CRUDE HEARTS
A Texas Dynasty Novel
Book One: â€œAll My Young Sonsâ€

CHAPTER ONE: THE RECKONING
The morning sun hit the limestone facade of Whitmore Manor like a judgment from God himself, and Lucinda Whitmore had learned long ago not to flinch. She stood before the antique mirror in her dressing roomâ€”the one that had belonged to her grandmother, brought all the way from New Orleans in 1952â€”and watched herself apply the war paint of a woman who had held an empire together with lipstick, secrets, and the kind of Southern belle charm that could disarm a charging bull.
At sixty-three, Lucinda Whitmore was still beautiful in that terrifying way that old money and better breeding produced. Her silver hair was swept into a perfect chignon, her diamond earrings caught the light like tiny stars, and her emerald silk robeâ€”HermÃ¨s, naturallyâ€”fell from her shoulders like sheâ€™d been born wearing expensive things. Which, essentially, she had.
She could hear the house waking up below her. The staff moving through the mahogany-paneled corridors, the cook beginning breakfast preparations in the kitchen, the distant sound of her husbandâ€™s valet drawing his bath. Monday mornings at Whitmore Manor always felt like the opening of an expensive playâ€”everything timed, everything choreographed, everyone aware that they were performing their roles in something larger than themselves.
The phone rang. Lucindaâ€™s hand stilled for just a momentâ€”a fraction of a second that would have been imperceptible to anyone watchingâ€”before she picked up the rose-colored telephone on her vanity.
â€œLucinda Whitmore,â€ she said, her voice carrying the kind of cultivated accent that came from finishing schools in Switzerland and summers in the Hamptons.
â€œMother.â€ The voice on the other end was her eldest son, Harrison Whitmore III, and something in his tone made her set down her lipstick. Harrison never called in the morning. Harrison had made it a point for the last five years to call exactly once a week, on Thursday evenings, when their conversation could be brief and businesslike. â€œWe need to talk. About Sterling.â€
Lucinda closed her eyes. Sheâ€™d known this was coming. A mother always knows.
â€œNot over the phone,â€ she said quietly. â€œCome to dinner. Tonight. Seven oâ€™clock. And Harrisonâ€”call your father. Tell him itâ€™s important.â€
She hung up before he could respond and returned her attention to the mirror. Her hands, she noticed, were shaking slightly. She laid them flat on the vanity and took a breathâ€”the kind of breath sheâ€™d taught herself to take when she was nineteen years old, before her wedding, before the oil deals, before the three children and the series of betrayals that had somehow become a marriage.
Downstairs, Thaddeus Whitmore was already at the breakfast table, reading the Wall Street Journal like it was scripture. At sixty-seven, he was still impressiveâ€”silver-haired, broad-shouldered, with the kind of face that showed decades of hard decisions made with harder certainty. He was dressed impeccably, as always, in a charcoal suit that probably cost more than what most people made in a month. The Whitmore fortune was old, but Thaddeus had made his own empire on top of itâ€”oil, real estate, technology investments, a diversified portfolio that would have made a Wall Street analyst weep.
â€œGood morning,â€ Lucinda said, sliding into the chair across from him. The breakfast spread before them was modest by Whitmore standardsâ€”fresh fruit, pastries from the French bakery in Houston, eggs prepared exactly as they each preferred them.
Thaddeus folded his newspaper. â€œYou look concerned,â€ he said. It wasnâ€™t a question. â€œHarrison is coming to dinner,â€ Lucinda said. â€œAnd he wants you there.â€
Something flickered across Thaddeusâ€™s faceâ€”a tightening at the jaw, a momentary hardness in his eyes. Heâ€™d built his empire on reading people, on understanding what they wanted before they said it, and he knew his wife well enough to read the subtext.
â€œSterling,â€ he said flatly.
â€œI donâ€™t know yet,â€ Lucinda replied, reaching for her coffee. â€œBut yes. Probably Sterling.â€

Five miles away, on the other side of Brenham, in a house that was almostâ€”but not quiteâ€”as impressive as Whitmore Manor, Sterling Whitmore was trying to explain to his mother why heâ€™d come home at three in the morning with scratches on his face and someone elseâ€™s blood on his shirt.

â€œItâ€™s not that bad, Mother,â€ he was saying, and he was lying, which was something heâ€™d gotten very good at over the years. â€œJust a disagreement with some guys from College Station. Itâ€™s handled.â€
Margaret Whitmoreâ€”Sterlingâ€™s mother and the second wife of Thaddeus, which placed her in the precarious and exhausting position of being envied by everyone and trusted by no oneâ€”sat on the edge of her sonâ€™s bed and looked at him with the kind of disappointment that cut deeper than any anger could.
â€œYour fatherâ€™s going to have a stroke,â€ she said quietly. â€œAnd this time, I wonâ€™t be able to stop him from cutting you off.â€
Sterling, who at twenty-eight had inherited his fatherâ€™s sharp cheekbones and his motherâ€™s reckless mouth, laughed. It was the laugh of a man whoâ€™d never truly believed there would be consequences for anything.
â€œDadâ€™s not going to cut me off,â€ he said. â€œDad canâ€™t cut me off. Iâ€™m a Whitmore. The Whitmores donâ€™t excise their own.â€
â€œThe Whitmores absolutely excise their own,â€ Margaret said quietly. â€œYour father excised his first wifeâ€™s entire family from Christmas when she left him. He excised his best friend of thirty years when the friend went into partnership with a competitor. Donâ€™t be naive, Sterling. Donâ€™t be stupider than you are.â€
After she left, Sterling lay back on his California king bed and stared at the ceiling of his penthouse apartment in downtown Houston. He was, by most measures, a golden heirâ€”trust fund set for life, an art history degree from Princeton that heâ€™d never use, connections that opened every door, a face that photographed well and a name that meant something in Texas.
But he was also bored. Catastrophically, dangerously bored.
Which was why heâ€™d started running with a crowd that his father would have destroyed on sight. Which was why heâ€™d taken an interest in things that made his mother cry. Which was why, when heâ€™d seen the woman at the club in Chicago last monthâ€”dancing like she was dancing in private, like the stage was just a very public version of her own bedroomâ€”heâ€™d been unable to look away.
Her name was Desire Jackson, though he suspected that wasnâ€™t the name her parents had given her. She was a Black woman, a Chicagoan, a stripper and a philosophy major who quoted Fanon between songs and paid her way through Northwestern doing things most people in his social circle wouldnâ€™t admit to watching. She was everything his mother would faint at, everything his father would declare unacceptable, and he couldnâ€™t stop thinking about her.
It was a problem. A very big problem. The kind of problem that led to family dinners where people yelled and broke expensive things.

In Chicago, in a small apartment in Pilsen, Desire Jackson was working on her thesisâ€”â€œThe Economics of Female Labor and the Commodification of Black Bodies in Contemporary Capitalismâ€â€”when her roommate Keisha burst through the door carrying a dress made of approximately four square inches of fabric and a lifetime of bad decisions.
â€œTell me youâ€™re coming tonight,â€ Keisha said, throwing herself onto the couch. â€œTell me youâ€™re working, babe. The moneyâ€™s incredible. The bachelor party from Houston is here again, and I heard theyâ€™re not fucking around with the tips.â€
Desire looked up from her laptop, marking the passage sheâ€™d been reading with a meticulous precision that characterized everything she did. She was tallâ€”long-legged, with skin like dark chocolate and eyes that seemed to hold centuries of intelligenceâ€”and she moved through the world with the careful grace of someone whoâ€™d learned to make her body work for her in ways that had nothing to do with dancing.
â€œWhich bachelor party?â€ Desire asked, though she had a sinking feeling she already knew.
â€œThe Whitmore one,â€ Keisha said, grinning. â€œYour golden boy is back. And babe, he brought friends. Serious money, serious jewelry, the kind of guys who treat the club like an ATM.â€
Desire set her laptop aside carefully and walked to the window. Outside, Chicago was doing its Chicago thingâ€”cold, beautiful, indifferent, full of people trying to make it to something better. Sheâ€™d been dancing at Obsidian for four years. In four years, sheâ€™d built a name for herself, a reputation, a careful distance between the woman on stage and the woman whoâ€™d grown up in Milwaukee with a father in prison and a mother whoâ€™d worked at the hospital and dreamed of her daughter being something better.
Sterling Whitmore had appeared in the club three weeks ago with a group of friends, and heâ€™d watched her like he was seeing something that everyone else had missed. Which was either the best thing that could happen to a woman in her position or the worst thing. Desire had enough sense to know it was probably the worst.
â€œIâ€™ll come,â€ she heard herself say. â€œBut Iâ€™m not doing anything special. And Iâ€™m not going anywhere with anyone afterward.â€
â€œThatâ€™s what they all say,â€ Keisha laughed, and she was right.

