take their picture. 

I make myself a cup of earl Gray. ever since Ben 
made me a cup within minutes of my arriving at helen’s 
London flat after my 10-hour flight from the States, I 
try to have earl Gray whenever I can. I bought some tea 
in Inverness yesterday, and some milk last night at the 
Somerset’s Grocery around the corner. I’m good to go. Ah, 
still a couple of scones left over from last night. Lovely. 
Christ, I am in the Uk. I’m now using words like ‘lovely’? 
how did that happen? I watch some BBC Scotland on the 
telly, (telly?) finish my tea, and walk my gear out to the 
car. Besides one suitcase with my clothes and such, I 
have another suitcase with just camera equipment, and 
another larger one with just my hiking boots, my full 
winter North Face jacket, my Camelbak and one of my 
Christmas Light hoops. Amazingly enough, the hoop got 
through customs, the device being a circle of heavy wire, 
with a hundred lights wrapped around the hoop and 
four plastic boxes black-taped to the hoop where the C 
batteries go. Before I flew out of tucson, I place a copy of 
one of my hoop images, “the three Surrenders” on top 
of the hoop with a typed written note saying: 

“to whom it may concern: 
My name is Stu Jenks and I’m a profes-

sional photographer. 
this is a lighting instrument that I use 

in my work. 
thanks for your consideration” 

When I first unpacked my stuff at helen’s in 
London, I noticed someone had taken the batteries out 
of the black boxes, but the hoop was in good shape. Life 
is good, even in these times of extreme terrorist Fears. 
I don’t have those fears myself but it seems like most 
of America does. Anyway, I have the hoop with me in 
Scotland today, ready to cross over on the ferry to the 
outer hebrides and hopefully do some hoop dancing 
with the Standing Stones tonight. 

Car’s packed. Sun’s barely up. Bought a bad cup of 
coffee across the street. I think I’ll stick with tea. hiked 
around town for a few minutes just to breathe in the dawn. 

one last stop now before I leave Portree. Go to 
Somerset’s and buy some more AA batteries, some more 
scones and a six pack of Diet IrN-BrU 

Aye, IrN-BrU. 
Last night I talked with emma, a raven-haired 

lovely who works as a desk clerk at the royal hotel. 
“Stu, have you tried IrN-BrU yet?” said emma. 

We’re talking food and drink. I believe I had just 
mentioned the earl Gray up in my room. 

“What’s that?” I said. 
“Aye, it’s a Scottish soft drink. Very tasty. We all 

drink it.” 
“What’s it taste like?” I ask. 
emma pauses for a second. She’s quite a lovely girl. 

I’d guess in her twenties. Black hair. Fine features. Strong 
build. Sweet face. A fine-looking Scottish lassie. 

“hard to describe, it is, aye. Made partly with 
Quinine Water. try it. I think you’ll like it,” she said. 

“I will. thanks, emma.” 
“No bother,” she says, smiling a little at me. Such a 

lovely girl. 
I exit Somerset’s with my batteries, my scones, and 

my IrN-BrU. I load them in the car. Good to go. Plenty of 
gas. time to head for the Storr. But first, I open a bottle 
of Diet IrN-BrU for the road. 

Good fizz. I sniff the bouquet through the narrow 
opening in the bottle. Sweet but bitter. hmm. I take a 
long draft. 

IRN-BRU & The Storr
I s l e  o f  s k y e ,  s c o t l a n d  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 5 
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“This stuff is great!” i exclaim to the interior of the 
Volkswagen. 

A blend of bitters and Quinine and something i can’t 
place (i found out later that only two board members 
of Barr’s Brewery know the secret ingredients that gives 
irN-BrU its distinctive flavor). This is a wonderful soft 
drink. Then again, i drink Tab at home. 

i start the car, and back up, not knowing whether to 
look over my right or my left shoulder as i go in reverse. 
Another day of falling-of-the-shoulder-while-driving 
awaits me. i turn up the heat a bit in the Vw, and take 
another long draft of the brew. 

“Oh man,” i say. i can’t believe how good this tastes. 
“i need to import some of this when i get back home” 
i take another sip as i leave Portree slowing driving 

its tiny narrow streets. No traffic at all. Just me. 
Before too long, i’m out of town and on The Single 

Tracks. 
[A little discussion on the Single Tracks and the 

Passing Places on The isle of Skye: 
Unlike the single tracks on the mainland, these one-

lane roads go on for miles and miles. Due to the relatively 
treeless terrain of most of Northern Skye, you can see 

approaching traffic from a long way off, day and night, 
but it is a little hairy when you are cresting a blind hill 
at 30 to 40 miles an hour. i’ve gotten into the habit of 
pulling over into the Passing Place at the top of the hill, 
just in case. Then again, the person approaching on the 
other side could do the same. No matter. we’d just have a 
small head on collision going at slow speeds. No worries. 
Ok. A few worries, but not many. 

[Throughout my stay on Skye, i found the Passing 
Places were a great way to be polite to folk and make 
friends too. i would see someone coming toward me and 
i would always get in the Passing Place closest to me, 
rather than wait for them to get in their nearest pull off. A 
couple of times, we would both pull off at the same time, 
me in mine, they in theirs, and i would blink my high 
beam letting them know to come on down. Except for 
the occasional European tourist, everyone would wave as 
they passed me. Very friendly folk, the people of Skye, on 
and off the roads.] 

The drive’s dramatic this morning. The big sound on 
my right, the ridge of the Trotternish on my left. The rough 
high cliffs and outcroppings of The Storr straight in front 
of me. within a few minutes, i’m parked in the parking lot 
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for the trailhead. i then see a hatchback parked there as 
well, and a middle-aged man fiddling with some camera 
gear. Shoot. i was hoping to be alone this morning. As i 
park my car, i check out the guy. The vibe’s fine. Hmm. 
Stu, it’ll be ok. 

i start the conversation with this fellow. Name’s 
rob. From down by glasgow. Hiked to the top of the 
Storr already this morning and took some early morning 
shoots. Nicest guy. we talked about some camera geek 
stuff for a while (speed of films, medium format camera, 
etc. i rarely talk about this technical stuff. Frankly, 
it usually bores me to tears.) After talking about  
some night photography experiences, i then tell rob a 
little secret. 

“i actually make quite a bit of money using a 50-year-
old Kodak Brownie.” i say. 

He scrunches up his forehead. 
“i’ll show you,” i say. 
i retrieve my Brownie from the car. As i walk to him, 

i unzip the camera case, take out the old camera and hand 
it to him to inspect. 

“wow,” he says, gingerly cradling the camera in his 
big hands and then handing it back to me. 

“And the lens is really good,” i say, “Not too sharp, not 
too soft. it takes 127 film, and the only place that makes 
127 is a factory in Croatia. great high-silver content film. 
100 ASA. great stuff.” 

“You don’t say,” he says smiling at me. 
“Just goes to prove it isn’t the equipment you use, but 

what you do with the camera,” rob says. 
“You bet,” i say. i’m smiling too. 
we talk some about places he’s been over the years 

in the Highlands. i get out my Scotland road map at one 
point and he points out his favorite spots on the mainland. 
Not on my way to anywhere this trip, but they look nice 
on the map. Next trip. 

we laugh and laugh some more, but then i’m sud-
denly aware of the time. The ferry in my future. How it 
won’t wait, and i can’t be late. got to get up The Storr. 

Just then another car pulls into the lot, and this time 
i recognize its occupants. it’s the foursome from London 
i met on the plane to inverness. Two couples. The couple 
i wish i had sat next to were in the seats behind mine. 
The couple i ended up sharing the flight with were truly 
odd ducks. He, a nurse in London, Her, i don’t know. 
Nice enough people but they had come to Skye to party. 
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i hadn’t. i saw them on the streets last night in Portree 
and waved and smiled but didn’t stop and chat. Just had 
a bad feeling. Not that they are bad folk. Just that we 
had different goals for our stays on Skye. Mine, spiritual. 
Theirs, more about spirits. 

“You been following us again, Aye?” says the guy 
with the shaved head. 

“Been waiting here a while for y’all to show up. ‘Bout 
damn time,” i say. He laughs. So do i. 

“i should get ready to go up to The Storr,” i say now 
to rob. 

The nicer couple of the foursome waves at me from 
across the car park. i wave back. within minutes, they 
have the packs and water slung on their backs and they 
loudly walk into the forest and up the hill. i wait just 
a bit for them to get ahead of me, and then i grab my 

Camelbak, stick my Brownie in its pouch, and put it on 
my back. Finally i sling the rollei over my right shoulder. 
got a feeling i’d regret not taking the old boy up The 
Storr today. 

i lock up the Volkswagen and go and say goodbye 
to rob. 

“it’s really been great to talk with you, rob.” 
“You too, Stu. Have a great time today,” rob says, 

rolling his ‘r’s on the word ‘great.’ 
“Shoot me an e-mail if you like some time,” i say. “i’ll 

love to see the pics you shot today.” 
“All righty,” he says. 
i smile. i love the Scots. i know i’m generalizing but 

these island folks are some of the friendliest, warmest, 
and kindest people i have ever met. 

“Be well,” i say. 
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“Same to ya,” says rob. 
i enter the pine forest. 
The path climbs easy and clear. A small stream flows 

to my right. 
This is a new forest, planted by the government, i’m 

guessing twenty, thirty years ago. Dense and tight, with 
a soft and loamy texture to its floor, where decades of 
needles have fallen. 

As i climb high into The wood and spaces begin 
to open, i see that the trees are now having trees; small 
saplings growing in the clear spots, and then i notice, that 
i’m not just walking through a pine forest. 

i’m walking through a Scotch Pine forest. 
A forest of Christmas trees. 
i climb the well-marked trail for a few more min- 

utes and then the forest abruptly ends. The end of the 

government planting. Back to the grass, rocks and peat. 
i then notice something at my feet. A brightly knitted 
stocking Boo Boo cap. i pick it up, take off my Krispy 
Kreme baseball cap and put on this new cap. Too small for 
me. Bet it belongs to the wild Bunch ahead of me. i stow 
it in my small backpack and continue upward. 

The sun hasn’t broken through yet. Maybe it 
will. Maybe it won’t. The air smells so wet, so sweet, 
like nothing we have at home. (i bet Scotsmen come to 
Tucson and say: ‘The air is so dry, so delightful, like 
nothing we have at home, aye?’). The footing up the hill 
is what i’ll later discover is called peaty. Soft, spongy, 
but with good grip and a delightful scent. Up ahead, i 
notice i’m gaining ground on the foursome. All but one 
has on a Boo Boo hat. Only the sweetest girl of the pack 
is without headgear. within a few minutes, i’m close 

enough that they can see me 
across the high moor. The 
Sweet girl happens to turn 
around and sees me. i wave 
her hat over my head. Even 
at this distance i can see her 
smile and she begins to walk 
down toward me. we met 
halfway. 

“i bet this belongs to you,’ 
i say. “You are the only one of 
your group without a hat.” 

“Yes, it is. Thank you so 
much,” she says. 

“You are more than 
welcome,” i say. 

She puts on her stocking 
cap, smiles and heads back 
toward her friends. i notice 
her boyfriend smiling at 
me from up on the hill. He 
waves. i smile and wave 
back. Maybe i’ve misjudged 
these folk, or at least half of 
them. No, i’ve misjudged all 
of them. Sometimes i can 
be such a judgmental jerk. i 
shake my head. 

“well, i’ve done my good 
deed for the day,” i quietly 
mumble to myself. 
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The trail becomes steeper now. The wind’s picking 
up. Before too long, i catch up with the four folk at a small 
saddle. A craggy black rock formation called “The Old 
Man” looms over our heads. One of the four Londoners 
claws his way up a black talus slope to my left. i say a brief 
hello to everyone and keep walking, hoping to get ahead 

of them. i pick up my pace and quickly climb to an area 
just above The Old Man. Dark, pitted, a gnarled tower 
of rock. The Old Man’s like something out of Mordor, 
yet ancient, wet and beautiful. And unlike any rocks we 
have at home. Only the stunning hoodoos of Coalmine 
Canyon are any match for The Old Man of The Storr. 
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i press on and soon the foursome drift out of sight. 
A few sheep, their backs stained with orange and green 
dye, graze nearby. (The spots come from marking 
harnesses attached to the inside of mating rams’ 
thighs, rubbing their pigments onto the backs of the 
ewes, so shepherds know when the lambs are coming. 

wonder what the ewes think 
of all this? Probably not 
much. They are sheep, after 
all. Not the sharpest pencils 
in the Mammal Pack.) The 
wind whistles by my ears, 
and then i stop and hear the 
oddest sound. The sound 
much like that of fabric being 
ripped down a seam. There 
it is again, and again. what 
in god’s name is making  
that sound? 

Then i look over at a 
group of seven sheep, just 
downhill and i receive my 
answer. 

Each ewe grabs the grass 
with her teeth and tears it, 
seemingly from its roots. rip, 
chew. rip, rip. i shake my 
head in wonder. 

Just the sheep, the wind 
and i now. No direct sun. The 
clouds are wind clouds not 
rain clouds, so a good deal 
of light still filters through. 
Fifteen minutes of hiking 
pass and i’m at a mini-saddle 
about halfway up The Storr. 
i consider going to the top, 
then quickly reconsider. i 
don’t have the time. The Uig 
Ferry and all. Plus there’s 
that thing i’ve learned 
about hiking over the years. 
Sometimes the best view is 
halfway up the mountain, not 
at the top. Also, there is often 
this sheltered feeling with 
being halfway up, of being 

held by the land. i like that feeling. i like it a lot. i’m 
feeling it right now. 

wonderful. The muted light, the thick yet short 
grass, the fragrant peat, the black rocks, and the ever-
present view below of the inner Sound to the east and the 
open sea to the north. i wander off the trail to a little hill 
a hundred yards away and set up the rollei on its tripod. i 
frame a shot with the Sound, the Old Man, the Christmas 
Forest below. red #25 filter to pop the contrast. Cock the 
shutter. Pop an exposure or two. 

Leaving the rollei, i grab the Brownie and check 
out some options. Frame this way? No. Another? Not that 
either. i sling the little camera over my shoulder and just 
wander around this peaty hill, hoping to become less 
confused. Then i notice what looks like a small chunk 
taken out of the side of the hill just below the crest. grassy 
on its seat, rocky on its back, like a large chair for a giant. 
i settle into this earthly furniture and take in the North 
Sea. i light a smoke. 

it doesn’t get much better than this. 
i drift into a dream, of Earth and Sky, of people here 

and gone, of spirits inside and outside of me. 
After i wake up from my long daydream, i notice 

a shot, or at least a possible one. A four- piece, with the 
back of the giant’s chair at the right, the Sound on the left. 
i measure it in the viewfinder. Might work. i squeeze off 
each exposure, working from left to right, lining up the 
horizon line as best i can. The wind blows harder. i stop 
and wait for it to die down before i click the shutter again. 
it is a slow shutter, you know. There. Calmer now. Click. 
Click. Last frame. Click. 

Another pass? No. That’ll do. 
i settle back into the Big Chair and look north again. 
To The North Sea. 
And breathe in deep, the peaty wind, and fall into a 

new daydream: The dream of Stu at The Standing Stones 
of Callanish. 
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Half-hour out of Inverness. I still have some sun, 
and I want to see the Clava Cairns once more, before I fly 
back to London. 

I check my Scotland Michelin map. Great map. I see 
a back way to the Clava Cairns that bypasses Inverness 
altogether. right on. 

Sun’s going down. Maybe an hour left of light. the 
land suddenly becomes familiar. Culloden Battlefield 
Park on my right. the right turn I took a few days back. the 
Single track. My first one a few days ago, my umpteenth 
now. the little crossroads village with the white- washed 
houses. the majestic brick train trestle that spans the 
creek and the wide Clava Valley. the pasture of cows and 
the lone Megalith in its center. the parking lot. the fence. 
the Clava Cairn. the Clava Stones. Was completely new 
days ago. Feels like home now. My ancestors did live just 
a few miles to the west. they were driven out during the 
highland Clearances. Settled in Virginia. Is it really a 
surprise this feels like home? 

Standing again in the still space of Clava, my hand 
on the tallest megalith, thanking it one last time. Not 
crying this time, like I did days ago, but a bit misty 
nonetheless. 

“thanks,” I say to the rock. 
I hear children playing outside of a nearby house. 
I hear a cow moo. 
I have an idea. 
I look at the Clava Cairns and soak it all in one last 

time, and check if my gut’s right. 
It is. 
I head back to the VW Polo and get my rollei and 

my tripod. I turn toward the Clava Cairns, place my 
hand over my heart and bow. And then I turn away from 
the stones and head toward the cows. 

the gate to the pasture is just a few yards from the 
parking lot. A lone six-foot megalith stands in the center 
of the cow pasture. A dozen or so herefords wander 
around. I pull back on the steel gate latch. It squeaks 
loudly, and every cow turns his or her head to see me. 
the gate creaks too, as I open and close it, entering the 

field. the cows stand stone still, staring at me. I begin to 
walk toward the lone standing stone and then the cattle 
do an odd thing. odd to me at least. All the cows from 
every spot in the pasture start to walk toward me. Guess 
they associate the squeaky gate with being fed by their 
Master. Just a guess. heck If I know. heck if I know a lot 
of things. 

I find a spot close to the megalith and begin to 
compose a shot with cows in the distance and the stone 
in the foreground, but my bovine models keep moving in 
and out of the frame. I move the camera and tripod, here 
and there, to keep the cows and the stone in the square 
of the viewfinder but quickly I give it up. these cows are 
going to do whatever they want to do. I need to let it go. I 
eventually compose a shot with the megalith in the right 
part of the frame, the tree line in the left and the cattle in 
the distance. then I notice the distant cows appear much 
closer in the ground glass of the rollei. I look down 
intently into the camera. they’re all still walking toward 
me, large boys and girls sashaying in my direction. I look 
up. Fifteen cows are coming my way. 

“hey guys, how are you doing?” I say. 
they keep coming. 
“You all look great,” I say. 
I look down into the ground glass of my twin lens 

reflex again, waiting for them to come. 
“Wow,” I say to myself, as I pan the camera on its 

axis. Cows on three sides. I swivel the camera back to 
the first composition I made. Stone on the right. treeline, 
left. I lock the tripod, always looking down into the 
viewfinder. then from the left comes a large white bull 
into the frame. 

“hey there, how are you?” I say to the bull, still 
looking into the ground glass. he looks close. I raise my 
head from the viewfinder and look for the bull. to my 
surprise he’s just seven feet in front of me. 

“hey, hey,” I say, trying to sound nonchalant, when 
inside I’m a little spooked. the bull exhales but not in 
that aggressive sort of way. Just letting go of some air. At 
least I hope that’s what he’s doing. 

The Clava Cows
s c o t l a n d  • fa l l ,  2 0 0 5 
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i realize most of the other cows are on a collision 
course for my position too. Doe-de-ohdoeing their way 
to me. 

i throw back my head and laugh. it echoes off the trees. 
The cows keep coming. The bull continues to stand 

like a statue. 
And within a minute, i’m surrounded by bovine, on 

all sides 
i click an exposure, then another, and another, my 

cow models circling me. A young calf stays close to his 
Mom. A larger cow rubs her neck against the megalith, 
scratching an itch. The bull moves away a few steps then 
stops, looks at me again, appearing to wonder: ‘...if you’re 
not The Master, who are you?’ 

He exhales again. i laugh again. And i keep clicking 
away, one shot after another. 

Then, as if with a collective thought, the cattle begin 
to slowly walk away from me, realizing i’m not going to 
feed them, that i’m not The Master. 

“Thank you guys. You all were great,” i say to their 
backsides. Then i notice a cow and her calf staying behind 
for a minute. 

“You’re so cute,” i say with a lilt in my voice.  
Mom swishes her tail and stares at me. Son bows his 
neck and eats some grass. i move the camera and click 
another shot. 

Baby Cows. Standing Stones. The big Scottish sky. 
Man, oh, man, oh, man. 
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I don’t want to go. What to do? 
Figure I’ve got to be at the rent-a-car place near the 

Inverness Airport by 10 a.m. Leaves me two hours. 
Clava Cairn? No. Said goodbye yesterday. how 

about the North Coast going toward elgin? I unfold my 
Michelin map and study the road north. I see a reference 
to the Picts, the people of North Scotland who lived here 
from the 3rd Century A.D. to the 10th Century. Called 
Picts by the romans because they occasionally painted 

their faces blue, the Picts merged with the Irish Celts 
when the Celts arrived in Scotland a thousand years ago. 

I look at the fine print on the map. Seems in the 
town of Burghead are the remains of a Pictish hill fort 
and sort of on the way to Burghead, on the A96, stands 
the New Age conclave of Findhorn. Annie visited there 
a few years ago and said it was a disappointment, but 
it’s just a few miles off my path to Burghard. Why not? 
Burghead and Findhorn it is. 

Findley McLean & Isebella McIntosh
b u r g h e a d ,  s c o t l a n d  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 5 
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i check behind the front passenger seat. A couple, 
three Diet irN-BrUs left, cold from sitting in the car 
overnight. Fantastic. Ten minutes and four roundabouts 
later and i’m out of inverness. Ten minutes after that, 
i’m through the wee port town of Nairn. A few more 
minutes later, and i’m past Forres and looking for the 
turnoff to Findhorn. 

(The Findhorn community was started by three local 
folk, who believed in deep meditation and the channeling 
of energy. Findhornians are also known for their gardening 
and their belief in earth spirits that helped their gardens 
grow. who’s to say they’re wrong? Not me.) 

There. i take a left. After just a couple of miles, i stop 
for gas, get a cup of fake cappuccino, hit the head and 
check the dashboard clock. Only have time for a drive by, 
it seems, of Findhorn. That’ll do. 

Past the little burgh of Kinloss, another left, and 
another mile or so. 

Then things get a little weird. 
On my right, a huge chain link fence appears, then 

i see government style buildings, then an airfield, then 
a sign saying “royal Air Force.” More big fence. Then 
Findhorn Bay, a marshy shallow bay opening up to my 
left. Huge fence on my right, calm waters on my left. And 
just to add to the oddness, i see a traffic signal up ahead 
but no crossroad. it’s green so i drive slowly by a sign 
that reads: “Prepare to stop for low flying aircraft.” i look 
through the chain link fence and there, right there, is the 
end of a runway. Off a ways, i see what appears to be a 
couple of rAF F-15 fighter planes parked on the apron. 
wow. i bet they make a hell of roar when they fly ten feet 
over the roof of your car. Then i’m past the runway, and 
just as quick i see the entrance to Findhorn. Seems the 
community sits right next to the jets. Probably got the 
land really cheap. i slow but i don’t stop. what i see are a 
lot of trailers, mostly single wides. You have to be pretty 
dedicated to your spiritual practice to meditate in a single 
wide next to a fighter base. 

i turn around and head back toward Kinloss and 
i take a left on a small rural road, an actual two-lane 
blacktop, not a single track. Map says Burghead’s just 
down the road a piece. i check the clock. got about an 
hour and a half. Half hour back to the airport. Leaves me 
an hour at Burghead. Should be fine. 

Suddenly i’m in a thick pine forest, not that different 
from lowland Loblolly Pine stands in Coastal North 
Carolina. Map says it’s called the roseisle Forest. Pretty 

name. Then the forest abruptly ends and just ahead lies 
the fishing village of Burghead. 

in an odd way, it reminds me of walpi, the Hopi 
indian village that’s built at the end of a peninsula-shaped 
mesa, with tall cliffs that drop off on the three sides. Not 
very tall cliffs here but a long point of land pushing into 
the sea looks very much like First Mesa. Off to the south 
sits a wide bay with sandy beaches, and directly ahead, to 
my left is a tiny port. One main street coming into town. 
A few side streets but not many. A few fishing boats but 
not many. No one on the streets. One post office. One 
little store. A bank. No gas station. No tourist traps. Just 
a few very old fishing homes on a narrow spit of land. 
Six people live year around on walpi on First Mesa in 
Northern Arizona. My guess is no more than a couple 
hundred live here. 

Map says the remains of the ancient fort are just up 
ahead. i take a left and park. No fighting for a parking 
space today. i lock up and leave my camera. Just a gut 
feeling, that this isn’t about shooting the place. it’s about 
being in the place. 

A dog barks in the distance. i see the dog and his 
master. A young woman pushes her child in a stroller. The 
dog’s barking just because he’s happy. The mother happily 
talks to her baby. The three of them walk a few yards and 
then turn down a side street and are gone. No one else on 
the streets. 

i could live here. 
The sea’s directly ahead. The North Sea i suppose 

or the Moray Firth.  Doesn’t matter what it’s called. it’s 
big. i walk past a handful of working fishing boats and 
look off toward the shallow southern bay and then think 
how things haven’t changed all that much here in the last 
thousand years. People fish now. People fished then. This 
was a major port for The Picts, they say. 

i climb up a narrow rise and in a minute or two, i 
stand at the end of the peninsula. i’m looking down at the 
sea from a hundred-foot-high bluff. i walk among the sea 
grass. Some crude concrete benches, here and there. The 
remains of a lighthouse. An awful lot of sea in front of 
me. i literally feel caught in the fabric of Time, much like 
when i walk the Cochise Trail in Arizona. 

i look back at the bay and think this would be a good 
place to fish, a good place to live, a good place to raise a 
family, a good place to die. 

