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The weather is so hot you can hear the heat
textured of the locusts' hum above the clunk clunk clunk of horse
shoes on pavement, the "Onward ho!" chanting of the boys, and the
jangle-rattle of covered wagons moving slow through the sun warp of
midday. An entire wagon train of what's called "juvenile
delinquents" in Swanoochee County, them and their guards, with boys
on foot bearing orange flags like Bible-school banners to warn the
pissed-off Wal-mart truckers and farmers backed up on Highway 129
to the Florida line.

Trucks snorting smoke that makes the
flatwoods look like they've ignited.

"Oh man, come on!" says Adam, who is lunching
on crackers and Vienna sausages in front of the Delta at
Cornerville's crossing.

Last summer he'd missed the whole
show--cropping tobacco--but with a little luck and timing he'll now
get to watch them pass. That is, if his ride to the tobacco field
doesn't get to the crossing before the wagon train.

He resets his tarry work cap--SKOAL is almost
smudged into the black fabric from contact with his sappy
hands--and crosses the blazing apron of black top to the highway,
siting south between the west flank of buildings--the Delta, the
two-story brick Masonic Lodge and Hoot's Grocery--and the
courthouse square, on the east side, with its noon spread of oak
shades cordoned off by metal railings.

Watching the slow progress of the
western-style train bumping its way through his own little corner
of Southeast Georgia.

Oh, man! They're getting closer, the lead
rider in blue chambray prancing proud and high on his brown suede
horse, past the city limits sign, along the stretch of small frame
houses and touching oaks, into the valley of flocked shadows
stenciled on gravel. Headed for the crossing.

Cowboy boots and hats and silver spurs
flashing like sun on mirrors. "Onward ho!" rings out over the
little town where women just finishing their dinner dishes step to
the porches to watch, where a jury of men perch on the courtyard
railing and suspiciously eye the rank and file of horses and riders
and wagons covered for what reason with red emblems on the
sides:

"Vision Quest," a State-sponsored nightmare
materializing from the day's heat. Clunk clunk clunk,
jangle-rattle, Onward ho!

Where the road forks, tip of a triangle
designating the premises of Hoot's concrete block grocery, the
rider in blue chambray leads the wagon train along the west apex,
shortcut to 94, behind the side-by-side buildings fronting the apex
of 129.

"Oh man!" says Adam. "They going the other
way."

One quick check of the roads quartering the
town for the green pickup that will take him to the tobacco field.
No sign of it in the motorcade of thundering semis and log trucks
now waiting for the go signal at the town's sole red light.

He lopes down the weed alley between the
Delta and the Masonic Lodge, to the sandy open lot behind, where
the shortcut elbows with 94. Just in time to see the boys and men
dismount from the side-tracked train of horses and wagons, some
straggling off in their fancy western garb toward the Delta, others
taking to the liveoak shade across the shortcut.

Adam estimates twenty-five boys, ranging in
ages from twelve to sixteen--his own age--and four men, who he
can't help noticing escort the various groups. Not like guards
exactly, more like buddies.

But one of the older boys sits alone, high on
the silver-bradded black saddle of a black quarter horse behind the
last covered wagon. Black shirt, black pants, black hat. Even his
hair is black, the flossy kind that looks like it's been spray
painted on.

He swings down from the horse, legs like
tom-walkers, and tethers it to a hitch on the rear of the wagon.
Sulky-eyed, pouty-lipped, sure. Don't take nothing off of
nobody--that kind of boy.

Keeping a bead along the alley for his ride
to the tobacco field, Adam crab-walks over to the boy in black, now
standing next to his horse and adjusting his left stirrup. A fly
lights on the horse's sweat-lathered belly; its black hide quivers,
then settles like sand in water.

"Man, that's some horse!" says Adam, shining
his peg teeth.

The boy glances back at him, smirks, tugs the
shaped brim of his hat low to cover his fluid brown eyes. Strutting
around to the other stirrup, he drags one tan-stained hand along
the horse's rump.



Adam would like to peep inside the covered
wagon, but would never dare do something so nosey. He is curious
though about these fiberglass-tented wagons that look more suited
for a gear of cots and microwaves than camp-fire pots and bed
rolls.

Across 94, in the run-together yards of row
houses, men, women and children stand watching the wagon train, but
none cross to the other side, none speak.

Back at his stake out before the Delta, Adam
stands between the gas pump island and the store front and watches
the boys turnstile in and out the Delta doors and lean in the ledge
of shade along the white brick wall. Drinking colas from bottles,
slugging peanuts from plastic tubes, eating crackers in two
bites.