At Whitmore Manor, Lucinda was instructing the cook on the menu for dinner. Nothing too heavy, nothing too obvious. She knew her husbandâ€”knew the way his stomach tightened when he was anxious, the way heâ€™d take it out on

whoever was nearest if she didnâ€™t manage the evening carefully.
â€œThe beef en croÃ»te,â€ she said. â€œAnd the spring vegetables. Soup course with the cream of asparagus. And for dessert, something light. The soufflÃ©, I think, not the cake.â€
â€œYes, maâ€™am,â€ the cook said, scribbling notes.
Lucinda had learned long ago that controlling what went in and out of peopleâ€™s mouths was a form of power. Thaddeus believed he ran the family, the company, the various philanthropic enterprises that bore the Whitmore name. And he did, in his way. But Lucinda had discovered that the woman who controlled the food, the schedule, the emotional temperature of the homeâ€”she controlled everything that mattered.
She spent the afternoon in the garden, cutting flowers for the dining room table. The Whitmore estate sprawled across forty-five acres of meticulously maintained grounds. There were rose gardens and vegetable gardens and a small orchard. There was a tennis court and a swimming pool and a tennis house that was bigger than most actual houses.
The staff maintained it all with the kind of obsessive attention to detail that came from knowing that their jobs depended on everything being perfect.
Lucinda was arranging white roses when her daughter called.
â€œMother,â€ Victoria said, and Lucinda could hear the careful control in her voice. Victoria was thirty-five and a federal prosecutor, which meant sheâ€™d inherited her fatherâ€™s ruthlessness and her motherâ€™s ability to see what other people were hiding. â€œI heard about dinner.â€
â€œHow did youâ€”never mind,â€ Lucinda said. She knew how. There were no secrets in families. There was only information that moved at different speeds through different channels. â€œYouâ€™re coming?â€
â€œDo I have a choice?â€
â€œWe always have a choice, darling,â€ Lucinda said, and she meant it. â€œBut I think you should come.â€
She was still holding the flowers when Thaddeus found her. He came up behind herâ€”he always did, moving quietly for such a large manâ€”and put his hand on the small of her back.
â€œSterlingâ€™s in trouble,â€ he said. Not a question. â€œYes,â€ Lucinda confirmed. â€œI think so.â€
Thaddeus picked up one of the white roses. It was perfect, unblemished, expensive. He turned it over in his hands like he was reading the future in the petals.
â€œI built everything for him,â€ Thaddeus said quietly. â€œEverything. And he wants to throw it away onâ€¦ what? Some girl? Some rebellion? He has no idea what the world does to people who donâ€™t know how to protect themselves.â€
â€œPerhaps,â€ Lucinda said carefully, â€œthatâ€™s exactly why he needs to learn.â€ Thaddeus crushed the rose in his fist.


CHAPTER TWO: THE DINNER
By seven oâ€™clock, Whitmore Manor was lit up like it was hosting royalty. The chandelier in the dining room threw light across the mahogany table that had been extended to its full length. The china was Limoges. The silverware was Georgian. The wine was something that had cost more than a reasonable person would spend on a car.
Harrison Whitmore III, the eldest son and the golden boy who had actually achieved thingsâ€”Wharton MBA, Chief Operating Officer of Whitmore Enterprises, two ex-wives and a current fiancÃ©e named Brenda who was the kind of woman you didnâ€™t introduce to your parents unless you were absolutely sure she was institutionalâ€”sat at his fatherâ€™s right hand and watched the family drama beginning to unfold.
Victoria, the prosecutor, sat to Lucindaâ€™s left and looked like she was mentally cataloging every lie she was about to hear. Sheâ€™d worn blackâ€”a calculated choice, a small rebellion. Margaret, Sterlingâ€™s mother, wore diamonds and held her wine glass like a shield.
And Sterling sat across from his father, looking like a man whoâ€™d decided to be beautiful and expensive was enough. He wore a Savile Row suit and carried the kind of casual confidence that came from never having to worry about money. But there were marks on his neck, visible beneath the carefully selected HermÃ¨s tie, and his knuckles were scraped.
â€œLetâ€™s begin with the soup,â€ Lucinda said brightly, and the servers swept in with silent efficiency, setting down bowls of cream of asparagus so artfully arranged they looked like abstract art.
For the first course, they made small talk. The weather. The upcoming gala at the Houston Museum of Fine Arts. A brief, poisonous anecdote about someone none of them liked but all of them knew. This was the ritualâ€”the warming up, the gathering of weapons.

It was Harrison who finally broke the surface tension.
â€œSo, Sterling,â€ he said, his voice carrying the polite venom of an older brother whoâ€™d perfected the art of the knife hidden inside the compliment. â€œYouâ€™ve been busy in Chicago, I hear. Meeting new people. Having new experiences.â€
The room went very still.
Sterling set down his soup spoon with deliberate care. â€œIâ€™m twenty-eight years old, Harrison. Iâ€™m allowed to have experiences.â€
â€œYouâ€™re twenty-eight years old and the CFO of three different Whitmore subsidiaries,â€ Harrison said. â€œYouâ€™re also a public figure, whether you like it or not. And what you do reflects on this family.â€
â€œThis family,â€ Sterling said, and something ugly crept into his voice, â€œis built on oil that we stole from the ground and money we made on the backs of people weâ€™d never look in the eye. So excuse me if I donâ€™t feel particularly concerned about what I do reflecting on the illustrious name of Whitmore.â€
Thaddeus set down his spoon. When Thaddeus Whitmore set down his spoon, it was a kind of violence.
â€œYou ungrateful little bastard,â€ he said quietly. And the quiet was worse than any yelling. â€œYou have no idea what this family means. What Iâ€™ve built. What Iâ€™ve sacrificed. And you sit there with that sanctimonious little expression on your face and pretend youâ€™re above it all.â€
â€œI didnâ€™t say I was above it,â€ Sterling said. â€œI said I wasnâ€™t interested in pretending itâ€™s noble.â€ Victoria took a sip of wine and looked like she was enjoying herself.
â€œIs this about the stripper?â€ Margaret asked suddenly, and everyone turned to look at her. Sheâ€™d had too much wine, or not enough, or the right amount to say what everyone was thinking. â€œThe girl from Chicago? Because if it is, Sterling, you need to understand something right now. Those women are not like us. They donâ€™t want what we want.
Theyâ€™re not interested inâ€”â€
â€œIn what?â€ Sterling interrupted. â€œIn being my equal? In having agency? In being treated like a human being instead of a curiosity?â€
â€œIn marriage,â€ Margaret finished coldly. â€œAnd thatâ€™s what this is about, isnâ€™t it? You think youâ€™re in love with her.â€
The servants, who had been trained for decades to disappear when things got ugly, had actually disappeared. The dinner continued on its predetermined courseâ€”soup bowls swept away, the beef en croÃ»te presented on a silver platter, vegetables arranged with the precision of a military formation.
Lucinda, who had been silent until now, set down her fork. â€œWhat is her name?â€ she asked.
â€œDesire,â€ Sterling said. â€œHer name is Desire Jackson.â€ â€œHow exotic,â€ Victoria said, and smiled into her wine glass.
â€œSheâ€™s a graduate student,â€ Sterling continued, speaking directly to his mother now. â€œAt Northwestern. Sheâ€™s writing her thesis on labor economics. Sheâ€™s brilliant, sheâ€™s funny, and sheâ€™s the most real thing Iâ€™ve ever met.â€
â€œSheâ€™s also Black,â€ Thaddeus said, and the way he said itâ€”not with anger, but with a kind of tired observationâ€”somehow made it worse than any slur could have.
The room exploded.
â€œDonâ€™t be absurd,â€ Harrison said.
â€œAnd?â€ Victoria asked, raising an eyebrow. â€œWeâ€™re in 2024, father. Itâ€™s possible to be Black and real.
Itâ€™s actually very common.â€
â€œSheâ€™s a stripper,â€ Margaret said, to no one in particular. â€œA Black stripper. Do you understand what that means for this family? Do you understand what people will say?â€
â€œI donâ€™t particularly care what people will say,â€ Sterling said, and he was standing now, throwing his napkin down on the table. â€œI donâ€™t care that sheâ€™s Black. I donâ€™t care that she works as a dancer. I care that she makes me feel alive, and I care that sheâ€™s the first person Iâ€™ve ever met who doesnâ€™t expect me to be someone Iâ€™m not.â€
â€œThen what do you want to do?â€ Thaddeus asked, and his voice had gone cold and dangerous. â€œMarry her?
Bring her into this family? Introduce her to people? Make her a Whitmore?â€ â€œMaybe,â€ Sterling said.
The silence that followed was profound.

â€œIf you marry that woman,â€ Thaddeus said quietly, â€œif you marry her and you try to pass her off as a member of this family, I will cut you off. Every penny. Every opportunity. Every door that has ever been opened for you will be closed. Youâ€™ll be cut out of the will. Youâ€™ll be excised from the company. Youâ€™ll be a Whitmore in name only, and that name wonâ€™t mean anything anymore.â€
Sterling looked at his fatherâ€”looked at the man whoâ€™d built an empire, whoâ€™d survived two marriages, whoâ€™d somehow convinced himself that power was the same as love. And for a moment, there seemed to be a kind of understanding between them. A moment where Sterling understood, truly, that his father wasnâ€™t threatening him out of malice. He was threatening him out of fear.
â€œThen I guess weâ€™ll see what Iâ€™m willing to lose,â€ Sterling said, and he left the table.
The sound of the door closing behind him seemed to echo through the entire house. Lucinda picked up her fork again.
â€œVictoria,â€ she said pleasantly, â€œhave you given any thought to the Spring Gala committee? I think it would be lovely if you chaired it. We do need someone with a moreâ€¦ modern sensibility.â€
And the dinner continued, because Whitmores always finished what they started, and because sometimes the most devastating thing you could do in the face of family tragedy was pretend it hadnâ€™t happened.