“i have something for you to see,” says the quiet 
still voice. 
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But what? He doesn’t say anything else. guess i’ll 
find out soon enough. i silently say good-bye to the sea 
and head down granary Street toward my car. 

200-year-old stone fisherman houses line the street. 
Nothing looks newer than world war Two. Maybe only 
the asphalt on the streets is newer. Mostly sunny now. 
Slight breeze. Ain’t seen hide nor hair of anyone since i 
saw the mom, the toddler and the dog. 

Then i see a small cemetery of perhaps thirty 
headstones to my left. i feel pulled to enter the graveyard. 
what’s this all about? Maybe this is what the still voice 
was talking about. A sign says to be careful where you 
step. An old wooden bench sits beside a winding stone 
path that threads its way through the stones. i stop for a 
second. i feel pulled to my left. i walk on the soft grass 
past a stone that’s worn almost smooth from the salty 
wind. Past the stone of a child. Past the stone of a family. 
And then my eyes rest on a tall thin gray stone, easy to 
read and very old. 

it reads:
1855 Findley McLean For isebella Mcintosh Age 54 

& John McLean (Died at Sea Age 17) & 7 Children who 
Died in infancy 

And i saw it all. 
Findley McLean, his wife isebella having just died. 

And since he’s paying for a good stone for the love of his 
life, he puts the name of his deceased only son on the 
marble as well and also makes reference to the little ones 
who didn’t get very far in life. i see Findley, all alone, wife 
gone, boy gone. Just him, and he’s getting close to being 
too old to fish now. No one to love. No one to love him 
back. And no one to take care of him in his old age. And 
he stood right here, a hundred and fifty years ago, looking 
at the grave of his wife. 

And he’s a McLean. And i’m a McLean. My grand-
mother’s people lived around here. 

we are clansmen, a thousand times removed. 
No. 
we are clansmen, right here, right now. 
There’s thunder clouds round the hometown bay, As 

i walk out in the rain, Through the sepia showers and the 
photoflood days. 

i caught a fleeting glimpse of life, And though the 
water’s black as night, The colours of Scotland leave you 
young inside. 

There must be a place under the Sun, where hearts 
of olden glory grow young. 

There’s a vision coming soon, Through the faith 
that cleans your wound, Hearts of olden glory will  
be renewed. 

Down the glens where the headlands stand, i feel a 
healing through this land, A cross for a people like wind 
through your hands. 

There must be a place under the Sun, where hearts 
of olden glory grow young. 

“Heart of Olden glory” - runrig 
Driving back to inverness. Other side of Findhorn 

on the A96 approaching the village of Forres. Suddenly 
i see out my windshield, high overhead, a squadron 
of seventeen geese flying south, in a familiar V-shaped 
formation. And then i blink, not believing what i see. 
Flying under the geese, a rAF F-15 Fighter Jet races south 
at tree top level. geese high, fighter low. i can’t hear the 
geese’s honk. i can’t hear the jet’s roar. Like watching a 
movie with the sound turned off. 

in my wallet is a piece of paper. On it i’ve written the 
words from isebella Mcintosh’s grave stone. i never want 
to forget what i saw today. i want to tell the story right 
when i tell it, so i wrote it down. 

The jet’s gone, but the geese are still in sight. in an 
hour, i’ll be in the air too. 



Cynthia the Park ranger smiles at me. She’s cute. 
Svelte, muscular, smart, tough, blond. Guessing in her 
early 30’s. We’ve been talking about this and that for a 
while now. I’m flirting with her and she doesn’t mind. It’s 
a slow october day, plus it’s a federal holiday and it’s just 
her and another ranger named tom, here at the Visitor 
Center. As we continue to talk, I figure out that they are 
the only rangers in the entire Park today. And it’s a big 
park, with Mt. Wheeler rising over 13,000 feet, straight 

up from the flat valley floor that surrounds this isolated 
mountain range. And nothing’s really nearby to the Park 
either, in this part of Nevada. Vegas is way to the south 
and all the fashion model National Parks are many miles 
to the east and west. 

“Not many people come here, I bet,” I say to 
Cynthia. “If you were closer to Bryce or Zion you’d get 
more, but then again, it’s kind of nice that you don’t  
get that many folk.” 

Cynthia, Tom, Frank & The Nevada Ents
g r e at  b a s I n  n at I o n a l  Pa r k ,  n e va d a  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 6 
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“Well, Great Basin National Park is the third least 
visited National Park in the system,” ranger Cynthia 
says, “only two other Parks get less visitors and those 
two you can only be reached by boat.” 

“By boat?” I laugh. 
“By boat,” she smiles. Isn’t the first time she’s 

said that to a tourist, but she does seem to be enjoying 
herself. 

We talk some more, about her plans to go to Medical 
School, her concerns over the lack of benefits for seasonal 
Park rangers like herself. About my love of the Sonoran 
Desert around tucson and my suggestion that she might 
want to consider the university in Flagstaff. Not a great 
school but a good one, and she’d like the town. 

After a couple of days traveling by myself, fifteen 
minutes talking with a smart, pretty woman is really a 
delight. And she’s having a good time too. At least I’m 
helping her pass the time. 

I go into my City Mouse-Country Mouse routine 
and after I’m done, she calls over tom. 

“hey tom, come over here,” she yells. tom just 
walked in from making a cursory tour of the Park. 

“tell him about the City Mouse, Country Mouse,” 
Cynthia says to me. 

tom takes off his light parka. It is a bit nippy 
outside. reckon we are at about 6,000 feet here and it 
does kind of look like snow in those clouds. 

“Country Mouse?” tom says. tall, wiry, probably 
strong as a linebacker. 

“Well,” I say, “I was just telling Cynthia that 
basically you can divide up all Americans into two 
categories: City Mice and Country Mice. Now, City Mice 
get scared when they go into the Country like here. they 
carry too much stuff with them. they usually have a 
tight itinerary. they don’t just point their car and go. 
Nope. they have a plan.” 

tom chuckles. Cynthia smiles. 
“And the reason they have a plan is because they’re 

scared. Nature scares them. It’s unpredictable. Can’t be 
controlled. Something big and hairy may come out and 
eat you. Scary, Scary.” 

Cynthia laughs again. 
“Now City Mice ain’t bad people. Just kind of pains 

in the ass to the Country Mice.” 
All of us laugh now. 
“Now, I’m a Country Mouse. I grew up in the 

suburbs but I’m still a Country Mouse” 

tom raises his hand, indicating that he too, is a 
Country Mouse that grew up in the city. 

“And you can be a City Mouse that grew up in the 
country too. Someone who watches a lot of tV, complains 
about the weather, and goes from air-conditioned 
building to air- conditioned building, in say, places like 
Butte, Montana.” 

Both tom and Cynthia nod in agreement. 
“And finally about City Mice, they are always in a 

big hurry to get somewhere, talking up a storm as they 
go, stressed out likes some kind of crack addict, whether 
they live in New York City or Prescott, Arizona.” 

the rangers have this look on their faces like ‘Ain’t 
that the truth.’ 

“Now as I said I’m a Country Mouse, and I’m 
guessing the two of you are as well. Now Country Mice 
don’t find the wilderness scary. We find it exciting, 
mysterious, wondrous. 

Actually, we feel crazy if we don’t get outside enough 
during the day. We like the spontaneity of the moment. 
We live for synchronicity. If we go on a road trip, we 
might make plans, but they could change at the drop 
of a hat, depending on which way the wind is literally 
blowing. We tend to live in the moment more. City Mice 
are living in the illusion of an hour from now. 

tom laughs again. Cynthia is enjoying hearing this 
a second time I think. 

“And finally, Country Mice are slower, talk slower, 
move slower. And since we do, City Mice think we are 
dumb. But we ain’t dumb. We are smart people. Able to 
take care of ourselves and others too.” 

“And if the shit hits the fan in the wilderness,” I say 
softly leaning forward so just they can hear, “Who do the 
City Mice call and even expect to come out and get them 
out of trouble? other City Mice? No. they call the Country 
Mouse that they sort of treated like dirt a few miles back. 
the old gas station attendant in bib overalls down the 
road a piece. the nice Park ranger they ordered around 
at the Visitors Center. the funny-looking photographer 
with the weird light in his eyes. they call us. And we 
don’t mind, for being Country Mice, we see it as our duty 
to help out really dumb animals.” 

Cynthia and tom laugh really loud. I’m starting to 
laugh at my own story now. 

“And we don’t mock them or belittle them as we are 
helping them. Nope. that would be rude. We belittle and 
mock them later at our local tavern for Country Mice. 
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No, we are kind. But we might look them square in the 
eye and say ‘Next time, don’t do that.’” 

“No, we Country Mice have to be careful not to be 
smug, for as soon as we think we are better than others, 
we begin to creep into City-Mouse-Land, and that’s a 
place we do not want to go.” 

i’m done now. 
Tom puts his parka back on and moves toward  

the door. 
“That was great,” he says, smiling, as he goes out into 

the slightly overcast afternoon. 
“You know, we have a phrase for City Mice here,” 

Cynthia says. 
“what’s that?” 
“we call them ‘Fanny Packs’,” she says, motioning 

toward her stomach. 
i hear my laugh echo off the walls. 
Minutes later, i’m heading up the mountain. Cynthia 

said that at the end of the road, there is a relatively short 
trail that’ll take me up to a grove of Bristlecone Pines. 
i didn’t even know there were Bristlecones here until 
Cynthia told me so. if i had known before i left Tucson, 
i would have bypassed Bryce and Escalante all together 
and come here first. 

Bristlecones are amazing creatures, i hear, the oldest 
living things on the planet. One in California has been 
dated as being 4,600 years and the oldest known but now 
dead Bristlecone Pine was almost 5,000 years old when 
it died. 

Mt. wheeler is mostly shrouded in clouds now. No 
snow coming down here yet but Tom mentioned they 
were predicted more snow tonight. Cool. There’s already 
snow on the mountain. 

i check the clock on my truck dash. 2:35. Should 
work out just fine. Hour up, hour back, an hour to shoot. 

The road’s steep but well-paved and well-designed. i 
round a corner and the jagged expanse of the Mt. wheeler 
ridge line explodes before my eyes. i know explodes is a 
bit hyperbolic, but it truly does. 

“wow,” i say. i say wow about 3 more times. 
Up and over and down and before i know it, i’m 

at the trailhead parking lot. Snowed here. Looks like 
about a half a foot fell last night. Pinyons and Junipers 
trees grow down at the Visitors Center but none of them 
grow up here at this altitude. Ponderosa Pines and Doug 
Firs mostly dominate this forest. A few Aspens too. And 
then there is this one tree i haven’t seen before. A Limber 

Pine. got this bottle-brush tuft at the end of its branches 
like the Bristlecone pictures i saw at the Visitors Center, 
but the tuft is a little fatter. They say people sometimes 
confuse the Limbers for the Bristlecones. i can see why 
but they just seem too young, too spry to be as old as 
Bristlecones. Heck, what do i know? i’ve never seen a 
Bristlecone before. i hope when the time comes, i can tell 
the difference. 

it’s cold, freezing perhaps. i put on everything: 
North Face jacket, Dad’s wool gloves, Pamela’s wool scarf, 
my Olympic Boo Boo hat. 

Then the quiet still voice within says four words. 
Then it says them again. 

“Bring all the cameras.” 
i stow the Brownie and the Pentax in my Camelbak 

water pack. i grab the rollei in its own bag, and sling it 
over my shoulder. Put the tripod on the roof of the truck 
as i get my stuff together. i hear you, little voice. 

in no time, i’m heading up the trail. My Park 
Service map is accurate and precise. Even has little 
notations for where the Bristlecones are. Seems there are 
a couple of large groves south of here, many miles away, 
and one grove just up this trail a couple of miles near 
a glacier. glacier? good lord. This is Nevada! glaciers  
in Nevada! 

The walking’s easy. My feet are toasty. My mind’s 
clear. i have a big grin on my face. Then, after only a 
half-mile or so, i see my first Bristlecone Pine tree. it’s 
right on the trail. No way i would confuse this old boy 
for a Limber Pine. Most of it appears dead. i put my hand 
on part of its bare bark-less side. i can literally feel life 
flowing just below the surface. Old slow life. My eyes mist 
up a bit, feeling awe and gratitude to touch something, 
someone this old. 

it really doesn’t feel like a tree. it feels like a person 
who walks very slowly. 

i continue up the trail. Not bad going. icy in the 
middle from the footprints from hikers earlier in the 
day, but good fluffy traction in the few inches of snow 
on the edges. 

Then i arrive at the interpretive Loop, a very short 
trail that visits a half a dozen Bristlecones, each with their 
own plaque denoting its age. Seems the Park Service has 
taken multiple core samples to pinpoint each one’s age. 
This one, around 2000 years old, another big guy over 
3100, that fellow 3600. i’ve stopped saying the word 
“wow” now. i’m just silently mouthing the word. 
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i consult my map. Seems the main grove of 
Bristlecones is just a few hundred yards up the trail. i’m 
now in a valley of large boulders. Thick groves of Limber 
Pines, seemingly skinnier trees than the Bristlecones, 
rise up a steep slope to the west. No Bristlecones, but 
these Limbers are impressive too, no spring chickens 
themselves i now realize. A valley of big snowy rocks to 
the east. The clouds rest low here, sometimes blocking 
Mt. wheeler completely from view. Others times, just a 
bit of the ridgeline can be seen. 

Then the forest of Limber Pines recede and i’m on 
the edge of the boulder field, with no trees around. And 
then i see them, here and there in the glacial talus field. 
Dozens of Bristlecones, some young and small, maybe 
only a thousand years old, others large, gnarled and wide, 

perhaps three to four thousand years old. wow. 
No trail to the grove. Just need to rock-hop over 

boulders the size of Volkswagens. For a moment i 
consider not risking it, the dangerous walk over snow, ice 
and rock to get to the good shot. i am probably up here 
alone, and if i sprain my ankle, it’ll be a long truck back to 
the Pathfinder. But my fear only lasts a few seconds. i have 
a flashlight, plenty of water, warm clothing, good socks. 
And i must photograph these trees. i simply must. 

i pull my Boo Boo hat over my ears, and head into 
the wintry boulder field. Step. Stop. Step again. Focusing 
just on the rock i’m on and the one i’m getting ready to 
step on. Step. Stop. Step. Step. i look at the tree i want, a 
hundred yards away. See the general path i want to take. 
Step. Stop. Step again. 
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Fifteen minutes later, i’m deep in the rocks. The trees 
too. So many Pines to choose from. i settle on a couple of 
guys toward the south. For two reasons actually: One, Mt. 
wheeler makes a majestic backdrop behind these trees 
and Two, they look like men. 

And then i think of Treebeard and the Ents from 
Tolkein’s Middle Earth. 

“These are the true Ents,” i say to no one but the 
snow. 

“The real Ents of the world.” 
i sigh away some joyous tears and get to work. 
The shoot takes quite a while but it doesn’t seem 

like it. i use all three of my cameras, bracketing like a son 
of a gun. Shoot with the snow falling and shoot with no 
snow in the air at all. Then i have no choice but to shoot 
with the falling snow, for it’s really coming down now. 
Not so thick that i can’t see, not a blizzard, but thick 
enough that Mt. wheeler is getting harder and harder to 
see in the distance. 

Starting to get dark to the west. An ever so slight 
change of density in the cloud cover. 

“Stay a while longer. it’s OK,” says the still voice. 
“really?” i say. 
“really.” 
Hmm. OK, then. i look toward the trail down a 

hundred yards to the west. Once i get there it’s a pretty 
easy hike down, and i have a couple of flashlights so if it 
gets dark, it shouldn’t be too hard. Maybe a little tricky if 
the snow picks up, but not bad. 

i move the rollei and shoot a different angle of the 
old Bristlecone in front of me. Then i grab my Pentax and 
take some close-up detail shots just for fun. Snow’s heavy 
now, hitting my glasses a bit, blurring my vision in a good 
way. i finish shooting and then pack up the gear and take 
a swig from the Camelbak. 

i then touch the bare skin of one of the Ents and say 
a prayer of thanks. 

“i give you a bit of my energy to you, to do with what 
you will,” i say, stroking the hard wood. 

“Thanks for being here and for teaching me a thing 
or two. Maybe what you are teaching me is to just be in 
one place for a while and see what i see, to slow down and 
just be.” i close my eyes and breathe. 

“i’m so happy you are here. really happy to meet 
you.” 

i take off my glasses and wipe away some tears with 
the back of my gloved hand. 

getting darker. 
“Time to go?” i say to my gut. 
“Time to go,” says The Voice. 
i begin to make my way back to the trail when 

suddenly i stop in my tracks. 
i see a man walking down the trail. 
He must have been up by the glacier i suppose. He’s 

got a jacket and hat on but no pack or water i can see, 
and he’s taking baby steps down the sloped trail. Tells 
me that he doesn’t have on very good shoes. Looks to be 
my age or older. Does he see me? Nope. He’s focused on 
the trail, walking slowly. i’ll probably catch up to him at 
some point. 

A few more minutes and i’m at the trail myself and 
notice something right away. The snow’s heavier than i 
thought. This morning’s footprints of other hikers have 
been covered by this afternoon’s snow. Could get a little 
dicey if it gets dark. Trail’s pretty well worn though. 
Maybe the trail will fade a bit when i get closer to the 
truck, in that thick white Fir forest near the parking lot. 
we’ll see. i think we’re OK. 

i don’t dally though. if i have a preference, i’d rather 
not be up here after dark. Plus, i’m pretty tired and i’d like 
to get to the Park’s primitive campground and settle in 
for the night. Snow’s falling harder now. Not much wind. 
Deceptive when the wind isn’t blowing. Seems like less 
snow is falling when in actuality, it’s really coming down 
with a purpose. 

i pass the interpretive Trail and say hello briefly to 
a couple of old trees. i continue down. getting darker. 
Figure i still got about 30 minutes of light yet. 

15 minutes or so go by and i can see i’ve almost 
caught up with the man with the bad shoes. i’ve been 
looking at his footprints all the way down. His steps seem 
pretty tentative. i bet he doesn’t hike much. 

when i’m about 30 feet from him, i quietly say 
“Hello.” 

“Oh god Lord! i didn’t see you back there,” he says. 
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.” 
“Oh, that’s all right,” he say with a smile on my face. 

“Just startled me a little.” 
i pass him and he follows behind me. 
“Name’s Frank.” 
“Hey, Frank. i’m Stu.” 
“Pleased to meet you, Stu” 
Frank proceeds to tell me about his life. A lot about 

his life. He’s a retired librarian from Helena, Montana. 
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Has five grown children, one who’s name is Stuart, 
spelled with a ‘ua’, like me. He’s a widower now. wife 
died at 55 of a weird cancer, same odd cancer many 
people who grew up in Cedar City, Utah in the 50’s get. 
Seems Cedar City was downwind of the Nevada Nuclear 
Test range. They call it a Cancer Cluster, he says. wife’s 
been died about three years. He still seems very sad about 
it. i would be too.

 Seems Frank’s retired early at 56, and has been 
invited by one of his sisters to come to Vegas and sell real 
estate. 

“...but with June dead and all, there’s not much for 
me back there in Helena. All the kids except one lives 
somewhere else. So…” he laughs at himself, “Here i am, 
heading to work with my sister.” 

He’s a good man, i can tell. A very good man. And a 
nervous man right now it seems. 

Pretty close to dark now. i can still see the trail in the 
post-sunset ambient light but it’s getting harder. guessing 
we’re still a half hour from the parking lot. going to be 
hiking in the full darkness soon, that’s for sure. i reach 
into my rollei bag and pull out my trusty small Maglite 
and turn it on. 

“Oh, you have a flashlight,” says Frank. “Thank god 
for that.” 

i realize now why Frank seems a bit nervous. No 
flashlight, no water, bad shoes, getting dark. good thing, 
i suppose, i came along. 

Before too long, it’s dark, very dark for we are in 
a thick white Fir forest. Snow has covered up all the 
footprints from earlier today. i’m navigating now by 
simply seeing the slightly more depressed snow-covered 
ground that is the trail. Some pine-log trail side-guards 
ever now and then, but most of them are behind us. Just 
going on instinct primarily, but i have a good sense of 
direction. Usually. i sweep my flashlight, back and forth 
and low to the ground, straining to see a bit of trail. Frank 
keeps a running commentary behind me. 

“Sure getting dark,” he says. 
“Yes, it is,” i say. 
wish Frank would be quiet, for this is difficult going. 

i know he’s frightened. But i can feel his confidence in me. 
i can hear it in his voice. 

“Trail’s getting harder to see,” he says. 
“Yep.” 
Then i stop. Frank almost bumps into me. 
“Problem?” says Frank. 

“i think i’m off the trail,” i say. i know i’m off the 
trail but how far? Then i see what looks like the trail off 
to my left. 

“There it is,” i say with certainty, even though i’m 
not. Maybe the lackadaisical sound in my voice will calm 
Frank down. i take a dozen steps toward what i think is 
the trail. Yep. it is. i exhale. 

“Yep, here it is,” i say sing-songingly. 
Almost pitch black. Snow’s still falling but little is 

getting to us. we’re deep in the forest now. Pretty close i 
hope to the parking lot. i hope. Been walking with Frank 
for a good long while now. Don’t really have time to think 
about it now, but Frank could’ve been in some serious 
trouble if i hadn’t come along with the flashlight. But no 
time for that. gotta get us out of here first. 

Damn. Off the trail again.  i stop. Frank stops. Franks 
isn’t talking now, but i can feel his fear. i hear a stream 
down the hill a ways. we’re close. i can bushwhack us 
from here to the parking lot if i had to. rather not. 

i sweep the flashlight here and there and then i see a 
couple of trail railings, long thin pine poles, lying on the 
ground lining the trail. 

“Over here,” i say softly. 
i look over my shoulder. Frank follows me. Quiet. 

He and i and the forest, all silent except for a stream that’s 
growing louder and louder. The trail’s more pronounced 
now. Then through the trees, a couple hundred feet up 
ahead, i can see the red taillights of a vehicle in the 
trailhead parking lot. 

Thank god. 
we cross a wooden bridge and then we are at the 

asphalt. Just three cars in the parking lot, my Path-
finder, Frank’s Suburu, and a white U.S. government 
Chevy Tahoe. Two people are standing outside of the 
Tahoe. well, i’ll be. it’s Tom and Cynthia, the park  
rangers. 

“Hey, y’all,” i say weakly. 
“really happy to see you guys!” says Frank, loud 

with enthusiasm. 
Cynthia and Tom turn toward us. Cynthia has a big 

smile on her face. Tom wears a crooked grin. 
i shake Tom’s hand. i give Cynthia a quick hug. 
“remember me?” i say to them both. 
i realize they don’t. They see a lot of people every 

day. Can’t blame them. 
“i’m the City Mouse/ Country Mouse guy,” i say. 
“Oh, hey!” says Cynthia. 
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Snow sticking to the road. we probably shouldn’t 
hang out here too long, but the three of us do talk for a 
couple of minutes. Frank, about how happy he is that 
i came along. i’m not saying much of anything really. 
Mostly, i’m checking out Tom and Cynthia’s faces to 
see how worried they are. They are concerned and 
showing a little bit of relief. Maybe i saved them a trip 
into the forest tonight. No, probably they’d wait until 
morning to head up the trail to find Frank. Then again,  
maybe not. 

ranger Tom suggests we should get going and i head 
to my truck. i take off my North Face jacket and stow it in 
the back. i can’t help but notice the half-inch of snow on 
top of my Boo Boo hat. i look around at the snow falling 
in the lot. Large and small flakes falling now, brightly 
illuminated by the headlights of the ranger’s truck. it’s 
really coming down. 

i put on a light jacket, get in the Pathfinder and start 
it up. Snow’s on all the windows. i get out and brush off 
most of it with a gloved hand. i jump back in, shivering 
a bit. i put it in reverse and then i realize they want me 
to take the lead. i back out, put it in four-wheel drive and 
head out of the parking lot, onto the Park road, leading a 
train of three vehicles. 

Snow a few inches deep now on the road. Hell, the 
road was clear three hours ago. Not now. Tom says we 
have a couple of closed gates ahead of us that are self-
locking after we go through them. Snow lessens a little as 
we descend but doesn’t entirely stop. 

After a few miles, i see the first gate. i slow my truck 
and prepare to get out and open the gate when i notice 
Tom and Cynthia passing me on the left. Looks like they 
are going to do gate duty. They open the gate and i drive 
through, followed by Frank. i wave at Tom. He waves 
back. Cynthia simply smiles. i take the lead again. 

At the next gate, a few more miles down the 
mountain, we repeat the process, but this time, Frank 
pulls along side of me as Cynthia and Tom open the gate. 
He rolls down his passenger window and motions for me 
to do the same. i roll down my driver’s side window. 

“Hey, Frank,” i say smiling. 

“Stu, “ Frank says, “i just want to thank you. Thank 
you for saving my life.” 

“Oh, i don’t know Frank. i’m sure the rangers would 
have found you,” i say. 

“Maybe. i don’t know,” he says. 
“But you were there, Stu and i would have never 

made it out of there without you. Thank you so much,” 
Frank says, smiling. 

“well, you’re welcome and good luck to you in 
Vegas,” i say, smiling back. 

“You too, and….” He pauses. Seems a loss for words. 
He bites his lower lip. 

