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Part One: Blood & Bourbon in Our Veins…

Chapter One: The Coronation & the Conspiracy

The Mississippi Delta didn’t just wake up — it groaned. Morning light filtered through a veil of humidity, sticky and golden, settling like a judgment on the fields of cotton, soybean, and the ghosts of every lie told in genteel voices. Cypress County was quiet that day, as if the land itself held its breath. Because today, the Cartwrights —
old-money white royalty of the Delta — would crown their next king.
Cartwright Landing, a sprawling Greek Revival mansion with flaking columns and a past scrubbed clean for the tourists, sat like a bloated queen atop the flat, rich earth. Its verandas curled like lace, and the scent of magnolia, manure, and the family’s signature Cartwright Reserve bourbon wafted through the air.
Elijah Cartwright stood at the balcony in his cream-colored suit, boot-tips gleaming, a silver-headed cane in hand — not because he
needed it, but because legacy demanded it. He was a man of bourbon, cotton, and consequence — the kind of white man who had always known his name would be carved into history, not scratched into stone.
Below, the Jubilee bloomed like a magnolia in heat. Tents flapped, gospel quartets harmonized between booths hawking heirloom bourbon and buttered biscuits, and state senators slathered on smiles like sunscreen. They all came — not for celebration, but for confirmation. That the Cartwrights still reigned. That whiteness and wealth still kissed at the mouth in Mississippi.
Beau Cartwright Jr., the anointed heir, cut through the party like a golden calf in a tuxedo. He shook hands with men who called his Black classmate from Ole Miss “boy” and didn’t flinch when they did. He flirted with daughters of dynasties whose wealth traced back to the whip. He basked in it. And maybe, just maybe, he believed he’d earned it.
His mother, Eleanor Cartwright, fluttered beside him like a swan with a switchblade tucked behind her pearls. She was the kind of woman who ran the county without ever raising her voice, who smiled

sweetly at Black waitstaﬀ and called them “dear” but never learned their names.
“They’re not just here for the bourbon, darling,” she whispered, her voice coated in honeysuckle and steel. “They’re here to see if you can carry the weight — of the name, the legacy, and the lies we’ve told to keep it all polished.”
Behind the estate, on the cracked concrete of an old slave-era sugar mill now used to age barrels, a diﬀerent gathering took place. Quiet, unnoticed. A group of Black workers on break — most wearing shirts with the Cartwright Reserve crest — smoked cigarettes and drank generic soda from old glass bottles. One of them, an older man with graying temples, muttered, “Look at that boy — born into a throne built oﬀ our daddy’s backs.”
“He ain’t the one to worry about,” another replied, flicking ash. “It’s that Silas. That man smiles like he’s got blood in his bourbon.”
Inside the house, in the shuttered study, Silas Cartwright — Elijah’s younger brother — swirled a glass of rye and watched the party from a sliver of window. His eyes were cold. His smile, colder.
“Boy’s too soft,” he said to Morton Haskell, his oily banker friend who looked like Jonah Hill from The Wolf of Wall Street. “Too dreamy.
Doesn’t know bourbon from piss when it’s cloudy. Won’t last a season once the wolves start sniﬃng.”
“But he’s beloved,” Morton oﬀered. “They’ll rally behind him.” Silas sipped. “So did the Romans, until Caesar bled.”
Across the lawn, Charlotte Dubois posed for pictures with Beau’s arm around her waist — a Southern belle from ruined lineage, clinging to power through proximity. She was lovely, intelligent, and quietly cruel
— the kind of woman who called herself progressive but only dated white. She laughed, twirled, and didn’t even look when the Black bartender poured her champagne.
As Charlotte is drinking and talking to guests, Morton hands Silas a Manila folder.

”Miss Charlotte Dubois isn’t who she says she is” Morton said as he drank his whiskey neat.

A smile crept on Silas face, as he began reading Charlotte’s background in Calhoun County, Arkansas.

”Miss Charlotte, oh sweet innocent beautiful Miss Charlotte Dubois, what are you hiding in Calhoun County?” Silas proclaimed as he slowly closes the folder and hands it back to Morton who gives him a salute and walks oﬀ.

Silas spots Beau from afar and raises his glass to him and Charlotte. ”And so it begins.”

Chapter Two: The Fall Of The House Of Cartwright


The Cartwright Jubliee didn’t end. It simmered—like bourbon left too long in a barrel. By nightfall, the estate under lantern light, the cypress trees casting long, crooked shadows across the lawn like fingers trying to drag something under. Beau Cartwright Jr. was a little drunk and a lot distracted. The heir to Mississippi’s last true bourbon dynasty was leaning against the column with a hightail in hand, wondering how the air had gotten so thick. It wasn’t just the humidity. It was the woman. Leona.
The gril from Sunday school, the girl from the wrong side of Highway 82, had come back looking like a warning in heels. And Beau could feel it—in the tightening of his collar, in the hush of white voices after she passed, in a way the land itself seemed to lean in closer when she spoke his name. So when his old crew—trust fund boys in bow ties and boots—suggested they celebrate the ‘coronation’ downtown in Clarksdale, he didn’t hesitate. Not to think. Not to feel.Just to forget.
The Velver Mule wasn’t listed on Yelp. It didn’t need to be.
A velver curtained gentleman’s club on edge of town, half-lit by pink neon and moonshine promises, it was a place where Delta secrets were bought in singles and sold in whispers. Inside, the music was hot and heavy, the air thick with cigar smoke and perfume of women who knew how to weaponize men’s regret. Beau slid into a booth, barely noticing the dancer onstage. That is until the lights shifted and the music slowed.
And then she stepped out. Leona Calhoun.
Her box braids cascaded like silk, her body wrapped in glinting outfit that clung to her curves like a secret. A dragon tattoo coiled up her hip—bold and delibrate. She didn’t dance. She commanded. Every eyed turned. Every white man stilled.
And when Beau saw her face—truly saw her—a cold chill licked p his spine. Not because she was there. Because he remembered. A faint scar on her temple. A scar she got in a rickhouse accident when they

were kids. The day his family paid oﬀ the inspectors and told the Black families nothing happened.
”Leona?” He mouthed.
She paused—just for a heartbeat— then sauntered oﬀ the stage like a queen descending her throne.
”Well, well,” she purred, sliding into the booth beside him. “If it ain’t Mississippi royalty.”
The boys stared, slack-jawed. Some recognized her. Most pretended not to.
”What are you doing here?” Beau asked, his voice low, ashamed.
”I work here, “ she said, crossing her legs. “You think all Black valedictorians in the Delta get scholarships and startup capital? Nah. I spin for drunks and tips.”
He didn’t know what to say. But she wasn’t waiting.
”You remember Cypress Hollow?” She asked, too sweet. “The explosion in the rickhouse? My daddy died in that. Your uncle told OSHA it was lightning strike. Your mama called it unfortunate. You were oﬀ to Princeton.”
”I—I didn’t know.”
”Didn’t care to.” She corrected, scribbling something on a napkin. “But if you’re ready to learn, meet me at Earl’s Diner. 4pm. Tomorrow. I’ll tell you what you missed while you building your future on our graves.”
She stood and left him there—with a number, a memory, and the weight of a truth he couldn’t drown in whiskey.
The Next Morning—Cartwright Manor
Eleanor Cartwright sat beneath a fan in the solarium, pouring sweet tea with a smile sharp enough to cut glass. Charlotte Dubois sat across from her, dressed in a crisp pink wrap dress, her posture as rigid as a backstory she invented.
”You saw Silas,” Charlotte said plainly. “Whispering with Morton Haskell after the Jubliee. I think they’re siphoning the company.”

