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An idea, like a ghost, must be spoken to a little before it will explain itself.


—Charles Dickens





Chapter One


Though rumors of Jolie Hoyt’s star-crossed romance with Sam Lense would dog her reputation for many years to come, in truth their grand affaire was a little short of grand: barely three months long, and as quickly ended as it had begun.


To the casual observer, it bore all the earmarks of a swift, overheated bit of late-adolescent romance and might never have happened at all if not for the inspired manipulations of Jolie’s best friend, Lena Lucas, who would later rise to minor-celebrity status as the dashing wife of an international televangelist darling. Lena would often be seen on TV, sitting in the front pew of her husband’s enormous church and beaming up at him with childlike devotion.


But those days were far in the future, and back then, in the final weeks of summer ’96, Lena was technically not even legal, being seven months shy of her eighteenth birthday. She’d come late to Jolie’s childhood, halfway through their freshman year of high school, when Lena’s father had retired from the air force and taken a part-time job managing a KOA campground in the tiny backwater of Hendrix, two hours southwest of Tallahassee, between the Apalachicola River and the coast. Their meeting was inevitable as Hendrix was hardly more than a crossroads—a scattering of bait shops and churches and listing cracker dogtrots and trailers, with nothing but the river and the National Forest to recommend it.


Lena had caused a stir the moment she set foot in town, for reasons of her personality, which was effervescent, and her looks, which were extraordinary. She was northern Italian on her mother’s side and had inherited all the attendant excitability a Milanese DNA might imply, along with the copper-blond hair, olive skin, and charming, pointed-chin smile. It made for a potent package, and added to the general astonishment of her beauty was the small matter of her dress. Her father’s last berth had been at Homestead Air Force Base outside Miami, where Lena had adopted a casual, seminaked personal style: bikini string tops and frayed jean shorts; pink toenails and well-worn flip-flops.


To say that it was a compelling combination would be a great understatement: when she went to work for her father at the counter of the concession stand at fifteen, she’d inadvertently caused a countywide run on live crickets and bait minnows. Jolie’s brother, Carl, was among the stampede of local men wanting to make her acquaintance. Being an unrepentant skirt chaser and fine sampler of local female flesh, he made it his business to hard-sell Lena on salvation and bring her to his father’s church, El Bethel Assembly. Ostensibly this was to save her soul, though Jolie surmised that he was really looking for a place to keep her in semivirginal storage while he finished sowing his wild oats.


Jolie never delved too far into the arrangement, but she had an eye for the colorful and a taste for the eccentric, and she and Lena became quick and inseparable friends. They proved perfect foils for each other as Jolie was her near opposite: brooding and inverted, and a singularly local product—a direct descendant of the two hardy Hoyt brothers who’d sailed to Spanish West Florida from Edinburgh in the trackless days of colonial trading, half a century before General Jackson began clearing the swamps of the Indians. With true Scotch efficiency, they had adjusted to the alien culture by marrying a string of hardworking, thirteen-year-old Indian wives. Between them, they produced a virtual tribe of handsome, half-breed children who shunned outside interference and intermarried with their Scotch-Indian cousins for decades to come. Jolie was, at eighteen, a perfect example of their legacy: tall and dark-haired and fair-skinned, with a level, hazel gaze and a natural reticence made worse by the loss of her mother to breast cancer when Jolie was three. Her grief had cut deep and all but silenced her.


Lena proved outgoing enough to breach the great silence, and after Carl was foisted off to Bible school in punishment for a minor moral lapse, she’d practically moved into the parsonage with Jolie and her father; she even joined El Bethel. There, she was duly saved and baptized and Spirit-filled, though she confided to Jolie that she would never give up makeup or dancing or wearing practically invisible bikinis, not unless the angel Gabriel himself required it. This sort of good-natured defiance wouldn’t have been tolerated in an earlier day, but by the midnineties, Bethel had shrunk to a few dozen faithful members, mostly old ladies (the Sisters, Lena called them, because they were called thus: Sister Noble or Sister Lynne or Sister Wright), who gave themselves fully to the Pentecostal experience, with waved hankies and shouts and many messages in tongues. Physically, it was nothing more than a simple country church of the sort that you see all over the South, white and unassuming, perched on the side of the road in the shape of a large shoebox. There were Sunday-school rooms below and a sanctuary above, small and Pentecostal-spare, with concrete floors and hard wooden pews, a faded banner from the 1925 glory days still attached to the ceiling behind the pulpit, pale lavender inscribed in Gothic script: Without a vision the people perish.


The Sisters called it the Tabernacle.


Lena joined Jolie as official church pet, their bond only strengthening as they finished high school and became ever more dedicated to the high calling of art (both were fledgling artists), joined in a single overweening ambition: to get out of Hendrix, as soon as they could, forever and amen. To that end, they excelled at every art class offered at Cleary High, hoping to snag scholarships at some up-and-coming art school, knowing they were at the mercy of staid admission boards, as their fathers were good men but hadn’t much in the way of educational funds.


But Jolie and Lena were both bright and naturally gifted, and certain they’d win favor in some corner. After settling on design as their major (thanks in no small part to the popularity of Designing Women), they had set about their first official project: redecorating the living room of the parsonage, a dicey proposition as Brother Hoyt had given them a budget of precisely $25. Fortunately, both of them were natural-born junkers and they spent the better part of their senior year mixing paint and cruising garage sales and rebuilding old lamps and tables that the Sisters had donated to the project. The result was colorful and strange and apt to change by the week as new paint or plants or lumber was donated or otherwise uncovered. Some weeks, the room was calm and natural, with fern-green walls and khaki slipcovers and muted rugs. Some weeks, the walls were brilliant red, the pillows turquoise, the wood floors bare, only the slipcovers (too expensive to change) the same. Whether it was going well or falling apart, the girls kept their weekends free and spent their Friday nights in Cleary, and their Saturdays forty miles west in Panama City, where they lay on the beach and cruised the strip and ate 99-cent bean burritos at Taco Bell.