“Again, thanks, Stu.” 
“My pleasure, Frank.” 
An hour later, i’m parked in Campsite Number 7 at 

one of the more primitive campgrounds in great Basin 
National Park. Not very primitive really, with its steel 
grated fire pit and its concrete picnic table, but it is on a 
dirt road and no rVs are allowed. No snow here, due to the 
lower altitude, but the rain has been steady since i arrived. 
Sounds like a rushing stream just a few feet from where i’m 
parked. i pop one of the truck’s rear vent windows so i can 
hear the stream. i’ll sleep good tonight. it’s around 8 p.m. 
Think i’ll have a little dinner before i hit the hay. i reach 
behind the front seat and grab a Tab out of the cooler and 
the string cheese too. grab the big bag of gOrP and some 
crackers as well. Feast Of Kings here in the wilderness. 

And as i eat the ambrosia of peanuts, raisins, and 
Mozzarella cheese and sip the bitter diet soda, i watch the 
rain hit my windshield, thinking it’s probably snowing 
hard now up by the Bristlecones. 

Maybe i did save Frank’s life tonight. Maybe not. At 
worst, he would have probably just lost a couple of toes 
to frostbite. 

Then i feel a presence. Don’t know if it was inside of 
me, or outside of me, or both, but it is good and strong 
and peaceful. 

it says not a word but i get the silent message anyway. 
“Stu, you saved Frank’s life.” 
i smile and grab another handful of good Old 

raisins and Peanuts. 
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Been dying for days for just your basic cheddar 
cheese omelet. the coffee’s weak and thin but I don’t 
care. I know eggs and home fries are on their way, and 
I’m guessing they’ll be great. this is Utah, after all. 

the two waitresses working tonight look like high-
school-girl versions of Laurel and hardy. one’s six-foot 
tall, skinny as a rail, bright blond hair with the light in 
her eye (Someone is home.) the other’s a foot shorter, 
roughly the same weight, brunette, not fat but just a solid 
country girl, like someone who does real live chores 
before she goes to school. (She’s home, too.) I bet neither 
of them are happy with their bodies. I bet both of them 
are nobody’s fools, except for maybe that one boy. Both 
are very cute girls. 

Slow night at this family restaurant in downtown 
Cedar City, Utah. An elderly couple sits in a booth by a 
window, both looking out at the passing traffic, neither 
talking nor looking at each other. the manager counts 
receipts over by the hot light window where the food 
comes out from the kitchen. A young mother, baby in 
her arms, sits at a four-top near the restroom, talking 
quietly on her cell phone. Laurel and hardy look bored. 
I’ll make sure I tip Laurel well. 

What day is it? thursday? Yea, thursday. this 
whirlwind shooting/driving/hiking trip bends time in 

my head. Won’t forget for a while though, my desperate 
attempt, this afternoon, to find a carton of Camel Filters 
in North Las Vegas. Would have had better luck scoring 
a few rocks of Crack, than finding a carton of smokes in 
that part of town. had to buy them at a truck stop, thirty 
miles north of the city instead. Stopped at an Indian 
reservation a little after that and got some fireworks, 
then got back on the Interstate. A few miles later, I waved 
at the last casino in Nevada at Mesquite, drove into 
Arizona for about a half hour, and bingo bango, I’m back 
into Utah again. 

the Land of People Who eat too Much Sugar. God, 
I love them. I really do. Much kinder and friendly than 
most of the folk I came into contact with in Las Vegas. 
happy as hell to put Nevada in my rearview mirror. 

Now, Utah started out on a very high note for me 
days ago at Great Basin National Park hiking among the 
ancient Bristlecone Pines as I did. the town of ely, the 
next day, was a trip, a living Deadwood with modern-
day Swearengens and Bullocks eating breakfast next 
to me at the old hotel Nevada, each complaining about 
‘the Gov’ment.’ the drive west out of ely was simply 
amazing with huge flat, wide-open spaces punctuated 
by mountain ranges every 30 minutes or so. the night 
in Beatty, Nevada pretty much sucked with bad food and 

West of Ely & Cedar Breaks Star Circle
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rude blackjack dealers who made fun of my poor skills as 
a gambler. Dawn the next day at Death Valley and the hike 
up to Zabriskie Point was like something out of a movie, 
and my first meal in Las Vegas, of Steak and Shrimp for 
$7.77 at the hard rock hotel, was fabulous. But then 
Vegas became Vegas, with my worn-out hotel room at 
the excalibur, and a cashier at the Bellagio selling me 
a $100 standby ticket to “o” after the show had already 
started. Some good fortune minutes later of having them 
refund my non-refundable ticket and selling me another 
for a later show. the late show was good but not worth 
the 100 bucks. But I salved my wounds the next morning, 
this morning, with hot newborn doughnuts at the krispy 
kreme in my hotel. the Borg experience at the hilton was 
ok and shopping at the hard rock was fun too, but by 
the time my 24 hours of Las Vegas were coming to a close, 
with me driving in circles in North Las Vegas trying to 
find some smokes and confusing the crack dealers, I was 
ready to get the hell out of Dodge. Vegas, that is. 

Laurel walks toward me with a plate of eggs, 
cheese, hash browns and sourdough toast in one hand 
and a pot of coffee in the other. I’d kiss her if I didn’t 
think it would freak her out. 

“here you go, sir,” she says. “Can I get you anything 
else?” she asks with a smile. 

“No, this looks great. thank you very much,” I 
return the smile. 

“ok. enjoy.” She turns and walks back toward the 
kitchen. 

I put my fork into the steaming hot four-egg 
cheddar cheese omelette, carve out a piece and put it in 
my mouth. 

“oh, Sweet Jesus Christ,” I say quietly to myself. 
“Just what I needed,” I mumble with food in my 

mouth. 
this will help fortify me tonight for I have something 

I need to do before I go to sleep. Been thinking about it 
most of the day. Still pretty early. I look at the clock on 
the diner’s wall. 

8:20 p.m. Ain’t no hurry and where I need to be is 
only about 30 miles to the east, and the Moon doesn’t 
rise until around 4 a.m. 

I sip some more coffee and take a bite now of the 
hash browns. Not as good as the omelette, but they’ll do. 
I bought a paper as I walked into the restaurant and I see 
that hunting season opens in a few days. I’ll be long gone 
by the time they starting shooting Bambi. 

I cut another piece of egg and cheddar and 
put it in my mouth. “hmmmm…” Died and gone  
to heaven. 
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i take a left onto Utah 148 North. i think i’ve seen 
three cars since i left Cedar City. Been rising in altitude 
since i left town. Cedar City’s a little below 6000 feet. i’m 
heading to above 10,000 feet. 

Been a long time since i’ve been to Cedar Breaks 
National Monument. Most folk come during the day to 
see the large pink sandstone amphitheater that is Cedar 
Breaks’ trademark. Not me. Not that it isn’t beautiful. it is. 
But i’ve come for the trees, the Douglas Firs, and the other 
pines and spruce that grow at this altitude. And the stars 
shining above them. 

No snow but very cold. Even with the Pathfinder’s 
heat on high, it’s still cold in the truck as i climb higher 
and higher up this well-paved winding road. 

There. i’m in the park. Just past the sign. Haven’t 
seen a car since i left Utah State route 

14. Now, i just need a road to the right to take me 
into the Dixie National Forest. i pass the Visitors Center 
on my left. Looks like they are doing renovations. Parking 
lot’s closed. No matter. Large patches of snow, here and 
there. Nothing unusual about that. Last time i was here, it 
was the month of May and there was still a ton of snow on 
the ground. i think i read somewhere that Cedar Breaks 
gets more snow accumulation than any other place in 
Utah. That’s saying something. 

That road looks good. i turn onto a well-maintained 
dirt road going east. i look hard for silhouettes of tall Firs 
& Spruce. i drive for about a mile, when i see a good stand 
of trees a few hundred yards off to my left. The road gets 
wider and then i notice the snowplow and the small group 
of Park Service trucks off to one side. Bet this is where the 
Park Service stores some of its vehicles. i see the tall trees 
just to the north. i make a slow looping turn so as to point 
the truck back toward the Park. i find a good level spot in 
the gravel where there is no snow, stop the Pathfinder and 
put on the emergency brake. i keep the truck running to 
keep the cab warm, at least for a little while. 

i hop out. The sound of the running engine makes 
it so i can’t feel the area. Funny how that works. Man, is 
it cold. i walk to the back of the truck and change coats, 
out of my thin Eddie Bauer polar fleece and into my large 
toasty North Face jacket. i grab my tripod, place it on the 
roof, then close the hatch and go back in the front seat. 

“Oooooooohh,” i say shivering a bit. 
“it is cold, cold, cold,” i say to the truck. 
i put on my Boo Boo hat and reach for my gloves in 

the back seat. grab the rollei, my black mini-Maglite, and 

pull my hat down, low on my head. i turn off the truck. 
i put on my gloves, get out of the truck and zip up the 
North Face. it’s very quiet now. i can feel the land. i grab 
my tripod and head toward the small grove of tall trees 
just a ways to the north. 

i walk on some patches of snow and they are rock 
hard from the freezing cold, like humps of poorly poured 
concrete. But even in the starlight, the snow mounds 
sparkle with innumerable ice crystals. i kick up a bit of 
the more fluffy snow with my boots and the snow become 
stardust. wow. i look up toward the very bright Milky 
way and mouth the word ‘wow’ again. Stars above and 
stars below. 

i keep walking and then i find that single grove of 
trees, a mix of Doug Firs and some other firs and spruces, 
that i saw from the road. it is actually two smaller patches 
of forest with a break in the middle. This will do just fine. 
i walk in the break and look for the trees i want. Yea, 
these will do. Then i look for the North Star. The Big 
Dipper is below the horizon, but i bet i can find the Little 
Dipper pretty easy. Sure nuff, there it is. 

i wander around for a couple minutes, looking for 
that right combination of trees and stars. i decide against 
a symmetric composition pretty quick. Been there, done 
that. Tonight, i want a bigger sweep of stars. More sky, a 
little less tree, a big arch of Time. 

i set up the tripod. Clamp in the rollei. Take off the 
lens cap. Peer down into the ground glass. Takes a minute 
or so for my eyes to adjust, now that i’ve turned off my 
flashlight. i look up at the North Star and then back down 
into the viewfinder. Up and down a few times, subtly 
adjusting the composition. i can picture some of the arch 
of the stars but i won’t know for sure until i develop the 
negatives when i get home. Part of the mystery that i like 
about photography. But i do have an idea and i like that 
the North Star is low and a bit to the right in the picture. 
My biggest concern is i need to wake up before the Moon 
rises, before the bright moonlight erases the star trails. 

i lock in the rollei, take a short exposure just in 
case i didn’t advance the film from the last time i shot, 
advance the film for the fresh exposure, make sure the f 
stop is 5.6, double check the composition and then open 
the shutter. i slowly step away from the camera so as not 
to bump it, turn and begin to walk back to the Pathfinder. 

i stop after a few feet and look back at the camera. 
Easy to see the tripod in the snow and in the starlight. i 
smile. Don’t want to not be able to find my camera in a 
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few hours. i’ll be coming back with my flashlight turned 
off, don’t you know. 

i turn and walk toward the Pathfinder. 
“Man, it’s cold,” i say to the sky. 
My eyes open and i notice something i don’t want 

to see. 
Moonlight. 
“Oh, man!” 
i fell asleep within seconds of hitting my head to the 

pillow. Still got my clothes on. Still got my Boo Boo hat 
on too. Nice and comfy in my sleeping bag that’s spread 
across the front seat of the truck. i sit up, still in the bag 
and look at the dash clock. 4:14. i look at the waning half 
Moon. Mostly shrouded in high clouds, so it’s not so bright. 
Probably fine but better get out there and close that shutter. 

i don’t even bother to put on socks. Just lace my 
boots, put on my jacket, put on my glasses, grab my 
camera bag and open the door. it’s nippy in the truck. it’s 
downright frigid outside. 

“Cold, cold,… cold, cold, cold,” i say as i do a quick-
short-step-sorta-run-thing across the dirt road to the little 
Fir forest. My teeth start to chatter. in no time at all, i’m at 
my camera. i quiet myself and close the shutter, listening 
to it click closed. i advance the film, put the lens cap back 

on, and pack the camera and tripod up lickitty split. A 
minute later, i’m back in the truck, still shivering. i start 
the truck, put the heater on high and get back into my 
sleeping bag. 

“Cold, cold,…cold, cold, cold.” 
A year later: 
Took over a hundred hours in Photoshop 7, to clean 

up the dust from the scan but it was well worth it. it’s one 
big-ass digital file. Hopefully some day i’ll have an extra 
$500 to print and frame “Cedar Break Star Circle” but right 
now i’m content, laying on my massage table in my studio, 
looking at a mosaic of 13 x 19-inch giclees, pinned to my 
studio wall, creating the 40 x 40-inch image of a four-hour 
time exposure of circling stars in a high Fir forest. 

Sting’s new lute album, “Songs from the Labyrinth” 
plays on my studio system, the medieval instrument clear 
and crisp coming through my bright studio monitors. A 
few hundred Christmas lights of varying shapes and sizes, 
burn overhead, giving Studio Br-549 a pinkish glow. My 
portable heater takes the edge off the cold. A stiff wind 
flutters the louvers of a vent twenty feet above my head. 

i smile and stare at the Star Circle. 
“good,” i say. 
And then suddenly i fall into the center of the stars. 



“Beautiful weather, isn’t it,” says the cheerful obese 
old woman. 

“Yes it is,” I say, smiling back to her. 
We’re both buying gas. I’m guessing she lives here. 

I’m just passing through on my way up north. It’s about 
8 p.m. the roly-poly sweetheart walks to the convenient 
store. I finish pumping my gas, pull away from the 
pumps, and park the truck 20 feet away. A couple dogs 
bark at me from a backyard to my left. the air is cool and 
crisp but not too cold. 

Walsenburg is a small town off I-25. South of 
everything, north of not much. A town that was probably 

a farm railroad stop back in the day. Now, it’s a town that 
gets as much of its money from the Interstate as it does 
from the ranches and the farms. Mostly, Walsenburg 
holds a special place in my heart, for this was the first 
little western town I stopped in, on my first quest out 
West in 1977. 

I first hitchhiked from North Carolina to visit 
friends of friends in Austin, but got stuck outside of 
town. (I know Austin may be West to you but it wasn’t 
to me back then. texas isn’t the West or the South. 
texas is texas.) took a bus to Walsenburg and then I 
called a college friend at Adams State in Alamosa, from 

Bowling in Walsenburg
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the bus stop in Walsenburg. I asked if he could put me 
up for a couple of days. I still remember the phone call. 
I was a stoner flake back then. hadn’t even bothered to 
call ahead, to see if Bob was busy or even in town. Just 
assumed it was ok or was too afraid of rejection to ask 
the question. Lucky he was home. Bob laughed when he 
heard my voice and when I asked for a ride to Alamosa, 
an hour away, he said, sure, he’d be over as soon as  
he could. 

“…but let me call you back in five minutes,” he 
said. “I need to check and see if the mountain pass  
is closed.” 

“Closed? What do you mean, Bob?” 
“there may be snow on the pass. We might not be 

able to get through to pick you up.” 
“oh.” 
It was August. I was floored. 
Welcome to the West, Stu Jenks. I was a baby, 

back then, hiking to the top of Great Sand Dunes near 
Alamosa, drinking 3.2 beer, smoking other people’s 
dope, and thinking I was hot shit when I wasn’t. 

Now, I’m not. A baby or hot shit, that is. I am 
sweetly naïve in some ways, but I ain’t nobody’s fool 
in others. I just do what I do, make what I make, and 
hope people buy it. No large molecules of thC or small 
ones of Alcohol run through my veins anymore, but 
there is still Nicotine in them, and I’m pretty ashamed 
about that. My eyes are brighter and clearer now. I do 
get angry at the greed and selfishness of 21st Century 
America, but I still know, I still strongly believe, that 
all that really matters is human kindness, compassion, 
tenderness and love, one person at a time, one day  
at a time. 

Like the short exchange I just had with that pudgy 
old woman. It does make for a better world, when we 
smile, or laugh, or simply acknowledge the strangers 
around us. 

one dog is still barking to my left, but the second 
one has lost interest. I see my first real shot of the trip. 
that bowling alley over there. Looks to be a five- or ten-
laner. Lots of activity inside. hopping place on a Saturday 
night. Good clean fun, in a small western town. 

I pop a half-dozen shots, and look at the back of 
the 30D. Yea. this’ll make a nice first image for this 
trip, a journey down memory lane to old and new 
places from my western past and my western present  
and future. 

I stow my camera and start the truck. I look for the 
fat lady, to give a farewell wave but she’s gone. I head 
back to the Interstate. 
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I have my own tobacco prayer bundles with me 
this time. tony, a Navajo friend, instructed me well on 
how to make them. ‘Use the colors of red, black, white, 
and yellow,’ he said. ‘Cut the cloth into two to four inch 
squares, take a pinch of tobacco and as you place in on 
the cloth and tie the bundle, pray for the specific person 
or thing.’ 

I’m now in the parking lot at Bear Butte State Park. 
round 9 a.m. one other car and no one else. even the 
visitors’ center’s closed for the season. the mountain 

is mostly naked of trees now. Bad fire came though in 
1996, but it’s still beautiful. I grab my camera gear, my 
water and my bundles and head for the trailhead. the 
summit’s invisible, shrouded with morning rain clouds. 
I raise my hand. I feel the power of the place. Feel it much 
clearer, much cleaner than I did in 1982 when I first 
visited here. Back then my brain was fried with Acid, my 
mind was a jumbled-up arrogant mess, and I thought I 
knew who I was and what I was doing, when frankly I 
didn’t have a fucking clue. Not that I’m certain of much 

Eagle Feather on Red Felt
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now, but I sure know that I don’t know much. And that, 
oddly enough, brings me great comfort. 

Before I even enter the trail, I start seeing prayer 
bundles. I smile. I bet some folk just don’t need to get 
to the top to pray. ‘You go, son,’ says the old Cheyenne 
man with bad hips. ‘I’ll just tie mine here and wait for 
you at the truck.’ It’s very cold, around freezing today. 
Got a heavy coat, baseball cap and gloves on. I pull the 
bill down to shelter my glasses from the drizzle and 
press on. 

All the way up, I see bundles. Small ones, large 
ones, long ones, short ones. I feel pulled up the mountain 
as if by unseen hands. 90% of the trees were destroyed 
in the fire, yet almost every surviving Pine has a prayer 
bundle or two or twenty tied to its branches. It’s pretty 
easy hiking until I accidentally get off the trail and have 
to four-limb it up the final hundred yards of talus rock to 
get to the summit, but that’s fine. A little healthy struggle 
is a good thing. In no time, I’m 1200 feet above the Great 
Plains below. 
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And i stay and i pray and i take a picture or two. 
And i listen. 

Two hours later, i’m back at the truck, tearful, shim-
mering, changed. Just a little. 

what is it about spiritual places, be they Bear Butte, 
a holy place for Northern Plains indians, or St. Francis of 
Assisi Cathedral in Santa Fe, or Notre Dame in Paris, or 
The Standing Stones of Callanish in Scotland? is it about 
the place alone? The rocks, the buildings themselves? i 
don’t think so. i think it’s the collective prayerful energy 
over many years that transforms a mountain, or a church, 
or a ring of stones into a deeply holy place. it’s the people 
bringing their souls, day after day, leaving their hopes, 
prayers, sorrows, joys and fears that makes Bear Butte 
and other holy places, the glowing spots they are. 

Sometimes i can’t talk about what i’ve experienced. i 
often try, but sometimes the talking just doesn’t work. And 

coming from me, that’s saying something. i like to talk. i 
like to find the words. But often it’s a futile exercise, like 
trying to describe what a Chopin Nocturne sounds like to 
someone who can’t hear. Like attempting to scientifically 
diagram the physical chemistry between two lovers so 
everyone can understand. 

words are wanting at times. Music sometimes can 
do it. Visual art and photographs often communicate it for 
me. Yet words to describing the indescribable buzz and 
hum i experienced today fall far short. 

But i can tell you this. The mountain suggested i 
sleep more, quit smoking, and a couple of other things 
i’m not willing to share. it also suggested that i forgive 
myself, for everything. Not a bad thing for a mountain to 
ask of me. 
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I’m not having a good time. Actually, I’m kind of 
pissed off. I’m beginning to wonder if driving hundreds 
of miles to visit here was such a good idea. But my gut 
said ‘Go,’ so I went. 

the day began great with prayer bundles at Bear’s 
Lodge (Devil’s tower to Whites) and the drive on 
Interstate 90 was quite a delight. I love Wyoming now. 
Didn’t know I’d be a Prairie Person but I am. the yellow 
grasses, the numerous streams and rivers, the antelope 
here and there and everywhere. And the women I’ve seen 
are quite fetching. Not classically beautiful but many 

had long hair, often blond with bangs, strong noses, 
and tight jeans with ranch stains on them. And the 
biggest surprise was I could get NPr all over the state, 
even in bum-fucknowhere, which is 90% of Wyoming. 
A generally polite people. (I had a nice exchange with 
a couple of Mormon missionaries at a McDonald’s in 
Gillette. Memorable quote: ‘So are you a convert and 
lifelong?” asked the young man confusing me for a LDS. 
“Neither,” I said, “ I’m episcopalian.”) 

But there was some sadness as I drove. Antelope 
were ubiquitous, like pigeons in a park, but there was a 

Swift Bear
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noticeable absence of Buffalo. They were once the kings 
of the Prairie, 150 years ago, and now they are only 
ghosts, memories, and the occasional few like at Bear 
Butte are remembrances of a time that will never return. 
Heavy sigh. 

The Big Horn Mountains rose to the west of 
Sheridan as i drove by. Part of the rockies. rockies are 
always good. into the Crow rez and before you know 
it i was driving along the banks of the Little Big Horn 
river. i knew from my Montana road map that i could 
probably see part of the Battlefield from i-90 and as i 
looked up i could see the low prairie ridge, the flats along 
the river, Pine trees (Pine trees?), a graveyard, and some 
government buildings, but it was the river bank that 
struck me and first pissed me off. 

“You were a fucking idiot, george,” i said out loud 
as i drove the last few miles before exiting the interstate. 
“How could you have fucking missed the smokes of 
hundreds and hundreds of indian campfires? (They say 
there were close to a thousand lodges, that day.) were you 
that god damn arrogant, general? You fucking idiot. You 
deserved to get your ass kicked!” 

i exited the interstate but my anger didn’t subside 
once i entered Little Bighorn National Battlefield. No 
hint of sadness, just more and more irritation on my 
part. Pissed me off there is a National Cemetery at Little 
Bighorn, with only white military dead in it. A white 
obelisk on a hill marks the place where many of the 7th 
Calvary died. Most of the focus was on george Custer.  
Then again, in recent years, an indian Memorial has been 
built, but the sculpture is quite ugly, if you ask me, and 
even though the U.S. government has tried to honor all 
the tribes who fought and died, it feels forced and phony 
to me. Still they tried and i read the tribes appreciated the 
attempt. So who am i to say? 

Now, i’m walking back to my truck after seeing 
Last Stand Hill, the indian Memorial, and a few white 
headstones near a path. There were a couple of red 
granite headstones, marking where two Lakotas had 
died but it wasn’t nearly enough. Jesus Fucking Christ! 
This was the high watermark for the American indian, 
the last great battle victory, days before the American 
Centennial in 1876, where the tribes kicked ass and 
took names, then it all slowly went to shit, culminating 
at the Massacre at wounded Knee in 1890. i’m not so 
naïve to be thinking the victors don’t write the history 
books, but this should be a monument to a victory more 

than a memorial of a defeat. Fuck. i stop and pause. My 
gut says go to the end of the road. ‘There is something 
there for you.’ i sure as fuck hope so. i get in my truck 
and back out of the Visitors’ Center parking lot, trying 
not to run over some slow, obese white people in  
my path. 

i study my Park map. Looks like at the end of this 
road is the place where reno and Benteen held their 
ground under siege. After Custer had been killed, the 
tribes tried to kill the rest of the 7th Calvary under 
Major reno and Captain Benteen. reno had begun an 
attack up the river but was routed and sent scrambling 
up to a ridgeline. Lucky for him, Benteen and his men 
arrived just as the retreating troopers of reno got there. 
That’s what saved Benteen from the same fate as Custer. 
Benteen and reno were under siege for the rest of the day 
and all of the next. The fighting was fierce on those two 
days. The Lakota and Cheyenne left on the third day, 
some say, because they heard more U.S. Calvary were 
coming. Some indians say that they just left, that they 
couldn’t kill Benteen and reno’s men, and it frustrated 
them, so they just packed up and left. i choose to believe 
the latter. 

i pass more white headstones where Calvary men 
had died. i drive south and it just continues to piss me 
off. i want to stop and walk in the prairie grass but that 
is forbidden by the Park Service. we are in the center of 
the Crow indian reservation but all i see is white people, 
white crosses, and white things. 

