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Stupid ideas
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"GET IN," Dean said.

I lowered myself in the passenger side of his '72 Camaro, burgundy, dual racing stripes of an oyster color down the middle of the hood.

"Where are we going?" I said.

We were high school boys with nothing better to do.

Dean was always coming up with stupid ideas, but like most stupid ideas they just kind of faded out. And then one day he would pull up beside the curb again, all of those Chevy cylinders snarling like some beast looking to bust out of the zoo.

"Where do you think?" he said.

Anywhere from the local Dairy Queen to Reykjavik, Iceland. That would be Dean. I didn't take the question as a challenge.

"I don't know."

"It's time we hit the big time," he said. "I'm sick and tired of all this nickel-and-dime stuff."

I looked at him while he drove. Dean was intense, like the curls of his hair kept his mind all wound up. He was in his white T-shirt, a St. Christopher medal against the cotton.

"What nickel-and-dime stuff?" I said. Maybe I was egging him on, I don't know. One thing about Dean was that he was entertaining.

"I've got plenty of clothes for both of us," he said, and he clicked on the turn signal like a symphony conductor in a Beethoven passage. "We can buy you a toothbrush along the way."

We had school in the morning, not that it mattered to Dean. It did matter to me, though, that we make it through October of our junior year.

"Where you fixing on taking us?" I said.

"Get something good on the radio, will you? I hate the garbage they play."

I knew an answer would be along soon, but first he had to sling comments at somebody that was off-key in his strange orchestra. Dean was the one who was off-key, but you could never make him see that.

"You like this one?" I said. His radio had the big knobs and I worked to fine-tune the reception.

"Fort Knox," he said. His grin drew back enough to where his gold tooth flickered. The whole thing looked like it was staged, what with the federal gold depository being at Fort Knox, but Dean never really planned things out in advance.

Me and him had been friends since grade school. If we had met in high school, I don't know what kind of friends we would have been. We sort of saw the world differently.

"Kentucky?" I said.

"You got it, Karl."

It wasn't the first time we had been rolling east on I-90 out of Moses Lake. But very rarely did one of Dean's big plans get as far as Spokane. And I don't think I can ever remember crossing the border to Idaho.

"Why Fort Knox?" I said.

That forced him to size me up for a split second before looking back at the road. Dean was a good driver - eyes on the road, don't exceed the speed limit, use your turn signals. I don't think it had anything to do with our safety, it was the car he was worried about.

"Man," he said, "are you the stupidest idiot that ever come down the pike?"

I didn't mind it when Dean insulted me. That was just Dean being Dean.

"No."

"Gold," he said. "That's where they keep all that gold."

You know what, I figured he actually thought we were going to go and steal it. Nobody in their right mind would ever think of such a thing but here we were, eastbound on the highway.

"You can't steal it," I said.

"And why not?"

"Because they've already thought about people like you, Dean."

I think he took offense because he kind of knew what people like him were like. He slid his hands up the wheel to 11 and 1, then slid them back down to 7 and 5.

"What's that supposed to mean?" he said.

"It's really well guarded. You don't just open your trunk, fill it up, and drive off."

Dean took the next exit and we pulled to a stop beside an irrigation ditch.

"You know what your problem is?" he said. "No guts, that's what your problem is."

I was going to tell him his problem was no brains, but figured I had already insulted him enough. "Alright," I said, "let's go."

"Let's go?"

"You heard me."

The car backed up and little rocks popped underneath the tires. Dean found the access road. The green air of the fields blew through the driver's window, then out through mine.

"What do you want me to do?" he said.

"Drive to Kentucky." I stretched my legs.

"Sun's gone down," he said, like he was reporting the weather. He took the ramp up and over the highway, then got back on westbound.

"What are you doing?" I said.

"I know you want to go to your stupid classes in the morning."

Dusk was coming on fast. The sun had faded over the Columbia River and night belonged to the crickets.

"No," I said. "Let's go to Fort Knox."

