MAGNOLIA: A Southern Dynasty
Prologue: The Feud That Shaped Howler County
There are places in the American South where history doesn’t merely haunt the present—it lives there, breathes there, walks the streets at midnight in clothes that went out of fashion forty years ago. Howler County, Georgia, is such a place.
The magnolia trees here bloom in colors that seem almost obscene—ivory and cream and the kind of white that suggests purity that never actually existed. They drop their leaves in a way that looks deliberate, almost vengeful, as if the earth itself resents their beauty. And in the shadows beneath these trees, in the humid Georgia summers when the heat feels like the South is still burning, the stories get told and retold until no one knows where the truth ends and the myth begins.
This is a story about two families whose blood was mingled in violence and bourbon, whose rage has calcified into something both ceremonial and apocalyptic. This is a story about what happens when ambition meets brutality, when love becomes indistinguishable from destruction, when the past refuses to stay buried.

PART ONE: THE ORIGINAL SIN
In 1924, James Elijah Cartwright was twenty-nine years old and beautiful in the way that men of wealth and certainty are beautiful—as if God had decided to invest some extra effort in their bone structure as a kind of cosmic tip. He had pale blue eyes that could strip you to your essence with a single glance, and hands that had never worked a day in his life but somehow conveyed the impression that they were fully capable of building empires or burning them down, whichever served his purposes.
He came from the kind of family that the post-Civil War South had reconstructed from the ashes of the Confederacy—railroad money, banking interests, the kind of wealth that moved silently through the economy like a shark through dark water. His father had made sure James understood one essential truth before he was old enough to shave: a Cartwright didn’t take what he wanted. A Cartwright simply couldn’t conceive of existing in a world where his wanting something and his having it were anything other than unified concepts.
So when James Cartwright developed a vision—a monopoly on whiskey distribution across three states during Prohibition, built on bootlegging and railroad connections and an absolute refusal to acknowledge legal authority—it never occurred to him that he wouldn’t succeed.
He was standing in a warehouse outside Atlanta, counting illegal liquor and contemplating the mechanics of expansion, when Henri Beaumont walked through the door.
Henri was James’s opposite in every measurable way. He was thirty-two, dark-skinned, with the kind of Creole features that whispered of New Orleans decadence and complicated bloodlines. His left eye was lighter than his right—a heterochromia that some of the more superstitious men in Howler’s Black community would later interpret as a sign of his capacity for sorcery, or at least for seeing into the truth of things that were hidden from ordinary people. His suit was tailored to precision, and he carried himself with the particular confidence of a man who has climbed out of circumstances that should have crushed him and found it gave him an appetite for more.
They had met at a speakeasy two years prior—a place called the Violet Hour, where the drinking was good and the women were loose and the kind of deals that shaped the South were being made over bootleg whiskey and cards. James had been immediately intrigued by this dark-skinned man who seemed to move through those spaces with the same absolute certainty that James himself possessed. It was rare to find another person who understood that the world existed to serve your ambition rather than constrain it.
“Cartwright,” Henri said, extending his hand.
James shook it. The grip was firm, dry, controlled.
“I have a distribution network you need,” Henri continued without preamble. “I can move your whiskey through communities that your pale face could never access. I can get it into speakeasies that would turn you away at the door before they’d let you past the threshold.”
James studied him. “And what do you want in exchange?”
“Fifty percent of the profits,” Henri said. “And partnership. Real partnership. Not the kind where you pretend to consider my opinions while doing whatever you were already planning to do.”
It was audacious. It should have been insulting. Instead, James found himself smiling.
“Done,” he said.
They shook hands again, and in that gesture, they sealed the fate of everyone who would come after them.
For two years, they were magnificent. Their whiskey operation expanded like a virus, infiltrating speakeasies and private clubs from Atlanta to Nashville, from the mountains of Tennessee to the Georgia-Florida line. They made obscene amounts of money. They developed a reputation for reliability and for dealing with competition in ways that were discouraged but effective.
And then James’s wife, Catherine—a fragile, intelligent woman with a gift for poetry and a weakness for beautiful things—fell pregnant.
The baby was Henri’s.