CHAPTER THREE: THE CHOICE
Sterlingâ€™s penthouse apartment in downtown Houston was on the forty-second floor, all glass and steel and carefully curated art that he didnâ€™t actually understand but had bought because his decorator said it would be good for his image. Heâ€™d left Whitmore Manor at a reckless speed, not bothering to say goodbye to anyone, and driven to the city on streets still wet with rain.
Now, at midnight, he sat on his balcony overlooking the Houston skyline and called Desire.
She answered on the third ring, her voice careful. â€œHello?â€ â€œHi,â€ he said. â€œIâ€™m sorry for calling so late.â€
â€œItâ€™s midnight,â€ she said. â€œThatâ€™s when Iâ€™m usually just getting off work.â€ â€œI know,â€ he said. â€œAre you at home?â€
â€œI am. Why?â€
Sterling took a breath. Heâ€™d spent the last four hours driving, thinking, working through the logical conclusion of the thing heâ€™d been circling since heâ€™d first seen her on that stage three weeks ago.
â€œI think Iâ€™m in love with you,â€ he said. There was a long silence.
â€œYou think?â€ Desire finally said, and there was an edge of humor in her voice. â€œEither you are or youâ€™re not,
Sterling. Love isnâ€™t a theoretical exercise.â€
â€œOkay then,â€ he said. â€œIâ€™m in love with you. I know itâ€™s fast, and I know itâ€™s insane, and I know itâ€™s going to cause me more problems than you could possibly understand. But Iâ€™m telling you now because I just had the worst dinner of my life with my entire family, and my father told me heâ€™d cut me off if I married you, and my first thought wasnâ€™t â€˜oh no, Iâ€™ll lose my money.â€™ My first thought was â€˜thatâ€™s a small price.â€™ So I thought maybe you should know that.â€
â€œSterling,â€ Desire said, and she sounded tired. â€œYou donâ€™t know me. You know the version of me I perform for money. You know a constructed self. You donâ€™t know the woman who grew up poor and angry and hungry. You donâ€™t know my failures or my fears or the things Iâ€™ve done to survive. You know the beautiful, polished product.
Thatâ€™s not love. Thatâ€™s fantasy.â€
â€œThen let me know you,â€ he said. â€œLet me know all of it. I donâ€™t care about the fantasy. I want the real thing.â€
â€œEven though your family will crucify you?â€
â€œMy family will crucify me no matter what,â€ Sterling said. â€œThatâ€™s what families do. But at least this way, Iâ€™ll have a reason.â€

Desire hung up the phone and sat in the dark of her apartment, listening to the city outside. Keisha was asleep in the other room. Her thesis materials were scattered across the kitchen table like the artifacts of a life she was trying to prove she was capable of living.
Sheâ€™d been dancing at Obsidian for four years because it paid better than any job a Black woman with her academic record could get in Chicago. The inequality was staggering and stupid and completely predictable. She had a 4.0 GPA. She had recommendations from professors who called her a genius. And the only job she could find that would pay her enough to live and study full-time paid her to take her clothes off in front of drunk men.

Sterling Whitmore was exactly the kind of man her mother had warned her about. Rich, white, slumming, looking for a story to tell at cocktail parties about that time he dated a stripper. Heâ€™d wake up in six months and remember that he had options, people his family approved of, a future that involved business schools and charity galas.
But when heâ€™d looked at her on stage, heâ€™d looked at her like he was seeing something sacred. Her phone buzzed. A text message from him: â€œIâ€™m flying to Chicago tomorrow.â€
She called him back.
â€œDonâ€™t,â€ she said without preamble. â€œWhy not?â€
â€œBecause this is not how real relationships work, Sterling. Real relationships donâ€™t start with a man deciding heâ€™s in love with you after seeing you dance. They start with conversations. They start with time. They start with the boring, unglamorous work of knowing someone.â€
â€œThen let me do that work,â€ he said. â€œLet me come to Chicago and have coffee with you. Let me meet your friends. Let me see how you take your coffee and what you read in the morning and what you sound like when youâ€™re laughing at something thatâ€™s not funny. Let me do the boring work.â€
Desire closed her eyes. Sheâ€™d learned a long time ago that the most dangerous thing in the world was a rich man whoâ€™d decided to be good.
â€œIf you come to Chicago,â€ she said slowly, â€œyou need to understand something. Iâ€™m not going to be grateful. Iâ€™m not going to fall at your feet because youâ€™ve decided to slum in Pilsen. Iâ€™m not going to be the grateful Black woman rescued by the white knight. If this happens, if we actually do this, itâ€™s on equal terms. Youâ€™re not superior. Youâ€™re not better. Weâ€™re just two people who want to know each other.â€
â€œI know,â€ Sterling said.
â€œAnd youâ€™re going to lose everything,â€ she continued. â€œYour family. Probably a lot of your friends.
Potentially your job. You understand that?â€ â€œYes,â€ he said.
â€œAnd youâ€™re okay with that?â€ There was a pause.
â€œNo,â€ he admitted. â€œIâ€™m not okay with it. But Iâ€™m not okay with not doing it either. So Iâ€™m choosing this.â€
After they hung up, Desire sat in the dark for a long time. Then she got up and went to her bedroom, where she pulled out the journal she kept hidden in the back of her closet. Sheâ€™d been writing her personal history there for yearsâ€”the real version, not the performed version. The girl whoâ€™d grown up poor and angry. The girl whose father had died in prison. The girl whoâ€™d learned that her body was currency and that currency was the only thing that kept you alive.
She opened to a new page and wrote: â€œToday, I met a man who wants to know me. The real me. And Iâ€™m terrified that Iâ€™m going to let him, and then Iâ€™m going to destroy him.â€


CHAPTER FOUR: THE EDUCATION
Sterling arrived in Chicago on a Thursday morning in April. He rented a car at the airportâ€”not the expensive luxury car his family would have expected, but something practical and unmemorableâ€”and drove to the Pilsen neighborhood, where Desireâ€™s apartment was located.
She opened the door before he could knock. She was wearing jeans and a Northwestern hoodie and no makeup, and she was the most beautiful thing heâ€™d ever seen.
â€œHi,â€ he said, suddenly shy.
â€œHi,â€ she replied. â€œDo you drink coffee?â€ â€œYes.â€
â€œGood. Letâ€™s go to the cafÃ© around the corner. I want to talk to you in public first, before you get the apartment tour.â€
They walked through Pilsen in the morning light. The neighborhood was working-class, vibrant, alive with the energy of people trying to make it work. Murals covered the walls. Small businesses lined the streets. It was nothing like the controlled, manicured world of Whitmore Manor, and Sterling found himself actually paying attention to it in a way he didnâ€™t usually pay attention to things.
At the cafÃ©, Desire ordered an espressoâ€”black, no sugar. Sterling ordered something with too much milk in it,

which made her smile.
â€œTell me about your family,â€ she said, not bothering with small talk. â€œAnd I want the real story. Not the version you tell people. The actual truth of what theyâ€™re like.â€
So Sterling told her. He told her about his father, whoâ€™d built an empire and married three times and treated love like a hostile takeover. He told her about his mother, Margaret, whoâ€™d married into the family and immediately learned that the only way to survive was to stop expecting kindness. He told her about Harrison, whoâ€™d learned to play the game perfectly and had become untouchable. He told her about Victoria, whoâ€™d decided that the game was corrupt and had become a prosecutor instead.
â€œSo you come from money,â€ Desire said, â€œand your father is a tyrant, and your family operates on the principle that love is a transaction. Thatâ€™s actually fairly typical, Sterling. Thatâ€™s what happens when you have power without wisdom.â€
â€œWhat about your family?â€ he asked. Desire set down her espresso cup carefully.
â€œMy father was in prison,â€ she said. â€œArmed robbery. He went in when I was eight and died of an infection in the infirmary when I was seventeen. My mother was a nurse at Northwestern Medical. She worked twelve-hour shifts and came home and didnâ€™t ask us how our days were because she was too tired to care. I have a brother whoâ€™s a security guard at the Museum of Contemporary Art. I grew up poor, Sterling. I grew up hungry sometimes. I learned that the world doesnâ€™t owe you anything and that most people are willing to hurt you if the price is right.â€
â€œIâ€™m sorry,â€ he said, and the words sounded pathetic.
â€œDonâ€™t be,â€ Desire said. â€œIâ€™m not telling you this so youâ€™ll feel sorry for me. Iâ€™m telling you this so you understand something: when you marry a stripper, you donâ€™t get the stripper. You get the girl who had to become a stripper to survive. And that girl is not going to need rescuing. Sheâ€™s not going to be grateful for being elevated. Sheâ€™s going to be a partner, or sheâ€™s going to be nothing.â€
â€œI understand,â€ Sterling said.
â€œNo, you donâ€™t,â€ Desire replied, but not unkindly. â€œBut maybe you will. Eventually.â€
They spent the day walking through Chicago. Desire showed him where sheâ€™d grown up. She took him to Northwesternâ€™s campus, where her thesis advisor had an office. She introduced him to Keisha, who was suspicious and protective and ultimately kind. She took him to the club in the early evening, before it got busy, and showed him the stage where she worked.
â€œThis is where you saw me,â€ she said, standing on the stage in the empty club, where the lights were all off and the illusion was gone.
Sterling stood at the bar and looked at herâ€”looked at the real her, not the performed oneâ€”and understood for the first time that those two versions were the same person. That the woman who danced for money and the woman who wrote about economics were not separate selves but one integrated human being.
â€œThank you for showing me this,â€ he said.
â€œYouâ€™re going to need to adjust your expectations,â€ Desire told him. â€œIâ€™m going to continue dancing. I need the money, and Iâ€™m not ashamed of it. If youâ€™re going to be with me, you need to understand that this is work, and itâ€™s legitimate work, and Iâ€™m not going to stop.â€
â€œOkay,â€ he said.
â€œAnd I need you to understand something else,â€ she continued. â€œYour family is going to come after me. Theyâ€™re going to tell you that Iâ€™m using you. Theyâ€™re going to try to prove that Iâ€™m only after your money. Theyâ€™re going to hire investigators and dig into my past. Are you prepared for that?â€
Sterling realized, in that moment, that heâ€™d been thinking about this all wrong. Heâ€™d been thinking about it as a romantic gestureâ€”the powerful man choosing love over money, the triumph of heart over circumstance. But Desire was teaching him that it was more complicated than that. That his choice wasnâ€™t just about him. That it would affect her, would touch her life in ways he couldnâ€™t control.
â€œI donâ€™t know,â€ he said honestly. â€œBut I want to learn how to be prepared. I want to learn how to protect you.â€
â€œYou canâ€™t protect me,â€ Desire said, and she was right. â€œBut you can stand beside me. You can refuse to believe their lies. You can choose me, over and over again, every time it gets hard. Can you do that?â€
â€œYes,â€ he said. â€œI think so.â€
â€œThen maybe,â€ she said, and she smiled at him for the first time with real warmth, â€œwe have something worth fighting for.â€


