A Cold, Cotton Shirt (3.3”)
Text starts 4.1”
They were driving back from work, the three of them.  They were driving the hundred miles from the mine at Superior where they worked during the week, to Tucson, where they all lived.  In Tucson, they had families and homes, in Superior the three of them lived in a small trailer.  Whitey, the oldest of them liked to say, “There isn’t a damned thing Superior about it.”

They were about halfway home, talking quietly as the last light of that summer Friday afternoon failed.  They passed a bottle back and forth and worked at putting the week behind them.  Tony, the youngest was nearly asleep in the back seat, lulled by the combination of rum, the long day they had just worked and the low murmur of the other men’s voices.  He tried to sleep.  He wanted to be home in Tucson.  He wanted to be with Eleanor, his girlfriend.

Sam was the one who saw it, and told Whitey to stop.  By the time Whitey got the car stopped, put into reverse and back the two or three hundred yards they had gone, Tony was awake.  “What?” he asked. “What is it?”

“Jesus,” Sam said.  “It looks bad.  Real bad.”

“What?” Tony asked.  “What looks so bad?”

What looked so bad was another car.  It was in an arroyo at the side of the road, upside down.  “Ouch,” Whitey said.

When they got out, it seemed to Tony that the other car must have been there forever.  It seemed too still, too settled into the arroyo to have ever been just another car driving down the deserted road behind them.  Even the smell of gas and oil, which was still faintly in the air, seemed old and a part of this arroyo.

  
“Jesus,” Sam said.  “Would you look at this.”

 
Tony and Whitey came around to the side of the car where Sam was crouched by the window.  When they crouched beside Sam they saw the driver, suspended, pinned by the impact, hanging upside down.

“Is he dead?”  Tony asked.

“What do you think?” Whitey asked Tony and Sam and maybe nobody.

Nobody answered, and Whitey reached his hand in through the window toward the pinned driver.

“Maybe you shouldn’t do that,” Sam said.  “You’re not supposed to move people who’ve had accidents.”

Whitey couldn’t quite reach the driver, so he got on his knees and crawled another foot, reaching in to the driver.  He backed up, then sat up on his haunches.  “Dead,” he said.  “He’s dead.”

“Maybe you don’t know that,” Tony said.  “Sometimes people seem dead, only they’re not.”

“No,” Whitey said.  “He’s dead.  It smells like a still inside there.”

Our car smells like a still inside, Tony thought.

“Well, we’re going to have to get someone,” Sam said.

“There’s the bar, back where we were,” Tony said.

“We’ll drive back there and call the Highway Patrol,” Whitey said.

As they walked back to the car, Whitey told them to wait. “Someone has to stay here,” he said.

“He’s dead,” Sam said.  “It doesn’t make any difference.  He won’t get any deader alone.”

“You can’t leave a body alone.  It’s not right.  There are coyotes.  Robbers.”

“Robbers?  Here?”

“You can’t leave a body alone.  It’s not right.”

“I’m not staying,” Sam said.  “You stay then.”

“I’m driving,” Whitey said.  Then, “Oh, hell.  Let’s draw straws.  Short straw stays.  He broke off three bits of dry weed and put them in his hand.  Then he held them out to Tony and to Sam.

Of course, Tony thought when he got the short straw.  Of  course.

“The bar’s about ten miles back,” Whitey said.  “We’ll drive there, call the Highway Patrol, then we’ll be back to get you.”

“What am I supposed to do?”  Tony asked.

“Watch the body,” Whitey said.  “Just watch the body.  You’re not supposed to do anything.  Take this.”  Whitey handed him a flashlight.

Tony watched the car disappear down the highway.  When it was gone, he turned and went back to the arroyo.  He looked at the car, upside down, nose into the ground.  The tires looked almost new.

It was getting darker, hard to see.  He sat on the bank of the arroyo and smoked the last cigarette in his pack.  He should have thought to ask Whitey to bring him a pack from the bar.