The mechanics of how this happened are less important than the fact that it did. Catherine was beautiful in the way that fragile things are beautiful—porcelain, easy to break, which somehow made her more precious. James was often away, conducting business, cementing relationships, constructing the empire that would outlive him. Henri was there. Henri was always there. And Catherine, who had spent her entire married life as an ornament in James’s collection, discovered in Henri something she had never found in her husband: the possibility of being seen, being wanted, being known.
Whether it was love or lust or some combination of both doesn’t matter. What matters is that Catherine gave birth to a daughter—a baby girl with Henri’s widow’s peak and Catherine’s delicate features, and a beauty that would make people weep when she walked into a room. The girl was named Meridian.
When James discovered the truth—and he did discover it, with the kind of terrible certainty that only a man of his temperament would possess—he did what a man of his era and disposition was expected to do. He did what made sense in the economy of masculine honor and Southern pride.
He burned the warehouse to the ground.
He did it on a Tuesday night in October 1926, with three of his men—loyal men, men whose discretion was ensured through a combination of money and threat. They doused the building in kerosene. They set fires in four different corners. They waited until the flames were consuming everything before they left.
Henri was inside. He’d gone to meet James there, thinking this was about business. Perhaps James had wanted it that way. Perhaps he’d wanted to look Henri in the eye while the building burned around them.
Henri survived—barely. He dragged himself out of the inferno with burns covering forty percent of his body, his right hand twisted and useless, his face on the left side melted like wax, his entire existence transformed into something unrecognizable. A man walking past heard him screaming and called for help. Henri spent six months in a hospital in Atlanta, where he learned that survival could be worse than death, and that some injuries never actually heal—they just become part of the geography of who you are.
James claimed it was an accident. A gas leak, he told the police. A tragedy. The loss of a good friend and business partner. The insurance paid out for the entire inventory. The police, who understood how the world worked, accepted his narrative and moved on.
Meridian was two months old when her mother died in childbirth with her second son—James’s son, a boy who would grow up learning nothing but the narrative his father had constructed. James’s mother took Meridian in, a cold woman named Eleanor who understood that the child was a living testament to her son’s dishonor, and who decided that she would spend the next eighteen years teaching Meridian that her bloodline was a stain to be hidden, a shame to be transcended through ambitious marriages and ruthless social climbing.
Henri, meanwhile, spent the next twenty years doing what the powerful always do when they have nothing left to lose: he built an empire out of vengeance.

PART TWO: THE VENDETTA
Henri’s whiskey operation rose from the ashes of the warehouse with the kind of inevitability that suggests divine intervention or at least cosmic insistence. He couldn’t use his own face anymore—the scars were too extensive, too terrible—so he operated through intermediaries, through network contacts, through the kind of Black business owners and community leaders who had been waiting their entire lives for someone with capital and vision to come along and show them what was possible.
He diversified strategically. He invested in real estate in Atlanta’s Black neighborhoods. He became involved in funeral homes and insurance companies—businesses where trust was the primary commodity and where being known as a man of his word was worth more than gold. He connected himself to the NAACP through donations and membership, positioning himself as a respectable business owner rather than a bootlegger, which of course he was.
But more than anything, he nursed his obsession with justice. Or vengeance. The words are often synonymous in the South.
By the early 1940s, when America was at war with itself and with the world, Henri Beaumont had reconstructed himself into something more powerful than he had ever been. The burns had long since scarred over. He was no longer handsome, but he had become something more valuable: he had become significant. His presence in a room meant something. His opinion mattered. His friendship was worth cultivating.
And he watched James Cartwright’s empire with the patience of a man who understands that the best revenge is being alive long enough to see your enemy fail.
The Cartwright family, meanwhile, had fractured in the way that old money families always do—through inheritance disputes, through complicated inheritances, through the slow realization that while capital can be transferred, the vision and ruthlessness that created it often cannot.
James died in 1965, still powerful, still respected, but increasingly irrelevant in a changing world. He had made sure before he died that his daughter Meridian married well—to a lawyer named Montgomery “Monty” Livingston who had built his career defending segregationist politicians and developing a reputation as a man capable of justifying almost anything to almost anyone. They had three children together: James Jr., Victoria, and the youngest, Beaumont Livingston.