So it went, till college acceptance letters were sent out in October, when contrary to all prediction Lena had snagged a full scholarship at Savannah College of Art and Design (SCAD), while Jolie was turned down flat, her ACTs not up to par; too weak in math, a helpful counselor had penciled in the margin on her official letter of rejection. She’d been so set on SCAD that she hadn’t applied elsewhere, and as graduation approached, her single option was a need-based grant to a community college thirty miles away, which she would commute to in the same rattling school bus she had ridden into town to Cleary High.


She pretended indifference, but as their senior year passed and graduation was upon them, Lena became increasingly convinced that if Jolie was left in Hendrix to her own devices, she would bail on college altogether and backslide into the aimless half-life she’d led before they met: hanging out with the old Sisters at church; lounging around her bedroom, listening to AM radio. Lena worried over it for months and, in the end, came up with a purely Milanese solution. What Jolie needed, Lena decided, was a man. And not just any man. Jolie needed a husband, in the strictest Roman sense of the word, one who’d stare down the Hoyts and rescue her from Hendrix and, in return for good, regular sex, serve as the springboard to the rest of her life.


Once she made up her mind, Lena was nothing if not tenacious and she spent most of the summer searching high and low for such a man, which wasn’t the easiest thing in the world, in Hendrix. She had no success at all till the brink of her departure, on the third Saturday in August, when Sam Lense appeared like an answer to prayer at the high counters of the KOA commissary, checking in for a four-month stay. Lena volunteered to give him the official tour and, by supper, had extracted an encyclopedic amount of information on his past, present, and future plans.


He was South Miami–born, the youngest of three sons, and a first-semester grad student at UF, in Hendrix for a single semester, on some sort of field grant with the Department of the Interior (or maybe UF). Lena didn’t pay too much attention to his academic qualifications: he was blunt, talkative, straight, and single, and the chances of his staying in Hendrix one hour longer than his degree required were absolutely nil. To Lena, that was qualification enough.


Oh, he had his shortcomings: he was too old for Jolie, and something less than tall, and talking Jolie into going on a date with a Yankee would be such a pain in the butt. But beggars couldn’t be choosers. Truth be told, Jolie had more than a few caveats of her own. She had the essential attributes (that is, the breasts) to attract a man, but her religion was weird, her personal style slouchy, and her xenophobia an ongoing battle. The Hoyts’ treatment of strangers was both hostile and secretly superior, as the Hoyts were shiftless, but smart, and they knew it.


Fortunately, Sam Lense looked to be a pretty sharp cookie himself, with the well-fed, horndog look of a man who’d never met a breast he didn’t like. Lena was cautiously optimistic that Jolie’s sulkiness would prove a minor distraction to such a man; her petulance trumped by her tits, so to speak.


With the craftiness of a master spy, Lena withheld all hint of a fix-up and waited till late in the afternoon of their final Friday-night-go-to-town supper to call Jolie at the parsonage, and in her best fake you’re-going-to-kill-me voice, Lena confessed that she had invited someone to come along—a guy from the campground. No, Jolie hadn’t met him. His name was Sam and he was from Miami. He’d been there only a week.


Jolie’s response was quick and expected. “God help us, Lena—you’re not trying to fix me up with another stray from the campground? On our last weekend? Is nothing sacred?”


Lena knew she was busted, but lied with great conviction. “It’s not a fix-up. He’s just some guy I met, doing some kind of study with the museum, doesn’t know a soul. I told him about the shrimp special at the café and he asked to come—and what was I supposed to do? Say no?”


“Does he know how old you are?” Jolie inserted curiously, as Lena’s being underage had made her the subject of a few local cautionary tales.


“Yes, he knows how old I am,” Lena answered patiently. “I told you, it’s not a date. Gosh, Jol, he’s just a nice guy—not one of your local plowboys looking for someone to iron their clothes and sweep their trailer. It’ll do you good to meet him—give you a taste of the Big World outside of Hendrix.”


There was a prolonged silence on the phone, an almost audible rolling of the eyes, though Lena could detect a thawing. “Come and go to supper with us, and if anything good is playing, we can go to the movies—or not,” she inserted, knowing she’d overstepped. “We’ll eat supper and come straight home. I need to finish packing anyway.”


Jolie exhaled a pained breath at the reminder of her abandonment, but in the end relented, if grudgingly. “Okay. But listen, Lena, if you get carried away and invite him to the beach, I swear I’ll call Daddy and have him come and get me. I will.”


Lena was never more charming than after a successful seduction. “Deal,” she sang, then without pause asked, what was Jolie wearing? What did her hair look like? Did she have on eyeliner?


“I thought he was just some guy from the campground. That it wasn’t a date.”


“It isn’t,” Lena assured her. “But go put on some eyeliner, Jol. You look so much better with eyeliner. Just a little brown eyeliner, and lip gloss—the melon one I got you for Easter. Be there in a jiff,” she squeaked, and, before Jolie could answer, was gone.





Chapter Two


Jolie was left standing in the hot, still hallway of the old parsonage, phone in hand, more than a little steamed at the turn in the evening’s plans, thinking, Wonderful, another evening spent with one of Lena’s Brilliant Blind Dates.


The last one—some guy named Greg that Lena had also met at the campground—had turned out to be a distant cousin on Jolie’s mother’s side.


Jolie had thought he looked strangely familiar all night, and halfway through salad, a bell went off in her head.


“My God,” she breathed, “you’re Aint Cynthia’s nephew. You got a twin named Phil. Your daddy works at Gulf Power.”


