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My friends get me in the middle of this line dance and all I want is out.

I stagger off, hoping that no one will notice. They carry on with the dance, which they are pretty good at. I'm kind of impressed.

I've never really seen this before but now I'm in a country-and-western part of the country. This is where I came for college, and my friends somehow decided we had to go dancing.

This other guy gets out of line, too. He's not with our group. He's with this other group that has military haircuts, so I'm guessing they came from the Air Force base. We end up on the same side of the room because the dance must have tossed us that way.

"You're no good," he says.

I laugh. "Neither are you."

Most of the tables are empty because a lot of people are on the floor. We sit down at one of them.

"They better leave me out of it," he says.

I go, "They told me I could learn."

We laugh again. He's friendly. The room, too, is really warm. The wood gives it this orangey appearance, like it's your favorite blanket. I like the music a lot. As long as they don't make me dance to it, I'm down with country.

"You from the college?" he says.

"Yeah." Now I can say what I've been thinking. "You from the base?"

He rubs his hand along the side of his head, where it's shaved close. That's the answer.

I can't think of anything to say. The reason we came here, me and my friends, was to have some fun. Most of them are really nice people. I think we came with 10 or 12 of us, guys and girls like half and half.

The military guys are by themselves, so I suppose they came here looking for girls. This guy that I'm with, I figure he can get any girl he wants. He looks the part of the nice young Airman. I don't think he's from around here but like I said before, neither am I.

We are hiding out from our groups so they don't try and get us back out on the floor. The guys from his group are out there. They've done this line dance thing before, I can see. My friend must be new in town.

"You wanna get out of here?" he says.

Like me, I think he wants to make sure they can't find him when they come looking for him to dance.

"Sure," I say.

I'm not thinking too much about it. I do want out. We'll stand outside for a while, then come back in when the coast is clear. Besides, this part of the country has got stars.

The night sky is on fire with them. You trade the yellow warmth of the room, plus that country music, for the black silence you find out here. It's kind of cool.

The space is open. Cars are parked around in the dirt. There isn't that much to it.

The guy goes, "Are you gonna have to drive your girlfriend home or something?"

"No."

I look at the sky but I'm still paying attention to him.

"My car's over here," he says.

I don't know what that means. He wants to show it to me or he wants to go for a ride. I think I can tell which car he's pointing toward. It's nice. Looks like a late-model Mustang. The lighting isn't that good but I think the car is red.

"Is that one yours?" I say, and I'm pointing, too.

"Yeah."

Even in the dark, you can tell he's proud of it.

"You wanna go for a ride?" he says.

"Okay."

He opens the passenger door. I was right. It's a red Mustang, brand-new. When I get in, it's like getting inside his world because he's got dice and other stuff hanging from the rearview mirror. If I could look at all of it, it would tell me who he is.

"What's your name?" he says.

"Max."

"Clay." He puts out his hand.

I shake it.

He turns on the engine and it's doing the talking for him.

"Nice car," I say.

"Thanks."

We're southbound before he asks another question.

"Where you wanna go?"

"This is fine."

He's got us on the highway now, which would take us to the Air Force base. It isn't that far. We don't say anything during the ride. What I'm thinking is that I like this. The car is comfortable and nobody knows where I am. Clay, who I don't know, is almost a friend. I look at him while he drives. Something about him makes me trust him. I think it's because he's calm behind the wheel.

The exit he takes brings us to a back road, which he also takes. He drives a ways along it, then pulls over and shuts off the engine.

"You can get a good look," he says, "at the runway lights."

They form some kind of design on the desert floor. I can see why we came. It's like neon art. I'm glad he brought me.

"Wow," I say.

"It's pretty cool, isn't it?"

"Yeah, I've never been here."

He turns on the radio. He has a rock station on there. "Oh wait," he says.

He gets a country station on there and I wonder why. Does he think that's what I like?

"I listen to it," he says, "but I don't wanna dance."

I tap my foot where he won't see it.

We just kind of listen for a while, plus we watch the runway lights. There aren't any planes coming in. Maybe they've shut it down for the night. I could ask him if they do night training sometimes but it doesn't really matter to me one way or the other. Maybe he's also thinking of things to say.

He goes, "You were with those people?"

"Most of us live at the dorm."

He's asking me so that I'll introduce him to some of the girls when we get back. That's cool. He's a nice guy. I'm pretty sure they would really like to meet him. I'm glad that I met him. We don't live in the same world but maybe he'll be there next time we come back. Or maybe he'll end up as the boyfriend of one of the girls I know.

"We don't have to sit in the car," he says, and gets out.

I get out, too.

I'm a long ways from home. The first semester is well under way, so I've gotten used to college. But now I'm out here on the edge of the Air Force base. I don't know that much about the military.

"I work on the flight line," Clay says.

"Oh." I don't know what he's talking about.

He puts his arm around my shoulder, then points with his free hand toward the runway. He leans in until our eyes will track on the same path.

"It's off in the distance," he says.

"Okay."

I don't see anything. I think the "okay" means that there is something alright about standing here with him.

I never had a girlfriend or anybody like that. It's not like I haven't thought about it but I was busy with school. I want to ask Clay who he's looking for but I don't have the nerve to just say it. Also, I'm not sure how you phrase that type of question.

If Clay is thinking about saying something, he's no better at it than I am. We don't dance, that's who we are. We just look at runway lights. He no longer points out there. His other hand comes off my shoulder.

"I graduated this year," he says.

"Then joined the Air Force?"

The question doesn't need an answer. Clay walks back toward the car so I do, too. He opens the driver's door. He must see that I'm following.

"No," he says, "I wanna show you something."

He digs around in the backseat. I'm waiting a number of steps from the car. This seems awkward, like I'm in the wrong place, if you can be in the wrong place when you're in the middle of nowhere.

Clay comes up with a coat or something, red with white. "I played baseball," he says.

His team jacket is still in good shape. We aren't that far out of high school.

"What position?" I say.

"Third."

He hands me the jacket. I look it over. It's very nice but I don't have any other questions.

"Put it on," he says.

I do. It feels good whether I want it to or not. I start thinking I'm a baseball player and I take a couple swings like I'm going through my routine for getting ready at the plate. I've seen those guys on TV.

"Did you play?" Clay says.

"No."

If I had played, we would have something to talk about. As it is, we don't.

He shows me his own plate routine. He's one of those guys who like to scuff the dirt, and probably scuff out the back line of the batter's box.

"I didn't like sliders," he says, "so I joined the Air Force."

That must make sense to him.

"Did you have a girlfriend in high school?" I can't believe the words are out of my mouth.

"Yeah."

I'm waiting for more. There's got to be more. You can't just say yes and then stop talking.

"What about you?" he says.

"I hung out with some people when I wasn't too busy."

I hung out with a group of people. I never went on a date with like one person. That's probably what Clay wants to know and I'm not gonna tell him.

"Did you date some girl?" he says.

"I went to like dances and stuff."

Clay knows that I don't dance. And I know he doesn't either. Maybe he took his girlfriend to the movies and things like that.

He goes over and digs in the backseat again. This time he comes up with two mitts and a baseball. In the darkness, the ball somehow has a white glow to it.

He goes, "Here," and hands me a mitt.

From about 10 feet apart, we just flip the ball back and forth. Like everything else about this evening, it doesn't make a lot of sense. But we just keep doing it.

"You played Little League," he
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