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PROLOGUE

Hennessy

THE THUMPING STARTS inside my head. In my dream I’m in the office of my family’s publishing company. I know it’s Wade and Walters because there are shelves of magazines lining the walls and they are swaying from side to side—gently at first, and then more vigorously, so that the magazines start to fall, smacking against the floor one after the other, louder and louder and louder…

My eyes snap open. The pounding is not inside my head. Someone is banging their fist against the door to my apartment. It’s probably Mrs Godfrey, my neighbour, looking for her cat.

Picking up my phone, I sigh. Today is my birthday. I am twenty-five years old. There is one message from my best friend, Antony. None from my mother, Jade, which is unsurprising, as she never remembers my birthday. But nothing from my father, Charlie either, which is odd. Charlie is hardly father of the year, but he is sentimental about birthdays. Then again, it’s the weekend.

Still clutching my phone, I roll out of bed. My body is shaking, and my head feels as if it is about to split in two, just as if I’d been drinking. Only, I don’t do that anymore; I haven’t self-medicated with drink or drugs for nearly three years now. But my birthday always has this effect on me. Justifiably, I think, given that my mother walked out of my life at my third birthday party and never came back.

She lives in Rio now with her latest partner. I haven’t met him. I didn’t meet the last one either. But then, I haven’t seen her in three years—not since Las Vegas.

To say that I thought about her after she first left would be something of an understatement. At first, I was upset. For a time—longer than she deserved—I would imagine her returning to clutch me against her. But, as time passed and she didn’t return, I played out different scenes where I rained down fury on her.

Of course, when we finally met nineteen years later, it was nothing like I imagined. She was the angry one. I was stunned, paralysed, wordless. My mind twitches at the memory, and of another, because that was quite an evening. Not only did my mother tell me that I was her worst mistake, but I made a fool of myself with my childhood crush: Renzo Valetti.

Just his name makes my cheeks burn. Growing up, I used to fantasise about him being my boyfriend. Not that he knew, much less reciprocated. What with the age gap, and the fact that he is Antony’s brother, he always treated me like some irritating kid. Only, I wasn’t a kid that night. I was twenty-two and I wasn’t thinking straight. Or maybe I was, because kissing him felt imperative, as necessary as my next breath, and he kissed me in the same way…

The thumping on my door snaps me back to the present and I stand up unsteadily. My blinds are still down, but a few splinters of sunlight push past the edges and I use them to make my way to the door and squint through the peephole.

There’s one man, one woman. Both are wearing dark suits, both are strangers, and for perhaps a fraction of a second I think they are one of those singing telegrams. It’s the kind of idiot thing Antony would think was cute. But even without my contact lenses I can tell that they’re not here to wish me a happy birthday.

I blink as an ID is thrust up to the peephole on the other side of the door. Reading the letters, I swear under my breath: FBI. Now I want to close my eyes like a child and pretend that I haven’t seen them, but what then? I’m trapped on the fifty-second floor, and I can’t hide for ever, so I take a breath and unlock the door, cracking it open an inch.

The female agent steps forward. ‘Ms Wade? I’m Agent Carson; this is Agent Merrick.’

‘Is this some kind of a joke? Because it’s not fu—’

She cuts me off. ‘It’s not a joke, Ms Wade. We’re looking for your father, Charles Winthrop Wade.’

‘I know who my father is,’ I snap, tilting my chin. ‘And he’s not here—’

Agent Carson interrupts. ‘Do you know where your father is, Ms Wade?’

‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘What’s this about?’ I’m trying to think what Charlie could have done that has brought the FBI to my doorstep on a Saturday morning. And yet I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to deal with whatever it is, to have to handle another of his messes. Particularly now, when I’ve only been working at Wade and Walters for three months, and I’m trying my hardest to prove I’m not a chip off the old block, not another ‘nepo-baby’ cashing in on my name.

‘Your father is under investigation for fraud, tax evasion, obstructing justice and failure to present himself into custody at the appointed time.’

‘Failure to what?’ I can’t make sense of her words.

‘Your father wasn’t considered a flight risk.’ Agent Carson raises her voice then and glances over my shoulder, as if Charlie is hiding behind the door and might magically leap forward. ‘But it appears he has absconded, Ms Wade.’

‘Well, he’s not here,’ I say again, my hand tightening round my phone. ‘And I don’t know where he is.’

I make to shut the door, but Agent Merrick pushes his foot into the gap like a detective in an old black-and-white movie. ‘I’m sorry, Ms Wade, but we have a warrant to search your apartment.’

He doesn’t seem sorry. He sounds bored, or at least he looks it. I can’t hear how he sounds over the pounding of my heart.

A warrant… Now I think I’m going to throw up. A warrant is real. I want to howl and smash things. What is Charlie playing at? And why didn’t he warn me? But I know how and why, because he has been doing this to me since I was a child. And then, as now, bad things are happening and, I am going to have to face them alone.

As the two agents walk past me, my phone rings shrilly, slicing through my panic. I answer it without even looking at the caller’s name.

‘Charlie?’

