MAGNOLIA: An Southern Dynasty Series
CHAPTER ONE: THE RETURN
“Secrets and Soil”
The rain came sideways on a Thursday evening in Howler County, South Carolina—the kind of rain that seemed less like weather and more like judgment, heavy and unforgiving, as if the very heavens were washing away secrets that had been buried in red clay for generations. The kind of rain that made you believe in the old stories: that the land itself had memory, and it was never, ever merciful.
Earl’s Authentic Soul Food & Chinese Kitchen sat on Magnolia Avenue like a relic from some other time—part juke joint, part grandmother’s kitchen, part evidence of a night that had stretched too long. The neon sign in the window flickered in Creole blue and gold, casting that underwater glow that made everything inside look like it existed in another dimension. Which, in Howler County, was perhaps not far from the truth.
Cecil Waters pulled the Cadillac—midnight blue, late model, too expensive for a man in his position—up to the curb. The rain hammered the windshield like accusatory fists. He sat for a moment, hands gripping the wheel at ten and two, the way the Army had taught him decades ago. The way discipline had always held him when nothing else could. Next to him, Leona was already checking her reflection in the compact mirror she kept in her small beaded purse, a habit that made him both love her and despise her in equal measure.
She was beautiful in that dangerous, electric way that had first caught him six years ago in a Milwaukee strip club, when he was fresh out of the Brotherhood and trying to disappear into whiskey and skin. Megan Markle cheekbones met Beyoncé swagger—that’s what one of the younger boys at the Cartwright estate had said once, before Cecil gave him a look that made him regret ever having eyes. Her box braids were freshly done, adorned with small gold cuffs that caught the light like tiny promises. At her hip, just visible when her dress rode up, there was a tattoo: a magnolia in full bloom, thorns wrapped around its stem. She’d had it done in Chicago, on their cross-country trip, on a night when she’d told him she was reclaiming something. He still wasn’t entirely sure what.
“You look like a man about to commit a murder,” Leona said, snapping the compact shut. Her voice had that rasp to it, the kind that comes from screaming and smoking and living hard in all the places that polite society pretends don’t exist. “Or like you’ve already committed one.”
Cecil’s jaw tightened. “We shouldn’t be here.”
“Where else would we be?” She was already gathering her things, the kind of girl—woman, he corrected himself, she was a woman now, thirty-two years old—who never waited for anyone to make decisions for her. “Earl’s is neutral territory. Everyone comes here. Old money, new money, no money. The Cartwrights, the Beaumonts, the help, the desperate. It’s the only place in Howler County where blood feuds take a break for catfish and fried rice.”
She was right. She usually was, which was part of the problem. Cecil killed the engine and sat in the sudden silence.
The feud between the Cartwright and Beaumont families was older than Howler County itself—had arrived with them when they’d come south in the 1920s, two wealthy clans from Philadelphia with money that had been made in ways that nobody asked too many questions about. They’d arrived together like twins, established their dynasties side by side, and immediately began a cold war that had lasted a century. Land disputes, marriage betrayals, business rivalries, affairs both real and invented. It had all the elements of a blood feud crafted by Greek dramatists, but it was happening here, in South Carolina, in the thick humidity and Spanish moss and red dirt of America’s complicated South.
The Cartwrights had the old plantation house on the east side of town. The Beaumonts had established themselves on the west. Both families had built empires, lost fortunes, regained them through strategies both brilliant and morally questionable. Both families were the kind that employed people like Cecil—military men, loyal men, men who understood that silence was the most valuable currency in the world.
For the past eight years, he’d worked for Augustine Cartwright, the family patriarch. Augustine was the kind of man who believed in loyalty the way other people believed in God—absolutely and without question. He paid well, asked few questions, and expected absolute discretion. Cecil had given him all three.
Then he’d met Leona at a party at the estate. She’d been there with another man—some weak-willed businessman who’d gotten in over his head with the wrong people. She’d been running from something. Cecil recognized the look. He’d worn it himself once.
He’d also met Patricia Morris at approximately the same time.
Patricia was the Cartwright family’s healthcare proxy—a white woman in her late forties with a sharp mind and an unfortunate conscience. She was also the only person in the world who understood what it meant to watch the person you loved most slowly disappear into the void of a disease that had no cure. They’d started meeting at a hotel on the edge of town. It was supposed to be temporary. It was supposed to be cathartic. It was supposed to be nothing more than two people reaching for warmth in a cold place.
It had become something else entirely.
Leona opened the passenger door, rain immediately dampening the silk of her dress. She didn’t seem to care. She never did. “Come on,” she said. “The longer we sit here, the more we look like we’re up to something.”
“Aren’t we?”
She smiled, and it was the smile of a woman who’d learned early that you either laughed at life or let it destroy you. “Always, baby. Always.”
They ran through the rain together, his hand at the small of her back—that dangerous space where the magnolia tattoo lived—and burst through the door of Earl’s into a wall of warmth, grease, and human drama that felt almost holy.