The presentation i heard at the Visitors’ Center 
echoes in my head: that reno was lucky that he didn’t get 
massacred too. That archeological evidence proves what 
the indians have been saying for a 130 years, that what 
Custer did was foolish and not valorous, that he rode right 
into the heart of the gathering of tribes and unlike other 
times, when he out-powered and out-manned a village, 
this time he was outnumbered at least four to one, maybe 
nine to one, and simply had the karmic wheel roll very 
heavily on top of him. what goes around, comes around, 
and it came around with a vengeance on Custer and his 
crew, on June 25th, 1876. Throughout the two days of 
fighting, 258 U.S. Soldiers were killed and the indian 
dead may have totaled as few as 30 or as many as a couple 
hundred. we all kind of know the gist of the story, but 
the one thing i learned that i didn’t know before is that 
Benteen and reno’s troops came this close to being wiped 
out, as well. 
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As i get farther away from Custer Hill, the less traffic 
i see. Fewer cars, fewer people. i talk with an Australian at 
one point and ask if he has seen any red headstones (those 
erected for the Native dead.) He said yes, at the end of the 
road. My mood brightens a bit. 

The road ends many miles from the Visitors’ Center. 
i’m all alone. i’m at reno Hill. i’m feeling much calmer 
now. it’s around four or five in the afternoon. i park the 
Pathfinder, grab my Pentax 35 mm and my Canon 30D. 
i’m a long way from any rangers or white folk. Just grass 
and more grass. 

i walk southward. As i approach the grass’s edge i 
see three red headstones a hundred feet away. The grass 
is matted down that leads to them. Seems a lot of people 
have walked to the stones. i stop and say a quiet ‘O  
My god.’ 

i take off the lens cap of my Canon as i walk to the 
nearest stone. when i get there i bend down and place 
my left hand on top of the stone. The granite’s polished 
smooth on its rounded top. i see the name Swift Bear. 
i think of all the bears i’ve seen and experienced in 
the last few days. Bear Butte. Bear’s Lodge. Now,  
Swift Bear. 

And then i’m hit by The Loss. 
it’s as if the land has come up through me, into my 

heart, into my lungs, into my eyes and i feel, see and 
breathe the enormity of The Loss. 

The Loss of the Buffalo. 
The Loss of the Land. 
The Loss of The indian way of Life. 
The Loss of The indian. 
Every tribe gone, every child dead from small pox, 



[ 122 ]

s t u  J e n k s

every woman without a husband, every warrior killed 
trying to keep his family alive. All of it. 

And i drop to the ground, hunker down, with my 
left hand on the grass to steady myself. 

And i cry. i wail. i make a sound. 
i do this for a long while. 
Half-hour later, i’m heading back to the Park entrance. 

i stop along the way, for no reason, except to postpone my 
leaving. i’m having a delightful time now. i see another 
red headstone, this time for Long road. A coup stick (or 
maybe just a staff) rests at the base of his stone. i take its 
picture. i thank him for the sacrifice he made. 

i see another stone. i don’t remember the name. i 
find a red prayer bundle in my pocket. The one i made 
at Studio Br-549 before i came. i hesitate. i’m not an 
indian. is it right that i do this here, give a bundle here? 
i don’t know. 

Then i feel a presence on my left shoulder. And then 
i hear a voice. 

“we are honored.” 
i tied the bundle to a shaft of grass. i leave the lens 

cap on. i take no pictures. i wipe my eyes with the back of 
my hand and smile at the setting Sun. 
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I’m tired of the Interstate. I think I’ll 
drive by the river for a while. 

I get off at Lodge Grass and head 
south on a little two-lane road. railroad 
tracks on my right. the Little Big horn 
river on my left. Sun’s about gone. 

It’s poor here on the Crow rez but not 
terrible, it appears. Poor is relative. If you 
have land along the river, some horses, a 
nice little house, a good truck and friends 
and family to love, how poor are you? 

Speaking of horses, the Crows love 
theirs. Many of the Northern Plains 
Indians loved their steeds but nothing 
like the Crows, they say. they also have 
a lot of dogs. Seems they were one of the 
few tribes who didn’t eat their dogs. A 
matriarchal society, the Crows have a 
long history of male and female chiefs. 
they even had a transgender chief back 
in the day. two-Spirit, the Crows called 
people like that, having both male and female spirits 
inside of them. 

Crows were the enemies of many other Indians, 
namely the Lakota, Northern Cheyenne and others. 
Don’t know why but they were picked on a lot by the 
other tribes. When the U. S. Calvary arrived, many 
Crow warriors joined the Army as scouts. Do you blame 
them? [Possible conversation: Army Man: ‘Can you tell 
us where the Cheyenne are?’ Crow Man: ‘Why do you 
want to know?’Army Man: ‘Because we want to kill them.’ 
Crow Man: ‘there are right over there. Wait a second. I’ll 
grab my horse and I’ll go with you.’] 

one of the most accurate accounts of what 
happened at the Battle of Little Bighorn came from a 
Crow scout named White Man runs him [or his other 
name was White Buffalo that turns Around. Something 
tells me the first name was given to him by a Lakota.] 
When Custer ignored his advice to not attack the throng 

of Indians by the river, White Buffalo took off his army 
uniform and put on his tribal gear. When confronted by 
Custer, he said he wanted to die as an Indian not as a 
soldier. Custer got angry and relieved him of duty, and 
for most of the attack, White Buffalo and three other 
Crow scouts saw it all unfold from a ridge nearby.    

I turn left to get on route 457. that’ll take me back 
to I-90. then I see him and his buddies. I pull over 
immediately onto the grassy shoulder. 

I’ve never seen a horse like this in all of my life 
(Later I found out they are called Leopard Appaloosa.) 
Black spots on White. Amazing. 

I take his picture and then his buddies come over 
with that What’s-cha-doin’ look. I grab some fresh grass 
from my side of the fence and feed a couple of his friends. 
the Appaloosa never does come over to the fence. he 
keeps his distance. But his corral-mates take the grass 
from my hand and have a little snack. I rub their noses. 

I love horses too. 
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5:30 a.m. Might as well do laundry. I’m not going 
to be able to get back to sleep for I had the oddest dream. 

I dreamt I was dead. 
Somebody once told me that you can’t die in a 

dream. they were wrong. 
I was my age now. I died. I remember going from 

living to dead. Don’t know what I died of, but I felt it. 
traveling from living to dead. 

I still had some things to say and do, even though I 
was dead. I was keeping a list. I was reading the list. I was 
walking around tucson with a woman. She reminded 
me of someone I knew. She was tall, blond, attractive, in 
her 40’s or 50’s. She didn’t talk much but was with me 
the whole time. 

I felt pretty good just after I had died, but as time 
went on, in the dream, I felt worse and worse. After a 
while, I couldn’t talk anymore. I had no energy. I felt 
like I was slightly choking. I was really sad I couldn’t 
communicate with my friends anymore, with this 
beautiful woman anymore. 

then I didn’t want to be dead any longer. But I was 
dead. the woman I had been walking with said she was 
sorry. I couldn’t speak. I was so upset. I didn’t want to be 
dead. I wanted to be alive again. I want to be alive. 

then I woke up. 
I got up from my bed, stunned but oddly happy. 

Disoriented, hardly able to walk but strangely buzzing. I 
took a bath. (odd, for I never take baths in the morning.) 
I packed up my dirty clothes and headed for the 
apartment complex’s laundry room. Still dark and chilly. 
Air hit me hard in the face and it is wonderful. I think 
of the living, changing, aging body of Stu: more weight 
around the middle, less hair on top, a wrinkled face. My 
vanity would have cared yesterday. But not now. I’m just 
so happy to be alive, to not be walking around tucson in 
a dead, silent, painful body. 

I pray I always remember this dream, but I know 
I won’t. 

Our Confederate Dead
at l a n ta ,  g e o r g I a  &  t u c s o n ,  a r I z o n a  •  w I n t e r  s o l s t I c e ,  2 0 0 7 
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Thought driving Miss Daisy across the country 
would be fun. really thought Mary would enjoy the trip, 
spending time with Annie and I, staying in nice hotels, 
seeing the USA in our Chevrolet. Boy, was I wrong. 

Mom called Annie common today. A peasant. 
Someone without intuition. I don’t think I’ve ever seen 
Annie so mad. And Mary wants to go back to Virginia 
now. I told her she can’t. She’s coming to Arizona to live 
near me. odd she would want to go back to the Northern 
Neck, after she begged me for two years to let her move 
to Arizona. 

When Mom doesn’t get her way, you are wrong. 
Mary is never wrong. I’ve never heard Mom say she’s 
sorry. Not even once in my life. I’m not exaggerating. If 
you disagree with Mary, you hate her. If you are angry 
at some behavior of hers, you hate her. If you ask for 
something she doesn’t want to give, you hate her. this is 
nothing new. But what is new is the intensity of Mom’s 
protests. She seems out of her mind. It’s like she’s in a 
nightmare of her own making, but it’s all my fault. then 

again, she’s always been hysterical, even when she’s 
having a good time. But this is more. A lot more. And I 
don’t think she’s really seen anything from the highway. 
No red Buds in bloom. No Blue ridge Mountain vistas. 
She just talks and complains and complains some 
more, as she stares blankly out the window. It’s gotten 
so bad that Annie and I take Mary on alternate days. 
Monday: With Annie in the Buick. tuesday: With me in 
the Penske truck. Wednesday: Back to Annie. We just 
can’t handle Mary for more than one day at a time. It’s 
sad. We just put Mary to bed a little while ago. Annie’s 
calmed down a little. So have I. It’s been one weird 
day. I saw this wild billboard when we parked the car 
and truck this afternoon. Now it’s night and the sign’s 
brightly lit. reminds me of an image by Blake hines. 
think I’ll shoot it and put my own spin on it. take it a 
step in a different direction. And photographing gives 
me something to do, rather than worry about what lies 
ahead for my mother and I. 

Common
h a r r I M a n ,  t e n n e s s e s s  •  s P r I n g ,  2 0 0 9 
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Mary at The Cadillac Ranch
a M a r I l l o ,  t e x a s  •  s P r I n g ,  2 0 0 8 

Prairie wind’s blowing like a son of a gun. the Buick and Penske are parked 
over there. Annie walks with Mary toward the Cadillacs. Leaves Mom by herself, 
while she walks around. I take a picture of Mary alone with the sculpture. Nice shot. 
She looks confused. 

“Mom?” I yell over the wind. 
She turns her head. I take another shot. Mary doesn’t say anything. She’s hardly 

talking at all today, Annie says. Not like the other night in Arkansas. 
We’re all checked in at the holiday Inn in who-knows-where Arkansas. off we 

go, in the Buick, to get some dinner somewhere. Mary’s in the back. Annie’s next to 
me. I’m driving. 

“Where are we going to eat?” asks Mary. 
“Well, I don’t know. Maybe that Chinese place over...” 
“Why are we here? I want to go back to Virginia! I really need to eat something 

now! Are you listening to me? I just don’t know!” says Mary. 
“Mom, please don’t interrupt.” 
“I never interrupt!” yells Mom. 
“Yes you do, Mary,” says Annie. “You interrupt all the time.” 
Yikes. Annie’s not usually so demonstrative. Usually keeps her opinions to 

herself. 
“I do not! I do not!” Mary yells, “I hate it here! I can’t stand it here! I can’t! You’re 

not listening to me!” 
“oh, Mom, I...” 
“You never listen to me! I need to eat. Where are we going? I can’t stand this! 

I can’t,” she yells. 
She doesn’t stop talking. Just goes on and on. Yelling and talking and yelling 

some more. She’s pitching a fit and I’m not even sure why. Finally, I put my foot down 
like you would with a petulant child. 

“Mom, you need to calm down. I’m not taking you anywhere unless you calm 
down. We’re not going into any restaurant with you like this.” 

Mary starts to cry. Yelling through the tears. 
I’ve had enough. 
“Mom, I’m going back to the hotel. We’ll get something to eat in the room.” 
“I’ll die if I go back there!” she screams. 
“No you won’t. But I can’t take you out like this.” 
“I’ll die! I’ll die!” 
I turn the car around and head back to the hotel. 
“I need to get out of here!” Mary yells. She reaches for her door handle. holy shit! 
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i push the Master Door Lock Button, but instead of 
locking all the doors, i unlock them all. Mom opens the 
back door and tries to jump out of the moving car. i put 
on the brakes and pull over into a parking lot. Annie leaps 
out of the car and runs back to Mary’s door. She slams it. 

“Mary! You get back in that car right now!” Annie 
screams. i didn’t know Annie could yell that loud. Hmm. 
Oddly, i’m feeling quite calm in the center of this storm. 

Mary continues to cry as we return to the hotel. At 
the hotel, she first refuses to get out of the car then relents. 
we take her upstairs, put her to bed and tell Mom we 
need some time by ourselves. i look at Mary’s face. She 
knows she’s screwed up. Annie and i then hit a waffle 
House, eats some eggs, and call my sister Pamela to report 
what we soon coin ‘The Arkansas incident.” Pamela’s not 
surprised. But we sure are. Mary can be a royal pain in 
the neck, but she’s never tried to jump out of a moving 
vehicle before. 

The next morning, Mary walks up to Annie, before 
climbing into the truck with me. i have Mom today. 

“Annie,” Mom says, “i just want you to know that 
i would have never jumped out of the car. i just needed 
some air.” 

“You scared the crap out of me, Mary,” Annie says. 
Mom looks down at the ground. She doesn’t say 

she’s sorry, but she does look a little embarrassed. 
“OK, Mom. Let me help you in the truck. You’re 

with me today,” i say as cheerfully as i can. And off we go. 
i take one last exposure of my mother with the 

Cadillacs. She looks cold. it is a bit nippy here in Amarillo, 
with the wind and all. 

“You want to go back to the car, Mom?” i ask. 
“Yes.” 
“i’ll take her,” Annie says, leading Mary back to the 

Buick. She has Mom today. 
“Thanks,” i say. “i won’t be long.” 
Just want to take it all in. The cars, the wind, 

everything. 
i turn and look toward my Mother. She looks so 

pitiful. i slowly shake my head. 
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Holbrook, Arizona on a winter’s Saturday night. 
A pickup truck cruises by. traffic’s light. No surprise. 
traffic’s often light in holbrook. 

I’m across the street in an auto parts store’s parking 
lot. tripod, camera, cable release. I’m cold but happy. I 
see the teepee I want to shoot. teepee #6. Maybe some 
night I’ll stay there. I begin shooting.

Five minutes pass. Another pickup truck drives 
by. I finish my smoke. I take another image or two for 
insurance. Another car goes by. then the long silence 
again. 

I smile. I really don’t need to go to ends of the earth 
for peace and quiet, do I? I can just come to holbrook on 
a winter’s Saturday night. 

Wigwam Motel
h o l b r o o k ,  a r I z o n a  •  w I n t e r ,  2 0 0 9 

[ 131 ]



Thunderhead to the north. No smell of rain yet. 
hopeful of it though. the Singing rocks are just up there. 
Another mile to go. 

I’m feeling my age: Got to wear a hat now, so I 
don’t get a sunburned scalp, my dome having less hair 
with every passing day; I weigh ten pounds more than 
I weighed ten years ago, inch and a half shorter too; I’ve 
always been bad with names, but now I have a hard 
time remembering the names of lovers from 20 years 
ago, much less the person I met yesterday; and I feel so 
stupidly and selfishly American these days, complaining 
about getting old and how I’m not as young as I used 
to be, while the majority of the world’s population just 

wants to make it to old age and still be alive so they can 
love their grandkids. I hate it when I’m an ingrate. 

top of a hill at the Singing rocks now. Quite a view. 
Suddenly a blast of moist air slams into the rocks. the 
storm cloud has turned. It’s heading straight for me now. 
rumbling thunder echoes in the distance. I finish taking 
pictures of the Little Man. I stow my gear. A gust of wind 
slaps me hard and I lose my footing, then quickly regain 
it. I breathe in the moist air. I close my eyes. I am grateful 
now. I guess I just needed a slap in the face. 

thunder now quite close. Wind’s hard and damp. 
temperature fifteen degrees cooler than it was fifteen 
minutes ago. I stare past the Little Man, toward the 

The Little Man at The Singing Rocks
I r o n w o o d  f o r e s t  n at I o n a l  M o n u M e n t,  a r I z o n a  •  s u M M e r ,  2 0 0 8 
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mountains of home. I wish I could stay but 
the storm’s almost upon me. Any other hill, I 
might hunker down and weather the storm. 
Not the Singing rocks. they sing because 
they are made of iron. Lightning likes iron. 

I’ve already been hit once by lightning 
as a sixteen-year-old kid. And don’t believe 
what they say. Lightning does strike twice. 
Quite often actually. Would be a great way 
to go out I suppose, but I’m not suicidal. 
Just grieving that I’m not young anymore. 
And lonelier than I thought I’d be, at  
my age. 

But look at what you have, Stu. eyes 
to see, skin that feels, a nose to smell, ears 
to hear, a tongue that tastes, a soul that 
prays, legs to walk, arms to hold, lips that 
kiss, a smile to give, a brain to think, love 
to share. 

And as Neil Young once sang, “…with 
no war near by.” 

I have nothing to complain about. But 
I do. I laugh. 

I shoulder my camera bag and my 
water and head toward to the valley floor. 
Maybe I’ll draw a spiral in the sand when I 
get down there. 



A little over 24 hours ago, the plan was to go to 
Coalmine Canyon for the night, then head east toward 
the San Juans in Colorado and later, drive north to the 
Abajos in Utah, hiking, shooting and camping along  
the way. 

But something happened at Coalmine. 
Change has come to Coalmine, and it’s not a change 

we need. 
For the secret’s out. 
Back in the 1980’s, when I first starting coming to 

this wondrous place on the Colorado Plateau, only a few 
Navajos from tuba City, a small number of local hopi, 
and a couple of ranchers who lived or worked on the 

Joint Use Land went into Coalmine Canyon. oh, and 
Mike Johnson and I too, but that was about it. 

But not now. 
After talking with some very white people from 

Phoenix yesterday, I found out why. (two fat men, 
one fat woman, two huge pickup trucks, three big ill-
trained dogs, deep in the canyon, on the eastern side. 
Couldn’t you just have driven one car and left the dogs 
at home? Fucking white people.) Seems the Arizona 
republic, Phoenix’s largest newspaper, wrote a front-
page article about the beauty of Coalmine Canyon a 
couple years ago. thanks the fuck a lot. tell 5,000,000 
people about the place and of those, at least 5,000 will 

Ghosts and Giants
c o a l M I n e  c a n y o n  e a s t,  a r I z o n a  &  s e q u o I a  n at I o n a l  Pa r k ,  c a l I f o r n I a 
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have to drive up and see it. When I drove down the back 
way into Coalmine east on Saturday, I was angered 
and saddened by what I saw. It wasn’t trashed but it 
had been badly overused. A spider web of tire tracks 
spread across the fragile and sacred land, where none 
had been before. A new two-story mansion pierced 
the sky to the west. And even in this, the off-season, 
those stupid white fucks with their dogs and their 
trucks added their own new line of tire tracks on the 
soft loamy soil. they looked at the canyon for a minute, 
let the dogs run, and then they left, without having 
walked more than a dozen yards from their vehicles. 
the quiet solitude and deep spirit of the place, which 
Mike and I and so many hopis and Navajos have loved, 
has now been replaced by white lookeloos from the 
Valley of the Sun. 

At least the Ghost has been safe from stupid 
white people. they are too lazy to hike those many 
miles, and they can’t drive their trucks or AtVs up to 
its base. thank God and the kachinas for at least that 
small favor. 

I camped last night a bit to the east of my usual 
spot, on land that was new and unfamiliar, but it made 
no difference. Fucked up is fucked up. And as I lay awake 
in my tent last night, I decided this shooting/hiking 
trip would have to be about visiting brand-new places. 
I couldn’t risk my heart breaking even more than it has, 
going to places in Colorado and Utah where I had been 

just a couple years before and finding them fucked up by 
too many white people. I’ll instead go to places I’ve never 
been to before, but have always wanted to see for a long 
time, and if they have changed, I won’t know it for they’ll 
be new to me. Sometimes, I have to mind-fuck my way 
into serenity. 

So this morning I packed up before dawn and 
headed west. 

Got some coffee at the new McDonald’s at tuba at 
5 a.m. A McDonald’s in tuba? God save us. then again, 
they’ve had a Burger king there for years. Who am I to 
say hopis and Navajos shouldn’t be able to get a hot Big 
Mac too, instead of only a Whopper ? 

Saw a fatal accident this morning in a sand- 
storm, east of Barstow, on I-40. that gave me pause. I 
took a picture of the body on a stretcher. You won’t see 
it here. 

By early afternoon, I was in the Central Valley of 
California. Called an ex-girlfriend and set up to have 
coffee at a Border’s in Visalia. Not going to talk much 
about this meeting but I will say this: I hadn’t seen her 
in twenty years. Made my amends way back when, and 
gave her my greatest gift: by leaving her the hell alone. 
She remarried her ex-husband and I’m guessing she was 
happy until he died suddenly a couple years ago. Very 
sad. he was quite young. She looked the same, sounded 
the same, it was pleasant enough. But things do change, 
boys and girls. It was like having coffee with someone 
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that i only once dreamed about, 
not someone i stated lifelong 
love for and shared a home with. 
if you don’t give fresh water to 
love and friendship, that tree 
will not only die but also you’ll 
hardly know it ever grew there 
in the first place. it is what it is. 
And it ain’t what it ain’t. 

Headed into the foothills 
of the Sierra Nevadas at dusk 
today. i always think i’m in 
a movie when i’m driving in 
California. Partly it’s because 
so much of this land and so 
many of its highways have 
been in films and on TV. But 
it’s more than that. wild trees 
looked placed just so, on those 
hilltops. And people seem very 
focused on how they look, so 
everyone looks at best, like a 
movie star and at worst, like an 
extra. The colors of the grass, 
the land, the trees are muted 
yet bright: a combination of too 

much pollution in the air and that glorious California 
sunshine. 

Yet, at its worst, you can see the pervasive poverty 
that supports all this wealth, the mean over the meek, 
the defenseless overwhelmed by the invaders. Above it all, 
bright sunshine and under it all, more money than you 
could possibly imagine. 

Even this little foothill hotel i’m sleeping in tonight 
looks like it could be the set for ‘CSi: Vasalia.’ 

Dawn. The drive up. Through odd conifers whose 
names i can only imagine. Higher and higher i go. 

Then suddenly, i see my first one. 
“Holy Mother of god.” 
i then laugh out loud. i bet thousands, hundreds 

of thousands of motorists have said something like that, 
when they saw their very first giant Sequoia Tree. 

This is going to be a very good day. 
All alone. No one here. Huge parking lot. it’s cold. 

November. in July, a madhouse i bet, but today. it’s just 
me and the boys. 

And they are huge. 
Hours later. i’ve taken some images but it’s so 

foolish. No way to capture the largest living things on the 
planet. Take their reflected light, put it in the box, make 
a flat thing from it? Pure folly. This is a four-dimensional 
experience, three dimensions plus Time. Maybe that 



[ 137 ]

t h e  t r a n s P e r s o n a l  Pa P e r s

triptych or that four piece will work, but it doesn’t really 
matter. The best pics are taken with the eyeballs alone. 
got a photograph of your lover’s eyes when she first sees 
you coming to the door? Didn’t think so. 

Still alone, except for that buck and doe over there. 
On and off the snowy trail. My head being hit by the 
occasional large chunk of icy snow that melts from the 
upper branches. Deer tracks here. Snowdrift there. And 
then i stop short. 

That be a bear track. A very large bear track. 
i pull out the Canon and take its image. i then begin 

to follow the tracks through the snow. One then another. 
They look fresh. He or she is big. i walk for a hundred feet 
or so, tracking the bear, when i see a large bush up ahead 
and stop again. 

i smile a dopey grin. 
She could be up there behind that scrub. Do i really 

want to disturb a black bear? 
There is a hard-held truth in my life, and that is 

i don’t want to die stupidly. in my sleep, in my house, 

in a hospital, as an old man hiking in the desert? Fine. 
But i don’t want to hear this from The Other Side. 
“Hey, did you hear what happened to Stu? 
“No, what.” 
“He was hiking in Sequoia National Park and got 

killed by a bear.” 
“really? How’d that happen?
 “They’re not quite sure. But it seems he was 

following this bear deep into the woods. His tracks 
matched the bear’s.” 

“why in god’s name would Stu do that?” 
“You know Stu.” 
“Yea, i do.” They would laugh. 
i stop walking, turn around and get back on the trail 
On my way back to the truck now. Still haven’t seen 

a soul. Loving these trees. Feeling blessed to have eyes to 
see them and legs to take me to them. 

i stop at one big guy and place both hands on his 
foot-thick bark. i give him some of my energy, through 
my palms, through my heart. 
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“Hey Tree,” i say, “May you grow strong 
and live a very happy and long life. Just be 
Tree.” 

And then the Tree speaks to me. 
“Be Stu,” he says. 
“Thanks,” i say, “i’ll do that. You be Tree 

too.” 
“Be Stu,” he says a second time, speaking 

very slowly, and then i understand. 
Being Stu is a tall order. Being who 

you are isn’t that easy. For me, i tend to be 
a bit of a people-pleaser, a phony at times. 
i keep important thoughts to myself when 
i should speak truth to power instead. i 
let financial fears keep me in place when 
really i should leave. And i sometimes keep 
my light under a bushel basket, as we say  
back home. 

And this Tree asks me not to do that: To 
Be Stu, warts and all, fears and all, thoughts 
and all, loves and all. 