He had been good-natured enough about it, had roared with laughter in acknowledgment that marrying outside the tribe in Hendrix wasn’t the easiest thing on earth, if you were a Hoyt.


He’d even tried to kiss her good-night and, at her rebuff, explained, “Hell, it’s not like you’re my sister or something. We wouldn’t have three-headed children.”


Jolie told him, not unkindly, “Son, I’ll shoot myself in the head before I’d date a Hoyt.”


“Your loss.” He laughed and, as he climbed into his truck, had called back, with true Hoyt élan: “Gimme a call when you git off that high horse.”


Jolie had put her foot down about any more fix-ups after that, but Lena was a force of nature in her sparrowlike way and wasn’t to be denied. With nothing more than a grunt of exasperation, Jolie hung up the phone and went to her bedroom off the front porch (the parsonage was older than the church and had many odd structural details: bedroom door off the porch; semi-attached kitchen). She sat at the dinged and dented old vanity that had once belonged to her mother, working to add a little harlotlike color to her hazel-green eyes.


She went about it with little skill and great melancholy, astoundingly sad the summer was so quickly over: the beach and the bikinis, the lazy afternoons on the dock at the campground, the shopping junkets to the flea market in Dothan. She couldn’t imagine what she’d do when Lena was gone and couldn’t help but be annoyed that their last supper together had been complicated by a stray from the campground.


For young or old, date or nondate, he was no doubt already firmly under Lena’s spell. He would peer at her across the table in a coma of infatuation and laugh at her goofy teenage jokes and trip over his own feet in his hurry to pick up the bill. Jolie had seen it happen too many times before—at school, at church, at Hoyt family reunions, and though she didn’t begrudge her friend the attention, she did hate to squander their last weekend on a fool.


When Lena pulled up in the drive and beeped, Jolie ambled out in no great hurry and found her alone in the car.


“Where’s the date?” she asked as she got in, hoping he’d no-showed, but Lena told her he was running late, that they’d have to pick him up on the way out of town.


“He had to wait in line for the shower,” Lena explained as she wheeled the little Corona around and headed back to the river. “They had another flood in the bathroom; some idiot probably flushed a pad. Don’t be so nasty, and don’t take on that snotty Hoyt attitude till you meet him. His name’s Sam,” Lena reminded her, “and you don’t have to worry about making small talk because he runs his mouth like ninety miles an hour, nonstop.”


“Well, thank God for that,” Jolie answered, with feeling, as she hated trying to make small talk with a stranger.


As they backtracked across Hendrix—a two-minute drive, if that—they discussed their beach plans for the next day: what to bring or not bring; whether to go to St. Andrews or the commercial end of the strip.


“D’you want to borrow a bathing suit?” Lena asked, meaning one of her practically nonexistent Brazilian bikinis.


Jolie was debating, weighing the guilt of deceiving her father against the undeniable joy of turning heads on a beach, when Lena added, “I’ll wear the black one if you want to borrow the red. I mean, you look okay in the black, but if I looked like you do in the red one, I’d never take it off. I’d wear it to school, to church. I’d sleep in it. You could wear that thing on the beach in Rio de Janeiro and look just like a local—and how many people can say that, Jol?”


This was typical of Lena’s generosity, as it was the single area in which Jolie could be said to outshine her, and also a great point of personal embarrassment: that wild Brazilian body on a Bible-quoting holiness girl.


“Let me think about it,” Jolie said.


Lena went back to discussing the beach and the weather in her usual fast chatter, was slowing to turn in the campground when she added, as if in afterthought, “Oh—and listen, Jol—he might ask you about the Indians in the forest.”


Jolie looked at her blankly. “I know absolutely nothing about Indians in the forest.”


“Well, fine. No big deal. I just might have mentioned that you’re part Indian, and that’s what he’s here to study, so he might, you know, ask.”


Something in the way Lena said it made Jolie suspicious. “Is that all?”


Lena sent her a nervous little glance. “And—well, he might also ask about your—you know. Religion.”


“Lena!” Jolie cried, as her faith was still very much a closet religion, one considered comically contemptible in town, a sure sign of swamp-running, green-teeth Hendrix ignorance.


“Well, I’m sorry,” Lena declared as she swung into the main road of the KOA. “I don’t know why you’re so weird about it. I told him I went to Bethel, and he didn’t drop dead or anything.”


Jolie was far from reassured and rubbed her face wearily, seeing the last moments of her golden summer evaporate right before her eyes. “If he asks me to speak in other tongues, I’ll get up and leave. God, Lena—why did you even bring it up?”


“Well, I don’t know,” she said, expertly weaving around the washouts on the lime rock. “We were just talking about his study—he’s writing a paper about Florida Indians—the Creek, and Yuchi—and said he’d noticed they were mostly Pentecostal—which naturally made me think of my good buddy Jolie, and how the Hoyts are part Indian, and, you know, Pentecostal—”


At Jolie’s groan, Lena’s voice turned pleading. “Oh, come on, Jol, quit being such a pain in the butt. You need to get out more. You keep hanging around the house so much, you’re going to wind up like your daddy.”


This was enough to silence Jolie, as her father, Raymond Hoyt, had endured a long life and a hard one, marrying late and fathering Jolie on the brink of old age. The loss of his wife to cancer had nearly undone him, and Jolie was known to be his favorite. To her, he was a massively loyal and protective presence, but even she would admit that he was a strange and unusual creature. A rare Christian son of the infamously heathen clan, he’d got saved while pulling a stint in Korea and had returned home determined to convert his brethren. His mission had not been overwhelmingly successful, but he’d kept the faith and, at seventy-three, was still a formidable spiritual leader, who stood six foot three, wore a size-fifty belt, and had a cast in one eye. From the Scots, he’d inherited his height and hazel eyes and hardheaded Calvinist sureness; from the Indians, his girth and stamina and (perhaps) the mystic leanings that had drawn him to the Pentecostal movement in the first place. Since his wife’s death, he had largely withdrawn from public life, and though faithful to the needs of his shrinking congregation, his real passion lay in strange and solitary projects he worked on day and night in his workshop in the backyard (charting the end-time according to the book of Revelation, building a table-size replica of the Tabernacle as described in Deuteronomy, and just lately oil painting).


