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I CARRY a gallon of blue paint, no lid, across the road.

Geoffrey carries the other gallon, also blue.

"What about the white line?" he says, because he wants to slop paint on it like a child.

"There's no horsing around."

To me this is serious business. I'm doing it for the kid that I cannot seem to find. It's a sign of his role in my life. I'm not saying this will bring him around, I'm just saying I have to do something, like I have to go through with this. Nothing else has worked and school is almost over.

I did ask some people at school if they knew of a Larry almost my height and with hair that was a light color, which I shouldn't have said because it sounded suspicious. Like his hair color would mean something to me. I don't know, maybe it does.

Anyway, they wanted to know why I wanted to find him. I didn't want to tell them that, so I stopped asking around for a while. On paper, I'm not supposed to be anything like the lonesome boy I have turned into. But I did say it out loud when I would visit the pond and imagine those conversations.

"Because I don't see how I can live without him."

In some of the real conversations about finding the kid who said his name was Larry, I would tell people that we were assigned to work on some school project together and all I knew was what the assistant principal told me about Larry's appearance. Then they wanted to know about the project and I made up something about a school safety committee, which may or may not exist. It was a lame cover story. Finally I let the whole thing drop and I only got one or two follow-up questions on how things were coming along with the safety committee. Great, I told them.

You don't really cross the road that much in the daytime, what with the highway traffic, but at night it doesn't seem that wide and you just walk across in a matter of seconds even when you're carrying paint, which is kind of heavy.

We don't walk very smoothly, way off balance like we are. Our shoes scuff the hard dirt, then we reach the concrete that fronts the entrance to Sylvia's Hot Dogs, the place on the other side of the road from Larry's Burgers Deluxe. The moon and stars that light us up also make Geoffrey look lost.

"Neil?" he says.

I walk closer to the glass panes, which are angled. A good 20 feet above us, they lean toward the road. The letters, red with yellow trim, are only shades of gray right now. The blue paint I hurl across the lower ones is only another shade of gray.

Geoffrey also misses most of the letters but gets a lot of glass. He jumps back. We'll find out later how much of the paint we got on ourselves.

"Let's go," I say.

A car is coming from the east, high beams on. I can see now how much of the paint Geoffrey took. He looks like the canvas for a bad work of art, bucket in hand. I can only hope the driver is paying attention to the road.

"He saw us," Geoffrey says.

"No, he didn't."

This is what Josephine wanted, an attack on the rival cafe. We got some paint on their front window and maybe we got some of the letters, too. I am not sure if it was a success or not.

Me and Geoffrey cross over the highway and stash the buckets in the shed out back of our own cafe. That's what Josephine told us to do when we were done.

I'm glad it's over with and now we're walking away from the shed, away from all this proof of how dumb we are. It's dark when we finally get well to the north of the highway, lost in the desert scrub, but we have walked it a million times before.

Geoffrey takes out his flashlight.

"He saw us," he says. "I know he did."

"What if he did?"

"He could squeal on us."

You have to know how to talk to Geoffrey.

"Are you gonna get a new battery for that thing?"

We walk in silence. You can see better if you aren't yakking all the time. I'm not thinking that much about what we did because everything just feels like I'm going through the motions.

Geoffrey finally stops trying to shake the last rays out of the flashlight.

"How come we done that?" he says.

"Larry said so."

"Really?"

Geoffrey knows I'm lying and so do I.

"Alright," I say, "Josephine said so."

"But she got it from Larry, right?"

"Yeah, of course."

I live about a mile north of the highway. Always did ever since I was born. Geoffrey, he wasn't born here but he started kindergarten here.

"I don't wanna get in trouble," he says.

He's the same age as me. Every day, we ride the big yellow bus that takes us to high school, where the school year is still going because of the snow last winter.

"You're not gonna get in trouble," I say. Then I think about the blue footprints that probably go straight to that shed. "What size shoe do you wear?"

"She said do it, right?"