Sigh. 
“i’ll work on it. i promise, Tree,” i say to 

him. “Thanks again.” 
And then i place my hands on his bark 

and neither of us talk for a while.
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Namaste. 
the God in me sees the God in you. 
this Sanskrit greeting has been in my head a lot this 

trip. I’ve been trying to think of this phrase when I first 
meet people. With kind folk, I then tend to see them as 
gods or goddesses. With jerks, I then tend to see them as 
good souls but with a big pile of crap on top of their heads. 

It snowed here a week ago. Someone has walked 
this four-mile loop before me. I don’t know this trail, but 
I don’t need to, with a single set of footprints guiding 
me forward. 

the rambunctious bikers chat behind me. Very 
good chance they won’t walk far. It’s cold, but not bitter. 
the sun’s going down. It’ll be dark soon. 

I round a corner after a mile and see a Bristlecone 

highlighted on a ridgeline. the tree’s brightly lit, as if the 
Sun was a follow-spot in a dark theatre. I raise my 70-200 
and shoot. Pow, pow, pow. Again. Pow, pow, and pow. 
I look at the screen on the back of the camera. I smile. 
that’s a shot. Some insurance, too. 

ever since I first touched a Bristlecone in eastern 
Nevada two years ago, they are like gods and goddesses 
to me as well. they are the oldest living things on earth, 
some living to be older than 4,000 years old. the oldest 
known Bristlecone lives somewhere on this trail. he is 
4,723 years old. they don’t tell you which tree he actually 
is, but they do say, you walk right by him and you could 
touch him if you knew to. 

Limber Pines and Bristlecones surround me now. 
(Limbers look somewhat similar to Bristlecones but are 

Along the Methuselah Trail
a n c I e n t  b r I s t l e c o n e  f o r e s t,  w h I t e  M o u n ta I n s ,  c a l I f o r n I a 
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taller, with slightly different needles, and don’t live as 
long, but they are old trees nonetheless. if it wasn’t for 
the Bristlecones, they would be the stars of this forest.) 
Beside these two species of trees, not much grows on 
these dolomite hills. Actually it’s because of this poor soil, 
that the Bristlecones (and Limbers) thrive at all. 

when i was near wheeler Peak two years ago, there 
were quite a few Bristles growing near a receding glacier, 
but not a large grove. But the troop of trees here covers 
three ridge lines and hundreds of acres and they say there 
are even more Pines to the north, along a road that, today, 
is impassable with snow. 

There is a low hum here, a deep hurrup of old 
creatures. 

This is Fanghorn Forest of Tolkien’s Lord of the rings. 
And Treebeard does live here. But they call him 

Methuselah. 
Sun’s been down about an hour now. Only a little 

blue left in the black of the sky. Stars shining ever brighter 
now. i’m two miles deep into the forest. 

i’ve just taken the rollei off of my tripod and 
replaced it with the Canon. The rollei’s insurance. Hell, 
for all i know, the black and whites will be better than 
the digital. 

i’ve hoop-danced a lot beside an old man tonight. 
(or is she an Ent-wife.) Maybe i’ve danced too much. 
Maybe i need to stick with just two or three hoops rather 
than five or six. Just like you can overwork a painting 
and make its colors muddy, i can over-spin a hoop dance 
and make it too busy. The simplest artistic answer is 
usually the right one. 

The Full Moon’s light hits the side of this old man’s 
hide. Hard snow freezes at his base. i’ll just hoop-dance 
to his left. Three hoops only. An odd number seems to be 
the key. 

i climb the hill and do my spinning. i then return to 
the camera. it’s very cold but i’m loving it. i’ll expose the 
digital neg for about five minutes. with film, i exposed 
for close to ten. Overexpose black and white film, 
underexpose the digital color. 



[ 141 ]

t h e  t r a n s P e r s o n a l  Pa P e r s

i close the shutter after five minutes. Now, i 
have five minutes of noise reduction before i can 
reshoot. i think i’ll go and say hello to him again. 

i make my way up the snowy hill, gingerly 
stepping as i have all night, not to dislocate too 
much of the rocky soil, for it’s only this poor 
ground that keeps these trees alive. ironically, the 
primary reason Bristlecone Pines eventually die is 
because after three or four thousand years, all the 
soil that covers their roots erodes away and they 
simply die of drought and famine. The Earth leaves 
them, but they don’t leave the Earth, even after 
death. Much of the deadwood around me is over 
7,000 years old. 

i find the big root i’ve been resting on all night 
and gently seat myself on it again. i close my eyes.  
i take a deep breath. i place my right hand on the 
tree. i touch the smooth dead surface of this old 
man’s body. Even though this part of him is dead, 
i can still feel a low hum of life ringing through his 
trunk. He’s alive and happy. Maybe my presence 
makes him a little happier.  Maybe not. But i 
hope so. i don’t reckon he gets many humans up  
this ravine. 

“Funny,” i say to him, “i was wondering if 
you are the Methuselah Tree and now i think, to 
even try to figure it out is simply absurd. All of y’all 
are very old. Except for a few hundredsyears-old 
whipper-snapping skinny guys over there, most of 
you have seen many stars pass over your heads, 
many snows at your feet.” 

He doesn’t say anything, but i can feel him 
listening. 

“Thank you,” i say, “for being such a good 
model and for saying ‘yes’ when i asked you if i 
could photograph you.” 

“You…are…very…welcome…,” he says. 
i stop talking, but i don’t lift my right hand 

from his side, for a long while. i just keep giving 
him as much love as i can. Out of the palm of my 
right hand. 

And like when i first met that nice couple 
in groveland, California, the other day, i think 
these few words. 

The god in me sees the god in you, Mr. Tree. 
Namaste. 
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“I didn’t know Bozo couldn’t take a punch,” 
said a nine-year-old Pamela, after she playfully 
hit Bozo.

My Bozo Punching Bag, that i loved like a 
brother, slowly began to deflate and then died.

i cried. My sister Pamela felt terrible.
i was four. 
i don’t remember any of this. 
My mother blamed Pamela for years,  

saying she had intentionally popped Bozo. 
That’s the story i’d heard for the last fifty years. 
This afternoon, i called my sister to do some 
fact-checking on Bozo. She was hurt and angry 
to hear that this is the myth i had been told 
all these years. Pamela and i have never been  
that close.

“Mom often tried to put a wedge in 
relationships, in order that she would get all the 
attention,” said Pamela. 

Mary isn’t like that now, but i didn’t argue 
with my sister today. Mary Jenks, during our 
upbringing, was the poster child for Narcissistic 
Personality Disorder. i could see Mom lying 
about how Bozo died, so as to put Pamela in 
a poor light, sad as that is to say. Most of my 
childhood i just avoided everyone in my family, 
except Nannie, my grandmother who lived with 
us. (Though a bigot, Nannie seemed to really like 
me.) Mom, Dad and Pamela seemed to want to 
be anywhere else but living under the same roof 
in a same house in raleigh, North Carolina. The 

silent tension and quiet resentment in our home 
was hot enough to ignite unlit cigarettes. i stayed 
in my room most of the time, making weird 
sculptures out of masking tape or sneaking into 
my parents’ bedroom to watch TV alone.

Ten years ago, Mom gave me, for Christmas, 
a replacement Bozo Punching Bag. it was a kind 
gesture on her part, but i felt nothing for that 
particular Bozo.

Then, Cathy, a few years ago, gave me a 
miniature Bozo Punching Bag. i found him 
adorable. i blew him up and he sat in my living 
room for a long time. Then, a year and a half 
ago, Bozo went outside. Then, Bozo found a 
companion, Bozette. (Another Bozo i bought 
online, on which i drew pearls, ruffles and long 
eyelashes, to make him feminine.) we have had 
lots of adventures together. i wrote a children’s 
story about Bozo and Bozette. (Perhaps to be 
published someday, after i fix a few of the holes 
in the story.) Bozo and Bozette went to the tops 
of mountains and surfed in the sea. They floated 
down rivers, and flew in the trees. Hiked in 
the snow and sat among wildflowers. Visited 
museums and prayed in churchs. Bozo, Bozette 
and i have had a wonderful time together.

Bozo and Bozette sit, right now, in the 
backseat of my Buick, ready to travel at any time.

And happily today, i found out that my 
original Bozo died an accidental death. 

He was not murdered by my sister.
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April snow on the Catalinas. More snow on the 
Pinal Mountains. Weird. A late snow. 

they’re playing the third round of the Masters right 
now. I shake my head as I drive. My mother isn’t even 
watching it on tV. With her dementia, it just too hard 
for her to track things on television. First year she hasn’t 
watched it since they started televising Augusta in the 
early 1960’s. She loves tiger. Now, she barely knows he 
exists. “I’m not well, and I don’t know what to do,” she 
says over and over when I visit her. 

Gave her car a name. Actually it’s my car now. She 
hasn’t driven in months. Never will again. Named her 
car, Martha Ball, after George Washington’s wife and 
mother, Martha Custis and Mary Ball, respectively. Some 
of the Balls rest in the same rural Virginia cemetery 
where my family’s plot is. Fits a 2003 blue Buick LaSabre 
to a tee. I call her Martha B. for short. 

Should be there soon. Probably more rain or snow 
today. either would be fine with me. 

there it is, the pulloff I’ve been looking for. I park 
Martha. Not many cars on the highway today. I put on 
my new Boo-Boo hat with its knitted bill, wrap the scarf 
a friend gave me for Christmas around my neck, zip up 
the polar fleece and grab the Canon. No water. I’m not 
going to be gone that long. 

Up the old mining road toward the top of C.J.’s 
Fault. 

halfway up. really hope I see him again. No telling. 
Suddenly I see a half dozen mule deer fifty feet 

straight ahead of me. All of us stop and stare at each 
other for a while. I pop a couple images with the Canon. 
the lead buck snorts at me. Stomps the ground with his 
foot. What the hell? You going to charge me, buckaroo? 
that would be hard to explain. 

‘how’d you hurt yourself, Stu’? 
‘A deer charged me. A buck knocked me down.’ 
I can think of a least three friends who would never 

let me live that one down. 

eventually, the buck and his brood bounce away. 
Well, that was pretty good. I’ll take that if I don’t 

see the old boy. 
hardly had those words drifted out of my mind 

when I see him. Fifty yards ahead. Looks like the same 
Big horn I saw in January. Well, I’ll be goddamned. 

I shoot a bunch of shots. I creep through the 
ocotillos to get a better angle. I softly walk closer to 
him. he shifts his weight from side to side, turns his 

C.J.’s Fault
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head as if he’s posing and shows little concern. But he 
knows i’m here. 

After a dozen exposures, i lower the lens and just 
gaze at him. He looks back at me. Neither of us are afraid. 
Calm all around. The rain’s stopped. No snow. i cradle 
my camera in my folded arms. i almost cry. i relate to 

him. Makes sense i suppose. Both he and i are sure-footed 
creatures, somewhat aloof, keen-eyed. 

Then i smile when i think of the obvious. The 
spiral horns. 

You wear your spirals on top of your head. i carry my 
spirals inside of mine. 
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Shoot You Myself
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Mary sits on a plush leather sofa at house 
Number three at Crossroads Adult Care Center, in 
tucson, Arizona. this is where she lives. She’s not 
having a good day. 

Mom sold the river house and Father’s Forest in 2003 
so she could invest the money and simply live. (My father 
didn’t believe in life insurance. that’s kind of fucked up, if 
you ask me. You’d think he would want to leave his wife of 
50-plus years some cash, but he didn’t.) We moved Mary 
out to the desert a year ago, much to my initial protests, 
but I now know it was the right thing to do, for we soon 
discovered that Mary had a very fast-progressing dementia. 
Within six months of her arrival in tucson, she went from 
Independent Living to Assisted Living to Nursing Care to 
kino Psych Ward to Crossroads Adult Care. 

today, she’s fully aware of her predicament. She 
knows she will never get better. She wants to die. I don’t 
blame her. 

“You know, Son,” she says, “I’ve made peace with 
Death.” 

“I know, Mom,” I say. You can tell she has. 
“I’m ready to go,” she says. 
I hate that she suffers. I hate the mystery of it all. I 

doubt she’ll die this year. Probably next. Fuck. 
“Mom,” I say matter-of-factly, “If I thought I could 

get away with it, I’d take you out in the desert and shoot 
you myself.” 

She reaches over and pats my arm. 
“that’s so sweet of you,’ she says, “but you’ll get 

caught.” 
I laugh out loud. 
“Yea, Mom. You’re probably right.” 
“But it was sweet of you to offer.” 
“You’re welcome, Mom.” 
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Bristlecone  
Hoop Dance
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Spin a line of blue LeD Christmas lights. Make a circle. 
hear the whoosh of the wire traveling through the air. While the 
wire of lights spin, click on the light’s switch with my thumb. 
Spin the lit lights about seven revolutions. Switch the lights 
off while still making the circle. Come to rest. take two steps 
sideways. Settle. Spin the line again. Make the circle again. 
repeat the process. take two more side steps uphill. Do this at 
least fifteen times until I’m sure I’m out of the frame.

the rollei’s with me but I’m not using it. Lately, the Canon 
5D Mark II has been my camera of choice. It’s working very 
well tonight.

I’m barely here, mostly in my head, in another city, with a 
woman. I force myself back into the forest. trying the spiritual 
trick-Fuck. It’s not working.

I check the back of the Canon to see if I got the shot. 
Almost. Need to spin just a bit higher off the ground. I go back 
to the ancient Bristlecone and do my side-stepping dance one 
more time. 

Focusing on making this image takes my mind off my 
broken heart. It’s been a rough couple of days. Frankly, it’s 
been hell.

We haven’t been lovers in over a year and a half, and even 
then, it wasn’t right. She wanted a long-term partner, and I wasn’t 
into that at the time. I smoked and she has family who has died of 
cancer. I’m intense, she’s pretty quiet. Sadly, now, I’m more open 
to living the rest of my days with someone, with her. I’m seriously 
thinking of becoming smoke free, and I now understand the 
blessing of keeping my mouth shut sometimes. But it’s too late. 
She has moved on. She has moved far away. We are still close 
friends, but I recently found out that she is dating someone. It 
may get serious, she said. I was cool on the phone, more than open 
to staying friends with her and I told her so, but then minutes 
later, after I hung up, I felt something I haven’t felt in decades. I’m 
jealous. Insanely jealous. I’m the jealous ex-lover. Fuck.

I’ve been talking to God almost constantly as I drive today. 
God, help me to let go of her. God, help me to not think about 
all of this, all the time. God, help me to be a good man. God, 
help me.
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Just south of Bishop, i ask god the big question, the 
simplest question, the truest question:

“god, what is all of this really about?”
The quiet still voice said only seven words. i began 

to cry. i had to pull over i was quaking so hard. i haven’t 
cried like that since my last Breathwork experience.

“You just want her to come home,” said the voice.
Through my tears, i get out: “That’s true. i just want 

her to come home. i just want you to come home.”

i finish my spinning, my dancing. Judging from 
what i can see on the back of the 5D, i think i have the 
shot, but i won’t really know for sure until i download the 

digital negative onto my Apple at home. There is still some 
mystery in digital photography.

i pack up my gear but i don’t leave the Bristlecone 
Pine Forest right away. i walk around the Ancients for 
a while. i visit an old tree i met last year, a 3,000-year-
old man just down that hill. it was good to hug him 
again. i sit on an outcropping of rock near the tree i just 
photographed and drink some water. it’s three miles back 
to the car, and all of my grieving from the last few days 
has tuckered me out. My gear’s heavy but it’s my heart 
that’s weighting me down. i drink some more water, drop 
my head in exhaustion and cry some more. 

She’s not coming home, Stu. She’s not coming home.
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“What I don’t like about it is...” Mary says, her voice 
trailing off. 

She sees something outside of her window. A car? 
A bird? It doesn’t matter. It’s enough for her to lose her 
train of thought. 

“What I need you to know is...” she says a minute 
later. 

“I can’t seem to find…” Mom says after a while. 
“I’m not unhappy but I don’t know where I am,” she 

says, her first completed sentence since I arrived today. 
She looks very unhappy. She is unhappy, and angry 

and sad too. 
Mom’s good days are when the dementia is 

strongest. She knows me. She’s happy to be in bed. She’s 
happy with how well the staff treats her. She loves the 
house. She listens and responds to what I’ve said, with 

love and kindness. She thinks she will die soon, and is 
at peace with that. 

Mom’s bad days are when the dementia weakens. 
She knows that she can’t walk, can’t go to bathroom by 
herself, can’t leave the house, can barely feed herself. 
She’s knows her mind is going. She aware she can’t 
finish sentences and it makes her mad. She knows there 
is nothing she can do to make things better, and that 
makes her sad. She tries to listen to me but gets lost in 
her own hopelessness. I don’t blame her at all for that. 
She thinks she’s going to live for a very long time. She’s 
afraid of that Very Long time. She cries sometimes. 

Mary’s having a bad day today. 
As I walk to my car after our visit, I shake my head. 
“Jesus, God. Please take this woman,” I whisper to 

the wind. 

Tearful Mary
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M ary sees things that are not there. Dad. other 
men. Boys from her high school in Alexandria, Virginia. 
her mother, Nannie. her grandfather, Daddy Saum. 

Mostly these visions don’t scare her. She just looks 
at them with wonder. Frankly, I don’t know all she sees 
because I only ask her when I’m there, and when I think 
it’s a good time is ask. I’m sure she sees a lot more people 
and things than any of us will ever know. 

Mary’s condition has worsened. For a few days, she 
had a very hard time eating anything. Now, she can eat 
a little. For a few days, she slept all the time. Now, she 
sleeps about 20 hours a day. Just a couple weeks ago, she 
could follow a conservation, and respond with kindness 
and attention. Now, at best, she just goes away as I talk, 
to some place where I cannot follow. 

I walk into her room, this morning. She’s asleep. 
Jessica told me earlier that Mom has eaten some 
pudding. I said, “Good,” but I didn’t really mean it. (If 
she completely stops eating, she will be dead within a 
month. her suffering will end.) I grab an old wood chair 
we brought from Virginia, and place it beside her bed. I 
raise her bed with the electric controls, so I can easily 
talk with her. She doesn’t really wake up. her eyes open, 
but she doesn’t really see. I say, “hello, Mom,” but she 
doesn’t really hear. then she begins to say one phrase 
over and over, very softly, in her strong Virginia accent. 
Most people wouldn’t understand her. I know exactly 
what she’s saying. 

“I want my Momma. I want my Momma, I want my 
Momma....” 

I Want My Momma
t u c s o n ,  a r I z o n a  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 9 
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I touch her hand. I start to cry. I cry hard. her 
bedroom door’s closed to the rest of the house, so I let 
fly. I cry for her, for me, for everything. I don’t know 
where some things end and others begin anymore. My 
deep grief and anger around a recent lost love is all 
wrapped up in my sadness at watching my mother die 
a very slow and scary death. My own fears of being self-
employed, spending thousands of dollars on my art 
and writing careers, with not enough money coming 
back in right now from sales and jobs, combines my 
concerns around managing Mary’s money and making 
sure there is plenty there, just in case she lives another 
couple, three years or more. My own loneliness with 
having no one to share my bed mixes with my sadness 
at losing this sweet kind mother I’ve had for the past 
few months. But at the same time as all of this fury 
of emotions fills me, day in and day out, I feel this 
incredible gratitude: that I have money to draw from, 
for Mom, for me and for some other good folk in my life; 
that I have real friends who care about me and are really 
there for me, as I go through all of this; that I’m there 
for them as they go through their own health scares, 
heartaches, job insecurities, and family crises, from 
Northern California to Upstate New York; and that I 
have this strong faith that this will eventually end, be it 
my Mom’s long suffering or my own grief or my friends’ 
fears. that even though it’s not ok, not even close to 
being ok, We’ll all be ok. even in Death. 

“...I want my Momma. I want my Momma. I want my 
Momma....” 

“I want my Momma too,” I say to Mary. I chuckle. 
that’s not going to happen. I’m Mary’s parent now, not 
she mine. And I’m happy to be your Mother, Mary. And 
maybe, just maybe, your Momma, my grandmother 
Nannie, will cross over from the other side and lend us 
a hand. 
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I hardly notice the tourists around me. All I can think about is that 
sign and that call box. 

‘Crisis Counseling...there Is hope...Make the Call...the 
Consequences of Jumping From this Bridge Are Fatal And tragic...’ 

Some people see those who commit suicide as weak, or angry, or 
selfish, or calling for help. My experience with suicidal folk differs from 
this view. they seem to a man, to a woman, to be people who are in 
unbearable emotional pain and who have the belief, a certainty to them, 
that the pain will never stop. What would you do? 

I lost hope for a time decades ago. even in tragic times since, I’ve never 
lost hope, so I haven’t wanted to die by my own hand. And I know whatever 
emotional pain I’m in will eventually heal. It may have been spiritual 
healing that curbed my suicidal thoughts. It may have been therapy. or 
it may have been simply I don’t want to miss anything. Whatever works. 

Fog obscures the top of the bridge, but that’s not the shot I want. I’ve 
seen the shot I want for a while now. It’s those cables over there, the ones 
the suicides hold before they let go. 

[ 171 ]





[ 173 ][ 173 ]

The Ghost of Christmas Present loves this old 
forest, filled with older spirits than even he, and younger 
sprouts full of hope and promise. Add to that, a very old 
friend resides here, and the forest is on the way to texas. 
he just visited Phoenix where he cheered up a little boy 
with leukemia, and he’s now heading toward el Paso to 
try, once again, to open the heart of a very old man, who 
hates people, hates life, and hates himself most of all. 
the Ghost tries every year with this man and fails, but he 
likes a challenge. 

the trail’s old and well-worn, first traveled by elves, 
later by Native People and more recently, by Boy Scouts 
and backpackers. An icy stream roars off to his left. he 
breathes in the sweet mossy dampness of the place. the 
Spirit smiles and loudly exhales. 

“Who would have thought such wonderful wetness 
existed so close to the dry desert floor. Just delightful,” 
he says out loud to himself. the Ghost of Christmas 
Present tends to talk to himself a lot. he just can’t keep 
his enthusiasm down. 

higher he climbs, past ancient Alligator Juniper 
trees, many feet in diameter with needles as sweet as 
cotton candy. Past Blue Spruce and White Pines, whose 
boughs are as fragrant as the finest perfume. Past huge 
green ferns as big as a giant’s hand. Past Mexican Live 
oaks that rival in size even the old Junipers. 

there is no need to hurry. Christmas eve and 
Christmas Day are one of those timeless periods on the 
planet when an hour can last a day and a day, a week. 
Plus the old man in texas hates seeing him anyway. that 
grumpy old mortal makes him laugh so. 

the Ghost rounds a corner of the trail when 
suddenly he sees a campfire near the creek. 

“What is someone doing up here on Christmas eve? 
Don’t they have any family to share this bright time of 
the year?” says the Spirit, “Now, Now. Mustn’t jump to 
conclusions. I’ll just wander over and see who it is and 
see what they’re doing.” 

he walks into the woman’s camp. You would 
think the woman would have been noticed him, given 
the Ghost being an eight-foot-tall, barefoot man, 
dressed only in a forest green robe open at the chest, 
a holly wreath with icicles resting upon his head, and 
carrying a huge torch that burns bright and strong and 
smells of incense. But the middle-aged woman who sat 
alone by the fire didn’t see him, nor hear him talk, nor 
smelled the incense from his torch, for the Ghost was 
invisible to most, and only occasionally did he make 
his physical presence known. Most humans can’t hear 
or see him, though some sense when he’s around. 
Children, mostly. 

“I don’t want to frighten her. She seems very sad. I 
wonder what’s the matter?” 

then the Spirit flicks his nose three times with his 
right index finger to turn on his ability to hear mortals’ 
thoughts. he doesn’t do this often, for the chatter of 
the city tends to drive him a little crazy, but it is just 
he, this woman and the Forest Spirits, and the trees 
tend to have very slow and long thoughts which he  
frankly enjoys. 

Flick, flick, flick, he taps his nose. 
At first he hears nothing, except for the lovely 

hum of Ponderosa and Spruces in love. he then places 
his attention toward the woman. She seems to not be 
thinking about anything. 

“that’s good. thinking often doesn’t help anything 
at all. Now feeling however, well that’s another...,” and he 
stops himself. 

“Luke,” he says to himself, “Now, don’t go spouting 
off about the Joys of Living and all of that stuff. It 
appears this woman needs something. So, focus on her. 
Listen!” 

he finds a large stone on the other side of the fire, 
sits on it and gazes at the woman. Blond hair to her 
shoulders, a beautiful face, a petite and sexy athletic 
figure. her hands in her lap, head slightly bowed, bright 

The Ghost of  
Christmas Present in Arizona 
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blue eyes staring at the fire. The ghost concentrates and 
then he starts to hear her words. 

“i don’t know. i just don’t know. i just don’t know 
what to do,” he hears. 

He leans forward to better hear her thoughts, and 
listens and listens and listens some more. After a few 
minutes, he wipes a large tear from his cheek with the 
front of his cloak. 