CHAPTER FIVE: THE RECKONING

Two weeks after Sterling arrived in Chicago, Desire received a phone call on her personal line. The number was blocked, which meant one of two things: either it was a telemarketer or it was someone from Sterlingâ€™s world.
It was both.
â€œMs.Â Jackson,â€ a womanâ€™s voice said, professionally pleasant in a way that contained multitudes. â€œThis is Eleanor Crawford. Iâ€™m your attorneyâ€”well, I will be, once you sign the papers. Thaddeus Whitmore has asked me to deliver a proposal.â€
Eleanor Crawford was known in Texas legal circles as the kind of lawyer that rich men used when they wanted to make someone disappear quietly. Sheâ€™d orchestrated several high-profile divorces, brokered confidentiality agreements with teeth, and generally made herself indispensable to the kind of people who had too much to lose.
â€œIâ€™m listening,â€ Desire said, and sheâ€™d already texted Keisha and was pacing her apartment like a caged animal.
â€œMr.Â Whitmore is prepared to offer you two million dollars,â€ Eleanor said, â€œin a lump sum, non-taxable payment. In exchange, you will sign a confidentiality agreement stating that you will not marry Sterling Whitmore, will not become publicly associated with him, and will terminate any contact with him immediately. Additionally, you will not discuss the terms of this settlement, the offer itself, or your relationship with any member of the Whitmore family with anyone, including Sterling.â€
Desire felt something in her chest tighten. â€œAnd if I donâ€™t?â€ she asked.
â€œThen Mr.Â Whitmore has authorized me to inform you that he is prepared to launch a comprehensive legal and investigative campaign against you,â€ Eleanor said, in that same professionally pleasant voice. â€œWe have extensive documentation of your activities as an independent contractor, many of which exist in a legal gray area. We have associates who would testify that you have engaged in services beyond standard dancing. We have evidence suggesting that you have purchased certain substances for which you do not have a prescription. We can make your life very difficult, Ms.Â Jackson. Two million dollars buys you out of all of that.â€
Desire sat down on her bed.
â€œCan I have twenty-four hours?â€ she asked.
â€œYou have until five p.m. tomorrow,â€ Eleanor said. â€œAfter that, Mr.Â Whitmore will assume youâ€™ve chosen the hard way.â€
She hung up.
Desire didnâ€™t call Sterling immediately. Instead, she called her mother, who was still alive, still working, still exhausted. Her mother listened to everything without interrupting, and then she said:
â€œHe didnâ€™t stand up for you. Thatâ€™s the answer right there. His father is making threats, and the first thing Sterlingâ€™s father does is send a lawyer with a check. That tells you everything you need to know about that family.â€
â€œThatâ€™s not Sterlingâ€™s fault,â€ Desire said.
â€œIsnâ€™t it?â€ her mother replied. â€œHe grew up in that family. He knows how they operate. And the first time things got difficult, he let his father send a lawyer. The first time, baby. Do you want to spend your life watching for the second time, the third time, waiting for him to actually stand up?â€
After they hung up, Desire took a long walk through Pilsen. She walked past the stores where sheâ€™d bought milk as a child, past the schools where sheâ€™d learned that she was smarter than most of her classmates but poorer than all of them. She thought about her father in prison, dying of an infection because the prison didnâ€™t care. She thought about her mother at the hospital, working seventy hours a week because that was the only way to survive.
And she thought about Sterling, whoâ€™d been born into a life where people sent lawyers with checks to make problems go away.
She was sitting in the cafÃ© where theyâ€™d had their first real conversation when Sterling found her. He looked panicked.
â€œMy father just called me,â€ he said, sitting down across from her without preamble. â€œHe told me that heâ€™d made you an offer. He told me that if you loved me, youâ€™d turn it down. He told me that taking the money would prove that you were only after his wealth.â€
â€œDid you believe him?â€ Desire asked, and she watched his face very carefully.
â€œNo,â€ Sterling said immediately. â€œNo, Desire, I didnâ€™t. I believed that my father is a predatory asshole who uses money and power to manipulate people. I believed that you got an offer designed to destroy our relationship and give you cover if you took it. I believed that my family is toxic and manipulative and everything thatâ€™s wrong with how wealth operates in this country.â€
â€œBut?â€ Desire said, because there was obviously a but.

â€œBut I also believed,â€ Sterling continued, â€œthat you might take it. And I believed that I wouldnâ€™t blame you if you did. And I believed that Iâ€™m asking you to walk away from stability and security to be with someone whose family has all the resources in the world to make your life a nightmare.â€
â€œSo what do you want to do?â€ Desire asked. Sterling reached across the table and took her hand.
â€œI want to marry you,â€ he said. â€œI want to build a life with you that has nothing to do with my fatherâ€™s money or my familyâ€™s name. I want to prove to you that Iâ€™m not the same as them. And Iâ€™m prepared to do whatever it takes to make that happen.â€
â€œThat sounds very romantic,â€ Desire said. â€œAnd very naive.â€
â€œI know,â€ Sterling acknowledged. â€œBut Desire, Iâ€™ve had a lot of time to think about this, and I understand now that love isnâ€™t about being naive or smart. Itâ€™s about choosing someone, knowing the full cost, and deciding that the cost is worth it.â€
Desire looked at himâ€”really looked at himâ€”and saw something she hadnâ€™t expected. She saw a man who was willing to lose everything. She saw someone whoâ€™d finally understood that the most valuable thing he had was not his money or his name, but his ability to choose who he wanted to be.
â€œOkay,â€ she said quietly. â€œOkay?â€ Sterling repeated.
â€œOkay,â€ Desire confirmed. â€œIâ€™ll marry you. But we do it my way. No big wedding. No family. Just us. And I keep working. And I keep my name. And I donâ€™t become a Whitmore in name or in spirit. I become your wife, your partner, your equal. Is that acceptable?â€
â€œYes,â€ Sterling said. â€œYes, absolutely.â€
â€œAnd Iâ€™m going to tell you something,â€ Desire said, keeping his hand in hers. â€œYour father is going to come back harder. This is just the beginning. Heâ€™s going to hire people to investigate me. Heâ€™s going to try to break us up. Heâ€™s going to make it very clear that I am not acceptable. Are you prepared for that?â€
â€œNo,â€ Sterling said. â€œBut Iâ€™m going to prepare.â€
They got married four weeks later in a small ceremony in Illinois, with only Keisha and Desireâ€™s brother Marcus in attendance. They rented a small house in the suburbs, nothing fancy, and Sterling got a job at a nonprofit that worked on economic development in low-income communities. It paid $60,000 a year, which was less than heâ€™d spent on clothes in some months.
Desire continued to dance. She also continued her thesis. And she began, slowly, to let Sterling into the real parts of her lifeâ€”not the performed self, but the authentic self. The girl who was afraid of failure. The woman who was angry at the systems that had made her trade her body for survival. The scholar who believed that revolution was possible if people were willing to fight for it.
And Sterling, for the first time in his life, understood what it meant to be in a relationship with someone who did not need him. Someone whoâ€™d chosen him. Someone who would leave if he proved unworthy.
It was terrifying. It was the most valuable thing heâ€™d ever been given.
And two states away, in a mansion in Brenham, Texas, Thaddeus Whitmore was planning his revenge.