The last to go in, the boy in black, strolls
right past Adam, doesn't even look at Adam.

So far, except for one of the guards, nobody
has said a word to him. And the man with the strong face but mild
blue eyes, midway the line-up along the wall, had spoken only to
ask how far to the next town.

"Where y'all from?" Adam asks the boys in
general.

The boy on the left end, slim-hipped shy
type, who reminds Alex of himself, lowers his bottle, spews Coke.
"Where y'all frum?" he says.

The other boys snigger, the guard eyes
them.

Adam walks to the other side of the triple
gasoline tanks and stares south along 129. Now he wants the pickup
to come. Is itching for it to come. And tired. Till now, he hadn't
felt tired--up before daybreak, off to the fields, to strip the
tobacco stalks of their sandy rank leaves. Big as elephant ears.
Concentrating: a clutch of four leaves, no less than three, stuck
into the clamp on the never-ending chain of clamps, pulley grinding
up to the top level of the moving harvester where the stringers
snatch it free, then feeding down to the bottom level another and
another empty clamp to be filled by the croppers.

Adam shouldn't complain. He's cropped tobacco
the old-timey way too. On foot. Gummy leaves tucked under his arms
till the tractor-towed sled passes alongside the four-by-four rows,
at the mercy of the sky that one hour might bless you with rain,
then the next hour curse you with hail.

Adam figures it is the long shadow of the boy
in black bending across the concrete platform of gas tanks even
before the boy props on the right tank next to him, drinking Coke
from a can. Speaking low, so low Adam has to strain to hear.

"Hayseed like you wouldn't happen to have a
little stash on you, would you?"

"Stash?"

"You know"--the boy glances behind, tugs his
hat brim low--"reefer, marijuana."

Adam spits--Skoal. "Don't use it."

"You're kidding!"

Adam wags his head. Squints with dingy
eyewhites into the sun now targeting the courthouse jalousies
across the street.

"What you do for fucking fun around this
place?" The boy in black sweeps one arm south to north, like the
needle of a compass, coming to rest at the dip of Troublesome
Creek, beyond the red light.

Adam starts to not answer."All depends," he
says.

The sharp black dye of the boy's new clothes
stings his eyes.

The boy sips his Coke."What about girls?"

"What about `em?"

"You got any girls around...what's this
place?"

"Cornerville."

"Cornerville."He says it as if he's testing
the word. Or signing off.

Adam hopes so."Waiting on my ride to work.
Tobacco," he adds before the boy can ask.

"So-o-o, that's what you do around her for
fun, huh? Work?"

"Trying to get me a truck," says Adam. Not
altogether true. Since his daddy died a couple of years ago, Adam
has had to work during summer to help his mama keep his three
younger boys in tennis shoes and jeans. That, or go on welfare.

"Man, I swear!" says the boy. "I've had two
trucks already. Never worked out a fucking one."

Adam, who started out so polite he'd never
have considered saying what he's now about to say, says, "So that's
how come you to wind up on that horse, huh?" Doesn't come out
right, doesn't sound like punishment.

"Beats sitting in jail." The boy in black
looks down at his white-stitched black boots. Pointed toes beaked
up. "Beats working as a fucking field hand too."

Adam wanders out to the highway to look for
the green pickup, hoping the boy, who looks older but seems
younger, will be gone when he gets back.

He's still there, waiting and watching with
those sulky dark eyes.

"Yeah," Adam says where he left off thinking,
"but you can't come and go when you like, can you?"

"Well, that all depends," says the boy,
glancing again at the guard posted like a Marlboro ad on the white
brick wall. "See, what we do," he hisses close, "is start
protesting about not doing normal stuff, you know what boys our age
would normally be doing--going to movies, shooting pool and all.
And pretty soon the government head doctors get together and pull
us off the train for a while. Take us into town, and..."

"Sounds like a kindergarten field trip to
me."

"Ha!" The boy circles out from the gas tanks,
pouty lips pursed, then back again, whispering to Adam. "You ought
to seen the girls last farm we camped on, other side of the Florida
line."

He nods south. "All over us. Had two in one
night." He cuts his eyes at the guard again. "Together."

"Together?"

"Sister act."

Adam doesn't repeat "sister act" just thinks
it. Oh man! "How'd y'all arrange that?"

"Well, first the girls put on a show..."

"No, I mean, how'd you fellows get your
guards..."

"Guardians."

"...your guardians to let y'all go to the
girls."

"They come to us, man!" He nudges Adam's arm.
"They fucking do it all the time! I'm talking bad girls."
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