Eleanor didn’t blink. “Silas has always been greedy. But now? He’s desperate. He doesn’t want the distillery. He wants the name.”
”Beau’s not ready,” Charlotte added carefully. “He’s soft. Still thinks legacy is something you deserve.”
”He’ll learn,” Eleanor said coolly. “Or he’ll burn. And either way, we keep the Cartwright name intact.”
Charlotte hesitated. Then dropped the real bomb. ”I think Leona Calhoun is back.”
“The Calhoun girl?”
“Stripper. Engineer. Walking powder keg. She showed up last night. At the Velvet Mule. With Beau.”
A long silence settled between them.
Eleanor sipped her tea. “That girl has always been trouble. Her father made too much noise, and now his ghost is speaking through her. I want her silenced.”
”Silenced how?” Charlotte asked.
”Not the messy way,” Eleanor said. “The Delta way. Quiet. Permanent. Find her weakness. And twist.”
Charlotte’s jaw clenched. She didn’t like this game. But she’d already bought the dress. Might as well play the part.
Later that Day—Earl’s Diner


Earl’s was the kind of place where the Formica cracked like dried earth and the waitress knew everyone’s blood type. Beau arrived tne minutes early. He looked around like someone excepting to be recognized—or shot.
Leona walked in five minutes late, dressed in jeans and a plain white tee. No makeup. No mask.
”Thanks for coming,” she said, sliding into the booth. ”I couldn’t sleep,” Beau admitted.
”Good,” she said, and dropped a Manila folder between them.

Insdie were inspection reports, safety violations, internal memos—all signed by Silas Cartwright
”My daddy tried to report it,” she said. “Fourteen violations. Corroded pipes. No fire suppression. They told him to shut up or lose his job.”
Beau read the memo signed: Proceed with current equipment. Cost overruns unacceptable. —S.C.
“He died two weeks later,” she said. “So did four other men. All Black. You know how many white men were on that shift? Zero.”
Beau’s hands trembled. ”This is murder.”
”This is Mississippi.” Leona corrected. Back at the Manor
Eleanor was in her drawing roo, nursing a bourbon when Charlotte walked in.
”She’s meeting with Beau. She’s telling him everything.”
”Then we end it,” Eleanor said standing slowly. “Let’s take away her only source of power.”
By 9pm, Leona was back at the club. But something was oﬀ. Fred, the manager handed her a wad of cash.
”What’s this?” She asked. ”Your severance,” she said. ”What?”
“Your fired, Leona. They said you’re a liability. Bad press. And thirty-two? That’s old in stripper years.”
Leona stared, stunned. “Who they?” Fred didn’t answer.
She walked out with her heels in one hand and her pride in the other. Along with fifteen thousand dollars in her pocket.

Chapter Three: Vows & Vendettas
The morning light bled through the lace curtains of Cartwright Manor like spilled cream, soft and treacherous. The house stood still—too still—as if it knew the lie it had hosted the night before. Beau Cartwright Jr. awoke with bourbon breath and a conscience that wouldn’t sit still. His shirt was still half-buttoned, and his phone buzzed against the nightstand lie a guilty reminder.
A message.
LEONA: thanks for last night. I hope you understand now.
He rubbed his temples, heart pounding with equal parts shame and rage. Across the room, Charlotte Dubois stood in silence—barefoot, immaculate, staring at the napkin Leona scribbled on. Her hand clutched the edge of the nightstand. The message. The number. The perfume lingering in the air.
”I see you made some new friends last night,” she said flatly. Beau, still shirtless, tried to laugh it oﬀ. “It was just a drink—“
“With a stripper?” She snapped, turning toward him. “You know who she is, don’t you?”
”I knew her,” Beau muttered. “Before she had to dance for rent.”
Charlotte crossed the room, her voice lowering like a blade. “And what exactly did she danced into your ear? That your family’s sins have receipts? That you uncle’s hands aren’t just dirty—they’re bloody?”
Beau looked up, startled. “How do you—?”
”I know everything, Beau,” Charlotte said. “That’s what women like me are trained to do.”
She turned away, her voice cool. “But don’t worry. I’ve spoken to your mother. She’s…handling it.”
Later that Morning—The Engagement Brunch
The Cartwright estate looked like a wedding catalog exploded on the front lawn—white tents, monogrammed cocktail napkins, and a string quartet hired from Jackson. Eleanor Cartwright glided through it all like a grand dame at Versailles, dressed in sorghum silk, speaking sweetly to guests while whispering threats through her teeth.

Charlotte stood beside her, beaming, showing oﬀ the enormous Harry Winston ring like a trophy. Beau walked among the guests like a ghost wearing a smile.
And then…
A red-dusted Ford F-150 rolled into the gravel drive.
Heads turned. A husk fell over the champagne-soaked brunch. Out stepped Leona Calhoun in hip hugging jeans, a ribbed crop top, and Timberlands— a walking disruption in gold hoops and unapologetic skin.
The butter hesitated before speaking. “Ma’am, may I ask—?”
”I’m here for Beau,” she said, flashing a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.
Gasps whispered through the linen. Eleanor’s mimosa froze mid-sip. Charlotte’s jaw locked so tight it could’ve cracked bone.
Leona didn’t wait for a escort. She walked straight into the party.
“Leona—what the hell?” Beau hissed, grabbing her by the arm and steering her toward the back garden.
”You told me to come to you when I had more,” she said calmly. ”In the middle of my engagement brunch?”
She shrugged. “Your mama threw a party. I brought the truth.”
They stepped behind the rickhouse ruins, now overgrown with kudzu and honeysuckle—the same place Leona’s father died.
”I found files. My daddy kept everything. Photos, invoices, ledgers,” she said handing him another envelope. “It’s all in there. Silas covered it up. Morton helped. Your mama? She looked the other way.”
Beau opened the envelople and felt the world shift. Falsified inspections. Shell companies. Insurance claims with forged signatures. A photo of a broken pipe from the day before the explosion.
”I don’t know what to say,” he muttered.
”Then don’t,” Leona replied. “Just…be better than them.”