Josephine would throw us under the bus, that's for sure. She would never admit to telling us to do it. Besides, I did it for my own reasons, not hers.

If a car was coming out of the east, then they would most likely stop at Larry's for burgers. The cars coming out of the west would find it easier just to pull in at Sylvia's for hot dogs but Josephine wants them to cross the center line, a left turn that's either legal or illegal. I'm not sure which. Anyway, that was the idea behind our crime.

Me and Geoffrey work at Larry's Burgers Deluxe for minimum wage. Josephine is the boss. I've never seen Larry. Nobody has ever seen Larry.

Rumor has it he wears a camel-tan suit, a white shirt, and a white tie. I don't know if that's true or not. Sometimes I change it in my head and he's wearing all yellow, including yellow shoes.

"What?" I say, because I remember that Geoffrey asked me something or other.

"It's gonna be alright, isn't it?"

"If you call 30 years of hard time alright."

Geoffrey squeaks like a mouse. "Neil, you're scaring me."

"Don't wear those shoes to school."

Geoffrey is pretty gullible but there I was throwing blue paint on their windows mainly because Josephine said so. Come to think of it, me and Geoffrey were off the clock. We aren't even getting paid for our crime.

The only one who stands to gain is the owner, if he exists. I'm doing 30 years of hard time in the state prison so he can sell a few hamburgers. It hardly seems right.

These are not the planted fields before us now. Out here, we're only growing tumbleweeds and things like that. Speaking of which, one of them rolls across our path.

"You finish your homework?" I say.

"Not yet."

"Me neither."

I'm supposed to write a paper about something exciting that happened to me. All I can think of is throwing blue paint on a restaurant window for the great cause of trying to mess up their business. Like an idiot, that's probably what I'm going to write because nothing else comes to mind.

"What's your paper gonna be?" Geoffrey says.

He's in the same class.

"Okay, whatever you do," I say, "don't write about this."

"What do you take me for?"

"Because I'm gonna write it."

I can sort of see him looking at me, no matter how dark it is. If I know Geoffrey, he is squinting like a bright morning has caught him without sunglasses.

"Do you think that's a good idea?" he says.

"No, I think it's an incredibly stupid idea."

Geoffrey never questions what I do. He should but he doesn't.

"Nine and a half," he says.

I know what he means. That's kind of how our conversations go.

"I wear a 10 and a half," I say.

I think Geoffrey is looking down at his shoes. He almost stumbles when we enter the riverbed, which is as dry as it can get.

"I won't write about it," he says.

"Good."

You can tell he wants to know if I really intend to do it. It would be easy because it's fresh in my mind. Besides, I have to get something on paper by morning.

Distant Horizons Trailer Park comes up after we clear the riverbed. This is where I go right and Geoffrey goes left.

"See you in the morning," he says.

He gives me a wave but this is not how Geoffrey says goodnight. I know him better than that.

"What?" I say.

"I'm scared."

"You did it for Larry."

"But I never met Larry."

I look at the Milky Way because I figure that's what movie stars would do.

"Nobody ever met Larry," I say.

That's what he wanted to hear. He lowers that wave from the night sky and his face is easier to see now.

"I'll write about that time," he says, "when you drowned in Shepherd's Pond."

"That ain't true."

"I can't write about what we done tonight."

I have only told him a little bit about last November, which is what he's talking about. He thinks I was alone.

"Yeah," I say, "write about the pond."

Shepherd's Pond takes many forms, depending on the season. I can't believe we're still in school in July but I guess it's only the 1st of the month. They're giving us the Fourth off.

The lights are on when I get home. We've got a real nice double-wide. The air-conditioning runs all night long.

Somebody made me a sandwich, either my mother or my father. They both make them good. I'll be able to figure it out once I take off the wrapper.

I don't have any brothers or sisters. It would be fun to have them, I imagine, but I don't. Geoffrey has two older sisters who graduated from our high school. In fact, they have long since left this place. I think one of them got married and I think the other
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