The restaurant was crowded in that particular way that places get on Thursday evenings, when people are tired of being at home but not yet ready for the weekend’s commitments. The air was thick with the smell of fried catfish, collard greens, chow mein, and the complicated perfume of people who carried too many secrets.
At a corner booth, Eliza Cartwright sat with her lawyer, her pale hands wrapped around a cup of tea like it might escape. She was the widow of the current Cartwright heir—the marriage had lasted three years, and in that time had produced a daughter and several scandals that made even Howler County’s jaded citizens raise their eyebrows. She was beautiful in that fragile way that suggested she might break if touched too hard, though Cecil knew from experience that fragile women often had steel cores.
At another table, two members of the Beaumont family—cousins, maybe, or the kind of extended relations that these old families accumulated like dust—were engaged in what looked like a negotiation that had ventured into hostile territory.
And at the counter, sitting on a red vinyl stool with a coffee cup that appeared to be infinite, was Maxine Eloise Carter.
Maxine was the kind of person who made people look twice, then look again with different eyes. She had pinkish-blonde hair that fell in waves past her shoulders, the kind of hair that suggested both defiance and an intimate relationship with a very good hairstylist. Her beauty was neither subtle nor apologetic—it was presented like a dare. She had the aesthetic of Cosima Niehaus from Orphan Black, that particular combination of intellectual intensity and emotional vulnerability that made people feel both attracted to her and threatened by her in equal measure.
She’d been working at Earl’s for two years, and in that time had become indispensable. She could remember orders, remember names, remember the kinds of details about people’s lives that made them feel seen. She was transgender, openly and unapologetically, and she’d arrived in Howler County from Atlanta with a history that she never discussed and a fierce dedication to not taking shit from anyone.
She was also the Cartwright family’s best-kept secret, though not in the way that might be assumed.
“Cecil,” she called out, her voice warm and welcoming in a way that made several heads turn. She was already pouring coffee into a clean cup. “Leona. Welcome back. How was the road?”
“Long,” Leona said, sliding into a booth. “Good, but long.”
Maxine brought the coffee and water, her movements economical and certain. Up close, you could see that her eyes were a deep brown that suggested depth, layers, the kind of eyes that had seen things and survived them. She’d asked Cecil once, in that oblique way she had, whether he believed that the South could ever actually change, or whether it was too deeply in love with its own mythology.
He’d told her he didn’t know. It was the most honest answer he’d ever given to anyone except Patricia.
“I’ll get you the special,” Maxine said. “Earl made shrimp and okra gumbo today, and the fried rice is—” She made a chef’s kiss gesture that was both genuine and theatrical. “Transcendent. And before you say anything, yes, it’s gluten-free, vegan, keto, organic, and probably blessed by saints. Earl’s got multiple skill sets.”
Leona laughed, and it was a real laugh, not the performed version she used with other men. “I trust you more than I trust God on a Sunday morning,” she said.
Maxine grinned. “Honey, you should. I’m actually around when people need me.”
She left to place the order, and Cecil found himself studying Leona in the muted light of Earl’s. She was still vibrating from the road, from the hours of driving, from the space between one life and another. In their week in Chicago, they’d stayed in a hotel and pretended to be people with no history, no complications. They’d walked along Lake Michigan and talked about futures that neither of them believed in. They’d made love in a way that felt like prayer and blasphemy simultaneously.
Now they were back in Howler County, where nothing was simple and everything had consequences.
“What are we doing?” he asked quietly.
Leona stirred her coffee, which she hadn’t added cream or sugar to—she never did. “We’re having dinner. We’re being normal people in a restaurant. We’re being invisible.”
“We’re not invisible.”
“No,” she agreed. “But we’re also not obvious. Not yet. Maybe not ever, if we’re lucky.”
The luck they were counting on was the kind that usually ran out just when you needed it most. Cecil knew this with the certainty of a man who’d learned early that good things had a shelf life, and that happiness was a limited resource that would always, eventually, be recalled.

By the time their food arrived—steaming and fragrant and genuinely transcendent, just as Maxine had promised—Earl’s had filled up even more. The after-work crowd had arrived, the people who lived their real lives somewhere between the hours of six and nine p.m., when obligations and expectations were temporarily suspended.
At a table near the kitchen, a woman who could only be described as formidable sat with a glass of water and a penetrating gaze that seemed to catalog everyone in the room. This was Evangeline Cartwright, Augustine’s sister, the keeper of family secrets and the one person in Howler County who everyone knew had the power to destroy them all if she chose to.
She caught Cecil’s eye for a moment, and in that moment, he felt the distinct and unsettling sensation of being truly seen. Evangeline didn’t look away. Neither did he. It was the kind of moment that happened in a second but seemed to contain years of complicated history.
Leona reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “Don’t,” she said softly. “Don’t give them anything.”
“I’m not.”
“You are. You’re giving her everything. It’s written all over your face.”
She was right. It was always there, the truth: Cecil Waters, former Black Panther, Army sergeant, loyal employee, was a man in love with two women and loyal to none of them. One woman was sick—cancer had metastasized in ways that made mortality a scheduled appointment—and was married to a man she’d stopped loving years ago. The other woman was sitting across from him, wild and beautiful and running from something that had never quite caught up.
