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The Scales

It was a town a hundred and eleven souls large out in the middle of nowhere, Wyoming. After Jeremy Quick was killed, a hundred and ten. We’ll call the town Dry Creek, although it wasn’t called that. I like to give folks a second chance every once in a while.

What happened? Jeremy Quick didn’t have a wife or a family. He had a job with an oil company, repairing the lonely pumps that labored away at geologically desirable points throughout that ancient and somewhat abandoned land. If Dry Creek was the middle of nowhere, then those pumps were out on the fringes of nowhere, nothing but washed-out dirt tracks running through the middle of big pastures to connect them to the rest of the world. Those pumps were along the border of something and nothing. They pulled concentrated history out of the earth, a history that was burning us up as much as we burned it.

The town was big enough for a post office, a school, a gun and machine shop, an RV park even though it wasn’t all that close to Yellowstone, a bar and café (same building), and a church. Some of the streets had houses. Some of them didn’t. What a town plans doesn’t always come to fruition. A railroad passed through with the bar on one side and most of the town on the other. And, like I said, there was a dry creek, which joined up to the Bighorn River if you went a little past the town. Sometimes in the spring it all came to a flood, big chunks of ice ripped out of the winter, roaring downstream on ice-cold water colored like clay. The dirty floods would smash bridges and desecrate basements, even the first floors of any buildings too close to the confluence between the creek and the river. But it was water, and the town had learned not to sneer at it, regardless of the cost.

And that’s about as much as you need to know about the town. That was as much as the people who lived there knew, anyhow. Is it possible to know less about your own town than other people know about it? Is it possible to live in that much ignorance of yourself?

I believe that you can, and that many do.

· · ·

March third. A snowstorm, if you could call it that, swept through the town. It was the kind with only a bare sprinkling of sharp, cutting flakes, smashed to bits by the high winds. An empty semi-truck rolling down Highway 20 flipped over on its side, slid across the road, and blocked what traffic there was for eleven hours, from two a.m. until one p.m. A drunk driver crashed into a power pole three blocks from home. She had two sleeping babies strapped in the back seat of her minivan. Nothing was hurt, other than the minivan. Some cows to the north of town past the creek froze to death, next to a rusted-out, abandoned tractor from the Sixties. The cattle made it through that whole long-ass winter, then froze to death in the dark just before spring. It wasn’t even the coldest night of the year. They had just been exposed to harsh weather one too many times that winter. They were too tired to live.

The next day, it started to get warmer, although nobody had really noticed it yet.

Jeremy Quick got up that morning about five a.m. He made coffee in his coffee maker, printed out a list of pumps that he was to check up on or repair that morning, and drove off in his red Ford F150 Super Cab. He stopped for gas at the café, which also had a gas pump. The credit card machine wasn’t working—not the machine’s fault, the connection was down—and he was heard to say, “This goddamned winter. I feel like it’s sucking the life out of me.”

The skinny, middle-aged woman on duty at the counter, Tiffany Dalton, said, “I know what you mean, Jer.”

“It’s all gray out there,” he said. Which was true. Northern Wyoming can get dry as hell in the winter, and without any snow, the ground turns powdery and gray. Even the yellow grass that lingers all autumn gets washed out of color.

“Can’t wait for spring,” Tiffany agreed.

“I feel like I’m never going to see green again,” Jeremy said morosely.

She laughed, the way you do, and wished him a better day than he was currently having. The day proceeded to rise up above freezing, and the snow began to melt. The temps rose into the fifties from ten a.m. to about one p.m. Then they held steady in the upper forties until about four, at which point they began to sink again.

Quick’s pickup truck was glimpsed here and there throughout the area, but he wasn’t seen by another living soul until later that afternoon, when he stopped again at the café for a slice of pie and a cup of coffee. They were out of pie that afternoon, but the owner, Madge Searles, had made a cinnamon-swirl coffeecake, and he ordered a slice of that instead.

Madge was wrapping silverware in the booth behind his. She had arthritis but she said that if she didn’t do something with her hands, they tended to find the devil’s work. The two of them got to talking. If there had been a nursing home in town, Madge’s kids would have made sure she was in it. But when you’re out in the middle of nowhere like that, what can you do? She owned the restaurant and was the kind of woman who never told her kids who got what in the will. They didn’t dare talk to her about going. She was the kind of woman who would rather believe that other people were out to get her than question the soundness of her own mind.

Quick was a single man, a bachelor. He was the kind of man who appreciates solitude and yet still craves the company of his fellow humans. He and Madge talked for about an hour. Then Jeremy excused himself, got up, carried his bill over to the register, and paid the evening waitress, Eugenie Bittenbender, a cash tip. She thanked him and he left. She didn’t see his big red truck leave the parking lot, because she had turned around and headed back into the kitchen as soon as the front door jingled. He had eaten the entire slice of coffeecake. 

What did Quick and Madge talk about? Women’s basketball teams, and what brand of shoes Quick should buy, and whether he could be considered to be dating if he was chatting up a someone via email who worked at the same company he did, and they frowned at that. In Madge’s opinion, it was never a good idea to date someone that you worked with, but it could not be considered dating unless he was thinking about cheating on her, but then it was dating, and you should be careful about dating people over the Internet anyway, hadn’t he heard about the man who was pretending to be a young woman and the poor fellow didn’t find out until he flew out to meet her?; he should get cowboy boots, which were good in all types of weather, and you never lost a good cowboy boot to the mud in the spring, either; and she couldn’t remember what they had said about women’s basketball, it had slipped her mind. Or they had talked about Spring Training in Florida. Something like that, nothing important. That night was another freeze, about twenty-seven degrees for the low.

Jeremy Quick was never seen again, not in that town.

· · ·

Nobody realized he was missing the following day.

· · ·

Or the day after that.

· · ·

On the third day, March sixth, Tiffany said to Madge, Jer must have driven so far he had to get gas in another town. He drives so much, he never makes it this long without getting gas. But other than that, nobody commented on it. When she got off work at three, although she didn’t leave the café until three-thirty, she happened to drive through town in her station wagon so that she could get a glimpse of Jeremy Quick’s little two-bedroom house. As she passed the house, she saw a red truck in the driveway and relaxed. Everything was fine, or at least fine enough.

Later, it was established that she could not have seen Jeremy Quick’s truck. But I believe Tiffany saw what she said she saw, a red pickup truck parked in Jeremy Quick’s driveway, one that looked enough like his that she could confuse the two. I also believe that people around town had seen the other truck before, and that the claims of her being a liar were spurious and deliberate. 

Ass-covering, in other words.

Later on the night of the sixth, I came to town.

The weather had cycled up into the fifties and even the low sixties over the previous three days. But by the time I hit town, the sun had set and the temperatures had dropped again. The rivulets of meltwater in the ditches froze over with a thin film of ice, one that the kids would march around breaking in the mornings before they had to go to school, but the mud underneath didn’t freeze solid. The season was beginning to turn.

The first thing I did was stop at Jeremy Quick’s house. There were no vehicles, red or otherwise, in his driveway. I went up to the front door and rang the bell. Nobody home. I checked the front and back doors. The back door was locked but easily persuaded to open. I went in wearing Tyvek booties, a hairnet, and blue nitrile gloves. I wasn’t trying to prevent getting caught so much as I didn’t want to have left anything behind, if it turned out to be a crime scene. The house had been trashed. In addition, I didn’t see any evidence that Quick had left town on a trip. The house seemed disturbed, creaking and groaning and popping as I walked through it.
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