END OF CHAPTERS 1-5
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CHAPTER 6: THE FALL
Brenham, Texas | The Whitmore Estate | Three Days Later
The morning sun caught the dust motes in the library like tiny diamonds suspended in amber. Thaddeus Whitmore sat in his leather chairâ€”the one his father had sat in, and his father before thatâ€”staring at the Bloomberg terminal that flickered with his empireâ€™s pulse. Seventeen billion in assets. Forty-three subsidiary companies. Oil wells in three countries. And yet.
Lucinda stood in the doorway, still in her silk robe, her face a mask of calculated concern that fooled no one anymore. Theyâ€™d been married forty-two years. She knew every line of his rage, every breath of his disappointment. This was a new flavor. This was fear.
â€œHe wonâ€™t answer his phone,â€ Lucinda said, not as a question. â€œNo.â€
â€œOctavia called. Twice. She said Sterlingâ€™s assistant said heâ€™d taken emergency leave from the firm.â€
Thaddeusâ€™s jaw tightened. His son was a managing director at Blake & Morrison, the most prestigious energy consulting firm in the Southwest. The position had been orchestratedâ€”a golden introduction from Thaddeus himself, delivered like a benediction. This is your inheritance, boy. Not money. Power.
â€œHeâ€™s in Chicago,â€ Thaddeus said quietly. â€œWith her.â€
Lucinda walked to the mahogany bar and poured herself a drink that her doctor had advised against. Rye, neat. She drank it like medicine.
â€œHave you sent the papers?â€ she asked. â€œNot yet.â€
â€œThen send them. Make it hurt. Make it real.â€
Thaddeus looked at his wifeâ€”truly looked at her. At sixty-three, Lucinda Whitmore was still a stunning woman. The kind of stunning that came from knowing exactly what you were and never apologizing for it. She wore diamonds to breakfast. Sheâ€™d had work done, yes, but only enough to look refreshed, not tightened. Her silver hair was always perfect. Her posture impeccable.
Heâ€™d married her for her bloodline and her ambition. She came from money older than his own. Her father had been governor. Her mother had sat on museum boards. Lucinda had never had a job, and sheâ€™d never needed one. She was a full-time project of self-maintenance and strategic motherhood.
And she would destroy their son to keep the status quo. â€œNot yet,â€ he repeated.

Chicago | Desireâ€™s Apartment | Late Night
The apartment was nothing like Sterlingâ€™s world. It was a converted loft in the West Loop, all exposed brick and massive windows and furniture that looked like it had been found at different thrift stores and assembled by someone with actual taste. There were books everywhere. Actual booksâ€”worn paperbacks with dog-eared pages, not the leather-bound first editions that decorated his parentsâ€™ library like museum pieces.
Sterling lay on the couch with his head in Desireâ€™s lap. She ran her fingers through his hair, and he felt something shift inside his chest. Thisâ€”this small, domestic intimacyâ€”was more revolutionary than anything heâ€™d ever experienced.
â€œTell me about your first time,â€ she said. â€œWhich first time?â€
â€œAll of them.â€
Sterling smiled. â€œI was five years old, and my nanny took me to the country club pool. Iâ€™d been told all my life I was a Whitmore, which apparently meant I should be good at everything. I panicked the second my feet left the ground, and I had to be fished out by a security guard while all the other kids laughed.â€
Desire laughedâ€”that full, rich laugh that came from her belly. â€œYouâ€™ve been performing ever since.â€

â€œYou could say that.â€
â€œYour father set that up on purpose, didnâ€™t he? To teach you something.â€
Sterling shifted so he could see her face. Even in the shadows of the loft, she was luminous. Her skin seemed to glow from the inside out. Tonight sheâ€™d dressed downâ€”soft sweats and a manâ€™s t-shirt that he suspected was hisâ€”and still she was the most beautiful thing heâ€™d ever seen.
â€œWhy do you say that?â€
â€œBecause thatâ€™s what men like your father do. They engineer small humiliations early so their sons will spend the rest of their lives proving themselves.â€ Desireâ€™s voice was thoughtful, analytical in a way that reminded him she was far more intelligent than the world gave her credit for. â€œItâ€™s a form of control. Anticipatory trauma.â€
â€œHas your father done that to you?â€
Something flickered across her face. â€œMy father is dead. And when he was alive, we didnâ€™t have the luxury of such psychological subtlety. It was just violence. Plain, simple violence.â€
Sterling hated that sheâ€™d had to survive things he could barely imagine. Hated that the world had shaped her in such brutal ways. But he also understood now why she was so fierce, so protective of the soft parts of herself that she so rarely revealed.
â€œCome with me,â€ he said suddenly. â€œTo Texas.â€ â€œWhat?â€
â€œCome to Brenham. Meet my mother. Stand in front of my father and donâ€™t apologize for who you are.â€
Desire was quiet for a long moment. Then she said, â€œThatâ€™s the most naive thing youâ€™ve ever said to me. And I love you for it, but no. That would be cruel. Not just to your familyâ€”to you. Iâ€™ve been to the theater, Sterling.
Iâ€™ve seen what happens when Black women show up in white spaces uninvited. Iâ€™d rather not lose my dignity in front of an audience.â€
â€œYou wouldnâ€™t loseâ€”â€
â€œYes, I would. Your father would spend the entire time trying to figure out how much I cost. Your mother would calculate the social damage to their bloodline. And you would sit there and pretend that it wasnâ€™t happening, because thatâ€™s what people like you do. You retreat into politeness when things get ugly.â€
Sterling felt the sting of truth. â€œThen come meet me halfway. My family goes to the oil summit in Houston next month. Iâ€™ll get a hotel room. Not with me, separate. You can bring a friend. Weâ€™ll have dinner. Not as a coupleâ€”as business associates. Give them a chance to see you the way I see you.â€
Desire studied his face. â€œYou really think that will work.â€
â€œI think,â€ Sterling said carefully, â€œthat youâ€™re the most extraordinary person Iâ€™ve ever met. And I think that if my family isnâ€™t capable of seeing that, then they donâ€™t deserve my loyalty. Iâ€™m going to spend the rest of my life figuring out who I am when Iâ€™m not performing for them. Iâ€™d like for you to be in that life.â€
Desire kissed him then, and it wasnâ€™t tentative. It was a kiss that felt like a decision, heavy with consequence. â€œIf you lose everything,â€ she said, â€œyou canâ€™t hate me for it later.â€
â€œI wonâ€™t.â€
â€œYou will. You donâ€™t know what itâ€™s like yet, to lose everything. When it happensâ€”and it will happenâ€”youâ€™ll understand what I took from you.â€
â€œThe only thing youâ€™re taking from me,â€ Sterling said, â€œis who I was supposed to be.â€
Outside, Chicago glittered beneath the night sky. They made love on that thrift-store couch, and neither of them thought about consequences or futures or all the ways this could end badly.

Brenham | The Whitmore Estate | The Next Morning
The lawyer was named Harrison Sinclair, and he had the kind of expensive, confident bearing that came from three generations of money and a Yale law degree. He sat in the studyâ€”not the library, but the study, which was Thaddeusâ€™s more formal power centerâ€”with a manila folder laid out in front of him like a blueprint.
â€œThe trust is worth approximately one point two million dollars,â€ Harrison explained. â€œIt was set up by your grandfather with specific provisions. You can access the principal at thirty-five, or earlier if you marry within the parameters outlined in the covenant.â€
â€œWhat parameters?â€ Sterling had driven home without warning, arriving at dawn. His father had been waiting.
â€œThe trust requires that you marry a woman of appropriate social standing. Her bloodline, education, and professional status must meet certain criteria. Itâ€™s quite specific, actually. Your grandfather was very thorough.â€

Thaddeus sat behind the desk, watching his sonâ€™s face process this information. Heâ€™d known about the covenant his whole life. Of course Sterling knew about it too. The question was whether he understood what it meant.
â€œHow much earlier?â€ Sterling asked quietly.
â€œAt marriage, the entire trust becomes available immediately. One point two million dollars, plus any accrued interest. Youâ€™d have autonomy over that capital.â€
â€œAnd if I marry someone who doesnâ€™t meet these criteria?â€
â€œThen you forfeit your right to access the trust entirely. It would revert to the next in line, which would be your sister Catherine. The money would be moved into a trust in her name.â€
Sterling felt the room tilt slightly. A million dollars was nothingâ€”nothingâ€”compared to what heâ€™d eventually inherit. The Whitmore holdings, the real empire, would come later. But it was his. It was the first money heâ€™d truly earned by simply existing.
â€œAnd my inheritance?â€
Thaddeusâ€™s expression didnâ€™t change, but something flickered in his eyes. â€œThatâ€™s a separate matter. We can discuss that when we know what kind of man youâ€™re going to be.â€
â€œYouâ€™re trying to buy my obedience.â€
â€œIâ€™m trying to save your life,â€ Thaddeus said quietly. â€œYou think youâ€™re in love. Youâ€™re not. Youâ€™re in the thrall of novelty. And yes, sheâ€™s beautiful, and yes, sheâ€™s different from what youâ€™re used to. But different doesnâ€™t mean compatible. Different doesnâ€™t mean forever.â€
â€œYou donâ€™t know her.â€
â€œI donâ€™t need to. I know what she is. A young woman from nothing whoâ€™s learned to use her body to get what she needs. Thatâ€™s not a judgment, Sterling. Itâ€™s an observation. And it means that when the novelty wears offâ€”and it willâ€”sheâ€™ll look at your money and remember why she was attracted to you in the first place.â€
Sterling wanted to protest, but something in his fatherâ€™s certainty made him pause. It was possible. Wasnâ€™t it? Desire was ambitious. She wanted out of the club. She wanted a different life. He was offering her the most direct route to that life.
But then he thought about her fingers in his hair. About the way she laughed at his jokes. About the night sheâ€™d woken up crying from a nightmare and let him hold her while she whispered about things sheâ€™d never told anyone.
â€œI need to go back to Chicago,â€ Sterling said.
â€œFine. Go. But understand what youâ€™re choosing. You choose her, you choose a life outside the Whitmore empire. You choose her, and you donâ€™t get the trust, you donâ€™t get my endorsement for any position that matters, and you certainly donâ€™t get a seat at the family table. Is she worth that?â€
Sterling stood to leave. â€œYou know whatâ€™s funny? A year ago, I would have said no. A year ago, I would have picked the money and the power and the legacy without even hesitating. But that was before I realized that all of thatâ€”â€ he gestured around the study, â€œâ€”is just a really elaborate cage. And youâ€™ve been calling it freedom.â€
â€œYouâ€™re going to regret this,â€ Thaddeus said flatly. â€œMaybe. But at least itâ€™ll be my regret. Not yours.â€