From the French doors above, Eleanor Cartwright watched it all—the body language, the closeness, the fire in Leona’s voice.
”She came back,” said one of her brunch guests, eyes narrow with scandal.
”Oh, she’s no one’ important,” Eleanor replied, smiling as her nails dug into her mimosa flute.
But inside, her heart was preparing for war. Earl’s Diner—That Evening…
Beau met Leona again, this time away from the stares. The air thick with fryer grease and regret. She wore a denier jacket over a black dress, tired from the battle but unbent.
”I got fired,” she said bluntly. “From the club. Management said I was too old. Too political. Too connected to you.”
Beau winced. “My mother?”
She didn’t answer. Just pulled a tattered five-figure wad of cash from her purse.
“They thought I’d take this and leave town.” He stared. “Are you?”
Leona leaned back, eyes hard
”No, I’m staying. And I’m not dancing anymore. I’m telling the truth. Loud and clear.”
Back at the Manor—The Queen’s Gambit
Eleanor Cartwright sat behind her writing desk, a glass of 25-year Reserve in one hand, a file in the other. Charlotte stood at attention.
”You did well,” Eleanor said. “Leona’s lost her job. Her money. Her footing”
”She hasn’t lost Beau,” Charlotte replied, bitterness creeping in.
Eleanor’s eyes narrowed. “Then take him back. In bed. In business. In blood.”
Charlotte hesitated. “You still want me as CEO?”

Eleanor smiled. “Darling, men in this family drink power. But women distill it. You just need to play your part until your name on the bottle.”
Charlotte nodded slowly, her expression unreadable. But deep down, something shifted.
That ngiht, as the crickets roared and the moon hung heavy over the Delta, Leona sat alone in her truck, reading her father’s notes. She traced his handwriting, tears threatening but unsoiled.
She didn’t know yet how ar she’d go.
But she knew this: she wasn’t running anymore. Not from the Cartwrights.
Not from the past. Not even from herself.
She was done dancing for them.
Now, they would learn to dance for her.

Chapter Four: The Queenmaker
It was late afternoon in Cypress County—the hour when sunlight turned bourbon-colored and the magnolias closed their petals like secrets. The air inside Cartwright Manor had the hush of a confessional. Outside, workers were still disassembling the tents from the engagement brunch, unaware that the real business of power was happening behind a closed door and drawn lace.
Eleanor Cartwright, still dressed like Southern royalty in cream slacks and a cashmere wrap, sat like a monarch in her drawing room, sipping bourbon from cut crytal. The curtains were half-pulled, letting just enough Delta light in to cast long, elegant shadows.
Across from her, Charlotte Dubois sat stiﬄy on the edge of a tufted armchair, her pearls jsut slightly crooked, her smile praticed—but tight.
”You wanted to see me?” Charlotte asked.
Eleanor smiled. It was the kind of smile that held honey and arsenic in equal measure.
”You are not a Cartwright, just not yet” she began softly. “but I think its time we started treating you like one.”
Charlotte blinked. “What does that mean?”
Eleanor stood and walked to a small antique cabinet. From it, she pulled a crystal decanter and tow tumblers. She poured for both of them—the amber liquid catching the light like fire.
Then she turned.
”It means, Charlotte… I want you to run Cartwright Reserve.” The silence cracked like gunfire.
”Excuse me?”
Eleanor handed her the glass. “Beau’s not ready. He’s soft. Distracted. Too much poetry, not enough iron. You…you’ve got steel in your spine. And, more importantly, you didn’t flinch.”
Charlotte stared into the bourbon like it might contain an answer. “I’m not family. Not by blood.”

”But you will be—legally. That’s all that matters in this world. Contracts. Paperwork. Appearances.”
Charlotte hesitated. “What about Elijah?”
Eleanor expression flickered. “Elijah’s has his legacy. His name on the bottles. His potrait on the wall. But we need someone modern.
Ruthless. Market-savvy.” ”And Leona?”
Eleanor’s lips curled. “Leona Calhoun is a distraction. A very loud one. And like most things born outside the mansion gates… she doesn’t understand her place.”
Charlotte took a long sip of her bourbon, the burning waking of something inside her.
”I’ll need resources. Access. And your full support.” She said slowly. Eleanor’s smile sharpened. “Done.”
”And I want my name on the deed.”
Eleanor didn’t flinch. “Then you’d better earn it.” Charlotte stood. “What do you want me to do?”
Eleanor finished her bourbon and set down the glass like a gavel.
”Find everything you can on Leona Calhoun. I want her exposed. I want her silenced. Or destroyed.”
Charlotte nodded once. The room felt hotter. ”And the wedding?” She asked.
”Oh, I’ll handle the wedding,” Eleanor said with a dismissive wave. “You just handle the war.”
They clinked glasses.
To legacy. To control. To the new queen. That Night—Leona’s Apartment
Leona stood at her mirror, peeling oﬀ her remnants of stage makeup from the night before— even though she’d been fired. The apartment was small, hot and humming with crickets. A stack of unpaid bills sat

by lamp. On her bed, a battered duﬀel bag held every piece of evidence her father ever collected.
She wasn’t sure what came next. But it sure as hell wasn’t leaving. Her phone buzzed. A message from a blocked number.
You’ve made enemies. Be careful where you sleep. She didn’t flinch. Only to reply back:
I  don’t  sleep,  I  plan.  Elsewhere—Cartwright Manor Kitchen
Beau wandered in late, the house upset except for the ticking of the grandfather clock and the hum of the refrigerator. He made himself a plate of cold fried chicken and poured himself a glass of sweet tea.
He didn’t hear his mother walk in until her shadow stretched across the floor.
”Late night?” Eleanor asked sweetly. ”Yeah,” he murmured.
”You look tired.”
”I am tired. Mama. Tired of the lies. The games, the weight of being a Cartwright.”
Eleanor studied him for beat. “Then you’d better get stronger, baby. Because the Delta doesn’t forgive weakness and neither do I.”
She turned to leave.
”Oh,” she added casually. “Charlotte’s taking on more responsibility with the company. I thought you should know.”
Beau froze. “She told me nothing about that.”
”Then maybe you’re not asking the right questions.” Whataburger-Midnight
Leona sat in a cracked plastic booth, eating cold fries and a honey barbecue chicken strip sandwich. She looked around—families, truckers, shift workers. People who didn’t know her, didn’t care who she was. And for a second, she felt invisible.

Then she heard the bell over the door. And in walked Elijah Cartwright.
In a tailored navy suit and dusty boots, he moved like a man who had once owned the world—and maybe still did. He tipped his hat to the cashier and made his way to her booth.
”You woulnd’t mind if I sit?” He asked.
Leeona raised an eyebrow. “Thought y’all Cartwrights only sat with your kind.”
He smiled—tired and sly. “You’d be surprised who I’ve sat with when bourbon was involved.”
She gestured to the booth. “Suit yourself.”
Elijah pulled out a worn photograph from the coat pocket. A Black man in overalls. Grinning. Proud. Leona’s father.
”I knew him,” Elijah said softly. “He was good. Smart. Loyal. And we let him burn.”
Leona stared at the photo. Then up at Elijah. ”Why are you really here?” She asked.
”Because I’m tired of being lied to. By my wife. By my brother. By my son. And I think the only persons telling me the truth in this whole damn county is you.”
She folded her arms. “So what? You want me to be your whistleblower?”
”I want you to be something better. I want you to be in. With me.” Leona laughed bitterly. “You oﬀering me a job?”
”I’m oﬀering you justice,” Elijah said. “And maybe a little revenge on the side.”
He slid a business card and five crisp hundred dollar bills across the table.
”You’ll need a dress. There’s a ladies luncheon this week. And I think you ought to make an entrance.”
Leona stared at the money. At the man. At the name on the card: Elijah Beauregard Cartwright, Founder, Cartwright Reserve.