“It’ll be one hour of your life,” Lena concluded as she pulled into the dirt parking lot of the concession stand, where their nondate was waiting by the curb as arranged.


In an effort to appear less Hoyt and inbred and hillbilly, Jolie shook Sam’s hand over the seat, not able to see much of him before he climbed in, only getting an impression of big-city restlessness and personality scarcely contained in the small seat of the old Toyota. As Lena had warned, he was indeed a talker and kept up with her machine-gun chatter word for word, not flirting with her as much as teasing her like a big brother in a fast, urban accent Jolie couldn’t pinpoint. It wasn’t Southern and it wasn’t Midwestern; maybe it was just Miami, where he said he was born, though it was hard for Jolie to believe that such a quick-talking exotic shared her birth state.


She kept to herself, listening with a half an ear to their chatter as the long August light played across the sunburnt fields that lined the highway into Cleary, the watermelon fields long plowed-over, the peanuts planted, and the tobacco half cut, half in top flower. The fences were better, the farmhouses sturdier the farther you went, as Cleary was Hendrix’s well-to-do relative, civilly speaking. It wasn’t half as ancient, but had snagged the honor of county seat in a moment of hot, antebellum debate and in the past century had waxed in prosperity, even as Hendrix had sunk into obscurity. Location had much to do with it: Cleary was well inside the old Plantation Belt and had proximity to that old trifecta of transportation: railroad, river, and the Spanish Trail. The politics of the day had followed the money, and Cleary was always richer, and more typically Southern, than Hendrix, with a thriving patrician class that had produced senators, a hard-luck governor, and a row of fine old houses on Main Street, which had in a more whimsical time been christened Silk Stocking Row.


The City Café was across the street from the courthouse, tucked away in the corner of a row of brick fronts, a line of customers usually trailing down the sidewalk, though this early in the evening there wasn’t a wait. Jolie got out first, and the moment she laid eyes on Sam Lense, in the long summer light, she immediately pinned him as ethnic—either Cuban or Jewish, or maybe Greek. His hair was too dark for him to be strictly white, his complexion as olive as Lena’s, though his eyes were lighter, a curious, luminous gray. Light-eyed, they’d call him in Hendrix, and well fed. Not fat, but stocky and solidly built. Except for the light eyes, he could have been one of her thousand cousins.


If he noticed her close scrutiny, he didn’t comment on it, all his attention on the dusty slice of downtown around them. He perused it all—the brick walls and hot asphalt and plate windows—with a sort of masculine energy strange to her; not booted and Stetsoned and overtly macho, but open and alight with curiosity, as if he’d been waiting all his life to see downtown Cleary and couldn’t believe he was finally here!


He seemed particularly fascinated by the courthouse across the street—an imposing, old Victorian fortress of a building, with a domed cupola and stone pillars. It stood in a modest municipal copse of sagging, old live oak, bent of limb and dragging to the ground with beards of Spanish moss. In as classic a Southern scene as any historian could ask, a bronzed and grimed CSA soldier kept watch in the corner, peering down his musket barrel with sightless eyes. Sam seemed fixated by the common enough view and surveyed it with great interest, till Lena finally finished her primping and joined him on the sidewalk with a chipper “Ready?”


He came to himself then, as if he hadn’t heard her, tipping his head to the corner oak and answering with offhanded sureness, “They once lynched a man from that oak—the big one, in the corner. They killed him in Hendrix but dragged his body back to hang at the courthouse. See? They sawed off the limb a few years ago, on orders from the City Commission. You can see the scar. Tourists were coming to gawk at it.”


Lena and Jolie obediently paused to squint into the failing sun at the gnarled, graceful, old live oak that was indeed missing a lower limb, the scar plainly visible, even two blocks away. The lynching he alluded to was well-known in Hendrix where it had all begun—so commonplace neither of them chimed in, but just stood there staring obediently as he concluded in that mild, instructive voice, “Happened in ’38—nightmare business. Historically speaking, it’s the county’s single claim to fame.”


He seemed content to point it out and made no more of it. He just followed along, holding the door as they entered the sizzling glory of the old Formica-and-linoleum café, frequented by fans of grease and good value. Lena led them to a booth in the back, tucked away beneath an air-conditioning vent that was delightfully cold, but hummed like a nuclear reactor, Jolie sliding in on one side, with Sam across and Lena beside him.


“It looks like a dump,” Lena said, raising her voice to explain, “but the shrimp is famous. They bring it up from Apalachicola, fresh every day.”


Sam looked more intrigued by the grime than disgusted, taking in the beehived waitress, the rattling old jukebox, and fellow customers with that air of careful scrutiny, as if he were a developer weighing an investment. He allowed Lena to order for them, and when the waitress reappeared with tall plastic tumblers of diabetes-inducing sweet tea, he finished his inspection of the café and turned his bright eyes on Jolie, eyeing her with equal, discomfiting interest.


“So, Jolie?” he called across the table. “You’re really a Hoyt? On your mother’s side, or your father’s?”


“Both,” she answered, because she was. Her parents had grown up in Hendrix and married within the faith, which meant they were distant cousins, as were their parents before them.