CHAPTER 7: THE HOUSTON OIL SUMMIT
Houston | The Whitmore Tower | Three Weeks Later
The Houston Oil Summit happened every year in late October, and it was essentially where Texas oil money came to be counted, compared, and celebrated. CEOs of international energy companies rubbed shoulders with wildcatters and investors. Politicians who owed favors made their rounds. The entire Texas oil establishment converged on the downtown tower hotels for three days of networking, deal-making, and ostentatious displays of wealth.
The Whitmore family had a block of suites on the executive floors. Lucinda had arrived a week early to oversee every detail. The flowers, the invitations, the seating arrangementsâ€”all of it was orchestrated like a military operation.
Sheâ€™d also hired a private investigator to look into Desire.
His name was Martin Cobb, and he was the kind of man who could make anyoneâ€™s life transparent if you paid him enough money. Heâ€™d delivered his findings in a manila folder that Lucinda kept in her purse at all times.
Desire Beaumont. Born in New Orleans to a mother who worked in a dental office and a father who died of a gunshot wound when she was sixteen. No college degree. No trust fund. No family connections. Three years as a dancer at the Velvet Room in Chicago, where she made approximately $3,000 to $5,000 per week depending on the season.

She had no criminal record. She paid her taxes. Sheâ€™d invested most of her money in a real estate holding company that currently had a portfolio of three buildings. She was, in other words, entrepreneurial. Ambitious. Intelligent.
All of which made her far more dangerous than if sheâ€™d simply been a gold-digger.
Lucinda hadnâ€™t told Thaddeus about most of these findings. Sheâ€™d told him just enough to confirm his worst suspicions: the girl had nothing, so she must want Sterling for his money. It was a clean narrative, and it allowed him to feel righteous in his ultimatum.
Now, as Lucinda stood in the suiteâ€™s master bedroom putting the final touches on her makeupâ€”a process that took forty-five minutes and involved products that cost more than most peopleâ€™s monthly rentâ€”she reviewed the
seating chart for the formal dinner that evening. Sheâ€™d deliberately seated Sterling between his sister Catherine and the daughter of an oil executive named Alexandra Hartwell. Alexandra was beautiful, educated, and from an appropriate family.
If Sterling was going to make a mistake, Lucinda was determined that mistake would be in front of the right people.

The Ballroom | That Evening
The ballroom of the Whitmore Tower could hold five hundred people, and tonight it held almost exactly that. The cream of Texas oil wealth descended in tuxedos and designer gowns, their jewelry catching the light like so many tiny stars.
Sterling watched his mother work the room. It was honestly impressive, in a terrifying way. She moved through the crowd with absolute authority, remembering names and personal details and exactly which manâ€™s wife was having an affair with which other womanâ€™s husband. She was a queen, and she ruled with intelligence and grace and absolute ruthlessness.
Heâ€™d inherited that ruthlessness. He just wasnâ€™t sure if he wanted to use it the way she did.
The dinner started at seven. Seven courses, paired wines, a speech from the Governor about the importance of the oil industry to Texasâ€™s economy. Sterling sat where his mother had placed him, between Catherine and Alexandra, and tried not to check his phone every thirty seconds for a text from Desire.
She was in a separate hotel, with a friend from Chicago. They were supposed to meet for drinks at ten oâ€™clock at a bar in the lobby. A public place. Casual. Just friends from the city, nothing to concern the Whitmore family about.
It was a lie, and everyone would know it was a lie.
â€œYouâ€™re distracted,â€ Catherine said, leaning over to whisper to him. His sister was two years younger, brilliant in a way that their parents had never quite known what to do with. Sheâ€™d gotten an MBA from Harvard, and then sheâ€™d married a nice man named David and settled into a life of charity boards and children. It was the life their mother had wanted for her. It was, Catherine had admitted to Sterling once, slowly killing her soul.
â€œIâ€™m fine.â€
â€œYouâ€™re not fine. You look like someone waiting for an execution.â€ Catherine picked up her wine glass. â€œIs it the Chicago girl?â€
Sterlingâ€™s head snapped around. â€œHow did youâ€”â€
â€œMother has been having her investigated. She hired Martin Cobb. I saw the file on her desk. I wouldnâ€™t be surprised if sheâ€™s had a dossier on the girl since the first time you mentioned her.â€
â€œJesus Christ.â€
â€œWelcome to the family,â€ Catherine said dryly. â€œSo sheâ€™s real? This girl is actually important to you?â€ Sterling considered lying, then decided his sister deserved better. â€œIâ€™m going to marry her.â€
Catherine set down her glass very carefully. â€œThatâ€™s beautiful and absolutely insane. Does Father know?â€ â€œHeâ€™s threatened to cut me off. The trust, the inheritance, everything.â€
â€œAnd youâ€™re marrying her anyway?â€ â€œIâ€™m marrying her anyway.â€
Catherine squeezed his hand under the table. For a moment, they were just siblings, united in their quiet rebellion against the empire that had created them.
â€œThen youâ€™d better make sure sheâ€™s everything you think she is,â€ Catherine said. â€œBecause giving up everything for someone is the kind of thing that works in novels and country songs and nowhere else. Real life is messier. If youâ€™re going to burn down everything, make absolutely sure itâ€™s worth burning.â€

The Lobby Bar | Ten Oâ€™Clock
Desire was already there, seated at a small table in the corner with her friend Jasmine, a former dancer with eyes that

saw through everything. When Sterling walked in, she stood, and he watched the room pause for a half-second as people clocked her.
She wore a black dress that cost more than a monthâ€™s salary for most peopleâ€”sheâ€™d used some of her real estate profits for clothes, said she was building her uniform of power. The dress was simple: a high neckline, long sleeves, a cut that was elegant rather than seductive. She looked like a woman who belonged in a room full of Texas oil money. She looked like someoneâ€™s wife, someoneâ€™s executive, someoneâ€™s equal.
She looked like she was about to break his family apart.
â€œSterling,â€ she said, and her voice was warm and measured and public. â€œIâ€™m so glad you could make time to meet us. Jasmine and I were just talking about the city. You know Jasmine from Chicago, yes?â€
Jasmine shook his hand with a knowing smile. She understood exactly what was happening. Sheâ€™d probably helped Desire prepare for it.
â€œOf course,â€ Sterling said, sitting down. â€œItâ€™s good to see you both.â€
They made small talk for ten minutes. Desire asked about the summit, the speakers, the energy market. She was, he realized, interviewing him. She wanted to see him in this context, with these people, and understand if he could be the kind of man who could survive on her terms.
Halfway through their second drink, Thaddeus and Lucinda emerged from the elevator.
It took them thirty seconds to spot Sterling. It took them five seconds after that to see Desire.
Sterling watched his motherâ€™s face, watched her catalog everything about Desire in a single sweep of her eyes. The dress. The posture. The way she held herself. The way she was clearly Jasmineâ€™s friendâ€”theyâ€™d used Jasmine specifically to obscure the relationship.
Lucinda began walking toward them. Thaddeus, catching her movement, followed.
â€œSterling,â€ his mother said, her voice perfectly pleasant. â€œWe didnâ€™t expect to see you here. How wonderful that youâ€™ve brought friends.â€
â€œMother, Father, this is Jasmine Williams and Desire Beaumont. Desire and Jasmine were in graduate school with some friends of mine. Jasmineâ€™s in architecture, and Desireâ€™s in real estate development.â€
None of it was technically a lie. Desire was in real estate development. She didnâ€™t have a graduate degree, but Lucinda wouldnâ€™t fact-check that immediately.
â€œHow lovely,â€ Lucinda said, settling into a chair that Thaddeus pulled for her. â€œAnd what firm are you developing with, Desire?â€
â€œIâ€™m developing independently,â€ Desire said smoothly. â€œMostly residential conversions in gentrifying neighborhoods. Itâ€™s small-scale right now, but the margins are excellent, and I have a ten-year plan to scale to commercial properties.â€
Sterling watched his father listen to this. Thaddeus understood business. He understood someone with ambition and a strategic plan. Whatever his prejudices, he couldnâ€™t dismiss someone who talked about margin projections.
â€œAnd what brought you to Houston?â€ Lucinda asked.
â€œSterling invited us,â€ Desire said. â€œIâ€™ve never seen the summit. I thought it would be educational.â€
It was a perfect answer. Casual, friendly, appropriately deferential to Sterlingâ€™s invitation, and absolutely truthful.
For the next twenty minutes, Lucinda conducted what amounted to a sophisticated interrogation. Where did Desire grow up? (New Orleans.) Did her family have roots in Texas? (Her motherâ€™s family did, from Beaumont, actuallyâ€”hence the last name.) Had she studied business in college? (No, she hadnâ€™t gone to college, but sheâ€™d apprenticed under a real estate investor for several years.)
With each answer, Desire became less of a threat and more of a person. She was intelligent, articulate, and clearly someone whoâ€™d worked for what she had rather than inherited it. Lucinda couldnâ€™t play the â€œgold-diggerâ€ card with someone who was demonstrably making her own money.
So she shifted tactics.
â€œSterling mentioned he was considering a proposal,â€ Lucinda said lightly. â€œIs that something youâ€™re thinking about as well?â€
Desire glanced at Sterling, and he felt his heart stop. This was it. This was the moment.
â€œI think,â€ Desire said carefully, â€œthat Sterling and I are taking things one day at a time. We come from very different worlds, and there are a lot of things weâ€™d need to work through before weâ€™d even consider something like marriage.â€
It was a calculated retreat. It was also an absolute lie, and everyone at the table knew it.