He waited a long time.  Twice he thought he heard a car coming down the road, but it never came.  It was dark now, and he edged closer to the upside down car.  It was dark and he felt the need to be near something.  He should be home now.  He should be on his way  to Eleanor, not sitting in the middle of the desert, next to a dead man.

He didn’t know how long he waited.  It was a long time.  It got colder.  He wanted a cigarette, he wanted a drink.  But mostly he wanted Whitey and Sam to come and get him.  Or the Highway Patrol.

“Those guys,” he said to the dark.  “Those guys just aren’t worth much.  You ever have friends like that?”  He shined the flashlight through the window of the car.

The driver hung upside down still, his eyes closed.  He looked peaceful enough, not like he had gone through what he had.  Except his hair hung straight down, his tie covered part of his face, and his pack of cigarettes just hung in the corner of his shirt pocket.

Tony walked back to the road and looked down it.  Nothing. “Jesus,” he said.  “Jesus, you guys.  Come on.”  It was cold now, and something had gone wrong.  They had driven off the highway, or the bar was closed.  Something wasn’t right.  Tony understood he was still a little drunk and he wanted a cigarette.  But something just wasn’t right.  They were supposed to be back a long time ago.

He walked back to the car and sat next to it.  He flipped the flashlight on and off a couple of times, illuminating the front fender of the car.  He didn’t look at the driver.  “We’re in a hell of a mess, aren’t we?” he said to the driver in the dark.  In the distance, he heard a car.

He ran out to the road.  There, a long way away he saw headlights.  He waited.  The car disappeared down a dip in the road, then reappeared later, closer to him.  When it was close, he waved his arms, thinking it was the guys or the Highway Patrol.  The car roared on past him.

Suddenly, he thought he was going to cry.  He was alone in the middle of the desert.  He thought of Eleanor, waiting for him in Tucson.  He should be with her by now.  He thought about kissing her.  He thought about her skin, warm under the tips of his fingers. Instead, he was stranded in the middle of the desert, alone, with a dead man.  He wanted to cry.  He wanted a cigarette real bad.

He got down on his knees next to the car, like Whitey had done and he crawled a little forward.  He couldn’t use the flashlight, because he needed his other hand to brace himself with.  He reached in through the window.

He jerked his arm back immediately, like he had touched something sharp or hot.  It was only the man’s shirt, he told himself.  His cold, cotton shirt.  He reached back in, felt the man’s shirt, and beneath it, his chest, solid and still.  He inched his fingers across the shirt until he touched the pack of cigarettes.

Carefully, with just his fingertips, he pulled the pack out.  It was nearly full.  It was an ordinary pack of cigarettes, not his brand, but a regular pack of cigarettes.  There was nothing wrong with it.  He shook a cigarette out and put it in his mouth, then spat it out again, as though he could feel the lips of the dead man on his.  Then he shook another cigarette from the pack.  He lit three matches before he got the cigarette lit.  His hand was shaking that hard.

He kept waiting for them to come for him.  He smoked three more of the cigarettes.

Finally, the road lit up with the rocking lights of the Highway Patrol car.  Behind it came another car.  The Highway Patrolman stayed in his car for what seemed like too long, then got out and walked up to Tony.  “Well,” he said.  “Let’s have a look.”

Whitey and Sam got out of the other car and walked over to Tony.

They stood in a group as the Highway Patrolman crawled down the back of the arroyo and into the window of the car.

“He’s dead all right,” the patrolman said.  “Whew, smells like a distillery in there.”

“You need us for anything more?”  Whitey asked.

“No.  I guess not.  Go on home.  And, thanks.”

“Where were you?” Tony said when they were all back in the car and heading home.

“At the bar,” Sam said.  “We had to wait for the cop.  He was all the way the hell on the other side of the county.  We waited for him.  We had a couple of beers and waited.  Sorry you were stuck out here, kid.  Don’t let it bother you.”

Tony didn’t say anything.  He just crawled into the back seat and stayed quiet until Whitey said, “Don’t take it so hard. We’re sorry.  Let me have one of your smokes there, kid.” 