Seems the woman doesn’t have any family close by, 
and she has to go back to work at the hardware store on 
the 26th of December, so flying to see her Dad just didn’t 
make much sense this year. Plus she’s poor as a church 
mouse, and doesn’t have a boyfriend or husband. And 
she doesn’t have any children either and that’s a hole that 

lingers long in her heart. But that’s not what’s making The 
ghost of Christmas Present cry. it’s that the woman has 
decided to never love again, to never trust another man 
with her heart, to just be her own person, and make the 
best of the rest of her life, alone. The Spirit has heard this 
lament many times in his travels tonight and on other 
nights, and he cries more times than not, when he hears 
it, or sees it acted out. Men, women, children, parents, 
friends, all resigned, thinking or saying: “That’s it! Never 
again!” Or, “it just hurts too much! it’s not worth it!” Or, 
“i’m not talking to Mom & Dad anymore.” Or, “i’ll never 
trust a woman ever again!” Or, “i’ll never open up to him 
or anyone like him, for as long as i live!” and on and on 
and on, in a hundred different languages. 
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And he doesn’t cry because of what they have 
chosen. He completely understands their hurt and 
pain and suffering. He feels very compassionate toward 
these Mortals and what they go through, and what they 
hurtfully do to each other, out of their own fears and 
shortcomings. No, he cries because he knows what a 
great gift god and The goddess have given to Humans: 
The ability to love each other so fully and deeply, through 
kind words and deep kisses and strong songs and good 
food and loud laughter and tender caresses and warm 
hugs and bright eyes and big smiles, that even The gods 
envy Mortals. Angels talk at coffee about how jealous 
they are that Humans love with such abandon, when 
they, themselves, cannot. The Spirit of Christmas Present 
can love as deeply as any human being, but he can only 
do it for twelve days out of the year. Mortals can love 
year round, if they choose to. when people decide to stop 
loving, it doesn’t make the ghost mad. He just feels sad. 
Very sad. 

He flicks his nose again, three times and he can no 
longer hear her thoughts. 

He sits for a long time with the Blond woman, 
staring at her and simply loving her from across the fire. 
Once she looks up from the fire, a bit spooked and looks 
over her shoulder. 

“You feel my eyes on you,” he says, “it’s OK. i mean 
you no harm at all, lovely lady, beautiful woman, good 
soul. And i understand your resistance to love again. i’m 
just loving you now while i’m here. Because i like to. 
Because it feels good.” 

She doesn’t hear him speak, but The Spirit sees her 
shoulders relax. The woman gives a heavy sigh and smiles 
just a little. A little grin at the edge of her mouth. The 
ghost smiles too. The woman stands up, bends over and 
pulls a blue enamel coffee pot out of the fire. She pours 
herself a cup. After placing the pot back in the fire, she sits 
and sips the hot coffee. Then to the ghost’s surprise, the 
woman seemingly stares right at him, and says, 

“would you like a cup?” 
He’s a bit startled now, but answers, “i would  

love one.” 
But she doesn’t see him, doesn’t hear him, doesn’t 

feel him. She’s not talking to him at all. Her gaze travels 
just over his right shoulder. But she continues talking, 
not to him but to a memory of some kind. The ghost 
listens very closely. Yes. She’s talking to the man who 
left her. 

“i’m sorry.” she says, “it was as much about me as 
about you. i didn’t love you enough either. i held back too. 
And i forgive you for what you did. i don’t want you back, 
mind you, but i will try, yes i will try, to let another man 
into my heart. i release you, Paul. i release the hurt. i let 
you go. i let it all go!” 

The woman raises her arms above her head, throws 
her head back, and exhales a large deep breath. She 
breathes in deeply the cold moist forest air and then 
exhales again. inhale. Exhale. inhale. Exhale. Then a big 
smile breaks across her face and the ghost sees two little 
fires begin to burn in her eyes. Pink fires. Pink lights. She 
has opened her heart again! 

“Maybe with that man in Show Low,” she says to the 
air, and then she let loose a loud laugh that echoes off the 
canyon walls. 

The ghost sits on the other side of the fire, blubber-
ing away. He blows his nose into his green sleeve, once, 
twice, three times. He composes himself, and looks again 
at the woman. 

“Thank you, sweetie,” he says. “i’m used to being 
the Big giver this time of year, but you have given me 
the gift tonight. You have given me a human vision of 
Forgiveness and of New Hope and of an Opening Heart. 
You have given me, this old wandering ghost, the gift of 
Love. And all i did was sit across from you and witness 
the whole thing!” 

And then he laughed so loud it made the ground 
shake. The woman didn’t hear him laugh but she did put 
her hand to the ground and had a puzzled look on her 
face, as she felt the slight tremor. 

“Oops. Sorry, my dear. My beautiful dear. i didn’t 
mean to scare you.” 

He then stands up, brushes off his robe and slowly 
walks behind the woman. reaching up to the wreath 
upon his head, he pulls out three small green holly leaves. 
Leaning over her, he weaves the holly into her hair just 
above her right ear. 

“One for you, one for him, and one for the one yet to 
come,” he whispers into her ear. 

“And thank you for the Christmas gift you gave to 
me tonight,” he softly says. 

He kisses the woman on the top of her head, turns 
and walks toward the trail. 

“Now, it’s time to go visit that grumpy old man,” 
he says to himself, “But first, i want to say hello to an 
old friend of mine, who i haven’t seen in ages! Old Mr. 
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Alligator lives right over there,” he says, pointing to the 
top of a high ridgeline. “won’t he be surprised to see me! 
Hoo, Hoo! won’t he be! Here i come, Mr. Alligator! Here 
i come!” 

And off he bounds up the steep forest trail. 
A half hour later, while the woman readies her tent 

for the night, she sees a bright pink light glowing from a 
top a high ridgeline to her east. 

“well, would you look at that? Holy Mother of god,” 
she says, without fear. 

She stares at it, watching the light change from pink 
to red to purple to red and back to pink again. She watches 
it repeat the cycle three times. 

And then, the light fades and is gone. 
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My Ghost Likes To Travel
a r I z o n a  •  fa l l ,  2 0 0 9 

M y ghost likes to travel, so far in the unknown. 
My ghost likes to travel, so deep in your space. 

-“Growing Up”- Peter Gabriel. 
“I want to buy one of your photos, Stu.” says Michael 

on the phone. he’s one of my oldest and best friends. 
“Which one?” I ask. 
“the one called ‘My Ghost Likes to travel.’” 
“really?” I say. “Funny. that’s not one of my favor-

ites at all.” 
“No kidding,” says Michael. “I like it. I like how the 

Saguaros frame the picture.” 
“Well, let me fiddle with the file and I’ll give you 

some choices of color to pick from. And you want it big, 
right?” 

“Yea. how big can we go?” 
“oh, I can print it 30 x 30 and then have it in a 40 x 

40 inch frame.” 
“Fantastic.” 
“And I’ll give you the Friend of Stu rate too.” 
We laugh. 
In the process of rediscovering the old photo, I fall 

in love with it. I liked the image, but I didn’t love it.  
I do now. 

one large print hangs on Michael’s living room 
wall. A second big print became the centerpiece of 
a one-man-show I had this Fall, at the tucson Jewish 
Community Center. Funny how things work out 
sometimes. 

[ 177 ]



Mom has rebooted again, but without the 
Microsoft Updates. More like a hard reinstall of all the 
old softwares. All the sweetness of the past few months 
is gone. All her attentiveness and compassion for her 
housemates has left. All of her kind motherly love for 
me is no more. It’s like the Good Mother I’ve had for 
the past three months never existed. We’re back to the 
selfish, self-centered woman I’ve been dealing with for 
the past 55 years. only difference is she can’t remember 
what happened three minutes ago. But her angry 
pronouncements that ‘Nobody ever visits me.’ ‘I hate 
this room.’ ‘the people here are awful,’ and ‘I thought 
you would never come to see me.’ are now mixed with 
continuous chatter, most of it unbelievably hard to 
follow, yet clearly spoken: 

“I went out on the town and then they dropped 
something.” 

“he was here but then he left.” 
“he just drove by. that was him.” 
“We sure had a something, I tell you.” 
“Mom, I can’t understand a thing you are saying,” 

I say. 
“I’ll try harder,” she says. 
“trying’s not going to help, Mom.” 
“I went out this morning and we drove to some 

place.” 
“Mom, you haven’t left this house for six months 

and that was when you were in the hospital.” 
“Abcdefghijklmnop” 
that’s new. 
“Will I ever buy a new car?” she asks. 

Mary 4.0
t u c s o n ,  a r I z o n a  •  w I n t e r ,  2 0 0 9 
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“No, you won’t. You haven’t driven a car in 14 
months.” 

“I haven’t?” 
“No, Mom, you haven’t” “Are you sure?” 
“I’m positive.” 
“I want to... that woman is terrible,” responding to 

the voice of one of the caretakers in the hall. 
“Mom, everyone here loves you.” [the staff really 

does love Mary. every other resident in the house is 
either mute or brain-impaired. Mary at least talks.] 

“Why is it this way?” she asks. 
I tell her for the 100th time. I don’t mind telling 

her the truth. She used to like the truth, demanded 
it actually, and she felt happy to hear it. hell if I  
know now. 

“Mom, you are dying of dementia. It’s that Brain 
thing. Your body’s deteriorating because of your Brain 
thing. You can’t drive, walk, write or go to the bathroom 
by yourself. the feeling on your right side is almost 
completely gone now. You can’t remember things. And 
none of it is your fault. It’s not your fault.” 

“I can try harder to remember.” 
“It won’t matter, Mom. You don’t have to remember. 

the staff and I are taking care of you and all the 
remembering. I know you aren’t happy...” 

“I’m not at all!” 
“...I know, but I think if you can just accept what 

is happening to you a little, rather than fighting it, you 
might be a little happier.” 

“Puhh,” she scoffs. 
“You need to hear what I’m saying,” she continues. 

“1, 2, 3. 1, 2, 3. Now you’re upset.” 
“I am a little irritated,” I say. 
“Well, I just won’t say anything,” and she clams up 

like a petulant four-year-old. 
I might have, in the past, filled this space with small 

talk. Not this afternoon. I let it hang. For a very long 
while. Close to a minute. I’m being petulant too. two 
grownups acting like kids. She breaks the silence to ask 
the time. 

“Quarter to Four. Dinner will be soon.” 
“hummph.” 
I can’t be around this any more today. 
“Mom, I’ve got some work to do. Do you want to go 

back into the living room or stay here, in your bedroom?” 
“I can’t stay in the house anymore!” 
“You going to have to, Mom.” 

“It’s wrong!” 
“Just accept it as best as you can.” 
I wheel Mary out to the rest of the house. It’s 

dinner time. All the other residents but two are sitting 
at the dining room table. one woman, new to me, inches 
herself in her walker, ever so slowly toward her chair. I 
give her a hand and pull out the chair for her. 

“thank you,” she says. 
“You’re welcome.” 
I return to Mary’s wheelchair. 
“time to put you at the head of the table,” I say. 
“Good,” she says. 
then she proclaims loudly to the everyone sitting 

around the table: 
“this is my husband, Stuart!” 
“No, Mom. I’m your son, Stu.” 
“We know that,” says one of the resident, looking 

at me. 
Mary gives me a look that says: ‘Don’t you correct 

me. I know what I’m talking about.’
I give her a kiss on the forehead and make my exit 

from Crossroads. 

Driving away, I call Annie and give her the rundown 
of Mary’s condition, and warn her what to possibly 
expect when she visits on Saturday. 

“oh, Jeez,” she says. 
“I know.” 

I’ve got to come up with my own whole new level 
of acceptance to this new situation with Mary. Accept 
that Sweet Mom is perhaps gone forever. And I’m 
pretty clear on this one thing. I won’t be visiting Mary 
every day for a while. Four, five times a week, tops. 
At least for a while to protect my own sanity. Mary 
is already perpetually disappointed in me, whether 
I come every day, or never again. the compromise of 
every-other-day seems like the best way to go, at least  
for now. 

Yet as Scarlet o’hara said: ‘tomorrow is another 
day.’ then again, Scarlet stated that after rhett had 
walked out on her. So who knows what part of Mary’s 
brain will be with us tomorrow. Mary 5.0? or perhaps  
a whole new operating system.
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Mr. Let-Us-Pray
t u c s o n ,  a r I z o n a  •  w I n t e r ,  2 0 1 0

Another grumpy day for Mom. She isn’t making 
much sense but she continues to talk and talk and talk. 
one thing for sure I can tell you; she isn’t happy. No, 
her sister dying last week isn’t why she’s unhappy. they 
didn’t much get along. She’s frankly looking forward to 
Virginia’s funeral for she gets to leave Crossroads for a 
few hours and I’m sure she’ll like all the attention. No, 
she’s having one of those days where she knows what’s 
happening to her, that she’s living in a very nice house 
with very good food and a very sweet staff, surrounded 
by other people who are dying of dementia or worse, and 
she can’t escape it except through death. It’s just pissing 
her off today. Who would blame her? Not I. 

I’m getting ready to leave Crossroads, when the 
Catholic Lay Couple arrive. they come twice a week 
to say the Lord’s Prayer over the clients. I frankly don’t 
much like them. 

A few months back, we thought Mary was dying. 
I was sitting and talking with my mother while she 
drifted in and out of sleep in her bed. I was just getting 
something from her that I kind of understood, when Mr. 
Catholic Layman entered her room. 

“Could you give us a couple of minutes?” I asked, 
“And then you can pray with her.” 

he smiled down at me in my chair and ignored 
my request, pushing past me toward my mother and 
beginning to talk with her. 

“hello, sweetheart,” he said, “We’re here to pray 
with you.” 

What the fuck? 
I thought of confronting him right then and there, 

but instead I said a silent prayer and the answer came 
back, ‘Not now.’ 

ok, I thought. But next time that son of a bitch 
decides that he and God are more important than me, 
I will pull him aside and say sometime to the effect of: 

“Listen, pal. I appreciate you coming and visiting 
with my mother, but you blew me off a while ago when 
I asked you nicely, to give my mother and I some time. 
So right now, listen very closely. When I’m here, I trump 
God. I trump you. I fucking trump everyone in the house. 

Capiche? If I ask you to wait, you wait. If I ask you 
to leave, you leave. If ask you to do a fucking dance, you 
dance a fucking jig. Comprende, padre?” 

I’m sure he’ll give me a pious smile, but I’ll continue 
to look him square in the eye and I’ll end with a little 
smile of my own, my crazy-motherfucker-smile, and I’ll 
say: 

“Do we have an understanding?” 
If he ignores me, I’ll gently but firmly grab his arm 

and say again: 
“Do you understand me?” 
he will then. 
Let’s hope it doesn’t come to this. I’m a good guy but 

I can be a real bastard when it’s called for. 
today, it’s not called for. I’m getting ready to leave 

anyway. 
I say hello to Mr. and Mrs. Catholic Laypeople. they 

barely acknowledge my presence. Jerks. 
Mr. Catholic walks up to my mother, who’s sitting 

on a sofa in the living room, watching cartoons. 
“Well, hello sweetie, how are you doing?” 
her name’s Mary and she isn’t your sweetie. 
Mom looks up at him as he approaches her and says 

loudly, with matter-of-fact disdain in her voice: 
“Look here. It’S MISter Let-US-PrAY!” 
Goes completely over his head. 
“Mom, I’m going to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
I give her a kiss and start to leave the house. As soon 

as I close the front door behind me, I can’t hold it in any 
longer. I loudly guffaw all the way to the car. 
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I arrive and peer down the hall toward Mary’s 
room. Door’s half open. All I can see are her legs, half off 
the bed. I can hear her talking. I stop and talk with the 
nurse before walking down the hall.

“Is Mary with someone?”
“No, she by herself,” says the Asian nurse. her 

english isn’t perfect, but she’s a real sweetheart and a 
great caregiver. really loves my Mom.

“really? Is she just talking to herself?”
the nurse gives a sad look.
“Is this new or has she been doing this for a while?”
“A while.”
I almost cry, right then and there. I can feel my eyes 

misting up. I stop the tears. I’ll cry later.
“I didn’t know.”
“It just part of her disease,” says the nurse.
“Yea, I know. But I didn’t know she was talking to 

herself.”
“She talks a lot. She asks for you all the time.” She 

isn’t trying to shame me into anything. they know I 
visit Mary pretty much every day.

“Yea, that’s what I hear,” I smile weakly.
“Well, I’m going down to see her,” I continue.
“ok, Stu.”
Mom’s very happy to see me, but she’s extra-

special anxious today. her voice is clear but the 
meaning of her words is not. half are sentences about 
this and that. the other half are sentences that don’t 
make a lick of sense. then she says something that’s  
very clear.

“Stu, I’m scared. Frightened. And you know I don’t 
get scared,” says Mom.

I also know feelings have never been Mary’s middle 
name and that I had to do a ton of therapy years ago to 
get past all the devaluing of my feelings by her, and the 
rest of my family, when I was a child. Dad was the deep 

one. But distant. Very far away, even when he was in the 
same house as us.

“really, Mom?”
“Yes. I don’t know where I am. I just got here to this 

house today.”
“No, Mom, you’ve been here 14 months and the 

staff loves you a lot.”
[that sentence about the staff caring for her and 

about her length of stay at Crossroads tends to be almost 
my daily salutation to Mary. ‘hi, Mom. You’ve been here 
x number of months and the nurses really love you a lot.’  
I draw a bit of Mary’s life on her mental etch-A-Sketch 
everyday and the dementia shakes it free every night. 
‘Dad’s been dead x number of years.’ ‘You’ve had that 
cough for x number of years.’, ‘I’m Stu, not Courtney.’ 
the other day, she started talking about me as if I wasn’t 
there; about how Stu talks about her dying a lot, and 
she didn’t like that very much. I mentioned to her that 
I was Stu and she got this funny look on her face. Like 
‘oops’. then ten minutes later she said that she wished 
she would die. I said, me too. the double bind doesn’t 
bother me that much. I know it’s not about me, nor ever 
has been.]

“And I just sit here and I don’t know what to do. I’m 
so scared.”

No manipulation on her part. She’s simply a scared 
5-year-old girl in a dying 83-year-old woman’s body.

“And I wish I could sleep.”
“Now that, Mom,” I say, “I can do something about. 

I’ll talk with the nurses about giving you some more 
sleep medication.”

“that would be so good.”
I’ll give hospice a call on Monday. Maybe we can up 

her sedatives. Last time we did that, she slept a bunch, 
could hardly talk and had problems eating, but she 
wasn’t freaking out all the time, and she had some peace 
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of mind on Her road to Death. Not now. Unfortunately, i 
know the owners of Crossroads would love to have Mother 
live as long as possible, and the kind nursing staff is in no 
position to make these kind of decisions. But i am.

The goal is to have Mom die as easily as possible. 
it isn’t to extend her life. Death with some grace is the 
object here, even though this may be at cross-purposes 
with some people and sometimes with Mary herself, but 
Mom isn’t getting any better, and now she suffers more 
times than not. it makes me sad. it makes her afraid.

we all thought she was dying last Fall, but she 
rallied. i don’t know who was more surprised, Mary 
or me. i used to call Mom’s dying a mystery, being all 
spiritual and such. Now it’s just a grind, a bad dream, 
a very slow exhalation followed by another unexpected 
deep breath. Mother fuck.

i tell her about my day, or my night, or anything in 
my life. Just hearing my voice tends to calm her, even if 

she sometimes thinks i’m Dad, or her brother, or a kind 
stranger. More times than not though, she knows i’m Stu, 
her only son. 

She’s enjoying hearing about me winning at poker 
last night, and i mention Annie and the pretty flowers 
that Annie gave her, and i mention Susie, and that she 
sends her love.

“who?”
“Susie. My friend who lives in San Francisco.” 

i point to Susie’s picture on Mary’s wall, where many 
pictures of me and of Susie and Annie are pushed-
pinned into it, so Mom can see familiar faces as she lies 
in bed.

“Oh, you mean the woman who looks like a movie 
star.”

i laugh.
“Yea, Mom, the woman who looks like a movie star.”
Susie’s going to love hearing that.
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Dirty Sex
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“You really don’t have much experience with Sex, do you?” 
I laugh. 
“No, Mom, I have a quite a bit experience with Sex.” 
“But mostly” she continues, “Just talking about it, not 

actually doing it, right?” 
Smiling and laughing, I say, ”No, No. Both talking and 

doing. A lot of both.” 
“oh,” she says, a bit puzzled and frustrated perhaps, that 

she is wrong about this. 
“But you haven’t had much Sex lately,” Mary asks. 
true. 
“Yes, Mom, it’s has been a while.” 
She looks very satisfied now, like she got me with that 

one, like she pinned me to the wall with my own recent bout of 
sexual abstinence. 

“Well, you know your father and I...” 
“Look over there! It’s that nice picture of Cathy!” I say, 

distracting her. 
“She is such a pretty girl.” 
And that stopped that. I may be a very open minded man, 

but I’m not so open as to hear the details of my parents’ sex 
life. heard more than I wanted to know from Mom, two years 
ago while driving through New Mexico. Been there, done that, 
bought the t-shirt. But she’s not quite done yet. 

“Do you know what your father and I called it.” 
“No,” I tentatively say, “I don’t.” 
“We called it Dirty Sex.” 
She smiles. 
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The pinhole camera was made by my father, 
for me as a Christmas present. he didn’t make it from 
scratch but from a kit. 

“this was a lot harder to construct than you think,” 
my father said, that distant Christmas morning ago. he 
looked a little annoyed, a little bewildered at why his son 
needed a pinhole camera, and a little happy to be giving 
his only son a gift he really wanted.

Dad was a complex man. All us Jenks men are. or 
at least we think so.

I’ve placed the camera near a creek deep in the forest. 
Susie and I have laughed and shot a lot today, but we have 
just as often walked in silence, in awe of the majesty of 
this old redwood Forest. thank you, Congressman kent 
for buying the first 611 acres of this endangered grove. 
thank you, teddy roosevelt, for declaring this land a 
National Monument. thank you, Susie, for bringing me 
here and sharing this afternoon with me. And thank 
you, Dad, for building me this camera.

I open the shutter and count to twelve. I close the 
cardboard shutter, advance the film and take another 
exposure. I wonder what I’ll get. It really doesn’t matter. 
I’ve already received a lot today, just by being here, just 
being with her. My love for Susie and for the redwoods 
fold into one other this afternoon. She looks so beautiful, 
prettier than the trees.

An hour later, we’re high up in the hills, having 
hiked past waterfalls full from winter rain, past mossy 
green stumps, bright with color, the shade of neon 
chartreuse, past trees so tall it’s hard to see their tops.

“You know this is where George Lucas shot parts of 
‘return of the Jedi,” I say.

“really?” says Susie.
“Yea, he shot it here and up north in the redwood 

Forests near the oregon Border. I have a little story about 
that time,” I say.

“It was 1982, if I remember right,” I begin. “Yea, 
the Summer of ’82. I had just driven to Chicago to see 
my good friend Bo get married and then I drove across 
the Great Plains to see the Pacific ocean for the first 
time, and to drop in unexpected on an ex-girlfriend in 
San Francisco. Alicia was not happy to see me. Another 
story. Anyway, I ate a lot of mushrooms and dropped 

Redwoods In Clover
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Ewokative
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quite a bit acid along the way. Stopped near wall, South 
Dakota and watched the Amber waves Of grain blow in 
the wind of a thunderstorm. i’ll never forget that day. For 
years, i wondered if the grasslands of South Dakota were 
as beautiful as i remember. i was fried on psychedelics 
that summer, you know.”

Susie chuckles.
“Anyway, i got to the Pacific Ocean in Oregon. Timed 

that day’s acid just right so i peaked when i got to the 
beach. Sat on the beach so long that the windblown sand 
scratched my glasses. That was a drag. Then i dropped 
another hit while driving the next day down the Pacific 
Coast Highway. Bought the new Dire Straits tape along the 
way. Ended up in this little town on the coast of California, 
just across the Oregon line. got there at sunset. Bought 
some gas and then went to a bar to get a beer. And in the 
bar, it was filled with midgets. Lots and lots of midgets.”

Susie laughs loudly.
“Freaked me out. The whole town was full of midgets. 

Hundreds of midgets.”
Susie continues laughing.
“Some had on T-shirts that said something like 

‘Midget Actors Local Number 312.’ or something. My best 
guess at the time was that this little town was where midget 
actors went to retire. it wasn’t until years later when i read 
a book on the making of ‘return of the Jedi’ that i learned 
that george Lucas filmed much of The Ewok Forest up 
there and housed all the midget actors in one little town 
away from the other actors. You see, during the filming 
of ‘The wizard of Oz’, the midget actors who played the 
Munchkins partied so much with the cast and crew that 
they had to shut down production for over a week. Lucas 
didn’t want that to happen with his film. Seems midget 
actors still like to party.”

we’re both laughing now.
Later, we’re standing on a bridge over redwood 

Creek. 
“i think we should head back,” says Susie.
“Yea, i think you’re right. Let me just take a couple 

more shots.”
She nods.
i have the long 70-200mm lens with me today. i 

crank out a couple images. Crank is the right word for 
i twist the focus and the zoom at the same time while 

shooting, creating a spiraling blur. if i do it right and get 
really lucky, i get some very nice shots. (if i do it poorly, 
i get crap.) i crank the camera about a half dozen more 
times and then review my work. i see one particularly 
nice image.

“This is a good one. Very evocative,” i say, showing 
the back of the camera to Susie.