Thaddeus, however, looked slightly relieved. As if the fact that Desire was being cautious meant she wasnâ€™t actually trying to trap his son.
â€œThatâ€™s very sensible,â€ Lucinda said. â€œSterling can be quite impulsive.â€
â€œI donâ€™t think caution is always a virtue,â€ Desire said. â€œSometimes the most important things in life require you to leap without a net.â€
She met Sterlingâ€™s eyes when she said it, and he understood: she was answering his mother, but she was speaking to him. She was telling him that she was willing to leap. She was telling him that she was choosing him, despite everything, despite all the ways it could destroy her.


CHAPTER 8: THE RECKONING RETURNS
Chicago | The Law Offices of Blake & Morrison | One Week Later
Sterlingâ€™s phone rang at 9 AM on a Tuesday. It was his fatherâ€™s secretary.
â€œYour father would like you in his office at one oâ€™clock today,â€ she said. â€œItâ€™s about your position with the firm.â€
Sterling felt something cold settle in his stomach. â€œDid he sayâ€”â€ â€œNo.Â Just that you should be there at one.â€

The Whitmore Building | Dallas | One Oâ€™Clock
The office was on the fifty-second floor, with floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over Dallasâ€™s skyline. Thaddeus had a view of nothing but sky, which was the point.
He was sitting behind his desk, and he didnâ€™t stand when Sterling came in. That was a signal in itself. â€œIâ€™ve decided to restructure your position with Blake & Morrison,â€ Thaddeus said without preamble.
â€œYouâ€™re being transferred to the Fort Worth office, effective immediately. Youâ€™ll be working on a new project
weâ€™re developing. It should take about eighteen months.â€ â€œFort Worth.â€
â€œYes.â€
â€œWhich would take me away from Chicago.â€ â€œYes.â€
Sterling sat down because his legs didnâ€™t feel entirely reliable. â€œI need to give notice to my apartment. My leaseâ€”â€
â€œYour lease is being bought out. Youâ€™re moving into a corporate apartment in Fort Worth. Everything is arranged.â€
â€œYou canâ€™t just rearrange my life.â€
â€œI can, and I am. You work for me, Sterling. You take a paycheck from a company I control. I have every right to relocate you as I see fit. If you have a problem with that, youâ€™re welcome to resign.â€
â€œAnd if I resign?â€
â€œThen youâ€™re on your own. No trust, no inheritance, no emergency fund. Youâ€™ll need to find employment elsewhere with someone who doesnâ€™t know your family history. It should be interesting to see how far your Harvard degree and your Golden Boy reputation get you without the Whitmore name backing it up.â€
Sterling felt something fracture inside him. â€œYouâ€™re doing this because of her.â€
â€œIâ€™m doing this because you need to get your priorities straight. Your career should matter more to you than a woman youâ€™ve known for six months. If it doesnâ€™t, then you donâ€™t have the discipline to inherit what Iâ€™m building.â€
â€œWhat youâ€™re building is a prison.â€
Thaddeus stood. â€œNo.Â What Iâ€™m building is a legacy. Your great-grandfather started with nothing but ambition and a good fortune in oil. He built an empire. Your grandfather doubled it. Iâ€™ve tripled it. And now itâ€™s your turn to grow it. But you canâ€™t do that if youâ€™re distracted by a woman who will ultimately destroy you.â€
â€œShe wonâ€™tâ€”â€
â€œShe will. Not maliciously. Just because thatâ€™s what happens when you love someone from a fundamentally

different world. Eventually, youâ€™ll resent the bridges you burned. Youâ€™ll blame her for every opportunity you gave up. And sheâ€™ll know sheâ€™s being blamed, and the love will curdle into something ugly.â€ Thaddeus sat back down. â€œIâ€™ve seen it happen. Iâ€™ve seen good men waste their potential on women who werenâ€™t equipped to be partners in building something great.â€
â€œIs that what you think happened with Mom?â€
â€œYour mother,â€ Thaddeus said quietly, â€œunderstood the assignment. She knew what she was signing up for when she married me. She knew this would require sacrifices. She made those sacrifices willingly, and in exchange, she has built a life of unprecedented comfort and influence. Thatâ€™s a fair bargain.â€
â€œItâ€™s a cage,â€ Sterling said. â€œAnd you put her in it willingly, and now youâ€™re trying to put me in one too.â€
â€œGet to Fort Worth by Friday,â€ Thaddeus said. â€œI donâ€™t care how you do it, but youâ€™ll be there by Friday.â€

Chicago | Desireâ€™s Apartment | That Evening
Sterling told her everything. He sat on the thrift-store couch that had become his favorite place in the world, and he told her about Fort Worth and the transfer and his fatherâ€™s ultimatum.
Desire listened without interrupting. When he finished, she stood and walked to the window and looked out at Chicago, at the city that had been her refuge and her prison and everything in between.
â€œYouâ€™re going to take the transfer,â€ she said. â€œWhat?â€
â€œYouâ€™re going to take the transfer to Fort Worth. Youâ€™re going to do the eighteen-month project. And youâ€™re going to do it brilliantly.â€
â€œIâ€™m not leaving you.â€
â€œYouâ€™re not leaving me. Youâ€™re relocating temporarily while we figure out what this actually is and whether it survives real hardship.â€ She turned to face him. â€œYour sister was right. Burning down everything for love sounds romantic. Itâ€™s also the fastest way to destroy love. Because one of you will always wonder if the sacrifice was worth it.â€
â€œIt will be.â€
â€œYou donâ€™t know that. And I wonâ€™t be the woman who cost you everything. I wonâ€™t be the reason you donâ€™t get to be great.â€ Desireâ€™s voice was steady, but her hands were shaking. â€œWe have something good right now. Something real. But itâ€™s too new to survive what your father just threw at us. We need time. We need to see if this is actually possible, or if weâ€™re just two people from different worlds having a beautiful, temporary thing.â€
â€œItâ€™s not temporary.â€
â€œThen it will survive the wait,â€ Desire said. â€œAnd if it doesnâ€™t, then weâ€™ll know that it wasnâ€™t meant to. But I wonâ€™t let you resent me. I wonâ€™t become the woman who holds you back. Iâ€™ve worked too hard to build my own thing, and you need to build yours without my weight on your shoulders.â€
Sterling felt the architecture of his certainty collapse. â€œYouâ€™re breaking up with me.â€
â€œNo.Â Iâ€™m setting you free. Thereâ€™s a difference. I love you, Sterling. I love you enough to let you go build the empire your father is trying to force you into. Maybe, when youâ€™ve done that, when youâ€™ve built something of your own, we can figure out if what we have is strong enough to survive real life.â€
â€œThat could take years.â€ â€œI know.â€
â€œYou could meet someone else.â€
â€œI might. You might too. And maybe thatâ€™s okay.â€
Sterling wanted to argue, but he understood what she was doing. She was protecting both of them. She was taking the burden off his shoulders by refusing to be a burden. She was giving him an out before he became too trapped to take it.
It was the most selfless and the most devastating thing anyone had ever done for him.


CHAPTER 9: FORT WORTH
Fort Worth | Three Months Later

The corporate apartment was sleek and modern and utterly soulless. It was on the forty-third floor of a building that had been completed five years ago. The view was of other buildings, of highways, of the industrial landscape that kept Texasâ€™s economy running.
Sterling had thrown himself into the Fort Worth project with the kind of manic intensity that comes from trying to outrun heartbreak. The project was called Brazos Initiative, and it involved developing a new petrochemical refinery on land that Whitmore Holdings had purchased outside of town. It was exactly the kind of large-scale, empire-building work that his father had wanted him to do.
He was also, in his spare time, looking at land. Rural property in the Hill Country between Brenham and Austin. He wasnâ€™t entirely sure why. It was probably just nostalgia.
The physical distance from Desire was manageable. The emotional distance was what destroyed him.
They texted sometimes. Short messages. How are you? Iâ€™m good. Howâ€™s the project? Busy. It was the language of people who had loved each other and now didnâ€™t know how to be strangers.
Sometimes Sterling would wake up at three in the morning, and sheâ€™d be the first person he thought about. Sometimes heâ€™d see someone with her exact walk, and his heart would leap, and then heâ€™d remember that she was seven hours away in a different city.
His father, however, was pleased.

A Bar in Fort Worth | A Friday Night | December
Sterlingâ€™s colleagues at the Brazos Initiative had organized a celebration. Theyâ€™d passed the eighteen-month mark six weeks early. The project was ahead of schedule and under budget. There had been a presentation to the board, and Sterling had presented it. Heâ€™d been brilliant. Heâ€™d been exactly the golden heir that his father had wanted him to be.
James Carruthers, the projectâ€™s other senior engineer, raised his glass. â€œTo Sterling Whitmore, for being the only reason this project didnâ€™t turn into a fiasco.â€
Everyone cheered. Sterling smiled and accepted the congratulations and tried not to think about how empty it all felt. His phone buzzed. A text from his father: Good work on the project. Dinner when you get back to Brenham next month. A dinner. An acknowledgment. The first warm gesture his father had made in six months.
He looked at the notification and felt absolutely nothing.