‘So, you haven’t spoken to him, then?’ David’s voice is sharp—urgent, almost. David Walters is my father’s co-CEO, the logos to his pathos. He is calmness personified, so to hear him sounding so stressed makes the world tilt on its axis.

‘No. But the FBI are here,’ I say, and I hear him breathe out shakily.

‘I see. Well, what’s done is done. Clearly, we need to discuss our next steps. I’ve notified the board and arranged an extraordinary meeting at eight o’clock tomorrow morning. But I’d like to see you before the meeting starts, so if you could get there fifteen minutes earlier? Crisis management cascades down from the top, Hennessy, so you and I need to be on the same page.’

The phone feels slippery in my hand. ‘Why me? I’m only the CMO.’ And I’ve only been Chief Marketing Officer for three months.

There is silence, then David clears his throat. ‘Not anymore. Your father and I agreed that if anything happened to either one of us, as majority shareholders we would decide our stand-in or successor, and you are Charlie’s choice. Which means, as of this moment, you are my co-CEO.’

As David hangs up, I lean back against the door and watch the agents move smoothly and efficiently around the apartment.

This can’t be happening. I can’t deal with this. I can’t be co-CEO. But, apparently, I am.

Happy Birthday, Hennessy.




CHAPTER ONE

Twenty-four hours later

Hennessy

HUGGING CHARLIE’S JACKET around my shivering body, I walk swiftly up the steps to the Wade and Walters offices, a herbal tea and a drip coffee for David heating my hands as James the doorman greets me.

After the FBI left yesterday, it took an hour for me to stop shaking. I rang Charlie, but of course he didn’t pick up, so I rang Antony and some of my panic faded, as it always does when I speak to my best friend.

Charlie rang me while I was talking to Antony but typically, despite the enormity of the situation, he didn’t bother calling back, just left a message.

As I step into the lift, I replay his words. ‘You might have a few visitors, but you don’t need to worry. You don’t know anything, so you’ll be fine. I’m in a tight spot right now, Essie, but this’ll all blow over. Just keep your head down and play stupid.’

‘Play stupid’—that’s one of Charlie’s mantras. That and ‘don’t look back’. But his favourite is ‘look after number one’.

And he always does. Blood might be thicker than water, but whisky tastes better—and children and whisky don’t mix well. So, I am tolerated in Charlie’s life. Sometimes, in his own way, I think he even loves me, but it’s always been on his terms. Primarily because after my grandmother died, no one else wanted me, so it was Charlie or nobody.

I scrabble through my feelings, but I’m not worried about him. I know he’ll be fine. Charlie is an eel, slipping his way through the cracks in life. And I’ll be fine too because I never let anyone get close enough to catch me. At a distance, people only see the Hennessy Wade they read about online but, if they get close enough, they might see the real me—and I can’t bear to see the disappointment in their eyes when they realise I’m not worth keeping.

But now is not the time to slip into that spiral of self-destructive thoughts. This might be the opportunity I’ve been waiting for to show the world and the board that I’m not just there because I have the right surname. I’m there because I am good at my job, I think as I turn over the chip in my pocket that proves I’ve been clean for nearly two years and eleven months. But that’s the trouble with being a poor little rich girl: everyone thinks your life, my life, is a dream ticket.

It isn’t. If someone cuts me, I bleed. But I can hardly blame anyone for thinking there are more worthy cases for their sticking plasters. I have more choices than most people do. But, with parents like mine, it’s taken me a long time to work out which are good choices, and which are bad.

Speaking of which…

I glance down my legs to my towering heels. I did think about going home to change, but then I would have been late for David, and I want to show him that he can rely on me. And I can explain why I look like I’ve come straight from a club. I needed a distraction, so I got all dressed up to go out. But then I changed my mind, came to the office instead and ended up staying.

Reaching into my bag, I pull out my laptop. I know Charlie’s disappearance is going to be a headache for the business, but I worked most of the night to come up with a strategy that I think will settle any nervy advertisers and shareholders. And, for the first time since David told me that I was stepping into Charlie’s shoes, I feel like a co-CEO.

As the lift doors open on the eightieth floor, Callie, my PA, steps forward, looking flushed and dazed, as if she has been out in the sun too long. Which would make sense if it were sunny outside, but today is a rain-flecked autumn morning.

‘He’s in his office.’ Her voice is high and trembling, and there is no need to ask who he is. Unlike Charlie, David is always punctual, always reliable, and I feel a rush of relief at knowing he is here by my side.

My appointment as Chief Marketing Officer ruffled a lot of feathers. And, to be fair, I can understand the doubts. Aside from being Charlie’s daughter, my CV is patchy, and Wade and Walters is a one-hundred-and fifty-year-old giant in the realm of lifestyle publishing, now in digital as well as print. Our brands are consumed by millions of people across the globe and our flagship fashion magazine, FROW, is arguably the biggest influencer in the world. The board was reluctant to appoint me, but David gave me his backing.

‘Good.’ I smile at Callie reassuringly. She has my back too. ‘I’ll find out if David wants you there to take notes… What is it?’

I break off, frowning, as Callie’s face stiffens. ‘Oh, I thought you knew. I left messages.’ She bites her lip. ‘Mr Walters isn’t here. He’s in hospital. He had a heart attack yesterday.’