The younger Beaumont had been named, almost certainly, as a subtle cruelty—an acknowledgment of James’s own guilt, hidden inside what looked like a family name. Growing up with that name, in that house, with a mother who despised him on principle and a father who was too ambitious to pay him much attention, young Beau learned early that the world was divided into winners and losers, and that his job was to be absolutely certain he fell into the former category.
The Beaumonts, meanwhile, had splintered in their own way. Henri’s children had become activists in the 1950s and 60s, some of them killed in the struggle for justice, others hardened into the kind of revolutionary fervor that made them dangerous to their own families. The whiskey empire transformed. It survived, but it was tainted—or sanctified, depending on your moral compass—by the blood of those who had fought for something more than profit.

PART THREE: THE PRESENT RECKONING
By the 1990s, the feud had calcified into something almost ceremonial. Everyone in Howler County understood, with the kind of unspoken certainty that only small towns can produce, that you were either Cartwright or Beaumont, and if you were neither, you existed in the margins where most people actually lived.
The two families moved through society like warring kingdoms, attending the same galas and auctions with their hatred distilled into polite distance and cutting remarks that landed like poison darts. They had learned the language of wealth, the coded conversations of power, the way to destroy someone through the careful deployment of social ostracism and financial leverage.
What neither family fully acknowledged was that the feud had become anachronistic. The world had changed. The South had changed. The rules of engagement had shifted. And yet the hatred persisted, not because it was rational, but because hate—real, generational hate—is something that endures the way mountains endure.
And into this landscape, returning from Chicago with a white woman and the weight of impossible choices, came Cecil Waters. Former Black Panther. Former soldier. Current fool for love. A man who had tried to escape the gravitational pull of Howler County and had discovered, like so many before him, that you cannot outrun your own blood.
This is his story. And it is also the story of a town where the past refuses to be past, where ambition and destruction are often mistaken for one another, and where the only thing more powerful than money is the desire for vengeance.
This is the story of Howler, Georgia.
This is the story of MAGNOLIA.

CHAPTER ONE: BLOOD AND BOURBON (PART ONE)
The highway curves through Georgia like a woman turning in her sleep, restless and haunted. The pine trees press in on both sides, and the air carries that particular weight of the Deep South—humid, heavy, thick with the ghosts of every transaction that ever happened under a magnolia tree.
Cecil Waters gripped the steering wheel of the ’72 Lincoln Continental like it was the only thing keeping him tethered to sanity. Forty-eight hours of driving from Chicago, through the Midwest, through the borderland states, through the creeping humidity of the South, and he was finally here. In Howler. Where his wife was dying, where his daughter didn’t speak to him anymore, where his past had never actually left—it had just been waiting like a patient predator.
The woman beside him was sleeping, her head turned against the window, her blonde hair—the color of champagne and secrets—catching the late afternoon light in a way that made her look both present and phantom-like. Her name was Diane Mercer, and she was going to destroy everything he had left.
Cecil loved her with the kind of love that feels like drowning—desperate, consuming, and absolutely certain to end in tragedy.
She stirred as he took the exit toward Howler proper, that specific edge of Howler where the old Black neighborhoods sprawled out like a quilt somebody had stitched together with care despite the material being scraps. Diane’s eyes opened—pale green, intelligent, carrying the particular satisfaction of a woman who knew she was wanted despite knowing she shouldn’t be.
“Are we here?” she asked, her voice still thick with sleep.
“Almost,” Cecil said. His voice came out rough, like he’d been shouting. “We’re going to Earl’s first.”
“Cecil, baby—”
“Earl’s first,” he repeated, and there was something in his tone that made Diane understand this wasn’t negotiable.
Earl’s Authentic Soul Food & Chinese Kitchen sat on the corner of Magnolia and Cypress, a building that had survived three fires, two recessions, and the slow death of downtown Howler with the kind of stubborn grace that only a family restaurant could manage. The sign out front had been repainted approximately seventeen times in the last twenty years, but the neon glowed the same pink it had when Earl and his wife Mama Sue opened it in 1979.
Cecil pulled into the parking lot and sat for a moment, the engine ticking like a clock counting down to something inevitable.
“I’m nervous,” Diane said. It was a lie. She wasn’t nervous. She was exhilarated. She had spent the last four hundred miles imagining what this moment would feel like—being carried into his world, into the place where he had come from, wearing her pretty skin and her complicated beauty like armor.