“I don’t dance anymore,” she said.
”Then walk,” Elijah said. “Right into their world. And burn it from the inside.”

Chapter Five: All The King’s Horses & All The Queen’s Men
The Howler County Ladies Luncheon was not an event—it was a proving ground. Held each year at the Cypress Club, it was where power passed from gloved hand to gloved hand, not through law, but through legacy. Women came dressed like magnolia blossoms moved like rattlesnakes in Sunday lace.
Eleanor Cartwright sat at the table, wrapped in a powder-blue silk, her pearl earrings catching the morning light like a quiet warning shots. Beside her sat Charlotte Dubois, immaculate in ivory, a vision of future Cartwright motherhood—or so it was meant to appear.
The conversation was lgiht and syrupy, laced with gossip about minor scandals: a judge’s one caught with an escort; a debutante’s secrets pregnancy. But beneath the surface was war— the kind only women waged with perfume, posture and whispered history.
And then, the front doors opened.
Leona Calhoun stepped into the room like thunder on a sunny day.
She wore a dress that did not belong in this club—emerald green with a plunging neckline and slit high enough to scandalize every woman and enthrall every man. Her gold heels clicked across the marble floor like gunshots. Her box braids were swept into a tight, elegant ponytail. Her thigh tattoo—a dragon—was unapologetically visible.
Silence fell. Fans slowed. Forks paused mid-air. Leona smiled sweetly. “Afternoon, ladies.”
The receptionist stammered, unsure whether to stop her or salute her.
Darryl Simpson, de facto queen bee of society wives, gasped and clutched her pearls with delight. “Well damn, if it isn’t Mississippi Josephine Baker,” she said, loud enough to sting.
Leona beamed. “Don’t tempt me. I’d start a revue in this room.”
Charlotte nearly dropped her mimosa. Eleanor’s expression didn’t twitch—but the tips of her ears turned pink.
Leona strolled over, drink in hand, and stood beside the head table. “Mind if I join y’all?”
Eleanor stared her down. “This luncheon is by invitation only.”

”Oh, I was invited,” Leona said, producing a hand-written card—Elijah Cartwright’s handwriting, unmistakable. “Seems someone thought I had something worth bringing to the table.”
Darryl, amused and thrilled by scandal, patted the chair next to her. “Sit by me,sugar. I love a good story.”
Eleanor’s teeth clenched. She looked at Charlotte. “We’ll speak later.”

An Hour Later—After Champagne & Cutting Remarks
The luncheon had devolved into a polite knife fight. Eleanor led the table in reminiscing about her days at Hollins College. Charlotte detailed her nonexistent bridal plan. Darryl gushed about her Botox.
Leona said little—until she didn’t.
”So what’s it like?” She asked sweetly, titlting her head. ”What’s what like?” Darryl asked.
”Living in a world where you never had to ask for permission to matter.”
The table went quiet. The air thickened.
Eleanor took a slow sip of her bourbon tea. “Some of us earned our places here.”
Leona nodded. “And some of us inherited it on the backs of men like my father.”
Charlotte bristled. “This isn’t the time or place—“
”See, that’s the funny thing about time and place,” Leona said,her voice cool as steel. “The truth doesn’t give a damn about either.”
Darryl laughed awkwardly. “Well aren’t you dramatic. I like that. You should teach us pole dancing classes sometime?”
Leona leaned in, smile thin as piano wire. “Only if I can teach your husband how to tip properly. He’s a chepa drunk with grabby hands.”
Gasps. Actual gasps.
Eleanor’s voice snappe the tension like a whip. “That’s enough.”

Leona stood, draining her champagne. “No ma’am. This is just the beginning!”
And like tha, she walked out—hoop earrings swinging, heels clicking, leaving perfume, scandal and a wildfire in her wake.
Beau was pacing the upstairs hall like a man being hunted by his own name. When Leona returned from the luncheon, he met her at the bottom of the stairs.
”You crashed the luncheon?” He siad, half in awe, half in horror. ”I was invited.”
”By my father?”
Leona smile faltered. “We talked. He knows.” Beau stared. “About Silas?”
”About everything. And he wants to help me.”
Beau slumped against the banister, his jaw tight. “I don’t know who to believe anymore.”
Leona moved closer. “Then start with yourself. You’re not your mother. You’re not your uncle. You don’t owe. Them blind loyalty.”
”I’m engaged,” Beau muttered.
”To a woman who report to your mother like a damn intern,” Leona said. “I’m not asking for love Beau, I’m asking for truth.”
She pressed the folder of evidence into his chest again. “If you want to save what’s left of the Cartwright legacy, start reading.”
And then she turned and walked up the stairs—toward the guest room Eleanor didn’t even know she was staying in.
Beau didn’t stop her.
Meanwhile at the study, Eleanor at behinf her massive desk, whiskey untouched. Charlotte stood across fro her, stiﬀ.
”She’s playing chess,” Eleanor said flatly. “And she’s two moves ahead.” ”I’ll take of it,” Charlotte said.
”See that you do.”

Eleanor leaned back in her chair, staring at the potrait of Elijah over the fireplace.
”He’s the one who invited her,” she muttered. Charlotte frowned. “What?”
”My husband invited the enemy into the ballroom. And now he wants to make her queen.”
She stood straightened her skirt, and picked up her phone. ”Then it’s time I reminded Elijah who really runs this family.”

Chapter Six: The Real Housewives Of Howler County


It was Wednesday, which meant bridge nad bourbon at Darryl Simpson’s riverfront home—an antebellum fantasy draped in Confederare nostalagia and Restorations Hardware. Every mont, the most powerful women in Howler County gathered not to gamble, but to govern. It wasn’t about cards—it was about control.
And this month, Leona Calhoun had been invited. Invited.
By Darryl herself.
Eleanor Cartwright wasn’t present. Which made it all the more dangerous.
Leona walked in wearing tailored slacks and a halter blouse the color of ox blood. No cleavage. No scandal. Just sharp lines and silent confidence. She was no longer a disruption. She was now…competition.
Darryl handed her glass of bourbon. “You clean up nice,” she said with a wink. “Still prefer you on the pole, but I admire a good reinvention.”
Leona took the glass, unmoved. “I wasn’t reinvented. I was revealed.”
Around the room, conversations quieted. Charlotte sat near the fireplace legs crossed like scissors, watching everything.
”So tell us, Miss Calhoun,” drawled one woman with big hair and bigger diamonds, “what exactly is it that you do now?”
”I investigate,” Leona said smoothly. ”Investigate?”
”Corruption. Exploitation. Bourbon empires built on Black labor and silence.”
Silence.
Darryl whistled. “Well, bless your heart. You must have a lot to look into around here.”
”Oh, I do,” Leona said. “Starting with Cartwright Reserve.”