Such an accommodation was once standard in insular church communities in the South, though it was unthinkingly hilarious to Sam and Lena, who burst into laughter.


“Incest is best,” Lena said, a common enough gibe around Hendrix, one Jolie had never found to be hilarious (and neither would Lena have if she had been Hendrix-born).


Jolie bore her irritation with little grace, so visibly that Sam sobered up quickly and tried to make amends with a little small talk. “So are you a mere babe in high school, too?”


He asked it as an obvious icebreaker, but Jolie was not so easily drawn out, offering nothing in answer but a slow shake of her head, so that Lena jumped in and answered aside, as if Jolie were a deaf-mute.


“Jolie graduated in May—she’s going to Chipola.”


“Never heard of it,” he murmured, unwittingly putting himself back on thin ice, as Jolie’s form rejection from Savannah was still a sensitive subject.


“It’s the community college, in Marianna,” Lena raised her voice to explain, with a wary eye at Jolie. “It’s where everybody around here goes.”


“Everybody poor,” Jolie clarified, tired of Lena’s obsessive smoothing and wanting him to understand immediately, unequivocally, that she might be an eighteen-year-old hillbilly half-wit, but she knew who she was; she didn’t need some expert from the university to come in and tell her.


The silence that followed wasn’t as insulted as it was thoughtful. Sam’s expression returned to one of benign scrutiny as he met Jolie’s eyes across the table, though Lena was plainly tired of Jolie’s childishness and mouthed in great exasperation, “Lighten up.”


Jolie’s guilt trigger was nearly as itchy as her defensiveness, and she immediately backed off, pink-cheeked and embarrassed, thinking she was getting as bad as Carl in the game of head-butting defiance. It was the Hoyt in her. It was genetic.


The waitress returned with three heaping plates of fried shrimp before the silence could build. There were none of the usual sides—no salad or hush puppies or cheese grits, just a never-ending plate of golden shrimp and home fries and their own cocktail sauce that was spicier than store brands, infused with the heat of horseradish and red pepper.


“I hope you aren’t allergic to shellfish,” Lena chirped merrily, trying to reclaim their earlier ease, though Sam Lense seemed to have realized he wasn’t in altogether congenial company and was, on his own side, not so easily drawn out. Lena was forced to carry the weight of conversation as best she could, till finally, in desperation, she called across the table, “Well, Jol—Sam’s here to study the Indians—couldn’t remember which kind,” she allowed with charming honesty, “but Jolie knows because the Hoyts—they’re Indian. Everybody says so. What kind?”


Jolie’s father would just as soon have discussed birth control with her as his purported Indian blood, but in an effort to be agreeable she answered gamely, “Don’t know—maybe Cherokee, or Blackfeet,” she offered vaguely, as they were names she had heard bandied about by her cousins, who were a lot more into the ethnic variations than the old folk. She paused to let the Professional Indian Hunter jump in and instruct her, but he only plowed through his shrimp, raising an unconsciously doubting eyebrow at the mention of the mythic Cherokee, but keeping his own counsel.


Lena refused to be drawn in, forcing Jolie to range further afield, offering with even less confidence, “Though Big Mama and Uncle Ott, and Daddy—they say the Hoyts, we aren’t Indian at all; we’re really from Alabama. That we’re—”


Before she could get it out, Sam made a noise and lifted a hand in warning, as if unable to sit silent while she offered any more homespun theories of origin. “I bet you fifty bucks I can tell you what your Big Mama said you were. I’ll bet you a thousand.”


Jolie was taken aback by his outburst, equally sure he couldn’t, but forbidden to gamble by reasons of faith.


“I don’t have fifty dollars,” she said.


He gamely flipped a fried shrimp on the table between them. “I’ll bet you this shrimp I can tell you what your grandmother said you were.”


Something in his sureness made her hesitate, though Lena was all for it. “Oh, come on, Jol. It’s all-you-can-eat, who cares?”


Jolie met his eye a moment, then flipped a shrimp on the table. “Deal,” she said, then sat back and waited with a fair amount of certainty for him to name some obscure local tribe that would be a good educated guess. And completely wrong.


He seemed to take a lot of enjoyment in her confidence, making a great show of wiping his mouth, then leaning in and confiding in that mild, instructive voice, “Little Black Dutch.”


The confidence was wiped from Jolie’s face in an instant, making her blink at him in wonder, while Lena asked, “Is he right, Jol? The Hoyts are Dutch?”


Jolie kept staring at him as she answered aside, “So they say,” and to Sam, “How the heck did you know that?”


He looked sincerely pleased at her astonishment, picking up his winnings from the table and popping them in his mouth with great enjoyment. “Well, I do have a much sought-after degree in Florida history from UF—approximately worth the paper it’s printed on,” he allowed, “and it’s a fairly common colloquial term in the South, supposedly coined by Sephardic Jews when they were kicked off the Iberian Peninsula in the 1500s. They settled in Holland and created this mythical ethnic identity to explain their lack of height and dark hair and skin. They imported it with them to colonial America, and it really caught on in the South, became a convenient little ethnic dodge—the way mulattoes, half bloods, Turkish sailors, and anyone of color could outwit soldiers and census takers and pass for white in the days of slavery and Indian removal—and the Blackfoot are Canadian, in the upper Plains. There isn’t a Black feet tribe. It’s just another variation—Black Irish, Blackfeet, Black Dutch—they’re ethnic PR, indigenous to the South. They don’t exist.”


Jolie had never heard of such a thing in her life and just blinked at him in wonder, though Lena asked, “What d’you mean, they don’t exist? What are they? Ghosts?”