It feels as though the planet is spinning too fast. Tears sting the back of my eyes.

‘Is he okay?’

Callie nods. ‘He’s fine. They’re sending him home today, but they need to do some tests—maybe an operation.’

I half-turn towards the lift. ‘I should go see him.’

‘It’s only family now. We’ve sent flowers, of course. I’m sorry, Ms Wade, I did try and let you know…’

And it’s my fault that she couldn’t. I’m not on social media anymore and I’ve edited down my address book to a few people I can trust, and obviously Charlie and Jade. But the world I walked away from is still out there, and the temptation to scroll through other people’s lives, to be in with the in-crowd is always there, always beckoning. Last night’s near miss is proof of that, which is why I switched off my phone in the taxi.

‘It’s fine, Callie. It’s not your fault.’ I frown as my brain replays her words. ‘So, who’s in David’s office?’

‘Mr Walters’ replacement.’ A flush of colour seeps over her cheeks. ‘Mr Walters has decided to take early retirement, so he chose his successor yesterday and he flew in this morning from Australia.’

‘Then I better go and introduce myself.’

Later, I wondered why I didn’t put two and two together and make four right there and then, because there’s only one man on the planet who has the power to turn a perfectly sensible, thirty-something PA into a quivering wreck. But now, I’m so knocked off-balance by the news about David that I walk briskly into his office…

I stop so suddenly that Callie bumps into me.

My heart feels like a dead weight inside my chest. I stare at the man standing beside the window with his back to me, panic slipping and sliding over my skin like suntan oil.

Only, it’s not just panic. Something I can’t, won’t, name flickers down my spine and over my skin, pulling everything tight so that it’s suddenly hard to catch my breath. And I hate that even now he can do this to me. That he can make me shake—and on the inside too—before I even see his face.

My stomach clenches and unclenches, my heart starts to pound, and I can’t stop either from happening. This is his doing. Just being near him does crazy things to my body, things I can’t control. But I need to control them…

‘What’s he doing here?’ I say hoarsely. I don’t know why I ask Callie that question, though, because I know the answer. But I can’t accept it until I hear it said out loud.

‘Mr Valetti is the new co-CEO,’ Callie whispers, although she is so shaken, it is a pantomime whisper that is probably audible in Brooklyn.

No.

The word reverberates so loudly inside my head that I’m surprised Callie can’t hear it. Maybe Renzo heard it, though, because he turns then and I say quickly, ‘There must be some mistake. You can’t be my co-CEO—’

‘You stole my line.’ The deep, masculine voice slices through me like a blade, cutting me off mid-sentence. But then Renzo is good at that—cutting me off, cutting me down. After all, he’s been doing it for years.

My legs feel like blancmange, which is crazy. Given all the shocks of the previous twenty-four hours, his presence should barely register on the Richter scale. But this is by far the greatest shock of all.

It feels personal.

It is personal.

A shiver runs over my skin as I remember the taste of his mouth and the feel of that kiss as it curled through me, turning me inside out and upside down, making me open, soft and hollowed out with need.

It was carnal, devastating and possessive. The harsh lights of Vegas faded into nothing, and I forgot everything except him. I was his, and Renzo was claiming me… Until he abruptly broke the kiss to tell me that what just happened would never happen again—before listing the reasons why, as if I was some disappointing employee he was forced to fire.

My body turns to a pillar of stone as Callie retreats silently, and I have to dig my heels into the carpet to stop myself scampering after her. My pulse, my breathing—everything—hits accelerate and for a moment, I wonder if I’m hallucinating.

He is unnecessarily, unfairly, conspicuously beautiful—the kind of beauty that demands a piece of marble—with high, fine-cut cheekbones, a strong jaw and those blue eyes. Not the light-blue, Paul Newman kind, that makes you think of summer, but dark, like the sky in the moments before night falls. Just looking at him makes me press my lips together, and my legs too. Which is not just unfair but completely stupid. Futile, really, given how I react to intimacy. But since when has that ever stopped me where this man is involved?

‘Where have you been?’ Those blue eyes tear into me as he speaks, and I can’t tell if the tension in my body is panic, fury, warning…or something that I don’t want to feel for him, and shouldn’t feel, and haven’t felt for any other man before or since.

Not that there’s been that many. Contrary to what is written about me, I’ve only been with two men. All the rest, the ones that sell their stories, are liars—and drunk or high, which is why they don’t remember what really happened. They don’t remember that they passed out.

‘And good morning to you too, Renzo.’

‘I’ve been trying to get in touch with you since yesterday.’ He stares at me accusingly. ‘I rang and texted you.’

Which was more than he had done after we kissed in Vegas. My body tenses as I remember that frantic, potent encounter in his car, the way our lips fused and how heat rolled through my body like wildfire.

Blanking my mind forcibly, I shrug. ‘My phone isn’t on.’

A muscle twitches in his jaw. ‘Which in itself is extraordinary.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, deliberately misunderstanding him. ‘I know Gen Z is supposed to be addicted to their phones, but you know me—I like to buck a trend.’

‘Your likes and dislikes are of no interest to
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