Joe King Died

I was thinking about Joe King the other day.

I don’t really know why.

Memories of him just popped into my head.

You know.

Someone you have not thought about for a long time just comes to mind.

I doubt that there was an obituary notice printed when Joe died.

As I was thinking of him it occurred to me that it is not likely that anyone ever wrote anything
about him.

I guess that is why I am writing now.

Joe was a wiry kind of guy.

Average height, maybe a little shorter.

The kind of man that seemed ageless.

I have no idea if he was 60 or 80.

Spry.

I recall him hopping onto the hood of his tow truck, crossing his legs to sit.
He had been a cowboy and a rodeo star [ was told.

I never asked the details of that. Joe never spoke of it.

It is easy to picture him as one hell of a good bronco rider.
I knew Joe for only a couple years, from 1970 until his death in 1973.
I don’t know where he was born.

I believe he lived in the western states for much of his life.
I know he moved around a lot.

Apparently, he did not put roots down anywhere.

He would have qualified as a drifter.

There were still a lot of old drifters in those years.

Single men left over from the great depression.

I liked Joe.

He liked me too.

Or maybe he was just lonely.

He stopped to visit anytime he spotted me on the farm.

I have never been much of a talker and neither was he.
Often little was said. He was just there.



Watching me do chores or helping me fix some machine.

Joe lived a few miles west from here, in a small house on the county road.

I doubt that he owned the house.

He just lived there.

His tow truck was old, red and beat up.

It ran ok.

In the years that I knew him, Joe made his living with that tow truck.

Not towing vehicles out of the ditch but collecting junk cars and selling scrap metal.

He wore dark blue work clothes.

Cotton with long sleeves.

He and his clothes were always dark-stained and oily.

Not dirty really. Just oil and grease stained, like a mechanic.

Joe’s skin was dark too from a life outdoors.

He smoked and he rolled his own cigarettes.

Lots of older fellows made their cigarettes back then.

The smoker carried a small envelope of papers and a little white sack of tobacco.

Normally those “makins” were kept in the vest pockets of the smoker's shirt.

Manual dexterity and skill were involved in making a cigarette.

Oddly enough, it was something artful to see.

Like a good high dive or a magic trick.

In 1973 T had a red, 1965, Chevrolet Super Sport convertible to sell.

I bought it new but by 1973 it had 100,000 miles on it.

In those days that was a lot.

It still started and ran.

It was still pretty.

Joe bought it from me for $200.

I don’t know whether he wanted to drive a red convertible or if he bought it on a whim or if he
just wanted to help me out.

The price of $200 was fair, and I needed the cash.

I signed the title of the car over to Joe.

Joe gave me $100 and said he would pay the other $100 in a couple of weeks.

No doubt he intended to, but he died instead.

By the time I heard about his death, he was well buried.

I don’t recall agonizing over the apparent loss of that second $100, but since the vehicle was part
of Joe’s estate, I figured I was just out the money.

I don’t know if Joe had any kin, or if anyone other than the county authorities took care of his
few belongings.

I do know that about a month after he died the starter in my 1966 Chevy pick-up burned out.
Turns out the starter in the convertible was the same as in my pick-up.

It also happened that the convertible was still sitting next to Joe’s little house just as he left it.
Nothing had moved since Joe died.

I went over there with the right tools and in an hour, I made the switch.

In those days, a used starter sold for about $50.

If I ever see Joe again, I’ll tell him he only owes me $50.

Actually, I’d be so happy to see him; I’d tell him to forget the money.

Maybe I’d ask him to roll a cigarette for my entertainment. Tom.