Charlotte stood, too quickly. “You are not hoere to play bridge. You are here to start a war.”
Leona titled her head. “No, sugar. The war already started. I just decided to fight back.”
Later on the veranda, the other ladies were inside, sipping cocktails and pretending not to eavesdrop. Darryl lit a Virginia Slim and leaned against the railing beside Leona.
”You know,” she said, exhaling smoke, “you could flip this county on its ass if you wanted to. You’ve got receipts, grit, and the kind of mouth that makes headlines.”
Leona did not respond.
”I’m serious,” Darryl continued. “The Black community trusts you. The white women are scared of you. And teh press? They’d eat you up. You could run for something. Oﬃce. School board. Hell, even mayor of Clarksdale if you played your cards right.”
Leona turned. “You’re oﬀering me a platform.”
”I’m oﬀering you a network,” Darryl said. “One Eleanor does not own.” Leona narrowed her eyes. “Why would you turn on her?”
Darrly smiled. “Because Eleanor thinks she’s the queen. Btut queens don’t last forever without the ladies behind them. And frankly? I’m bored. You’re exciting.”
Leona stared at the river for a long time. She didn’t trust Darryl.
But she did trust opportunity.
Meanwhile at the Cartwright Manor, Eleanor stood alone in the solarium, drinking her third mint julep, watching the sunset smother the sky in blood and peach. Her phone rang.
Unknown Number. She answered. ”Hello?”
A male voice. “Your girl Charlotte been digging where she shouldn’t.” Eleanor stiﬀened. “What did she find?”

”An account in the Caymans. Under your husband’s name. Linked to Calhoun Construction.”
Her blood ran cold.
”My husband been paying oﬀ Leona’s father?”
”No. He was paying him. But it didn’t go to Leona. It went to someone else.”
”Who?”
”We don’t know yet. But the last despoit was three days before the rickhouse fire.”
Eleanor lowered the glass, and her voice is a whisper. “Get me everything.”
Charlotte is at her apartement above a wine shop, she spread out papers across the dining room table— receipts, contracts, archived newspaper clippings. She wasn’t uest protecting the Cartwright name. She was protecting herself.
And in the centers of it all was a photo.
Leona, aged 18, standing outside a courthouse with a man in a sheriﬀ’s uniform— same jawline, same eyes.
She flipped it over.
”Leona Calhoun with Sheriﬀ Henry Boyd—2009” Charlotte stared.
Henry Boyd.
The current sheriﬀ.
A Cartwright puppet. And Leona’s real father.
Leona walked through th churchyard, going past tombstones marked in moss and memory. From there she paused at on grave.
Jeremiah Calhoun
Beloved Father. Taken too soon. 1954-2006

Leona crouched, and brushed the dirt oﬀ the headstone. Behind her, footsteps.
She turned.
Sheriﬀ Henry Boyd stood there, with his hat in hand. ”Been a long time.” He said.
She froze.
”Why now?” She asked.
”Because you’re about to start a war with a family that owns this county.” He said. “And its tiem someone told you the truth—about who you really are.”
Blackbirds scattered from the trees. Lightning flashed.
And the storm— the real one— finally broke.

Chapter Seven:Southern Discomfort


The rain had finally come. Not the polite kind that danced porch ceilings, but a southern deluge—sheets of water that turned the earth into red mud and washed secrets to the surface. Cypress County hadn’t seen a storm this loud in years. Nature, it seemed had decided to testify.
Inside Earl’s Diner, the windows fogged, coﬀee burned hot, and Leona Calhoun sat across from Sheriﬀ Henry Boyd, eyes locked, hands clenched, heart galloping.
”You’re lying,” she said.
Boyd’s face was cared from granite and guilt. “I wish I were.”
She stood up abruptly. “My father’s buried up the road. I was at his side when he died. He worked tow jobs. Broke his back for me. He wasn’t—he wasn’t—“
”I’m not saying he wasn’t your father, Leona,” Boyd said softly. “I’m saying I am your biological one.”
She froze.
The word hung in the air like smoke. ”My mother would’ve told me.”
”She took it to her grave. I begged her to. It was 1989. She was young. I was married. She worked housekeeping for the Cartwrights.”
Leona’s stomach turned. ”You used her.”
”I loved her,” he said,shame in his voice. “But I didn’t protect her. I let the Cartwright’s keep her in that back house like she didn’t matter.
And when she got preganat, I… I buried it. Just like everything else in this damn county.”
Leona sat again, slower this time. Her hands trembled.
”So all this— me fighting for th truth, for my daddy’s name— and all this time I was part of them?”

”No. You ain’t them,” Boyd said firmly. “They bury. You did. That makes all the diﬀerence.”
She laughed, but it cracke halfway through.
”This changes nothing,” she whispered. “I’m still burning it all down.” Boyd nodded once. “Then burn it clean.”
Later that day at the Cartwright Manor, in the study Eleanor Cartwright was pacing. A storm inside. Lightning cracked above the veranda as she spoke on the phone.
”She knows,” she said.
On the other end, Charlotte’s voice was taut. “About Boyd? Or about the trust fund?”
”She knows too much.”
Eleanor slammed a folder down. “You were supposed to contain her.”
”I’ve tried. But she’s everywhere.Darryl’s grooming her. The press wants her. Your husband invited her in.”
Eleanor’s breath got caught.
”He’s been moving money again. Through shell companies. Oﬀshore accounts. I found a file in his desk.”
”What kind of file?”
”A letter of intent,” Charlotte said. “He’s transferring partial ownership of Cartwright Reserve.”
”To her?” Eleanor asked, horrified.
”No,” Charlotte said quietly. “To Beau and Leona.” A glass shattered in Eleanor’s hand.
Meanwhile at the Reserve’s warehouse, Silas Cartwright walked through the dim rickhouse like a man checking coﬃns. Ross of aging bourbon barrels lined the walls—some with names burned into oak: Elijah,Beau, Eleanor, and Charlotte.
And one more added. One recently. Leona.

Morton Haskell followed behind, nervous. “If Elijah transfers control—“
”He won’t,” Silas snapped. “Not if we remind him secrets lie under the floorboards.”
Morton hesitated. “The fire? The payoﬀs?”
”Worse,” Silas said. “The land we built this distillery on wasn’t ours.” “What do you mean?”
Silas turned, dead-eyed. “it was Calhoun land. Taken under Jim Crow ‘quiet title’ Elijah knew. So did his daddy.
Mortoon went pale. “If that comes out.” ”The company’s finished”
Silas grinned. “So we make sure she is, first.”
Charlotte sat in her vanity, looking at herself in the mirrror. Her mascara was perfect. Her foundation, flawless. But under it all, she was cracking.
She lit a cigarette. She hadn’t smoked cigarettes in years.
The photo of Leona and Boyd lay beside a bourbon glass, half-full.
”You’ve always been a storm,Leona,” she whispered. “But I was taught to weather them.”
She picked up her phone and dialed a contact number names simply: Hendrix—Private Security.
“I need a tail. Full surveillance. Leona Calhoun. Start tonight.”
Leona is at her apartment as the light flickered as the storm outside intensified. Leona stood barefoot in the kitchen, staring at the burner like it might oﬀer answers. She held an envelople in one hand—a letter Elijah had couriered to her personally.
Inside: A notarized declaration of partnership. Cartwright Reserve Bourbon, LLC.
Excutive Advisory Board: Leona Calhoun.
She stared at her anme, tears burning behind her eyes. It was real. Tangible.

