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A blue water tower watched over everything. It was just there, was all.

And there I was in the valley, talking to Derek and a few other guys. We weren't talking about anything, or we were just some boys talking about how tall you would want to be if you could choose your height.

I said 6 foot 5, but at 16 years old I had very little chance of reaching it.

This boy came up to us and I had never seen him before. I figured he must have known somebody else even if I couldn't tell who. Nobody said hello.

The boy was not 6 feet, but his eyes took the brown of the earth and his hair did what it wanted to do.

All I knew when I saw him was, I wanted to take him to the water tower. Somehow or other I had to be with him. We would walk the earth to the water, was how I saw it. The tower was a mile or two on foot, but it was like the temple in the land of make-believe that keeps getting farther away as you get closer. I couldn't stop thinking about him standing there.

"Anybody wanna go to the water tower?" I said.

Everybody looked at me strange, including him, but he was the one who said yes. The tower didn't seem so far away anymore. The others made excuses for why they couldn't go and next thing I knew I was walking with him.

"What's at the tower?" he said, his voice like the whistle of a train gone down the line, something I had to catch up to.

I was going to lose him if I didn't say the right thing. This was my first time really talking to a guy when it meant so much. I took a short stride, then a longer one. "I never went there before," I said.

My answer was as stupid as talking about how tall you wanted to be, but his half smile cancelled it out.

"Me neither," he said.

"It's blue."

He looked at me before he took his glasses off. "Do you know all those guys?" he said.

"Are you looking for somebody?"

For my sake, he needed to put the glasses back on. I wanted something artificial in the way, something I could see through but couldn't walk through. It was either that or I was gonna lose myself to him way too fast.

He just held his glasses in his hand. "They didn't introduce you," he said.

"Sam."

"Archie."

I went to shake his hand but it wasn't free. He put the glasses on and then he laughed when we finally did shake hands. I couldn't laugh at all. Trying to make him like me was serious business.

"They painted it blue," I said, just to make sure he didn't forget how stupid I was.

Summer gave you green in the valley and blue on the hill. We turned and the grade got really steep. Now we were mountain climbers if we could get to the top.

"I can see it's blue," he said. His remark sounded cold.

That's when I knew the train was gone. The train that carried Archie away from me was so far gone that the only thing left was the whistle.

"It used to be silver," I said, and pointed at the tower, though we were starting to lose it to the angle of the hill.

"What are we going to do when we get there?" he said.

"It's just there, is all."

All my defenses were gone. All my hopes were gone. The sun was gone, too, over the hill, but we would find it again when we got to the crest. It still had a couple hours of drop to go before it finally rolled over the mountains beyond the sea. No, I had no idea what we were going to do at the water tower. I wasn't exactly experienced at this kind of thing.

"Let's stop here," he said.

The streets cut thin terraces in the side of the hill. Long and flat, the lawns made an infinite parking strip.

"How come?" I said.

"I gotta go home."

I looked down the street. "Where's that?"

"Not far."

"Don't you wanna go to the tower?"

"I already know it's blue," he said.

The argument was over. He hated me and that was that. Of course, I should have kept my mouth shut.

"Yeah, it's blue," I said, "but that's not why we were going there."

"Then why?"

"I don't know."

What a natural I was when it came to talking to boys I liked.

Archie took his glasses off and I wished he would stop doing that. If anything, the earth of his eyes got richer. He took a few steps to the south.

"I'll see you around," he said.

"Is this the street you live on?"

"No."

Half a block off, he was a clear vision. The shirt was a lemon yellow, like the sun we were supposed to get a couple more hours out of. But Archie was finding the horizon in the world we briefly shared.

I had nothing but seconds remaining, 12 of them, 13 at the most, then I wasted half. "How can I find you?" I said.

"What for?"

"To go to the tower."

He walked backwards. "Because it's blue?"

I knew what he meant.

The heat of the missing sun found me, except it was really the warmth of the blood running in my face. I walked north. Eventually, I went downhill and got back to the level of the valley.
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Those guys were gone when I got there. One of them had to know who Archie was. I could go to their houses one by one and ask them. Of the four winds, the one I chose to follow first was the south. Derek lived down there, near the park with the madrona trees.

"You know that guy that came up to us?" I said.

Derek invited me in with a big wave. The kitchen backed him up in friendly yellow. He stood in the middle of it, isolated on the large floor. "Yeah?" he said.

"What's his last name?"

"I don't know him." Derek didn't leave that one square in the middle of the floor.

The only thing I had gotten out of Archie was his first name. Everything else, like where he was from and what he wanted, I couldn't say.

"He didn't mention my name," Derek said, "did he?"

"No."

Sooner or later he went to the refrigerator and held the door open wide. He looked at things without taking any. "He picked you out of a crowd," he said, and gave me a look. "You're the one that he wants."

I wished it had happened like that. I was pretty sure it didn't. Derek was joking around and I was just going to let him. But I was getting the feeling that something was off.

He hadn't lost the smile, only it looked different somehow. "Do you like him like that?" he said.

These were the last words I ever expected to hear out of Derek. I almost said the last thing I could ever imagine myself saying, which was yes. Instead, I gave him a laugh that could not possibly have convinced either one of us.

He was my best friend but neither one of us said too much. For instance, we had never talked about who we liked. I never told that stuff to anybody, and didn't plan to. Derek did introduce me to his girlfriends, though. He would usually have them for a few weeks. Then he would just move on.

My next stop was going to be the west wind, but it was dangerously close to where Archie had walked off to. I didn't want to stumble onto his place by mistake, not until I had time to memorize my lines.

So I went east up the other hill, near the old school. It was where Thurston lived. He wasn't even named after anybody in his family, even though you would think he was with a name like that.

His mother answered the door. "Honey, I'm sorry," she said, "but he's walking the dog."

I asked her for the dog's normal route because I would catch up with them.

And there they were, three and a half blocks from home, both of them smiling as big as the summer wind. Cal really was named after something, the state of California, which was where he came from originally.

"You know that guy who came up to us?" I said.

Cal wanted to move on but Thurston held him back. "Yeah, that guy."

"Do you know who he is?"

"I thought he was a friend of yours."

The next wind I followed was the north, where you could find James's apartment. It wasn't really his, but he lived there with some people. He told me one time that he was from California but he told me not to tell. He didn't say why. I knew how to keep a secret.

One of the people he stayed with, a woman, answered the door. "You must be looking for James," she said.

"Yeah."

"I haven't seen him in a fortnight. Do you know what a fortnight is?"

"I know."

Somebody in the background invited me in. I imagined they were British or something because nobody would use that word.

"Are you James's friend?" the man said.

"Yeah, I just talked to him like an hour ago."

"Where?" the woman said, arriving back from the kitchen with a tall drink.

I started to wonder if James was British but that he had picked up an American accent.

"At the playfield."

"Oh," she said, "are they having those outdoor movies tonight?"

"I don't know." I wanted to leave but I also wanted to stay. There had to be answers somewhere. "Can you hear the sea lions at night?"

"Loud as a pancake," the man said.

Without a word, the woman took her drink to the kitchen.

I waited for the punch line about pancakes but all the man did was turn the TV down. There was nothing you could do that would make a pancake loud. Maybe he meant he couldn't hear the sea lions barking in the waters of the locks.

"Do you know Archie?" I said.

"Archie, Archie." The man stroked his chin, the TV remote
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