Chicago | Desireâ€™s New Office | That Same Night
Desire had leased office space in the West Loop. It was smallâ€”just two rooms and a bathroomâ€”but it was hers. Sheâ€™d spent the last three months finalizing the real estate conversions sheâ€™d been working on, and now she had capital for the next phase of her expansion.
She was building an empire of her own.
Her assistant had left for the day. Jasmine was supposed to meet her at a club downtown. It was Friday night, and she was thirty years old, and she was supposed to be celebrating her own success.
Instead, she was sitting in her office, looking at a photo of Sterling that sheâ€™d taken in the loft. He was sleeping, morning light on his face, his expression peaceful in a way it never was when he was awake.
She picked up her phone and called him. It went to voicemail. She didnâ€™t leave a message.


CHAPTER 10: THE THANKSGIVING
The Whitmore Estate, Brenham, Texas | Thanksgiving Week
The family always gathered at the Whitmore Estate for Thanksgiving. It was tradition, the kind of tradition that couldnâ€™t be broken without causing permanent damage to the family structure.
Sterling arrived on Wednesday evening. Heâ€™d been away for three months, and the house felt both familiar and strange, like a place heâ€™d lived in a previous life.
Lucinda met him in the foyer with a hug that was warm but not warm. Sheâ€™d forgiven him for Desire, or at least sheâ€™d decided that forgiveness was strategically preferable to continued punishment.
â€œYou look well,â€ she said. â€œThe project agrees with you.â€ â€œItâ€™s been good,â€ Sterling said. â€œLearning a lot.â€

â€œYour father is very pleased. He mentioned it might lead to you heading up something bigger within the next year or two.â€
Translation: Youâ€™ve earned back some of our approval.
Catherine arrived with her family on Thursday morning. Her kidsâ€”Emma, who was eight, and James, who was sixâ€”immediately commandeered Sterling into a game of tag that lasted until dinner. Their simplicity, their absolute lack of agenda or complexity, was a relief.
â€œYou look terrible,â€ Catherine said, finding him in the library after the children were asleep. â€œLike someoneâ€™s been slowly scooping out your insides.â€
â€œFort Worth has been intense.â€
â€œItâ€™s not Fort Worth. Itâ€™s her, isnâ€™t it? The Chicago girl.â€ Sterling didnâ€™t answer, which was answer enough.
â€œHave you talked to her since September?â€ â€œNot really. Just texts.â€
â€œJesus, Sterling. Youâ€™re both miserable, and youâ€™re both in different cities, and youâ€™re both apparently determined to be noble and self-sacrificial about it.â€ Catherine poured herself a drink from the library bar. â€œWhat does she think? Has she moved on?â€
â€œI donâ€™t know. I havenâ€™t asked.â€ â€œThen ask.â€
â€œI canâ€™t.â€ â€œWhy not?â€
â€œBecause if she has, if sheâ€™s found someone else, then Iâ€™ll have lost her for nothing. At least right now, thereâ€™s possibility.â€
Catherine considered this. â€œThatâ€™s cowardice dressed up as love.â€ â€œProbably.â€
They sat in silence for a while, and then Catherine said, â€œWhen David and I were dating, we broke up for two years. Our parents thought we were wrong for each other. He was Catholic, and I wasnâ€™t, and they were convinced that it would be an insurmountable problem. So I broke up with him. I told him it was the practical thing to do. We went our separate ways. I dated other people. I tried to convince myself that the break was for the best.â€
â€œWhat changed?â€
â€œNothing changed, actually. We just both realized that we were miserably in love with other people, and at a certain point, you have to just accept that some things are more important than practicality. We got back together, and I told Mother and Father that we were getting married regardless of their opinion. Father took two years to forgive me.
Mother took longer. But weâ€™ve built something really solid in the time since. Something that I think would have been destroyed if Iâ€™d actually broken up with him permanently.â€
â€œMaybe your situation is different.â€
â€œItâ€™s not. Love isnâ€™t practical, Sterling. You know that. The fact that youâ€™re pretending otherwise is just because youâ€™re scared.â€

Thanksgiving Dinner | Thursday Evening
The table was set with the Whitmore china, the Whitmore silver, the Whitmore everything. There were twelve people: Thaddeus and Lucinda, Sterling, Catherine and her family, Catherineâ€™s husband David, and two cousins from Austin.
The turkey was carved. Wine was poured. Thaddeus made a toast about family and legacy and the importance of staying grounded in what matters.
Nobody mentioned Desire.
Halfway through the meal, Sterlingâ€™s phone buzzed. He ignored it. Then it buzzed again. And again. Finally, excusing himself, he stepped into the hallway and checked his phone.
Five text messages from Jasmine.
Need you to call me. Itâ€™s about Desire.

Itâ€™s not an emergency but call me. Sterling.
Seriously.
His heart stopped.
He dialed Jasmineâ€™s number.
â€œShe met someone,â€ Jasmine said immediately. â€œNotâ€”I donâ€™t know how serious it is, but thereâ€™s this guy. His name is Marcus. Heâ€™s in real estate too. Theyâ€™ve been dating for about six weeks. She didnâ€™t tell you because she didnâ€™t know how, and she didnâ€™t want to hurt you.â€
Sterling felt something inside him crack open. â€œIs she happy?â€
â€œI think sheâ€™sâ€¦ trying to be happy. But Iâ€™ve never seen her the way she was with you. She was completely different. So are you, if you want to know the truth. You look like someone is slowly killing you from the inside.â€
â€œWhat do you want me to do?â€
â€œCall her. Talk to her. The world is too small, and life is too short, to waste it on people youâ€™re not with.â€

Later That Night
Sterling excused himself after dinner, claiming exhaustion from the drive. He went to his childhood bedroom and called Desire.
She answered on the second ring, and he could hear noise in the backgroundâ€”a restaurant, voices, the sound of a date in progress.
â€œI canâ€™t talk right now,â€ she said. â€œWhen can you talk?â€
â€œTomorrow. Iâ€™ll call you tomorrow.â€ â€œAre you happy?â€
There was a pause. Then: â€œIâ€™m trying to be.â€ â€œThatâ€™s not what I asked.â€
Another pause. Longer this time.
â€œNo,â€ she said finally. â€œNot like I was with you. But maybe thatâ€™s not the kind of happy thatâ€™s sustainable in real life.â€
â€œOr maybe it is. Maybe we just need to fight for it harder.â€ â€œSterlingâ€”â€
â€œI love you,â€ he said. â€œI know Iâ€™m saying it over the phone, and I know Iâ€™m interrupting your date, and I know this is probably terrible timing, but I needed you to hear it from me instead of realizing it later when itâ€™s too late to change anything. I made a mistake. The biggest mistake of my life. I should have refused Fort Worth. I should have burned the empire. I should have chosen you.â€
He could hear her breathing on the other end of the line.
â€œIâ€™m still in Fort Worth,â€ she said finally. â€œIâ€™m still building real estate conversions. And Fort Worth is a six-hour drive away, Sterling. Six hours is still long distance. Long distance is what failed us the first time.â€
â€œThen Iâ€™ll move back to Chicago.â€
â€œWill you? Or will your father call you in six months and ask you to move somewhere else, and youâ€™ll go because you always do what your father asks?â€
â€œIâ€™ll quit. Iâ€™ll start my own firm.â€
â€œWith what money? With what experience? Youâ€™ve been working for your father your whole life. You donâ€™t know how to do anything without the Whitmore name backing you up.â€
â€œSo teach me,â€ Sterling said. â€œTeach me how to build something from nothing. Teach me how to be the kind of person who doesnâ€™t need an empire to feel like they matter.â€
For a long moment, Desire didnâ€™t answer. Then she said, very quietly, â€œCall me tomorrow. When you have time to think clearly.â€


Friday Morning
Sterling told his father that he was leaving the Fort Worth project.
Thaddeus was in the study, going over financial reports, when Sterling came in. He didnâ€™t look up.
â€œIâ€™m moving back to Chicago,â€ Sterling said. â€œIâ€™m leaving Blake & Morrison. Iâ€™m leaving the project.â€
â€œNo, youâ€™re not.â€ â€œYes, I am.â€
Thaddeus set down his papers very carefully. â€œIf you leave this project, youâ€™re done. Completely done. I will liquidate every trust, every investment, every future inheritance. Youâ€™ll have nothing. Nothing.â€
â€œI understand.â€
â€œDo you? Do you really understand what youâ€™re throwing away? Generations of wealth. Generations of power.
And youâ€™re going to throw it away for a woman.â€
â€œIâ€™m not throwing it away for her,â€ Sterling said. â€œIâ€™m throwing it away for me. Because Iâ€™d rather be nobodyâ€™s golden heir than be your prisoner for the rest of my life.â€
He left the estate that afternoon.
He drove to Chicago instead of Fort Worth.

THE END OF CHAPTER 10


COMING SOON IN BOOK ONE:

· Desireâ€™s decision about Marcus
· Sterlingâ€™s attempt to build a life outside the Whitmore empire
· Lucindaâ€™s secret plan to protect her familyâ€™s interests
· The discovery of a scandal that will shake the foundation of both the Whitmore and Beaumont families
· A wedding that should happen, and one that absolutely shouldnâ€™t
· The arrival of Sterlingâ€™s cousin from New York, who has ambitions of his own
· A betrayal that no one sees coming
· And the most expensive decision the family will ever make
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