Sam didn’t laugh at the gibe, but thoughtfully deposited a shrimp tail on his plate. “The Black Dutch are. The Muskogee Creek do exist, and are the flavor of the month, as far as Florida Indians are concerned, thanks to their very flexible cousins, the Seminole. None of them are actual aborigines, but a remnant of the Hitachi and Yuchi and all the little tribes of the Southeast, who were driven south by colonial expansion to the swamps on the Choctawhatchee and the Apalachicola. The Creek are trying for federal recognition, and one of my jobs is to track down the surnames from the last Creek census in 1834. Thought it’d be easy, but when I show up at their door and so much as whisper they’re not a hundred percent Scot-Irish, I get this blank, hostile look, like I’m one of Jackson’s soldiers on horseback.” He pointed a shrimp at Jolie. “Just like that icy stare you were giving me a while ago when I made the crack about your college. I’ve never met an isolate group with such an ethnic chip on their shoulder,” he mused. “God, they make the Tutsi look congenial.”


The flush on Jolie’s face was so comically guilty that Lena burst into laughter, though Sam didn’t press the matter. He just grinned at Jolie’s discomfort, then picked up his glass of tea and raised it above the table in a toast. “To the Lower Creek Nation,” he intoned, “and Big Mama, one of history’s great survivors. May her grandchildren haunt the swamp till the end of their days, and Old Hickory be her yard boy in the Great Hereafter.”


There was no mockery in his face, just a genuine offer of something. Jolie was too inexperienced at the art of courtship to understand exactly what. But the sensation was far from unpleasant, and after a moment she lifted her glass and gamely clicked it.


Lena joined them and, once peace was declared, dominated the conversation with her usual élan, till the shrimp was gone and the tea glasses refilled so many times that the waitress began giving them the eye. Lena was flying high on caffeine and white sugar by then, and after they settled their bill and returned to the steaming sidewalk, she linked arms with Jolie on one side, Sam on the other, and announced that she simply must have one final Dilly bar before she left Florida for good.


So what began as an evening of new faces and adventure quickly took on the languor of a hundred other small-town Friday nights, even ending in the same place as they had all the Friday nights that preceded it—in the oily parking lot of the local IGA, where it was customary to park facing the highway and wave at the passing traffic. With Jolie on one side and Sam on the other, Lena sat perched on the hood of her mother’s car and, between waving at honks and going out to say good-bye to well-wishers, chattered like a magpie, telling them every last detail of her future in Savannah.


Jolie was used to Lena and her mouth and loved her enough to set aside her own disappointment and let her exalt in this, her last night on the strip. Jolie just lay back on the slant of the windshield and watched the stars, listened with half an ear to Lena’s increasingly far-fetched nonsense till she made one of her curious, magical proclamations, that one day she intended to build a house on the side of a mountain in Colorado and decorate it like the Kremlin, “down to the onion spires and red silk wallpaper.”


Sam, who had also lain back on the windshield, didn’t laugh or question it, just glanced aside at Jolie and, in a delicate move of communication, lifted one eyebrow in an unspoken acknowledgment that Lena was fun and great and entertaining and lovely—but, hey, was it his imagination, or was she a goof?


It was the first time in living memory that any man had withstood Lena’s charms long enough to acknowledge this patented truth, making Jolie flash the famous Hoyt grin in reply, one she seldom showed to strangers, which answered, Yes. But we love her anyway.


Lena was none the wiser, just kept up her steady, stream-of-consciousness prattle till eleven o’clock finally came around and it was time to head back to Hendrix. Even then, she kept talking, Jolie not saying a word on the long ride through the woods, till they stopped at the concession stand to drop Sam off and Jolie turned to say good-bye over the seat, adding in the most natural, reasonable voice, “We’re going to the beach tomorrow, to St. Andrews. Want to go?”


He said yes without pause, offered to bring towels and sunscreen, blankets and Pepsi; said he could be ready at seven, did they need him to drive or bring ice?


For the first time that night, there was silence in the car, as Lena was struck momentarily speechless, though she recovered quickly enough, stammered sure, to bring whatever he wanted, that they’d pick him up at nine.


It made for a quiet drive to the parsonage, Lena not saying a word till she halted in the drive, when she turned to Jolie with a face that was mischievously amused and chanted, “Jolie, Jolie, Jolie—who didn’t want to have supper with no damn Yankee, but went and invited him to the beach for our last run of the summer.”


Jolie couldn’t deny or explain it, just gave a small shrug in reply. She was gathering her purse to get out when Lena added with teasing smugness, “I assume you’ll want to borrow a bathing suit tomorrow. Which will it be—the red or the black?”


For a moment, Jolie paused, then answered in a small voice, “The red,” making Lena burst into laughter.


“Oh, Jolie, Jolie, Jolie Hoyt, who wouldn’t pierce her ears or cut her hair or go to the prom. Falling for a big-talking man from Miami. The Hoyts are gonna looove that.”





Chapter Three


So Jolie wore the cherry-red, bandanna-print bikini to the beach the next day, and on such a trivial choice, the fate of many was sealed.


Or so she would eventually think.


At the time, she was too young to be farsighted, too inexperienced with human sexuality to realize that a public outing of the Hoyt genetic ladder in the shape of her sweat-glistened, eighteen-year-old body might pack a more powerful punch than she intended, dynamite strong enough to blast her into another life. She was only concerned with the glorious present: walking in the foaming surf; feeding the dolphins off the jetties; lying out side by side on sand-covered blankets, with Sam most solicitous that she not get sunburnt, rubbing on so much Hawaiian Tropic that by the time they made it to the air-conditioned bliss of Taco Bell, she smelled like a walking piña colada.