Dean shifted his position in the bucket seat. "What will we do for money?"

"Steal it." I opened up the glove compartment and rifled through his papers.

"You mean rob people?" he said. "I don't keep anything like that in there."

"Then how do you think we're gonna pay for food, gas, and lodging?"

And then we went by one of those signs that said, "Food Gas Lodging Next Right."

"Forget I ever brought it up," he said. "We're going home."

I looked out the passenger window for a while even though there wasn't much you could see. The idea of robbery seemed okay to me. It didn't seem right or good or anything like that. But it seemed okay.

"Take the next exit," I said.

"Why?"

"You know why."

He did take it, and it brought us to the neon buzz of a Denny's on the outskirts of town. He shut the engine off but not the radio. "What?" he said.

"Between here and Kentucky, we will probably have to knock over at least two dozen places."

The curl almost left Dean's hair. "Knock over?"

"We may as well get started now."

He looked at the Denny's like all of that yellow on the night sky was the spotlight in a prison yard. One hand on the wheel and one hand on the stick shift, he was a study in confusion.

"Karl," he said, "do you think that's a good idea?"

"We're going to knock over Fort Knox - I think you can handle a Denny's."

From where we sat, you could catch the onion rings or something on the air. It made me hungry. I don't think Dean was thinking about food.

"But it isn't right," he said.

"Do you think it's right to steal the gold in Fort Knox?"

"That's different. That's the government."

I sat back in the deep vinyl and thought about what we should do. There was every reason to go to Denny's and pay for a meal. We could laugh about all that other talk on the way home.

Fort Knox. Nobody in their right mind would really try to do it.

"I think we should do it," I said.

"I can't - I'm scared."

I jabbed him in the shoulder. "That's the reason for doing it."

He leaned his head out the window, like he was just getting the last of the unburdened oxygen he would ever take in. I let my head go all the way back on the headrest. I had never done anything wrong, at least not a felony, and neither had Dean. Oh, he talked a good game, but he was even worse than me when it came to following the rules.

"Let's go home," he said.

"It's like this - if you don't do this now, you'll spend the rest of your life just following all their rules."

"I can do that."

"I'm not going to let you," I said. "I'm going to save you."

Because of the way my head was aimed by the contour of the headrest, I saw a light down the road almost calling to me over the sound of the crickets. The Dairy Queen was small and well off the highway, perfect for a robbery because of the walk-up window.

I liked thinking like a criminal. I almost forgot about Dean except I could hear the unbelievable stop-and-start pattern of his breathing. The kid was scared to death and I was just coming to life.

"Karl," he said, "can we go home now?"

"You're sitting in the driver's seat - you can do anything you want."

He started the engine. It sounded mean, like it was a dangerous extension of who we were. Then he put it in reverse.

"What are you looking at?" he said.

"Drive to the Dairy Queen."

After the car came around, I watched Dean's hand trip the black ornament of the floor-based gearshift. The black shape was a tiny planet minus land and sea, but it was our world. He slid it over hard left and moved it up in first.

"Down there?" he said, and drove that way.

The place was isolated and perfect, a good half mile from anything. I tapped the dashboard once we were on the edge of the parking lot, which was really just unmarked dirt.

"Stop here," I said.

We got out and met in front of the hood, Dean in his T-shirt, me in a light windbreaker. The left side of his mouth twitched and he put the palm of his right hand on one of the racing stripes.

"I don't think I can do it," he said.

"Then follow me. You won't have to do anything."

I took a step toward the restaurant and Dean followed. He tugged at the left hem of my jacket, either to stop me or to give himself a guide. We walked in sync four or five paces on.

The beating of my heart had drowned out his erratic breathing. I had to look over and make sure he was still there now that we were almost to the window. There was nobody around but me and Dean, Dean the nervous wheelman. And I was the one who was going to have to produce a credible threat. I stuck my right hand in the pocket of my windbreaker.

Martha Olmstead met us
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