Then came the knock at her door. Slow and measured.
She opened it.
And there stood Beau, soaked throuhg the rain He looked broken. Beautiful and torn.
”You were right,” he said. She stepped aside.
He walked in.
The door closed behind him.
And somewhere, in the distance, a thunderclap cracked loud enough to wake the Delta dead.

Chapter Eight: The DNA of a Scandal


The scent of charred oak and molasses clung to the air like sweat on skin. A thundercloud of anticipation hovered over Cartwright Reserve, and for the first time in its 175-year history, a Black women stepped through the front gates not as a labor… but as leadership.
Leona Calhoun, dressed in dark denim and a white button- down rolled ot the elbows, walked the production floor like a general surveying a battlefield. Every Yemeni turned, some narrowed, while others widened. Some dropped to the floor out of habit— old ghost twitching in young men.
She did’t flinch.
“Morning,” she said. Her voice rang out like a bell. Confident. Lethal.Civil.
Beau trailed behind her, uncertain, but present. His blazer hung unbuttoned, his tie absent. He looked less like an heir and more like a man who had just chosen sides in a war that would split his family.
Leona paused by barrel etched with the Cartwright crest. ”How long do these age?” She asked a foreman. ”Fourteen years, ma’am”
She smiled. “That’s longer than I’ve been lied to. Let’s crack one open.”
The room stiﬀened. Beau opened his mouth, but she silenced him with a glance.
The foreman, a Black man in his fifties with a stiﬀ abck and a stiﬀ jaw, took a mallet and broke the seal.
The smell of aged bourbon filled the warehouse—rich, oaky, and sacred.
Leona dipped her finger and tasted it. Then turned to the room.
”Tastes like history,” she said. “Let’s make sure it doesn’t taste like blood anymore.”

Elijah Cartwright watched the live feed of the production floor on a flat screen above his fireplace. He sat alone, bourbon in one hand, cane at his side. His suit was still tailored, but looser now, like the weight of the past was finally caraving into him.
Eleanor entered without knocking. She never knocked. ”You did this,” she said coldly. “You gave her power.”
”I gave her a seat at a table her people built,” Elijah replied, not looking away from the screen.
”She’s not one of us.”
”She’s the only one left with courage to speak teh truth.”
Eleanor crossed the room and snatched the remote. The screen went black.
”You’re handing our legacy to a stripper.”
”No,” Eliajh said “I’m handing it to your reckoning.”
Eleanor’s voice cracked, just for a moment. “You’d betray your own bloodline for what? Redemption?”
Elijah finally turned. “No, Ellie. For justice. And maybe, jsut maybe if we’re lucky a second chance at grace.”
The rain stopped, but the tension hadn’t. Charlotte Dubois paced in her heels across the hardwood floor, phone pressed to her ear.
”I have her DNA,” she said. “Sheriﬀ’s Boyd’s. I want confirmation. If she is his daughter. I want it to go public.”
The voice on the line was clipped. “If she is, it won’t hurt her. It’ll make her a folk hero. A bastard child of the system turned empire-builder.”
Charlotte slammed a drawer shut. “Then we destroy the empire.” ”Got just the thing. Check your inbox.”
She hung up. Opened her laptop. And stared.
There it was: A grainy time-stamoed security cam photo from the Velvet Mule, two years ago.

Leona, in the back oﬃce.
Silas Cartwright, handing her a white envelople. Two Years Earlier…
It wasn’t hush money. It was a bribe.
Silas had oﬀered Leona cash o disappear after her father’s accident—told her the rickhouse explosion was ‘bad luck’ and ‘Black folks shouldn’t poke around white folks business.”
She hadn’t taken the deal She’d taken teh envelople.
Inside it, she found blueprints, inspections dates, falsified OSHA records— the very evidence she used to bring down the Cartwrights now.
She hadn’t stolen the truth. She’d let the devil give it to her.

Meanwhile back Charlotte’s apartment, she closed her laptop slowly. Then smiled.
”Game on, bitch.”

Leona stood before her father’s grave again, wind tugging at her jacket, her hair whipped free from its pins. The sky was slate grey, teh river behinf her churned like it knew something.
She spoke softly.
”They’re coming for me,Daddy. From every side. But I’ve got your fire in my blood.”
She reached into her coat and pulled out a small bottle—her first solo batch of bourbon, aged in the new rickhouse.
She poured it into the soil.

”For every man they’ve buried without a name. For every woman who scrubbed floors and never got her own porch. For every story they tried to silence.”
She kissed the bottle cork and walked away.

Chapter Nine: Queens, Kings & Checkmates
Haskell invited himself in Silas’s room with a brown briefcase and a copy of The Clarksdale Observer in the other, he knocks on the door and lets himself in.

”Don’t you ever learn to knock my friend?” Asked Silas.

”I’m so sorry for rushing in but I thought you might needed to see this about Charlotte. It appears that she was once married to some rich busybody army vet named Miles Barnes.”

Morton handed Silas, Charlotte and Miles marriage license.

”And from what I’ve read, they’ve never got the marriage annulled. So that means our little Charlotte Dubois is really a bigamist—“

”And a liar, apparently Dubois isn’t her real name, her real name is Charlotte Tyler and she lived in a dead end trailer park in Arkansas.” Morton interrupted Silas handing him more information.

”So Charlotte is nothing but trailer park trash masking as a bougee socialite.”

Silas propped his feet up on the desk and laughs.

”Oh I shouldn’t be laughing right now Silas, take a look at this morning’s paper. It’s about Leona Calhoun’s past as a stripper.”

Morton gives Silas the newspaper as they get an eyeful of Leona wearing a stripper outfit and clear stiletto heels, dancing on the pole.

”My god Leona don’t you have any morals and put some clothes on. Why don’t ya!”

Morton fixed his tie feeling uncomfortable as he’d looked at the pictures.

”Pictures like these could get you all relied up don’t ya?” Said Silas.

Downstairs Eleanor was also reading the paper, reading the expose of Leona Calhoun as the paper gives comments about her dancing and trips to the champagne room,etc.

”Your move, Leona, your move.”

Chapter Ten: The Lawyer, The Lover and the Lioness


Daniel Crawford arrived to Cypress County with a lot on his mind, and ow that he’s taking over his late father’s law firm, as a white civil right attorney who had watched his father tackle big and serious cases as he watched from the balcony like Scout from To Kill a Mockingbird.
Watching in awe as his father took on the people who wanted to corrupt the system and now at the same age his father ran the family law firm in Cypress County after getting his law degree. He arrived by car after graduating from a college in Florida, fresh faced and haven’t been back to Cypress County in several years.