She was already on the brink of love by then, staring over the edge of the cliff, considering a great leap. Her first such leap—not due to the strictness of her religion (where child brides were common) as much as her own reticence, and the unspoken rules of the county mating game, in which Hendrix girls were rated high in sheer animal attractiveness, but seldom considered marriage material (too dark, too poor, and too unstable, in that order). Historically, they were the girls you took to the fish camp for the weekend, who eventually grew into the women you let live in a shack on the edge of your farm in return for certain favors, a tradition Jolie’s own Big Mama had lived out, first in Hendrix, and later, in a trailer on the Cleary end of the Cottondale Highway, where she died in ’86. Jolie had bypassed such a fate by virtue of her shyness, and because even the horniest Cleary blue blood was wise enough to take one look at the Reverend Hoyt—he of the lazy eye and the size-fifty belt—and rightly conclude that there were less hazardous ways of satisfying adolescent lust than trifling with such a man’s daughter.


Jolie appreciated the wiggle room his protectiveness gave her against the old thief of youth in Hendrix—sexuality—and hesitated on the brink of love for just that reason, intrigued but not so quick to jump. She understood there were hidden shoals and deadly currents in the waters below and, without a mother in the house, had only Lena to guide her, as men and sex and the whole living organism of attraction was hardly the subject of dinner conversation at a Pentecostal preacher’s table. It was, like so many things in Hendrix, drowned in silence, so that Jolie moved through the shock of her first true infatuation with the mute beauty of a newly minted mermaid: curious, darting, easily startled.


Sam found her minnow flightiness as charming as anything else about her, as he’d been smitten by her that very first night, blindsided, no one more surprised than he. For he’d known Lena for weeks, had seen her zipping around on her father’s golf cart in her ridiculous string bikinis; yet he had remained untouched by her schoolgirl chatter, her friendly camaraderie. She was a beautiful, carefree child, and he’d expected her best friend, Jolie (whom she spoke of incessantly), to be the same.


He’d offered to take them to supper as a sort of big-brother gesture before Lena left for college and was unprepared for the brooding outsider he’d faced across the table at the café, who stared at mainstream Anglo-Southern life with the same mix of envy and contempt that he always had, growing up in Miami. She clearly wasn’t the Indian princess of Lena’s imagination, but an amazing example of yet another well-known American archetype, one variously described as Black Dutch or Mestee or the mysterious Melungeon.


As he’d tried to explain at supper, they weren’t a documented ethnicity per se, but a recurring ethnic phenomenon—triracial Southerners of mostly Anglo and Indian descent whose ancestors had been too dark to pass for white in the rigid caste systems of the antebellum South. Pursued by the twin specters of slavery and Indian removal, they’d retreated to their swamps and hollows and intermarried for generations. They created small isolate societies that had been documented in enclaves from Appalachia to Louisiana since the mid-1600s, wherever Indian removals had left a sizable nonwhite population. West Florida certainly qualified for such status, though Sam was surprised that such a thing had endured the fluidity and blasé homogeneity of modern American life to survive this late in the century.


It was a fascinating discovery in its way, and when Sam got back to his camper that night, he stayed up till two in the morning writing the lead professor on the Creek study a long and enthusiastic letter on his new find. Running nearly twelve pages, single-spaced, it was crammed full of insight and vigor, hints to his real “find” evidenced in the emphasis he placed on one obscure theory of the Melungeons’ supposed origins as the descendants of Gypsies who were kept as concubines in the Spanish royal court.


Professor Keyes might find such conjecture doubtful and unsupported, but then again, Professor Keyes had never seen Jolie running in the surf in her borrowed red bikini—an image that transcended anything as boring as hard documentation and explained so much.


Sam was so intrigued that he put aside caution and openly plotted romantic strategy with Lena while they drove back to the campground the next afternoon from the beach. Lena couldn’t have been happier and easily fell into the role of wise younger sister, cautioning him to go slow, and easy.


“Not because of the Hoyts,” she explained. “They’re a pretty flexible bunch. Nutty, but flexible. It’s Bethel I’m talking about. The old Sisters are sweet, but they’re kind of—rigid, I guess you’d say, and they practically raised Jol. Be careful of the rules.”


“What rules?”


“Well, they’re kind of hard to explain,” she said as she parked in front of the camper. “They were hard on me, at first. The main thing is, don’t cuss or drink or smoke or gamble or mention that your parents do. And don’t go to dances or bars or concerts or R-rated movies—or if you do, don’t say a word about it; not a peep.”


Sam looked at her a moment to see if she was serious. When he realized she was, he rubbed his chin. “Huh. And I was kind of hoping we could have sex tomorrow. I guess that’s out, too.”


He said it as a joke, though Lena faced him with unsmiling frankness. “If you’re gonna talk like that—even think like that—you better pack up that ratty old camper and get the hell out of Hendrix tonight. These people will go medieval on you, in a heartbeat.”


Sam was amazed at her intensity. “You mean her father?”


“I mean Jolie. Listen—me and her brother, Carl, we used to date. He was my boyfriend. Well, Jolie came home early one night and caught us on the couch in what you might call a compromising position, and she flipped out.”


“How old were you?” Sam inserted in a small, prissy voice, truly that of an older brother.


Lena cast him a weary look. “I was six teen. I was plenty old, and we weren’t in the most compromising position, we— Listen, I didn’t have a shirt on, okay? Anyway, Jolie started throwing stuff at him, yelling who did he think he was, treating me like a field whore—that’s exactly the word she used, I swear to God. She was livid.”


“What’d you do?”


Lena shrugged. “Well, I couldn’t do much—finally just grabbed my shirt and ran out, and me and Jolie didn’t speak for two whole days, which was, like, an eternity. But she finally broke down and came over, asked in this weeny little voice if I could go down to the dock with her. That’s where we used to sit and talk, on the fishing bench on the river, so I said okay and we went down there and talked half the night, and she told me all kinds of stuff I never knew, about her mother and how she died—”


“How did she die?”