“it’s very Ewokative.” say Susie.
My laughter echoes off the trees. 
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Mare Island Hoop Dance
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The critique went well. I feel privileged to be able to comment on the 
other photographers’ work. I miss teaching. I’m happy when I have the chance. 
hope what I said helped.

the Nocturnes alumni eat pizza in a side room. I’m too amped to eat. My 
cell phone rings. It’s Susie. I give her a thumbnail of the afternoon and my plans 
for shooting in a bit. She tells me from where she is, it’s a beautiful sunset. I tell 
her I’m indoors, in a windowless room.

“Well, get outside, boy,” she says, verbally poking me with a loving stick. I 
like it. She laughs her trademark Susie laugh. I feel watered by her laughter, like 
spring rain falling on a Juniper tree.

“Yea, ma’am,” I say fake-formally. I’m laughing now too.

Been shooting for a hour. Sun’s been down for a half hour. I have a lot of 
hoop dance images to choose from. A wealth of possibilities. Mosquitoes rise 
from the grass, biting my ankles. Not used to that, being from the desert. A small 
blister appears on my finger. Sometimes the spinning of the cord causes blisters. 
A small price for beauty and wonder.

Later, I walk with tim Baskerville, watching his students shoot abandoned 
buildings, tall smokestacks, derelict gantries, and empty greenhouses. We laugh 
at each other and talk with some of the students as we pass them throughout the 
night. Mostly we’re laughing. he’s a very good man.

 I’m an hour plus from my hotel room in Pacifica. I’ll need to leave 
soon. I really don’t want to but I’m so tired. Just one more joke with tim.



Mom’s become sweet again, kind again. even 
though it might not last, I like it. Like it a lot. Just last 
week she said she was sorry for something, and she really 
meant it. really. Nice. It’s tragic Mary had to get sick in 
order to become the mother I always want her to be. Good 
days and bad, we make each other laugh. (We Jenks can 
turn a phrase you know.) When she dies, I will truly miss 
her. I surely will. 

We disconnected Mary’s phone months ago. It’s 
easier for friends to simply call the house phone, have 
the nurse on duty walk the phone over to Mom and 
have a conversation that way. Mom, who Dad used to 
joke, ‘would be buried with her phone so she could call 

us from the other side,’ can no longer figure out how to 
answer a telephone. 

Some people call from North Carolina, but not 
many. My sister Pamela calls about once a week or 
so. But from the State of Virginia, where Mary was 
born and raised and lived the last 20 years of her life, 
none of her white friends, except two, call her at all. 
All of those people who stated loyalty and love for 
my parents have stopped calling. Granted, everyone 
liked Stuart more than Mary, and Mary tended to take 
people captive so she could put them to work, but 
that’s no excuse, if you ask me. Don’t tell me you love 
Mom, as she goes through this shit, and then just send 

Mary Talking With Victoria
t u c s o n ,  a r I z o n a  •  s P r I n g ,  2 0 1 0 
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her a Christmas card once a year, that she can’t even  
read now. 

I remember almost two years ago, right before 
we moved Mom to tucson, we had a final dinner with 
Mary’s white friends at a fish joint in Lively, Virginia. I 
was pissed just sitting there with crab and flounder on 
my plate. It took me a while to figure it out. the mood 
of her friends was ‘Good riddance, Mary.’ 

I didn’t get along with my mother back then either, 
but to have your supposedly good friends think that is 
truly fucked up. I don’t care how much of a pain-in-the-
neck Mom was. that’s fucked up. 

But there is one family and primarily one woman, 
the matriarch of that family, who have been loyal, helpful 
and kind to Mary and Stuart for years. that’s Victoria. 
And her daughter karen and her son Bunny, and frankly, 
all of her clan. 

Victoria cleaned the river house for my parents for 
years. Came once a week to wash the dishes and sweep 
the floor of my folks’ place, on top of raising her own kids 
and grandkids, and working full time at kentucky Fried 
Chicken. the river house really didn’t need cleaning 
that much. It was just an excuse for my parents to give 
her money. Plus my Dad really loved her. 

“We would sit on the front porch, and Stuart would 
tell me stories and we would laugh and laugh. Indeed we 
did.” Victoria said. 

And after Stuart died in 2001, she didn’t go away. 
even though she had her own health problems, either 
she or karen would come weekly to clean the house. 
Mom moved to a smaller house in Mollusk, Virginia, and 
karen still came and cleaned and washed the dishes. 

Between 2003 and 2008, none of Mary’s white 
friends called me to tell me that she was losing her mind. 
Nor did Victoria, but from her standing, it was out of 
her place to call. She was shocked, though, when I told 
her months ago, that no one communicated to me, my 
mother’s odd new behaviors. 

“Lordy, lordy. What is wrong with those people,” 
she said. 

“God damn White people. that’s what’s wrong.” 
I said. 

Victoria laughed. that wonderful loud laugh. 
Victoria and her clan have lived in Nuttsville and 

thereabouts for generations. her ancestors used to be 
slaves. they ain’t no mo, but equality has yet to completely 
arrive in the Northern Neck of Virginia. everyone else 

(everyone who is White) in the surrounding area has 
their mail delivered directly to their homes. Folks in 
Nuttsville have all their mail sent to a tiny post office and 
they have to go and pick it up. 

Victoria, when she was a young girl, went to work 
for a rich White woman upriver a ways. 1950-something. 
She lasted until noon and then told that mean old White 
woman that ‘I ain’t going work for someone as spiteful 
as you.’ 

Boy, did I laugh when I first heard her tell that story. 
She’s a beautiful woman. Short and round with 

chocolate skin and a laugh that can rock the house. She, 
like my father, does not suffer fools well. Nor do I. I love 
her to death. 

She and a number of her family have ‘the Sugar.’ 
Diabetes. Bunny had it bad, but is healing up. Victoria 
has been struggling with it for years, but now she has a 
long-standing gut pain coming from her pancreas that 
no one can figure out how to fix. She isn’t going to die 
soon (fingers crossed) but she isn’t living very happy 
either. She rarely complains and her children and 
grandchildren take good care of her. She lives in a small 
single-wide trailer, right on route 354. It’s good form to 
tap your horn as you drive by, unless it’s late at night. I’ve 
honked dozens of times. 

I love Victoria and she loves me. And she’s loved 
my mother through thick and thin. And it isn’t like she 
doesn’t know Mary is an acquired taste. She knows. She 
also knows what Love is. 

Last Christmas, I gave her a couple hundred dollars. 
It was nothing to Mom. It meant the world to Victoria. It 
made me happy to write the check. 

out of the blue, I sent a hundred more last month. 
Just so happened her well pump had recently broken 
and the money just about covered the cost. 

“Praise the lord. thank you, Stu,” she said. 
“Now, Victoria, I want you to know that Mary 

and I have a little bit of money and if you need a few 
hundred dollars at any time, I can easily write you a 
check,” I said. 

“Why, thank you, Stu. But I’m ok right now,” she said. 
“Well, just know it’s there,” I said. 
“I sure appreciate it.” 
Bottom Line? She calls my mother at least once a 

week. often times, Mom is sleeping or the nurse doesn’t 
pick up because she’s busy with another client. But she 
always calls. Always. Long distance from a land line. 
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Now, i’ve taken to carrying my cellphone in with me 
when i visit Mary and sometimes i call Victoria so she can 
talk with Mom while i’m there. 

i had just told Mom i sent Victoria some money, and 
Mom was so excited to hear that we helped. i was too. 

“want to talk with her now? i can call her right now.” 
i say. 

“That would be wonderful,” Mom says. 
i dial the phone. 
“Hello,” i hear a husky voice on the other end. Tired, 

worn out. 
“Hey, Victoria,” i say. 
“Hey!” she says loudly, brightening right up. 
“How are you?” i say. 
“i’m OK,” she says, lying a little. 
“i’m here with Mary. would you like to talk with 

her?” 
“i surely would.” Victoria says. 
i place the phone to Mom’s ear, both of us holding 

the cell. i’ve turned up the volume on the earpiece. i can 
hear both sides of the conversation. 

“Hello,” Mom says. 
“it’s Victoria.” 
“Oh, i can’t tell you how good it is to hear your 

voice,” says Mary. 
“it’s so good to talk with you too. How are you,  

Ms. Jenks?” 
“well, today is a good morning. But...i’m sick, you 

know.” 
“i know,” says Victoria. 
“it’s so good to hear your voice,” Mom repeats. 
“Thank you. And thank you for the very lovely 

Christmas gift,” says Victoria. 
“You’re welcome. i hear Stu has to send you...some...

more...money.” 

“Yes,” she laughs as she says it, “it’s very kind of him.” 
“well, Victoria, i want you to know, if you ever need 

any money for anything, you just give me a call. OK?” says 
my mother. 

“OK,” i hear Victoria say. i can also hear that she’s 
crying. 

“That’s so sweet of you, Ms. Jenks.” 
i’m misting up now too. Mom’s not crying. She’s 

here but not here, but her core generosity still lives on. 
“well, you know i love you, Victoria. i’m doing...

well...i guess...OK...i guess.” 
Mom’s losing the string of the conversation. She can’t 

follow along for more than a minute or so now, whether in 
person or on the phone. 

“i’m going to...go...now,” says Mary. “Do you want 
to...talk with...Stu?” 

“i sure do.” 
“i love you, Victoria.” 
“i love you too, Ms. Jenks.” 
“Here’s Stu.” 
Mom lets go of the phone. 
“Victoria, i’ll call you later.” 
i can hear that Victoria is overwhelmed with joy. She 

can barely speak through the tears. i’m having a tough 
time too. 

“OK, Stu,” she says. 
“And that check should get to you real soon.” 
“Thank you, Stu. Thank you.” 
“You’re welcome, honey. And i’m always here if you 

need anything. i mean that,” i say. 
“i know you do.” 
“OK. i’ll call you after i leave Momma.” 
“All right. Talk with you soon,” she says. 
“Love you.” 
“i love you too,” says Victoria. 
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The Day of The Rip
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I notice only one other surfer. there were more 
before. Well, the waves have flattened out a bit. the 
sea’s not completely flat but kind of undulating with 
few breaks. that might explain people getting out of 
the water. No worries. I don’t really expect to catch any 
waves. I just want to get wet. Get more used to my new 
board. Strengthen my shoulders by paddling around. 
Sit and bob up and down in the swells. enjoy the sea. 
All of that.

I begin to paddle out. I think today I’ll stay closer to 
the cliff side. Seems a number of good surfers are doing 
that. Looks like the tide’s going out. Cool.

Wow. I’m really stronger than I thought. I made it 
out to beyond the breakers pretty fast. Fantastic.

I look over at the two-hundred-foot tall dome of 
rock that defines rockaway Beach. I look up at the high 
cliff above the rocks. the sun’s high. It’s around 2 p.m on 
a Friday. Blue skies. A beautiful day.

the surface of the sea seems odd. kind of rolly-
polly, like a swimming pool after you do a couple 
cannonballs. No breakers here. Lot of foam. Weird. 
I’m having a hard time sitting on my board. I think I’ll 
paddle closer to shore. Boy, the hotel sure looks a long 
ways aways. 
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i lay down on Old Blue, my new Vernor surfboard 
and paddle toward shore. Hmm. i don’t seem to be going 
anywhere. i glance over to the big dome of rock as i paddle. 
i stop paddling for a second. i can see i’m heading out to sea 
at a fast rate. Like i’m in a small river on top of the ocean. 
i’m caught in a rip current. i am moving. Moving. Moving.

“Oh no!” i say.
i begin to paddle harder, this time not directly 

toward the beach but at a 45-degree angle to it, hoping i 
can break free of the rip. Every so often i look over at the 
Big Dome to see if i’m making any headway. i’m not. i’m 
past the dome now. i’m still heading out to sea. 

“Oh no!” i say again.
i’m not in full panic but i’m pretty damn close. i 

paddle hard. i work and work and work. After a while, i 
stop to rest. i look over to get my bearings again. in the 
ten seconds i’ve rested, i’ve lose all the ground i gained in 
the last five minutes. 

“Oh, crap!” i say, “No, no!”
i look toward shore. The last surfer makes his way 

toward the beach. i’ll soon be all alone. i’m very scared. 
i paddle again, taking longer stokes. i quicken my 

repetitions. i’m tired already. i want to stop. i then hear 
the quiet still voice.

“Stu, you need to paddle. Don’t stop paddling 
no matter how tired you get. Don’t stop paddling.” He 
whispers this to me at least three times.

i paddle for fifteen minutes. i gain ten yards. i 
figure i’m at least 300 yards from shore. i know if i stop 
paddling, i’ll just be sucked out again. i’m not even close 
to being out of the rip.

“Don’t stop paddling,” says the quiet voice again. 
i’m so tired but i keep working, paddling at an angle 
to the shore. Long strokes. Breathe. Paddle. Breathe. 
Paddle. Breathe.

i think of the best and worst case scenarios. i have 
a wet suit on so i won’t die of hypothermia. i probably 
won’t get hit by a boat or a ship. i’ll probably end up a 
half-mile or so out. Susie will notice i’m missing around 
8 o’clock. She’ll call my cell and i won’t answer. She’ll call 
it again. She’ll get worried. She’ll come to the hotel and 
notice my truck’s there, but my board’s missing. She’ll 
see the empty board bag on the Pathfinder’s roof. She’ll 
talk with the hotel desk clerk, they’ll go to my room and 
find me not there. She’ll figure i’m lost at sea. She’ll think 
i’m dead. She’ll feel more mad/sad/afraid than she has 
felt in many a year. They’ll call for help. A helicopter may 

find me after midnight or they may wait until first light. 
i’ll have been on the water for at least ten hours. i’ll have 
been in major freak-out for most of that time, unless the 
god inside Of Me can calm me down. And that’s the 
best case, if i don’t break free of this rip. worst case is i 
drown. i don’t want to drown. i don’t want to die. i have 
so much more to do. So many people to love. it would 
devastate Susie. (Probably destroy Annie.) it will hurt so 
many people i love. i don’t want to die.

After at least a half hour of furious paddling, i’m 
now less that 100 yards from the beach. My arms and 
shoulders ache. i keep paddling but my stokes are shorter, 
shallower now. i’m almost at the breakers. Please, god, 
just give me a wave, and it’ll push me into shore. i miss a 
wave, than another. i finally stop paddling for a second. 
First time i’ve stopped in what seems like forever.

Just then, a four-footer breaks and i’m heading 
toward shore. i’m not standing up, just hugging my board. 
i breathe deeply for the first time in thirty minutes. The 
wave peters out. i lay down on the board, relieved. But 
then a five-footer sneaks up on me and i go ass over tea 
kettle. i’m pushed into the deep dark. i put my arms over 
my head to protect myself from the board. i finally see 
light and swim toward it. i break the surface. i’m only 
a few yards from shore. i climb atop Old Blue and begin 
to paddle again. Then, suddenly, a smaller rip grabs me, 
only twenty feet from the sand.

“god damn it,” i yell, “Just let me in. would you 
please just let me in?”

i’m so close. i drop off of my board. The water’s still 
over my head. i swim, one arm around the board, the 
other side-stroking.

“Please let me in,” i softly plead with the ocean.
Finally i can feel rock beneath my feet. i walk and 

then run, out of the surf and onto dry land. i notice no 
one on the beach but i see a few cars in the parking lot. i 
try to act cool, like nothing has happened. i lay Old Blue 
on the beach and sit on her. i then let go of all hope of 
looking cool and bury my head in my hands.

“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,’ i say, over and 
over. My hands shake and i can’t get them to stop. i don’t 
move off of the board for a long time. i just shake.

Two guys are hanging out in front of one of the 
two Nor-Cal Surf shops in Pacifica. Not the shop with 
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the fancy wetsuits and the fashionable clothes, but the 
one with the surfboards, the wax and leashes, and the 
rental gear. it’s been an hour and a half since i got out 
of the water.

“Excuse me,” i say to the two men, “But i have a quick 
question. if someone is being pulled out to sea by a rip, 
would someone on shore call for help on their cellphone 
or something?”

Both men just look at me for a second, neither 
talking. One man walks inside. The other stays with me 
and kindly asks, “what happened?” i tell him. His name 
is Lenny.

Lenny, a tall, fit and friendly man with short brown 
hair and a winning smile, explains in detail about the 
two rip currents of rockaway Beach. The little one helps 
surfers get to a good surfing spot, the big one, at some low 
tides, will take you out to sea. He explains it’s happened 
to him, happened to many. Lenny never patronizes, never 
mocks me. He’s been there himself. i’m sure he can see 
the trauma on my face. i learn from him about watching 
for foam on top of the sea and to look for how fast it’s 
moving out. To try and surf with the tide coming in, not 
going out at rockaway. To swim parallel to the shore if 
caught in a rip, not at a 45 degree angle, like i did. To 
know that the worst case scenario is i’ll be taken a mile 
and a half north, beyond the next rocky point, and i’ll be 
able to get out near the Pacifica Pier. That it’s very scary 
when it happens, like a river taking you away from shore. 
That it scares everyone when it happens to them. That 
you’ll be OK. That you are OK.

His name is Lenny richards. He is my Buddha today.
“i was surfing in a competition at rockaway when i 

was 14,” says Lenny. “i got caught in that rip close to the 
cliffs and it took me way out. i spent my entire session 
just trying to get back in, and then the horn sounded, 
saying the session was over for me. i was still caught it 
in, but the rules said i couldn’t surf back to shore now, 
so i fought over to the left near the sea wall and broke 
free of the current. But i couldn’t stand up on my board 
now, so when a wave came to take me in, i tried to ride 
in on my stomach but i wiped out. i had on a bib with 
my number for the competition, and that bib suddenly 
went over my head so i couldn’t breathe or see. i thought 
i was drowning. i finally got the bib off my face and made 
it to shore.” 

He paused and then looked right at me.
“i didn’t surf rockaway for three months.”

Before dinner, i tell Susie the whole story. The look 
on her face appears to be a mix of ‘i’m so happy you are 
alive’ with ‘Damn it. i told you to be careful.’ i don’t ask if 
i’m right. i’m pretty sure i’m right about her face.

“Next time you go surfing,” she asks, “would you 
call my cell phone and leave a message when you go in 
and then when you get out?”

“You bet, honey.” i say.

Susie and i are going to a Sunday giants game, but 
i have a few minutes before i have to leave the hotel to 
meet up at her place in Daly City. i stand on my favorite 
spot at rockaway, just off the beach by a stream that flows 
into the sea. i spy surfers catching good four- and five-
footers. Both goofy and regular surfers dropping down 
the face of that precious right break. i wish i was in the 
ocean. i’m glad i’m not. i’ll need to get back on the horse 
soon, maybe tomorrow morning before i leave, or at least 
approach the horse, but not today. i’ll just take a few shots 
of the surfers with the 400mm lens before i go.

“You going to surf today?”
i turn and it’s Lenny.
“Lenny! it’s great to see you. How are you! You going 

to get wet?”
“Yea. You?”
“Oh,” i say looking at the ground, “Not today. 

Tomorrow. i’m still pretty freaked out.”
He laughs and then i laugh. we then both turn and 

look at the waves. Such glorious breaks.
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“That guy with the red helmet?” Lenny says, 
pointing to a guy out in the mix, “That’s my boss at 
Trader Joe’s. great guy. He can really surf. And he’s 50 
years old.”

“why does he wear a helmet? Did he get hurt?” 
i ask.

“Yea, a while back, one of his board fins sliced up 
his skull pretty bad.”

“Ouch,” i wince.
“Yea,” says Lenny.
“Lenny, i’m only going to be here for a little while. 

i’m going to a giants game with a friend, but i’ll try 
and get some good shots of you and your boss before i 
leave. Here’s my card. Send me an email and i’ll send 
you some shots.”

“That‘ll be great.”
we chat a few more minutes and then Lenny’s off. 

i shoot him walking into the surf, paddling past The 
Big Dome, catching a few good waves. i shoot his boss 
catching some nice waves too. i sure hope the images 
come out. i want to give Buddha a gift.
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i’ve checked the tide chart Lenny gave 
me on Friday. Tide’s still coming in for a 
couple more hours. Sweet. i peek at the waves 
from the high cliff near the parking lot. waves 
look small but good, no big rip that i can see. 
Double Sweet. i pull on my wetsuit and remove 
my board from the top of the Pathfinder. i call 
Susie and leave her a message saying i’m at 
Manresa Beach, south of Santa Cruz, and i’m 
going in to surf. i head down the steep wooden 
stairs to the beach. i say a silent prayer, ask a 
silent question. The answer is “Yes, it’s OK to 
surf.” it’s around 2 p.m on Monday.

On the beach, i unzip my board bag and 
take out Old Blue. Plenty of wax on her. i strap 
the leash onto my left ankle. i lay the board on 
the sand and sit on her. i ask god and The Sea 
to be good to me today, and if they can’t, that’s 
OK. Just tell me when to get out and when to 
stay in. i gingerly enter the surf.

Before too long, i’ve paddled past the 
breaks. Today, i don’t want to catch any waves. 
OK, i sort of do, but mostly i just want to sit 
on my board, feel the ocean beneath me and 
feel safe in the sea. Not able to help myself 
though, i try and catch a couple waves but 
only ride them on my knees, and that’s fine. 
There’s a strong current pulling me parallel 
to the shore, but i don’t care. Take me a mile 
down the beach. That’s fine with me. Just 
don’t take me out to sea today.

i paddle around, alone, just me and 
the waves. No surfers. Only the occasional 
beachcomber. i find a good spot a hundred 
feet out or so, and sit on Old Blue. i then lay 
down on the board and give her a hug.

“i love you, Old Blue.”
First time i’ve ever said that. 
i turn and see a wave coming. 
Let’s see if we can catch this one, old girl.





[ 203 ]

t h e  t r a n s P e r s o n a l  Pa P e r s

What is Prayer?
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“Help me out here, God,” I say just before I type 
this sentence. 

What am I really asking for? Well, I’m praying to 
be honest but not mean, transparent but not narcissistic, 
insightful but not arrogant, and most of all, not dull and 
boring in my writing. 

But what is prayer? Who am I really praying to, and 
what do I really expect to receive? 

First, What is God? 
Succinctly, God is the Big Constant energy of Good. 
What isn’t God to me? 
God is not a huge consciousness that is specifically 

interested in Mr. Stu. God is not a gum ball machine that 
gives me candy when I’ve been good. God is not a Sleepy 
old Man In the Sky who awakens from his slumber 
when he hears my prayers and then comes down and 
immediately does something about it. God is not a Bitter 
old Man In A Cave who strikes down those who have 
wronged me. God isn’t even a kind benevolent force who 
in its infinite Love, protects me from all harm and heals 
those I love, just because it can. No. God is not that to 
me either. 

God is just Goodness. Always there. A 60-cycle 
hum of Love. An electrical socket of Light and healing. 
A living, growing energy in all things: plants, animals, 
minerals, the Sky, the Moon and the Stars. And God is in 
me and in you, too. Goodness lives inside of us, outside 
of us, not in our totality, but a growing part of all of us: 
the quiet still voice that guides him throughout his 
day, not the loud ego that needs to be right. the loving 
glance at a stranger as she sees the God in them, not the 
judgmental glare at a driver who just cut her off. the 
warm touch of a lover’s hand in his, not the harsh yank 
to a three-year-old’s arm. 

God is Love. God is Light. God is healing. God  
is Good. 

So when I pray to God, what do I expect? Not 
much. What do I hope for? A lot. An awful lot. Seem 
contradictory? It’s not. A teacher taught me 25 years ago, 
that any two contradictory truths make a paradox, and 
hence create an even larger absolute. Do a prayer for 
miracles? Not often. Do I wish for miracles to happen? 
You bet I do. But do I pray for God to intercede? No. I 
don’t believe in an Interventionist God. But do I pray for 
Grace in my life. Yes, I do. 

Christina Grof once said, “You will never be abused 
by a spiritual experience.” I don’t believe I’m a chess 
piece on God’s board. 

So what do I mean when I say, ‘You are in my 
prayers’ like I say quite often to family members who 
are sick, or to friends who are scared, and to people who 
are hurt? 

I mean simply this: that I love you and that I’m 
thinking about you, hoping for the very best, and if the 
worst comes, I’ll be there. In spades. 

I’m not praying for the Sleepy old Man to look 
down from his cloud and wave a wand and your cancer 
goes away. I’m not praying to the Gum Ball Machine to 
give you some cash. I’m not praying to a Big Personal 
thing to listen only to me. 

I’m simply saying: I love you, and I’m here and I 
believe God’s here too. 

that’s it. But that’s a lot, isn’t it? 
I believe it was Jean houston who said, “through 

human beings’ good acts, God grows.” 
I’m watering God as he waters me. or something 

like that. 
And when I pray to God, to help me be a better 

man, to help me stay sober another day, to help me quit 
smoking someday, to help me be there for my mother as 
she dies, to help me be loving to those who don’t like 
me, to help me be loving to those who really like me a 
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lot, to help me be present, right here, right now, in all i 
do and see and know; i’m not asking god to fix it, or to 
intervene, or to make it all better through his will alone. 
i’m praying that the Little god in me connects with the 
Big god out there, and that as we commune through my 
daily practices of prayer, meditation, good deeds and 

washing the dishes, i become a healthier man, a more 
giving and tolerant man, and a better human being on 
the planet. 

My friend Craig puts it best. it comes down to two 
small words. 

“Be nice,” he says.
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Old Fine Art Axiom: If you going to pay homage 
to someone’s work, don’t just copy it, but take it to a place 
farther than it was before. this is my hope here. 

