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Steaming cups of to-go coffee nestled in their holders, rain 

coming down in sheets, and two pair of eyes glued to the 

blurry view through the windshield, Sandra and I sped 

down I-20 heading west out of Odessa.  Semis plastered 

us with blinding barrels of water as they rocketed past to  

their foreign destinations. There was a tropical depression 

left over from Hurricane Alex parked on top of the Llano 

Estacado, our part of west Texas, copiously drowning us 

with rain. We turned south at the Ft. Stockton highway 

exit, our goal to drive until we found sand dunes by the 

road. 

 

 

We hadnôt driven but a few miles before  

spotting a black tarantula crossing the highway, 

heading east.  These male spiders follow the 

pheromone scent of females, and many sacrifice 

their lives under the tires of trucks and cars in 

this quest.  Seven years of age, the rains had 

brought them out to meet their inexorable fate. 

 

As a truck bore down upon us, we screeched to 

the roadside and leaped out, determined to save 

just this one.  Grabbing roadside litter, we urged 

him off the highway, not without a bit of girlie 

screaming when heôd bolt a few inches.  Trying 

to hide under our car, he became quite annoyed 

with our prodding and flopped over on his back, 

exposing his red underside.  

Finally we were able to park him in the weeds, 

safe and sound, as he struck one last defensive 

pose. Vaya con Dios, chiquito! 



Only a few miles later we came upon a sand 

dune that had breached the ranchôs boundary 

and crept onto the shoulder of the road.  Sandra 

was on a mission to gather shin oak leaves for 

her summer camp class, and fell right to the task 

as I meandered about with my Kodak. 

 

The rancherôs fence posts were buried to their 

necks in the damp packed hill.  Cattle had left 

their deep hoof marks in the sand up to the 

barbed wire, but seemed to realize their  

boundary and had not stepped over, a simple 

enough task for them to have completed. 

Fat acorns kissed with rain indicated a bountiful 

year for the shin oak.  Galls had formed on one 

branch: irritations from insect infestation. Shin 

oak only grows as high as, well, your shins! 

Though this is not where it obtains its name, it is 

a wonderful trick for recalling it.  Shinnery oak 

is of French derivation (chene = oak).  Like a 

flower girl at a summer wedding, spectacle pod 

had dropped its white petals upon the dunes. 



Evening Primrose was flourishing with chubby buds. At right, stickleaf was just beginning to 

bloom. This plant is also known as ñBuena mujerò because its leaf, when pressed to fabric, will 

stick there ólike a good woman shouldô.  No eye rolling, please. 

Sand palafoxia above left. Note the complex flower, and tiny spirals arising from the bloom.  At 

right, sweet scented heliotrope. Did I smell it?  Sadly, no. I didnôt know its name when I was 

taking its picture. This variety is called Heliotropium convolvulaceum.  

Stages of the same flower with its unique stacking seed heads, spotted beebalm would be at the 

end of its blooming season  Dainty dahlea greggi seeks a foothold in the background. 