And somewhere in between those two women was his wife, Diane, who was also a former Black Panther, who’d marched beside him in the seventies demanding justice and dignity, who’d believed in revolution. She was dying by inches, and he was betraying her with every breath he took in the presence of these two women.
The shame of it was almost unbearable. Almost.
“I know,” he said to Leona.
She squeezed his hand harder, the way you might squeeze someone’s hand to keep them from falling, or to keep them from flying away. It amounted to the same thing, depending on how you looked at it.
Maxine appeared with the check, which neither of them had asked for. It was the kind of generosity that Maxine was famous for—the understanding that sometimes people needed help knowing when to leave.
“Come back soon,” she said, in that warm voice that made the words sound like they meant something more than a casual restaurant pleasantry. “Earl’s is better when you’re here. The whole place has better energy.”
After they left, pulling back out into a rain that had become even more aggressive, neither Cecil nor Leona spoke until they’d crossed the Magnolia River and were headed toward the edge of town. The radio was playing an old Aretha Franklin song—“Respect”—and it seemed to mock them both.
In the distance, the Cartwright estate’s lights were visible through the trees, burning warm and golden against the storm. Somewhere in that house, Augustine was reviewing documents that detailed the complicated architecture of his empire. Somewhere in that house, Evangeline was writing in a journal that would someday explain everything, or explain nothing, depending on who found it.
And somewhere in another house, on the other side of town, Patricia was probably sitting at her kitchen table, remembering the exact moment in the hotel when Cecil had touched her face like she was the only true thing in a world of lies.
Love, Cecil thought, was the most dangerous tool that God had ever given to human beings. More dangerous than guns, more dangerous than secrets, more dangerous than truth. Love made you capable of cruelties you’d never thought yourself capable of. Love made you into someone else entirely.
Leona was humming now, so quietly that he almost couldn’t hear her. It was a song he didn’t recognize, something old and blues-soaked and full of longing. When he glanced at her, she was looking out at the rain-soaked landscape like she was saying goodbye to it, or preparing to burn it down.
“What are you thinking?” she asked.
“That we should turn back. That we should go back to Chicago and keep driving until we reach somewhere new.”
“But we won’t.”
“No,” he agreed. “We won’t.”
“Why not?”
Cecil didn’t answer immediately. He was thinking about Diane, about the way her hands had grown translucent as the disease progressed, about the way she sometimes looked at him with an expression that might have been forgiveness or might have been contempt. He was thinking about Patricia, about the particular grace she showed when pain became too much to bear. He was thinking about Leona, about the way she’d emerged from a strip club like Venus from the sea, desperate and magnificent and utterly without pretense.
“Because we’re cowards,” he finally said. “We stay because staying is what we know how to do. Because leaving would require believing we deserve something better, and we don’t believe that.”
“Speak for yourself,” Leona said, but there was no heat in it. “I’m a coward about a lot of things, but I never said I didn’t deserve better. I just never found the courage to actually take it.”
They drove on through the rain, two people bound together by circumstances and chemistry and the complicated business of being alive in a place where the past was a living thing that ate the future for breakfast. The Cartwright estate disappeared behind them, and the Beaumont compound came into view—all white columns and dark windows, looking like a monument to everything that money couldn’t buy: peace, forgiveness, the ability to forget.
Ahead, the highway stretched out into darkness, and for just a moment, Cecil let himself believe that they could turn the wheel and drive right off the edge of Howler County, off the edge of their lives, into something entirely new.
Then he drove past the turn, as he always did, and headed toward home.

Later that night, in the small house they’d rented on the edge of town—the one that nobody asked questions about because Maxine had helped him secure it—Leona moved through the rooms like a ghost, leaving small traces of herself everywhere: her shoes by the door, her jacket on the chair, her perfume in the air.
Cecil stood at the window and looked out at the rain, which had finally begun to slow. In the morning, the sky would be that particular shade of blue that only existed in the South, a blue so pure and true that it seemed to mock the fact that anything bad had ever existed in the world. And in that morning light, the consequences of what he’d done—of what they’d done together—would still be waiting.
Leona came up beside him and took his hand. Her fingers were cold, like she’d stepped into a freezer and only just emerged.
“Will you still be here in the morning?” she asked.
It was the kind of question that meant more than it appeared to mean. It was asking whether he would stay, whether this—whatever it was between them—was real, whether the future they’d imagined in Chicago could somehow survive the reality of Howler County.
He squeezed her hand and didn’t answer, because the truth was that he didn’t know. He didn’t know if he’d still be here in the morning, or if he’d wake up one day and find that his carefully constructed life had finally collapsed under the weight of his own betrayals.
What he did know was that the rain was stopping, and that in the distance, somewhere in one of the great houses that dominated Howler County, someone was making a decision that would echo through the next season of everyone’s lives.
The South was waking up. And in Howler County, that was never a good thing.
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