“Don’t be,” Cecil said. “Everyone here knows me. You’ll be fine.”
He was wrong about that, but he didn’t know it yet.

PART TWO: MAGNOLIA GRACE
The interior of Earl’s hadn’t changed much in a decade. Red vinyl booths, a long counter where old men sat drinking coffee that had probably been made the day before yesterday, a jukebox in the corner playing Aretha Franklin because it was always playing Aretha Franklin. The smell of collard greens and sesame oil and something deep-fried hung in the air like a benediction.
A few heads turned when Cecil walked in. Not because he was famous, but because everyone recognized him. Time hasn’t changed a man that much when he grows up in a place this small. You can see the boy he was in the way he moves, the way he hunches his shoulders like he’s used to taking up less space than his body naturally demands.
“Lord have mercy, is that Cecil Waters?” The voice came from behind the counter—smooth, amused, with the particular timber of someone who had seen everything and found most of it ridiculous.
Maxine Eloise Carter was a vision. Pinkish-blonde hair in a careful Cupid’s-bow cut, makeup applied with the precision of someone who understood that presentation was its own form of literature. At sixty-two, Maxine had the kind of face that had survived tragedy and emerged grinning like she’d won something valuable. She’d been Nikki once, a long time ago, before the world was ready for her truth. Now she was Maxine, and Howler had made its peace with this because Maxine was too valuable to lose—she knew everybody’s business, and she was kind about it, which was rarer than diamonds.
“Maxine,” Cecil said, and his smile was genuine. “You’re looking good.”
“I’m looking like I survived longer than I had any right to,” Maxine corrected, coming around the counter to embrace him. She smelled like cheap perfume and genuine welcome. “But you—baby, you look tired. Where have you been?”
“Chicago,” Cecil said. “And all the places in between.”
Maxine’s eyes found Diane then, and something shifted in her expression. Not judgment exactly. Understanding. The specific understanding of a person who had spent her life existing in the spaces between categories, between acceptable and unacceptable, between visible and invisible.
“I see,” Maxine said.
“This is Diane,” Cecil said. “Diane, this is Maxine. She’s been serving food here since before you were born.”
“Nice to meet you,” Diane said, extending her hand. She was doing that thing she did—making herself smaller, softer, less threatening. It was a performance, and it was perfect, and Maxine saw right through it.
“Sugar, come on and sit down,” Maxine said, gesturing them toward a booth in the back. “Let me get you some of Earl’s famous fried chicken. And some of his wife’s collard greens. And some cornbread that’ll make you question whether you even had taste buds before.”
They slid into the booth. Cecil on one side, Diane on the other, the table between them like an ocean. Maxine brought sweet tea without asking, set the glasses down with the kind of deliberation that suggested she was making mental notes about every detail.
“So,” Maxine said, refilling Cecil’s tea even though he hadn’t drunk any yet, “you come back to see Josephine?”
The name hung in the air between them like a blade.
“I came back,” Cecil said carefully, “to take care of some things.”
“She’s been asking about you,” Maxine said. Her eyes were on Diane now. “Every time I see her, which is not as often as I’d like because that woman is stubborn as a cat in a bathtub. She asks if I’ve seen you. I tell her, ‘Jo, when Cecil gets tired of running, he’ll come home.’ And she says, ‘Maxine, I don’t think that man knows how to be tired of running. It’s in his blood.’”
Diane’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. But Maxine saw it.
“Your wife sick?” Maxine asked, looking directly at Cecil now.
“You know she is,” Cecil said.
“Cancer?” Maxine pressed.
“Cancer,” Cecil confirmed.
“And this is…” Maxine gestured vaguely at Diane.
“A friend,” Cecil said.
“I’m sure she is,” Maxine said, in a tone that suggested the word “friend” had just expanded to include approximately seventeen different meanings, most of them problematic.
The kitchen doors swung open, and a plate of fried chicken appeared, golden and glistening and perfect. Then collard greens. Then cornbread. Then a side of black-eyed peas that nobody had ordered but Maxine was determined they would appreciate.
“You eat,” Maxine said. “I’m going to go call Josephine and tell her her husband is home.”
“Maxine—” Cecil started.
“Don’t Maxine me,” she said. “That woman is dying, Cecil. She deserves to know you’re back.”