I saw this while driving home on the eight, at the 
end of a long trip to California, then New Mexico, back 
to California, and finally home. Shot it fast like Ansel 
shot hernandez, New Mexico, almost 70 years ago. only 
difference was I shot it about a dozen times before the 
image went away. (Ansel had only one negative, so the 
story goes.) And I’m not Ansel. But I am Stu. 

there is nothing like seeing the Mountains of 
home after a long trip, much less with a full Moon rising 
over them. Behind Picacho Peak are the Catalinas. I love 
those mountains so. I live in their Foothills. 

And for the photo-geeks out there: I shot this 
with my 5D Mark II with a 70-200 mm IS lens and a 2x 
extender, f 7.1, ISo 500 or something like that. Don’t 
remember the shutter. I took out a power line or two in 
CS2 (I like parts of CS2 better than CS4. really.) I then 
desaturated it to black and white, and then re-saturated 
it using a little Color Balance trick. No cheesy ‘Pop A 
Full Moon In the Picture’ crap here. the Moon was 
that big. It was rising over those mountains. It was an 
amazing sunset/moonrise on the Interstate. Wish you 
had been there. 

And you know what? It was even better using the 
two-eyeball-Camera. 

Moonrise
P I c a c h o  P e a k  &  t h e  c ata l I n a  M o u n ta I n s ,  a r I z o n a  •  s P r I n g ,  2 0 1 0 

[ 205 ]



6:30 p.m. end of May. 
A few bright-yellow Palo Verde blossoms hang on 

for dear life. Spring is leaving, and they say we’ll hit the 
Century Mark by the end of next week. But little yellow 
flowers still explode outside of my third-story apartment 
window. the Mourning Doves sing their last songs of the 
day. the Great horned owl will sing its first night-song 
in a few hours. And there’s another song, from a wren I 
think, but I don’t really know for sure. 

Maybe it’s part homage to robert Smithson, or just 
a continuation of my decades-long obsession with the 
Spiral. or maybe I was just looking for a way to give the 
birds in my neighborhood a easter present. (even wild 
birds need a feast now and again.) I cleaned the land of its 
windblown plastic grocery bags. I dug the spiral trench 
with a shovel. (there was already the shadow of an older 
eight-foot spiral there from years ago. I just made it 6 
inches deeper.) I emptied 40 pounds of birdseed into the 

Spiral For The Birds
t u c s o n ,  a r I z o n a  •  s P r I n g ,  2 0 1 0 
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sculpture. And on high Noon yesterday, I took a picture 
or two. Worst light of the day. Great time of the day. I 
know I’m weird. 

I type with my glasses off, my laptop and I sit at the 
foot of my bed. I put on my glasses, look away from the 
computer and gaze out my window to the sculpture, to 
the bird feeder, to a bit of holy ground, a couple hundred 
yards to the south. It’s just County land that no one uses, 
where down the hill from the spiral a small covered 
reservoir was constructed twenty years. No one walks 

this piece of land but me and some coyotes. I don’t walk 
it very often and the coyotes prefer the washes. But it’s 
not bad land. Just good unknown land. We have a lot of 
that in Arizona. May all those acres stay a mystery for a 
very long time. 

I wonder how much seed the birds have eaten in a 
day and half? I think I’ll put on my boots and go see. 
And maybe afterwards, I’ll walk across the street to 
Starbuck’s and buy a Grande Dark roast. 
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Mary on the Fourth of July
t u c s o n ,  a r I z o n a  •  s u M M e r ,  2 0 1 0 

“Now that’s just stupid,” Mary says. 
She’s unhappy that I won’t have sex with her. She’s 

had this desire, off and on, for the past few months. 
I tell her again that I’m her son and she’s my mother, 
but that doesn’t change her mind. I bring up Dad, who 
she had a healthy sex life with, to distract her from her 
randy line of thinking, but it doesn’t work this time. 
She’s angrily asked, in the past, ‘What books is that 
written in?” when she’s wanted to have sex with me, 
and I’ve refused, and I’ve politely said, ‘It’s in a lot of 
books, Mom. the Bible. the koran. the tao, I guess. 
All the Native American oral traditions. Pretty much 
in all the books.’ Mary just hurumps when I turn her 
down. Mom never had good boundaries, to begin with 
and now, with half her brain gone from dementia, she 
has none. Like a little girl who wants what she wants 
when she wants it. 

“Mom, I’m not going to do that,” I says. “Now, when 
you get close to death, I’ll be by your bed side a lot, but I 
won’t be sleeping with you.” 

I touch her hand. It’s not what she wants. Ain’t going 
to happen, Mom. 

I push her in her wheelchair from her bedroom 
back to the head of the dining room table where I found 
her when I arrived today. She loves sitting at the head 

of the table at Crossroads, a high-end adult care home 
where she’s lived for going on two years now, with the 
nine other residents who range from those who can’t 
speak from their advanced Alzheimer’s to others who are 
just too depressed to respond. And then there’s Mary: 
chatty, demanding, outgoing, polite sometimes, openly 
judgmental other times. the staff at Crossroads loves 
her because she actually talks and is kind of funny, but 
much of Mary’s dialogue lost its humor for me years ago. 
But I do feel sad that she suffers so. Anxious, confused, 
in a world that’s only as big as the room she’s currently 
in. I do pray for her eminent death, but only God knows 
when that’s going to happen, and I think he’s puzzled 
about when Mary’s going to die. 

I give Mary a kiss on her forehead and tell her I’ll 
call her from the road every day. remind her I’ll be gone 
for a week or so. She doesn’t hear this, but tries another 
tact instead. 

“I just want to have you to touch in the middle of the 
night is all,” she says. 

Yea, Mom. I tried that tactic too with women in the 
past. they didn’t believe me then. I don’t believe you now. 

“I love you, Mom,” I say. “I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
I give her another kiss on her forehead and exit out 

the front door. 
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Well, Let’s Not Go That Far
t u c s o n ,  a r I z o n a  •  s u M M e r ,  2 0 1 0 

I woke Mary up. It’s around 7:30 on a 
Saturday night. Joseph, the night nurse, just 
left after giving Mom her meds. She flirted with 
him a bit. he’s a tall, young, handsome Nigerian 
man. If I were gay, I’d flirt with him too. 

Mom is in the best mood. She’s smiling 
and laughing and she’s making me laugh too. 
She’s following the conversation or at least 
pretending to. What a delight. As I’ve said, 
I never know what I’m walking into, when I 
visit Mom, and this is a welcome surprise. 

“So Mom, I’m thinking about dedicating 
the new book to you. Well, maybe,” I say, 
pulling her leg just a little. 

She smiles and says, “Well wouldn’t that 
be nice?” and then laughs. And I laugh too. 

“Mom, you still want to die, right?” 
“oh no, I want to live,” she says, with 

only half-hearted earnestness. 
“really? You wanted to die yesterday,” 

I say. 
She looks a little puzzled. 
“I just don’t like that you suffer so,” I say. 
“Well, I do suffer,” she says matter- 

of-factly. 
“But it’s ok if you want to live...” I 

continue. 
(truly, I hope she dies soon. Watching 

her suffer hurts. Quite a lot.) 
“...it’s ok,” I say. “We have enough money 

for at least two more years.” 
She smiles as big as I’ve seen her smile in 

a year. She looks right straight at me and says: 
“Now, we don’t have to go that far.” 
She laughs. She knows she’s told a great 

joke. I laugh too. then she laughs again, and 
then I laugh and laugh and laugh some more. 
And so does she. 
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The Tehachapi Loop
c a l I f o r n I a  •  s u M M e r ,  2 0 1 0 

We watch the freight train travel in a big loop, as it heads east. 
“Delicious,” she says. 



Arches Snow Spiral
u ta h  •  w I n t e r ,  2 0 1 0 

The Buick does quite well in the snow. Must be the front wheel drive. Go figure. 
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Turkey Creek Infrared, Arizona
w I n t e r ,  2 0 1 0 

The LeSabre hates the mud. She just doesn’t have the clearance nor the tires. No surprise. 
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A raccoon family of four scampers into the high 
grass. only caught a glimpse of them. Semis and cars 
literally flying overhead, on the tenth longest bridge in 
the world. 18.2 miles long.

Fish are jumping, eating mosquitoes flying near the 
surface of the swamp. Somewhere I’m sure, the cotton is 
high. I do feel rich. And my sweetheart’s good-looking. 
I’m not saying a word. I’ll try not to cry.

Atchafalaya Infrared
l o u I s I a n a  •  s u M M e r ,  2 0 1 0
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The Big Not-Fun
t u c s o n ,  a r I z o n a  •  s u M M e r ,  2 0 1 0

There’s a screamer in the house now. the nurse 
says they’ll be soon moving her to the locked dementia 
house across the courtyard, but my guess is they’ll 
have to wait for someone to die first, over there. 

‘It’s so good to see you’ upon my arrival, has been 
replaced with ‘Where have you been?’ ‘I love you, Stu” 
as I leave, with ‘Why are you going?’ Mom has a new 
look in her eye: everything confuses her, even the sight 
of me. her attention is quickly pulled to every sound in 
the house, from the loud shouts of the screamer to the 
dull drones of commercials on the living room tV. even 
when I’m alone with her in her bedroom, she barely 
tracks what I’m saying most days. A car outside can 
break her attention, and she’s gone.

It’s right before dinner. Mary’s spilled her drink. 
I get up to find a paper towel. the nurse shows me the 

rag pile. I grab one and whip up the spilled apple juice. 
I tell Mom that I just went to the post office to mail 
one of my books, and now I’m on my way to the studio 
and I thought I’d drop by to see her, since she’s on  
the way.

“We’re going to the post office,” she yells to the 
nurse, who’s making dinner in the kitchen.

“No, Mom. I just went to the post office.”
“Stu and the post office,” she shouts.
“Mom. It’s ok. the nurse is busy.”
She turns her head and looks me square in the 

face. I see very little behind her eyes. Confusion, a little 
fear, very little recognition, of me or anything else.

I sigh.
We’re firmly in the Big Not-Fun now, aren’t  

we, Mom?
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Tropical Depression #3’s out there somewhere. 
hardly anyone’s home. It is a weekday but it is summer. 
Up and down the thin sandbar they call West Dauphin 
Island, dozens of new vacation homes stand tall on 
their stilted phone-pole foundations. It’s beginning to 
rain but not hard. the raindrops are very big. I park on 
a side street, grab the cameras and my San Francisco 
Giants baseball cap, lock the Buick, climb over a ten 
foot tall sand-wall and hit the beach. Surf’s up due to 
the storm, but I can see rip currents here and there. 

Not a good day to go surfing for me or for anyone else 
but the most experienced. the beaches seem clean of 
the oil that washed ashore here a couple months ago. 
Pelicans fly singularly and in formation, up and down 
the shoreline. the sky grows darker with clouds. And 
then I see them. oil rigs on the horizon, brightly lit in 
the darkening skies. And when I look real hard, I can 
see tall flames, at the end of long gantries, burning off 
the excess natural gas. 

“holy shit,” I say. “No wonder.”
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Oil Rigs & Pelicans
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[Hurricane Katrina blew West Dauphin Island away. 
Even created a new channel through the island. Most of 
the homes on the west end were destroyed. The Federal 
government then gave the owners of these vacation homes 
over 40 million dollars to rebuild. They gladly took the cash. 
Another nine million was spent to repair the main road and 
to put in new power poles. Four million dollars alone, just to 
recreate the ten foot sand wall: a man-made structure that 
seems to wash away with each of the five hurricanes that 
has hit this piece of sand over the last 30 years. 40 plus 9 
plus 4 equals 53 million U.S taxpayer dollars. Question: I 
know that 50 million dollars equal 25 Cruise missiles, and 
that in the whole Federal budget, this is basically lunch 

money, but couldn’t that money have been better spent, 
say, helping rebuild low-income housing in New Orleans 
and in Mississippi, instead of rebuilding the second homes 
of middle- and upper-class Alabamans, on a sandbar-island 
that gets whipped away every ten years or so? Shouldn’t the 
well-heeled owners of these properties be required to come up 
with their own cash to rebuild, through their own insurance 
premiums, rather than take taxpayer dollars that can be 
better used to help those who could use a helping hand? And 
wouldn’t you get more bang for the buck that way, perhaps 
helping thousands of low to middle income citizens, instead 
of dozens of wealthy ones? I’m just asking.]
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I’ve seen many things today, as I have driven the 
back roads of Alabama: Lush pine forests swaying in the 
breezes, wide fields bright green with summer crops, 
blue skies filled with puffy thunderheads highlighted by 
the afternoon sun. But I’ve also seen immense poverty 
hidden in those trees, behind those fields, beneath those 
skies. I haven’t taken many photographs of what I’ve seen 
today and those I have shot, I’ll probably delete from 
my cards. If MSNBC had hired me to show the poverty 
of Alabama, that might be different, but as a free-lance 
writer and photographer, stopping along the road to 
shoot an old broken-down shotgun shack or a poor black 
man on his front porch feels like pornography to me. I 
took one shot of an old rocking chair in an abandoned 
store a couple hours ago, but I still felt like a whore.

Suddenly, I see a sign that points deep into the 
forest toward a cemetery that can’t be seen from the 
road. I drive down the smooth dirt road, find a place to 
park, and pull out my camera gear. Shooting the dead 

doesn’t feel quite so exploitative, even though it may 
be just as bad. then again, I hope someday, somebody 
photographs my marble headstone in Lively, Virginia. I 
have planned a doozy.

I shoot a little, then shoot a lot, then just stand and 
listen to the wind blow through the trees and slowly 
look around. A hundred years old and no larger than a 
football field, the hanberry cemetery is like many you 
might find in the South. A half dozen or more families 
have laid their loved ones to rest here over the years. 
the old, middle-aged and young are buried here. that’s 
nothing unusual. But it’s the 30 mostly-unnamed graves 
of infants who died either in childbirth or in their first 
days of life that remind me, it wasn’t so long ago that the 
birth of a living child was truly a miracle in America. 
Frankly, still is, in most of the Big Wide World, outside 
of the United States. tiny bits of marble pepper the 
ground, like little rocks they forgot to clear away. these 
little graves also remind me of a time when Americans 

Johnnie, Rod, Willey & The Infants
e s c a M b I a  c o u n t y,  a l a b a M a  •  s u M M e r ,  2 0 1 0
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were not so soft and spoiled like we are today. grief and 
death was just a part of life. They didn’t complain much 
about the bad things that befell them, back in the day. it 
was just part of the deal.

Then i see the graves of Johnnie and rod, and i smile.
roderick L. Pettis: April 30th, 1934 - October 

15th, 1967. 
Johnnie S Pettis: October 18th, 1933 - October 

19th, 1980. 
The surviving family decided that the picture of 

Johnnie with her shades on was the best one to use, 
plus doesn’t rod look handsome? Or maybe Johnnie 
was blind. whatever the story, it’s so Southern. i just 
love Southerners. i love being a Son of The South and 
i miss my people sometimes when i’m home in Tucson. 
westerners tend to be more laconic than i. Southerners 
believe that conversation is entertainment. it’s hard to 
shut us up. i remember i stopped for gas a few hours ago, 
and struck up a conversation with a kind woman who 
worked at the store. A half minute chat about sodas and 

crackers turned into a three minute conversation about 
the storm that just blew threw and about the weather 
in general. when i said i was from Tucson, Arizona, the 
woman said, without hesitation: 

“And you didn’t bring me nothing?”
“if i had known,” i said, “i would have brought you 

something. Next time i will, for sure.”
“All right then,” she said, playfully chidding me.
As i pack up the car, i spy the grave of Bufford 

willey Daniels Jr.: July 31, 1980 - December 17th, 1995. 
i bet he was known as willey. it’s obvious 15-year-old 
willey was loved back then and i suppose still deeply 
missed today. i take some photographs of his grave with 
the same respect i hopefully gave to Johnnie, rod and 
the infants.

A large raindrop hits me square on the top of my 
head. Just one big drop. Splat. Time to go. where there 
is one, they’ll be another. into each life, a little rain must 
fall, Longfellow said. Sadly, into far too many lives, it’s 
a hurricane.
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Emmitt Till & Medgar Evers
c I v I l  r I g h t s  M e M o r I a l  c e n t e r  •  M o n t g o M e r y,  a l a b a M a

s u M M e r ,  2 0 1 0

I am an old woman named after my mother.

My old man is another child that’s grown old.

If dreams were lightning and thunder was desire,

This old house would have burnt down a long time ago.

Make me an angel that flies from Montgomery.

Make me a poster of an old rodeo.

Just give me one thing that I can hold on to.

To believe in this living is just a hard way to go. 

   —John Prine.

John Prine plays in my head as I find a place to 
park. Grab the Canon and look for the entrance. on the 
way to the Center, I pass the Memorial: an inverted cone 
of black marble with the names of forty people who died 
in the struggle for racial equality between 1954 and 1968. 
I touch the water as it flows across the smooth surface. I 
see the names of Martin Luther king, Jr., emmitt till and 
Medgar evers. I think of taking some pictures, but decide 
to shoot them on my way back to the car. 

I enter the Center and pay my two dollar admission. 
My long lens catches the guard’s eye.

“that’s some camera you got there,” he says with a 
big grin on his face.

“Yes, it is,” I reply, smiling back.
the guard and I hit it off and we talk about my 

camera, about football, and about the weather for a while. 
I then walk through the metal detector at the entrance of 
the museum. Metal detector?
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“i guess some of my white brethren don’t take too 
kindly to this memorial,” i say, trying to be witty.

The smile falls from the guard’s face.
“Some folk fire-bombed the first Center,” he says.
i stop smiling too. i say my goodbyes, grab my 

camera from the x-ray tray, and walk inside.
The Center’s main display chronicles the history 

of the Civil rights Movement from Brown v. Board of 
Education to when King was assassinated. i see many 
names i recognize from my childhood: Thurgood 
Marshall, rosa Parks, george wallace, The Freedom 
riders, and many bronze plaques for those who were 
killed: Emmett Till, Medgar Evers, Martin and others. 

i think of my family: a father who would often 
accuse me of spending money ‘like a nigger on a Saturday 
night”; a mother who tended to treat everyone she knew 
as her slave and servant, for her family had both, and a 
sister who has developed a great distaste for The Brown 
People who live near her, who have immigrated from 
South Of The Border. How in god’s name did i escape 
becoming a bigot, being a white middle-class boy born 
in richmond, Virginia and primarily growing up in 
raleigh, North Carolina?

Then i remember that one summer afternoon.
we were visiting Dad’s parents in richmond. 

we had recently moved to Upstate New York. i 
think i was seven. it was 1961. They were repaving 
Monument Avenue which was just up the street from 
my grandparents’ house. i was bored and i went to 
investigate. Back then, asphalt machines moved very 
slowly as they applied the new pavement, with a dump 
truck that would refill the hopper of the giant paver, 
every so often. i was fascinated by the whole process. 
And i made friends with the four men who ran the 
paving machine. They showed me how it worked. They 
protected me from the hot asphalt. They told me jokes 
and i laughed. They really listened to what i had to say. 
in all the many visits to my grandparents in richmond 
over the years, that one afternoon with those four men 
was my happiest time, hands down. And all four of the 
men were black. 

i leave the display room at the Center and enter a 
large darkened room. A floor-to-ceiling video wall glows 
with multi-colored names of people i do not know. Their 
names float in a black background for a while and then 
disappear, replaced by other names. i wonder what this 



[ 223 ]

t r a n s P e r s o n a l  Pa P e r s

is? i read a small display. Seems this is “The wall of 
Tolerance.” Says i can add my name to the many, if i feel 
committed to working for justice, equality and human 
rights in my daily life. i cry as i type in my name. Then 
suddenly, the name ‘Stu Jenks’ appears large and bright 
on the black wall. i quickly photograph my name. i 
bring down my camera from my eye. i then see my name 
shrink to a smaller size, change color, and mix with the 
other names on the wall. Names fade out. Others fade in. 
Finally, my name disappears altogether, replaced by the 
name of a woman i do not know.

we are never truly alone as we struggle, but we often 
think so. Even if we can’t feel them, we still invisibly 
hold the hands of those who are also fighting The good 
Fight and who also know that the only god is Love. And 
it isn’t hard to feel some of that connection, once we 
begin to throw away the egotistical fears and prejudices 
that block us from each other. i firmly believe our souls 

and brains are hard-wired to feel love, faith, equality and 
compassion. we don’t have to build these abilities. They 
are already there. They are universal, intrinsic, god-
given. we just have to bring down the walls that block 
us from the Light and get out of our own way. And that’s 
where the real work begins. it’s a daily practice for me, 
to not judge, for example, the powerful in my country 
who only pretend to care for their fellows. it’s no easy 
task to find the common divine thread with everybody, 
loved ones and jerks alike. i guess if it were easy, there 
would be no need for a Civil rights Memorial Center, 
would there?

Seeing these dozen of strangers’ names glowing on 
this video wall makes it clear to me, once again, that we 
are one people, one race, one planet. Always have been. 
Always will be. And anything else they tell us, or i tell 
myself, that contradicts this? well, it’s a lie, either yelled 
by others or whispered to myself.
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Mary and I talk for a while. Actually, I talk and 
she barely says anything at all, but when Mary does 
speak, it’s filled with sweetness and love for me. She is 
having a good day. No, that’s not it. She’s having good 
moments while I’m here today. the rest of her day and 
tonight, after I’m gone, will consist of her sleeping a lot, 
feeling perpetually scared, eating a couple small meals, 
perhaps vacantly gazing at the tV at some point, and 
then talking gibberish to herself while she lies in bed. 
truly, I am the only bright spot in her day. Not because 
I’m wonderful or special or anything, but simply because 
I’m her son, and I have come to visit.

As I drive home to my apartment, I think about our 
pets. If I had a dog or a cat, who couldn’t walk anymore, 
who barely ate anything, who seemed to recognize 
me sometimes but not at other times, who was very 
frightened and confused all the time, and who was an 
very old dog or cat, what would I do? I would tell her I 
loved her, and I would take her to the vet and have her 
put to sleep. But what do we do to our demented and 
terminally-sick elderly in America? We give them drugs 
and feed them food that keeps them alive. We hire people 

to change their diapers, to spoon-feed them and to then 
put them to bed or wheel them in front of a television 
screen. And we wait for them to die. But due, in my mind, 
to a perverted misinterpretation of Judeo-Christian 
ethics, we can’t give them a large dose of morphine until 
they are in immense pain or filled with cancer. We just 
keep feeding them, cleaning them, drugging them until 
Death comes. 

And I know if I stop visiting my mother all together 
and leave her all alone in her own private hell, she would 
most likely die sooner rather than later. But I can’t do 
that, even though I know it would hasten her end. It 
would just be too cruel. But I have thought about it.

Nor can I sneak into her room, late at night, with a 
syringe full of opiates and inject her while she sleeps, then 
sending her to see her husband or whoever or whatever 
is on the other Side. But sometimes, sometimes, I sure 
wish somebody would give her that injection.

A late-afternoon rainbow shines over the Catalina 
Mountains. I weakly smile. 

I’ll see Mary tomorrow or the next day. I am, after 
all, the only joy she has.

Mary’s Plastic Lei
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Being a desert dweller who can easily drive an 
hour out of town and see a million stars, I’m no stranger 
to the glory of the Milky Way, but tonight, I can read a 
book from the light of these stars. 

Bells. Sheep bells. I grab my flashlight, click it on 
and point it toward the sound. Four pairs of eyes look at 

me from a hundred yards away. their bodies invisible, I 
can see their eyes blink. then the ewes slowly walk away, 
ne’er the worse for wear by my little intrusion. I smile.

once again, after having forgotten for the 
thousandth time, I remember just how lucky I am.

Windmill & The Milky Way
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Was up on First Mesa at lunchtime. Watched 
thirty hopi women in beautiful fringed shawls carry 
pallets of pies and boxes of pika bread to the kachina 
Dancers, who were on break. Went down the hill later to 
speak with Connie and her husband in Polacca. he had a 
heart attack three weeks ago. one stent’s already in. one 
or two more to go.

“It’s in the hands of the big guy upstairs now,” he 
said. he looked scared. I’m frightened for him too.

I’ve found my spot now, leaning against an alley 
wall, peaking around the corner into the village square. 
I can see everything.

A Mudhead bangs a slow rhythm on his drum. 
Fifty kachina Dancers chant and dance, shifting their 

weight from side to side. the kachinas’ chants sound 
more like what tibetan monks sing, than something 
you’d hear at a Pow-wow. the women of Middle Village 
sit on folding chairs, listening and laughing. Six 
hopi Clowns spit from a roof top, onto one person in 
particular in the square. the Clowns then repel down 
a rope and continue their playful abuse. the drum, the 
chants, the dancing, the laughter, create a hole in this 
World, and the Breath of Gods from the outside, fills 
the mesa.

I laugh at the Clowns’ jokes. I cry with the joy of 
the holy Breeze. And then I laugh and cry, all at the 
same time.

Flame Spiral for the Hopi Clowns
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Sage Grouse  
Flame Spirals
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A semi crests a hill a mile away. Spirals are drawn. 
Just need time for the Full Moon to do its thing. I’ll use the 
trucks as a clock.

Semi roars by after a minute. that ought to do. I close 
the shutter and repeat the process. Got one in the can. 
Always good to have insurance.

A couple coyotes howl, just over there. It might be 
love. It might be dinner. Maybe it’s dinner and a movie.
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