Lena paused a moment. “Well, of breast cancer, I think. At least, that’s what it was at first. They found it on a doctor’s visit when she was pregnant with Jolie, so she was basically dying the whole time she knew her. She doesn’t talk about it much—Carl does; he remembers a lot more. But she talked about her that night, and about how lonely she’d always been, how she was afraid she’d never get out of Hendrix. She said that’s why she was so mad about me and Carl, because God hadn’t given the Hoyt women much, just a brain and a hymen, and if they lost either one, they’d be stuck in Hendrix the rest of their lives.”


When Sam made a noise of wonder, Lena assured him, “And she means it, she really does. She told me how her Big Mama, she used to run around with men in town, rich men, but when she got old and lost her looks, she had to make a living taking in ironing, sometimes from the very same men. That’s how Jolie remembers her, bent over an ironing board, sweat running down her nose. That’s her idea of hell, living in some run-down trailer around here, pressing a razor crease in some guy from the country club’s dress pants.”


Sam just stared at the windshield. “I think it might be mine, too.”


Such was his honesty that Lena’s face lightened in an instant. “See there? You two were made for each other.”


•  •  •


Sam had taken her warning seriously. He was old enough to realize he’d better tread softly, but too intrigued to politely back out, captivated on more levels than he cared to share with anyone, especially a chatterbox such as Lena. When she left that night, he retired to the cot fitted above the cab of the camper and a battered box filled with notes and documents connected to the real riddle that had brought him to Hendrix: nothing to do with the Creek at all, but a bit of sleuthing around an old Florida mystery—one he’d taken great pains to hide from both his steering committee (who would have objected on grounds of personal interest) and his father (who would have had a stroke).


Sam suffered no pains of guilt at the deception, as this project was a strictly personal obsession, powerful enough that it had quietly steered his education since he’d arrived at UF five years before. His long-suffering parents had sent him there to major in accounting, and he’d indulged them till halfway through his junior year, when cramming for a statistics exam had proven that a life of numbers and filtering raw, quantitative data wasn’t for him.


To their great teeth-grinding despair, he’d switched colleges, majors, and apartments in the same week, to history for his BA, then cultural anthropology for his master’s, and all in all, it had been a happy accommodation. He was by nature curious as a cat, brilliant in the absorption of data, and so aggressive in research that he’d landed a rare first-year position at the Museum of Natural History doing grunt work. He’d been casting about for a hands-on field position that spring when he’d come upon a cheap mimeographed notice pinned to the departmental boards between offers of Overseas Study and Summers in Berlin, which included three block-lettered words that had leapt off the board and caught his attention, APALACHICOLA NATIONAL FOREST, and to seal the deal, in smaller print, HENDRIX. They were enough to make him yank the notice from the board and reread it with more interest, as he had a bit of unresolved family history with the area, and specifically the town, which was old by Florida standards, but so far off the tourist maps that you’d be hard-pressed to find anyone east of the Suwannee who’d ever heard of it.


He only knew of it himself thanks to the notoriety of the Hendrix Lynching—the one he’d mentioned to Jolie and Lena as they stood on the sidewalk of the café. The entire incident was well-known to him, and indeed, most Florida historians. In 1938 a white shop owner had been killed in a blatant daytime robbery by a black man named Henry Kite, who’d shot the shopkeeper in the face, in view of a storeful of eyewitnesses. When the town sheriff had come to arrest him, Kite shot him, too. Given the number of witnesses and the standing of the sheriff, his execution would have been a given. But the Hendrix locals hadn’t put much faith in the county law enforcement and had meted out their own form of frontier justice, killing Kite’s mother, brother-in-law, two uncles, and youngest sister, who was eight months pregnant. Not content with their slaughter, they’d dragged Kite’s corpse to the courthouse in Cleary, and left it for public display.


Such a thing wasn’t uncommon on the Florida frontier, and the Kite lynching was mostly remarkable for the late date—1938—and the advent of modern media, which added a particularly gruesome element of public complicity to the deed. Local radio stations and newspapers posted invitations to the lynching well in advance, and when Kite himself was caught, the fever had reached such a pitch that his murder approached the level of human sacrifice, complete with mutilation, castration, torture, and public display of his body, pictures taken before and after and later sold as postcards at the drugstore.


The bestial nature of his end, combined with modern press coverage, was enough to blow this fairly routine bit of vigilante justice onto the national stage. Calls for an investigation were universal, and the weight of a few grisly eyewitness accounts (not to mention the postcards) reignited calls for a federal antilynching bill, which helped bring the greater era of lynching to a long-overdue end.


The inadvertent result was that Hendrix was entered into Florida history books as one truly creepy little hamlet, though Kite’s murder was never as much of a cause célèbre as Rosewood, Florida. It was simply too messy for anyone to mold into anything approaching heroic. Kite was shamelessly guilty, but his punishment so disproportionately cruel that any close reading of the matter—especially the wanton murder of his family—ended in head-scratching wonder that human beings could turn so quickly feral. Sam himself had scratched his head the first time he’d read the small print, though his obsession with parsing the details of the lynching wasn’t prurient as much as personal: the murdered shopkeeper was his great-grandfather.


•  •  •


His immigration papers listed him as Moshe Lensky, though on the rare occasions he appeared in the legal records after Ellis Island, he was renamed Morris Lens, whether by coercion or willingly, Sam had no idea. Even after two years searching, old Morris was to his great-grandson nothing more than a dry, lost figure in a larger family mythos; another hapless immigrant washed ashore at Ellis Island with a great American dream that had hit the shoals in a particularly deadly way. The violence of his end had produced a sort of familial PTSD, and even Sam’s grandfather, who’d been an eyewitness to the murder, never spoke of it willingly, to Sam or any of his generation.
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