He came when people in Cypress County were being harsh to Leona Calhoun, the new owner of Cartwright Reserve and Distillery after photos of her stripper past appeared online and in the Clarksdale Observer. The smear campaign that Charlote Dubois wanted had started with some people judging her from afar.

“I’ve always knew that Jeremiah’s daughter had no class. Working as a stripper and dancing for dollars. Humph.” The gossipy ladies at the hair salon couldn’t help but gush on whether their husbands have been to the Velvet Mule and pay to see Leona Calhoun strip her clothes oﬀ?

Daniel came blinded by the news and gossip that appeared in his small town, as he came to the Cypress County Courthouse an centuries old brick building in the center of the town of Cypress County as Leona appeared in town for some Cartwright business.

“Excuse me, whore but if your gonna give us a table dance to get noticed then your sadly mistaken.” said an cankterous old man who passed Leona.

Leona ignored that comment but the old man didn’t stop.Almost tripping Leona with his cane as Daniel totally noticed and confronted the man.

”Excuse me, sir is their a problem?” Asked Daniel in a confrontational voice.
”Why yes, this Black whore needs to know her place and that is back at that juke joint she’s working in.” Said the old man.

Daniel completely oblivious to the scandal in Cypress County looked at Leona with such awe.

”I’m sorry ma’am I’m new here I’ve just came back after college and I’m taking over my late father’s practice. Where are my manners, my name is Daniel Crawford.”

Daniel Crawford extends his hand to Leona who calmly shakes his hand back.

”Leona Calhoun, I’m the new owner of Cartwright Reserve & Distillery. I’m here on business not on pleasure as he believes, I was a former stripper.”

Daniel’s eyes grow big by the word ‘stripper’ but it tried to make it look like it didn’t faze him.

”Umm, I think I’ve heard of you at the Velvet Mule?”

“That’s me, well I’m a retired stripper now looking for legit job and all. And speaking of that I have business to tend to so welcome back to Cypress County, Mr. Crawford.”

Leona and Daniel go their seperate ways, as Daniel couldn’t resist looking back as Leona was leaving, admiring her curves in those jeans.
As Daniel watches her leave, here comes Beau Jr. waiting by the doorway of the courtroom.

“Hey isn’t that Mister Crawford’s son?”

“Him? Oh yeah, he’s taking over his father’s law firm in town.” Replied Leona as she made her way into the courtroom.







Chapter Eleven: Old Friends, New Enemies


It took quite possibly the whole day for Daniel Crawford to clean out his new law firm, and onto the next day when Elijah Cartwright walked into his oﬃce.

“Little Danny Crawford, is back here in the county to take over daddy’s firm.” Elijah proclaimed as he walked in.

Daniel was just finishing up when he walked in as he swept the floor. “Mister Cartwright, what a surprise.”
“Oh call me Elijah.Did I come at a bad time?” Asked Eleanor.

“No sir. I was jsut finishing up cleaning in here.”

“Well good because I need you to do me a favor for me, but first I have a question to ask. Are you informed by the rickhouse accident investigation that your firm has been assigned to.”

Daniel wasn’t fully cleared on the rickhouse investigation. “No I wasn’t informed about who’ve been assigned to it yet.”
“I was thinking of asking you to help a one Leona Calhoun on finding out wha really happening to her father in that rickhouse accident. I won’t rest til I find out what my wife and my brother have been hiding from me.”

“If your so suspicious then why don’t you confront them about it?” Asked Daniel.

“Well the problem with that is because they’re incapable of telling the truth and incapable of doing the right thing, that is if we have evidence against them and I’ve known your father for years. And one thing I hope you inherited was his damn good morality and being a hard worker.”

Elijah and Daniel’s father were good friends over the years from hunting buddies to drinking friendships.

“And when you mean Leona Calhoun, do you mean the woman I’ve met at the courthouse?”said Daniel.

Elijah had a smile which slowly showed up on his face. “The very same. She’s about to change everything in this county. If you succeed I’ll pay you so much money you won’t know what to do with it.”

“Oh, mister—Elijah, I’ll take the cases but just so that you know money ain’t an issue.” Daniel said as he placed one more box in the closet.

“I will admit to you, that Leona gal is a whole lot of woman.” Elijah said.

“Is she married to your son?”

“Heavens no, he’s engaged to Charlotte Dubois this rich socialite from Arkansas, their wedding will be real soon.”

Within a distance away from the Daniel Crawford Law Firm, is Leona Calhoun working diligently at the rickhouse as she senses something extraordinary.

Chapter Twelve: Your Move, Charlotte


Silas and Morton Haskell made the short drive to Calhoun County,Arkansas. They started their drive at 5am and stopped for breakfast a short time earlier they were on a mission to find out who Charlotte Dubois aka Charlotte Tyler really is. All the information that Morton had collect was that she had a father still living in Calhoun County.

“How much further to Arkansas?” Asked Morton with a mouthful of food.

“Save your breath Morton, we’re almost there.” Silas said while driving straight to the Arkansas border.

Calhoun County, Arkansas was a small town that you couldn’t find on the map, the town was slow but yet so small-minded. Ninety-nine percent of the people were poor as the neighboring town called Rose County was where the aﬄuent people lived, trying not to stick out like sore thumb Morton and Silas drove by truck to Calhoun County and was asking around town where is Charlotte Tyler’s father?

Until after so much begging and gathering information, Morton was given information that Fitz Tyler was working at the local factory.

“I’m looking for Mister Fitzgerald Tyler?” Asked Silas. “And you are?” Said the receptionist.
“I’m a friend of his daughter, Charlotte Tyler. Is he busy?” “I’ll tell him, your here.”
The receptionist phoned where Fitz was and out walked a sad looking old man with silver hair.

“Can I help you, sir?”

“I’m Silas Cartwright, I’m here about your daughter?” “What happened? Is she alright?”

“Mister Tyler, your daughter is fine, I came here to let you know that your daughter Charlotte is getting married and would really like it if you came and walked her down the aisle.”

Fitz gently sits down and rubs the temples of his forehead. “Hmmm, my daughter Charlotte is getting married again? I thought she annulled her first marriage?”

“I didn’t know she was married before.”

“Oh absolutely, to this rich guy in Rose County. I forget his name but he treated her like a queen until she left him. so suddenly and without warning.”

Silas tried not to act so curious but Morton trailed behind Silas. “Is he still alive?” Morton asked.
“I think so but I gotta ask, what are you getting for telling me this? What are going to achieve?” Fitz questioned Silas.

“I’ve already told you, she’s getting married and after the news you’ve told me that she’s still married I think it would be all for the best if she annulled her first marriage. I know a good lawyer in Mississippi that could help her.”

“Oh, she’s in Mississippi now. Figures as to why she’d be there?”

“What do you mean?” Silas asked as he pulled a cigarette, oﬀering one to Fitz who takes it out of kindness.