She walked away before he could respond, moving through the restaurant with the specific confidence of someone who had just set something in motion that couldn’t be stopped.
Diane picked up a piece of chicken, bit into it delicately, and made a small sound of pleasure that Cecil knew was strategic.
“That was awkward,” she said.
“That was Howler,” Cecil replied.

PART THREE: SHATTERING
The phone call, when it came, didn’t come from Josephine.
It came from Jackie Waters, Cecil’s sister, and her voice carried the particular terror that only comes when the bottom has just fallen out of the world.
Maxine appeared at the booth thirty seconds later, the phone pressed to her ear, her face a mask of carefully controlled devastation.
“Cecil,” she said, her voice very quiet. “You need to take this.”
He didn’t want to. He could feel the weight of every choice he’d ever made pressing down on him like gravity suddenly doubling. But he stood up and took the phone from Maxine, the plastic receiver heavy as a stone.
“Yeah?” he said.
“She’s gone,” Jackie said. Crying. “She’s gone, Cecil. Josephine—she just—she didn’t even say goodbye. She was asking for you this morning, and I told her you were coming home, and she smiled like that was the best thing she’d heard in months, and then she just… she went to sleep and she didn’t wake up.”
The restaurant seemed to tilt. The jukebox was still playing Aretha, and the sound felt obscene suddenly, like someone had put on music at a funeral.
“I’m on my way,” Cecil said, but he couldn’t feel his lips moving.
“Cecil, there’s something else,” Jackie said. “The police are here. They’re saying—they’re saying they found something. In Josephine’s nightstand. Something that… baby, they’re saying it proves that Josephine knew about you and that woman. They’re saying they might charge you with—they’re saying her death might not have been—”
The phone went dead in his hand.
Maxine was looking at him with an expression that contained all the sorrow of the Old Testament.
“What happened?” Diane asked, still holding her piece of fried chicken.
Cecil turned to look at her—really look at her—and something in his face must have been terrible because she set the chicken down very slowly and her hand started to shake.
“Josephine’s dead,” he said. His voice sounded like it was coming from someone else. “And they’re saying it wasn’t natural. They’re saying someone—”
He didn’t finish.
Because at that exact moment, the front door to Earl’s swung open, and Beaumont Livingston walked in—tall, impeccably dressed, with the particular confidence of a man who had never doubted his right to exist in any space. He was twenty-eight years old and he looked like he had swallowed sunlight. And his eyes, when they found Cecil’s across the restaurant, carried the exact expression of a predator who has just caught the scent of blood.
“Well,” Beau said, his voice carrying across the restaurant with perfect clarity, “I was hoping I’d find you here. The police are looking for you, Cecil. They want to talk to you about Josephine. Apparently, she left some very interesting documents. Very incriminating documents.”
His eyes moved to Diane, and his smile widened into something beautiful and absolutely lethal.
“Or should I say, someone paid her to leave them. Someone who had a lot to gain from a Black Panther’s wife being out of the picture. Someone,” he continued, moving slowly toward their booth like a lion that had all the time in the world, “who was carrying on an affair right under your dying wife’s nose.”
Cecil felt the world splitting open.
Beau pulled out his phone, and he turned the screen toward Cecil. On it was a photograph—recent, clear, utterly devastating—of Cecil and Diane checked into a hotel in Memphis. And beneath it, text that read: Josephine knew. She documented everything.
“Josephine came to me three weeks ago,” Beau said, his voice soft and terrible. “She wanted to know if the Cartwrights could really protect you. Because she knew what you’d done. She knew you’d brought this woman home. And she knew—” he paused, savoring this moment like fine whiskey, “—she knew that you killed her.”

END OF PROLOGUE AND CHAPTER ONE

In Howler County, Georgia, where magnolia trees bloom in the yards of sinners and saints alike, there are some secrets that are worth dying for. And some that are worth killing for.
And Cecil Waters, former Black Panther, former soldier, current fool for love, has just discovered that in this place, there is no distance between tragedy and comedy. They are the same thing, watched from different angles.
And the Beaumonts are still hungry. They are always still hungry. It is their inheritance, written in blood and bourbon and the ashes of a warehouse that burned in 1926.
This is only the beginning.
