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 On the January trip to Port Aransas, we expected the 

island to be teeming with winter visitors. First sign that 

numbers fell short from previous years came from the 

reservation clerk's tone. The replies changed to "Let's 

make a deal right now, Mr. Noelke, on our bay front 

special,” instead of "You may qualify for the waiting list 

after first making a deposit – what'd you say your name was 

– Keedolky?" 

 Upon arrival, the ferries to cross the half-mile ship 

channel to the island showed more automobile volume than 

fit the impression over the telephone. Also, the license 

plates ran from the northern U.S. to sprinkles of Canadian 

tags. 

 The men hired to park and guide loading the ferries 

wore black background bibs with "Security" imprinted in 

large yellow letters on their chests. One smooth-cheek 

scowled after a check on my front and rear Texas plates. 

 His reaction reminded me of the look an insolent 

grackle made that very morning on a parking lot when I 

interrupted him trying to corner a Tootsie Roll long enough 

to peck off a bite. Gosh-a-mighty, be hard to commit a 

crime on the high seas, or even low tides in the 10 minutes 

needed to cross the channel. 



 By virtue of collapse, or dissolution of will to 

protect state's rights, the ferries come under federal 

jurisdiction. From the two signs posted on steerage, it 

sounded like this kid of a Blue Beard the pirate hunter 

could have made smoking or feeding the birds on board a 

federal offense. 

 Two big trailer parks looked full on the way to our 

place. Unlike on our visits in October and April, cars and 

pickups filled the new washateria's parking lot. 

Laundromats mean soap and water for wholesome living — 

clean white sheets and soft cotton towels. 

 We don't have one in Mertzon. I wish we did for a 

hangout. Closest thing we have to capture the same feel 

occurs at five in the evening on weekdays. Several 

convivial couples congregate at the Shell station to play 

the lottery and smoke a few cigarettes. 

 Seven of the 20 parking spaces stood filled in front 

of the condo we rented. I remember one vehicle being from 

Nebraska. Two came from Wisconsin. The other cars might 

have been from Texas. 

 Up front at registration, the clerk concealed her 

enthusiasm for my return. We'd had a big dose of each other 

one time discussing the effect of 30 below zero-conditioned 

air aimed directly on a desert-conditioned graybeard's bed 



400 miles away from his flannel nightshirt. However, the 

maids and the yardman were quick to recognize the señor 

known far and wide in the Gulf laundry rooms and tool sheds 

as the dope who handed out two-dollar bills for services on 

which veteran travelers expect rebates. 

 The maids, in particular, shouted exuberant Olas from 

a four-wheeler zipping around the compound. (The Mertzon 

Bank keeps a stack of two-dollar bills in the vault for 

skates, cheap ones or otherwise, who make five dollars 

worth tips reach two and a half times further in busy 

places like swamped air terminal sidewalks or hectic hotel 

driveways.) 

 All about the Island spots, we soon realized, bosses 

ordered employees to avoid the mere mention of the slow-

down. The strategy originated in the recession in the ‘80s. 

Elevator shafts in the big Dallas and Houston hotels echoed 

eerie sounds in the nights filled with emptiness. I 

remember being so lonesome in a Sheraton in Tulsa, I 

prevailed upon the night clerk to look around in the lost 

and found closet for a French harp to play lullabies. 

 The theme to conceal economic conditions extended to 

all the staff except the old guy from Mexico in charge of 

cutting the grass over lap dog runs and weeding flowerbeds 

by kitty-cat stops. (Note the touch of delicacy here.) To 



overcome our hearing deficit, we communicated by nods, 

shrugs, and hand motions more deft than six-week courses 

accomplish on foreign language. We laughed at my joke over 

gulls leaving the gate open to the swimming pool. We ducked 

our heads to conceal our mirth at the personages passing by 

on the beach walk, packing big deck chairs and leading 

small poodle dogs. 

 Sure, I knew I was a soft touch for Fernando. But he 

showed a lot of creativity, assuring that he'd framed every 

two-dollar bill I'd ever given him. Thrift or sentiment, 

you could tell by the tallboy cans in his pickup bed that 

it didn't come natural to Fernando. 

 My pal and I took a bit to adjust to the sparse crowds 

in the restaurants and the tight-mouth wait staffs. Soon, 

however, we began to understand that the winter visitors 

cooked in their trailer houses — stayed home in rentals. 

 After awhile, away from newspapers, we joined the game 

under the spell of dunes, beaches, and waves; the perfect 

break to forget the world's cares. It's still a mystery 

what disturbed that snooper of a kid about my license 

plates. 