As Fitz lights up her cigarette and starts confessing.

“She heard about you Cartwright folks in the Delta being the oldest American bourbon company in the state of Mississippi. And apparently she wanted her piece of the Cartwright pie. She has always wanted to be rich and snobby.”

Morton and Silas mouth hang wide open in shock as Silas took a drag of his cigarette in disgust.

“Can I go back to work?”

“Oh sure, and if your curious, here’s our address and my number if your aren’t busy.” Silas gives Fitz his information before leaving as Morton tipped his hat and leaves trailing behind Silas who slams the car door.

“I can’t believe it, I can’t believe it, that bitch had it out for my family.” Silas said to Morton as they get back to the truck.

“So what are you gonna do about it?” Morton asked.

With a sick and sadistic smile creeps up his face. “I’m gonna do everything in my power to stop Charlotte Tyler from marrying my nephew that’s what I’m gonna do.”

The drive back to Cypress County was pleasant but yet Silas was already calculating his next move.

Chapter Thirteen: The Help Has Arrived


Dinner time in Cartwright Manor had never felt smaller as Crystal chandeliers cast a fractured light across mahogany that witnessed a century of family secrets, but tonight the shadows seemed deeper, more accusing. Eleanor sat at the other head of the table like a general surveying a losing battlefield, with her fingers wrapped around a tumbler of bourbon that had gona untouched for an hour.

Silas paced behind the velvet curtains, his pristine appearance dishelved. And his tie hung loose, his hair unkempt from running his fingers through his hair. Morton Haskell hunched over a Manila folder, sweat beading on his forehead despite the air conditioning that hummed.

“The wedding is in three days,” Eleanor said as her voice cutthing through the tension like a knife.

Beau Jr. slumped in his chair, looking more like a condemned man than a groom-to-be. “Maybe we should put all wedding preparations on hold. You know mama?”

Eleanor gave Beau Jr. a stern look like it could cut glass. “We can’t everything’s set in stone, we could have a small ceremony here but nothing too big.”

Elijah was at the other side of the table cutting his meat. “I have to agree with mama, let’s have a small ceremony here. And besides your marrying a Dubois.”

Silas nearly chokes on his food when the words ‘Dubois’ came out of Elijah’s mouth and gives him a smirk.

By 6:35 dinner was over and Eleanor was at the drawing room for her evening tea when the doorbell rings and asks one of the maids to go and answer the door.

Away from her view a Black woman appears wearing a fur coat and stiletto heels and a suit. She gives the maid her fur coat and kindly asks on if she could give Eleanor her tea set. The woman was perhaps fifty with grey hair pulled back in a nice ponytail.

“Evening tea service, Mrs Cartwright” she said in a soft voice that barley felt liek a whisper.

The woman—Earline Mae Puckett, though they’d never would see again to learn her name—set the tea service on the sideboard with practiced precision. Silver against silver. Steam rose fom the china pot as Earline moved like a ghost.

“Anything else you need, Miss Eleanor?” She asked. “No, there is nothing just leave now.” Eleanor muttered.
Earline Mae didn’t move, instead she straightened her shoulder and walked to the other end and finds a chair and sits across from Eleanor. The room froze.

“I said leave now.” Eleanor said with gritted teeth but still keeping her smile.

“Oh, don’t worry Ellie I’ve heard you the first time,” she said carrying a diﬀernt tone—stronger, clearer and with a southern twang. “But I heard we’re having a family meeting about oh say about a rickhouse fire. But who am I too say, we are family.”

The word ‘family’ hung into the air like smoke.

Eleanor stood up very slowly, “I don’t know what you are talking about, or what game you’re playing—”

“No game, sugar.” Earline Mae’s smiles and suddenly a resemblance to the man in the potrait above the fireplace—Beaureagard Cartwright, the family patriarch—was unmistakeable. “Just in time to serve tea to my own blood.”

Earline reached into the pocket of her purse and withdrew a worn leather journal, and places it on the table with such delicate care. The cover was cracked with age, and the pages were yellow and the handwriting visible throguh the open cover.

“My daddy kept a journal,” she said conversationally, as if discussing the weather. “Real detailed man, he was. Wrote about basically everything. From hs business dealings down to the bourbon recipes. His late night visits to the quarters.” Her eyes found Eleanor’s. “His children. All of them.”

Morton made a strangled sound. Beau looked like he might be sick. Silas sank into his chair.

Eleanor’s voice became raspy. “You are lying.”

“Am I?” Earline Mae opened the journal to a bookmarked page. “September 15, 1973. The Puckett girl delivered a healthy baby girl, looks like a Cartwright. Eleanor suspects nothing. The help never counts anyway.”

The words hit the room like a sharper from an explosion.

Eleanor’s bourbon glass slipped from her fingers, shattering against the floor in a spray of crystal and amber liquid. The sound seemed to break a spell, suddenly everyone was talking.

“ENOUGH!” Earline Mae voice cut through the chaos like the crack of a whip. She stood, and for the first time in years, she looked like what she truly was— not a servant, but a Cartwright. “I’ve been cleaning up after y’all for thirty years. Listening to all your secrets. Watching you lie, cheat and steal. Serving drinks to the family that never even acknowledged the fact that I existed.”

She walked to the potrait of Beauregard Cartwright, her father, and looked up at it with mirroring his own.

“But times are changing. That Calhoun girl got the idea, fighting for waht’s hers. And I figured it was high time I stopped hiding in the kitchen and claimed what’s mine.”

Eleanor found her voice, though it shook with rage and fear. “Even if what you’re saying is true, that makes you illegitimate. No real legal claim to anything.”

Earline Mae’s smile was sharp as a blade. “Oh sugar. You really think I’ve been dusting this house for three decades without learning how to read legal documents?” She patted the journal. “Daddy was real

specific about his wishes. Real specific about making sure all his children were provided for. Even had it notarized.”

She moved back to the chair she’d claimed and sat down like a queen on her throne.

“So here’s how this is gonna work. Y’all are about to have yourselves a real interesting wedding weekend. Because come Sunday morning. I’m gonna be sitting in the front pew of that church, not hiding in the back with the help. I’m gonna be at the reception, eating oﬀ the good china and not eating oﬀ of the paper plates. I’m gonna sign documents with my real last name which is Cartwright.”

She stood and grabbed her fur coat and in defiance looked right directly at Eleanor.

“Now, will there be anything else? Because I’ve got some calls to make. Lawyers to contact. Press conferences to plan. And more.” Her smile was all teeth and no warmth.

And with that, Earline Mae Puckett—Earline Mae Cartwright—walked out of the drawing room, leaving behind three decades of silence and a family that’s never the same.

Part Two: Secrets, Scandals & Southern Justice

Chapter Fourteen: Blood Runs Deeper than Bourbon



The news of Earline Mae arriving to Cypress County was all over the gossip rounds. From hair salons to diner resturants. It wasn’t confirmed that she was a Cartwright ( just not that people were claiming) all that was confirmed was that she wanted something and wanted it bad.
