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        Prologue

      
      London, England

      My lungs are burning. I don’t know why I do this to myself every morning.

      I keep swimming back and forth across the pool despite every atom in my body begging me to stop.

      I’m not a natural swimmer. I only learned how ten months ago, when Robyn, my grief counselor, suggested exercise might help me cope. After trying everything from Pilates to boxing, swimming was the only thing that stuck. There’s something about the repetition, the simple task of putting one arm in front of the other, that forces my mind to focus. That is, focus on anything other than Alex, the car accident, and the past year of my life. When I’m concentrating on not drowning, I can’t think about any of that.

      After my last lap, I exit the pool, grab the heated towel and the coffee the housekeeper set out for me, and wonder when, if ever, I will no longer need this distraction. It’s been a year now, and I can’t imagine the grief ever really leaving. I moved to London two weeks after Alex died, and it’s become something of a ritual to drink my coffee while looking out at the garden. Alex hated it here, said it was “too cold and too old” for his liking, so we only ever came on business. I don’t have many memories of the two of us here, which is perfect.

      Even as I’ve watched the seasons pass through these windows—the roses bloom and wilt, the sky go from gray to grayer—I still wouldn’t call the house I’m staying at home. For starters, it’s a rental, completely modern and devoid of character, but there are only so many places with an eighty-degree indoor pool. It’s been a safe place to land for the time being. But nothing about it is mine.

      While here, I fear I’ve aged decades in a year and, at forty-one, have become a parody of a grieving widow. I’m suddenly a recluse who fills her days backstroking, knitting, and watching bad TV just to pass the time. I know I should feel grateful that I even have the option to withdraw from the world. And I am. It’s one of the few privileges I’ve been more than happy to take advantage of. What else is money for, if you can’t put an ocean between you and your past?

      The modernist lounger I’m sitting on isn’t something I would have ever chosen, and that psychological distance has been a comfort. In the days after the accident, I just couldn’t handle the constant reminders of him around our house in Palo Alto—the spot on the counter where his electric toothbrush used to charge, the ancient couch in our screening room where we watched so many movies that there was a permanent dent in the cushion. And then there was his office: The one room that was solely his and the one place I didn’t have decorating jurisdiction. He hadn’t worked in it in years, but his piles of papers he’d never look at again, his favorite pens from Japan, the model airplanes he’d been making since childhood whenever he needed to slow down his thoughts—it’s all still there, frozen in time. Afterward, I couldn’t bring myself to even walk by that room, let alone go inside. And I didn’t want anyone else to either, despite the staff’s gentle offers. It was easier just to leave. To let someone pack me a few bags, schedule the plane, find a house.

      Unfortunately, I figured out within a few weeks that time away from home would be more of a salve than a cure—not exactly a solution to my problems. Robyn said not to make any more major life changes in the first year, but there’s an idea that’s been nagging at me in the back of my mind for six months, and Robyn has only herself to blame. We were at the end of a particularly grueling session, and she asked me a question that I didn’t know how to answer: “What would make you happy?” All I could think was that I knew what didn’t: the $2.1 billion associated with Alex’s name.

      The word “billionaire” was used in the first line of every obituary for him, as if his forty-one years on Earth were only about the pursuit of money. I’m not naive enough to think that those things don’t matter; I am a Black woman who grew up in America. But it was hard to see the person I love—loved—reduced to a single word that makes the world think they knew who he was, what he cared about.

      It’s not that Alex wasn’t proud of the success that kind of money signified. He’d spent years grinding to get OneK off the ground, and selling the app to Facebook made it clear: His hard work paid off. Once the sale went through, our lives leapt from comfortably middle class to fuck-you money overnight. I went from Ndidi Davis, an unemployed woman having an identity crisis, to Ndidi Davis, the wife of one of the world’s youngest billionaires having a (new) identity crisis. It was surreal. Head-spinning. It still is, eleven years later.

      I take one final look out the window and pad back to the bathroom for my last shower. Today marks a year since Alex died, and it’s my last day in London. Once I go home, I’m giving away 99 percent of our money—the money I feel no ownership over—to charity. I’m going to start over, and I’m going to do it on my terms. I just have to figure out what exactly those terms are.

    
  
    
      
        I

      
      Three Months Later, Palo Alto, California

      I can count on my hands the number of times I’ve been able to do my laps before getting started on my never-ending to-do list for the foundation, but today is one of those rare mornings. The pain of missing Alex still hits me at peculiar times—I found an old sock under the bed last week, and it took twenty-four hours to recover—but staying busy helps.

      After the pool and a shower, I pull on an old pair of Levi’s and a poplin shirt, then meet Wendy, my chief of staff, in the dining room. Wendy’s already seated at the table with the breakfast Chef Aaron made us in front of her.

      “Good morning, Ms. Davis.” Wendy turns off the screen of her iPad when she sees me walk in. With her perfectly blown-out salt-and-pepper bob, her tailored navy suit, and the warm gold eye makeup that complements her tan skin, she’s the picture of elegant efficiency.

      “Good morning, Wendy. Ndidi.” I press a hand to my sternum as if I’m introducing myself.

      Wendy just shakes her head; it’s become a running joke between us that she’s so formal with me and refuses to call me by my first name. At fifty-six, Wendy is used to working with high-profile politicians and is very much set in her ways. Our day-to-day was never as complicated as that of someone on Capitol Hill, so working for Alex and me for the past few years was an adjustment. I’m grateful she’s stood by me through all of this, and I’m hoping that making her the coexecutive director at Giga means she’ll stick around for the long haul. I can’t handle the idea of starting over with someone else.

      I take the seat next to her and start cutting my special protein pancakes like a grid. I don’t remember the last time I cooked a meal for myself, and I can honestly say I don’t miss it.

      Wendy lets me eat a few bites before sliding a folder my way. Without looking, I know what it is.

      She knows I know and eyes me expectantly. “We need to make a decision on this today.”

      “I don’t want to,” I tell her. The thought of talking to the press gives me anxiety.

      “I know, and it’s my job to make you. This kind of initial coverage will ensure the right people know about the work you’re doing. You did say this was important to you.”

      I sigh. “You’re right.” I push my plate of half-eaten breakfast aside to look over the options again: a sit-down with Lesley Stahl at 60 Minutes, a fluff piece for People, a chat on Meghan Sussex’s podcast, or a profile in Scale by Geoffrey Campbell. “Stahl is probably our best option, but I don’t think my nerves can take a TV interview,” I manage.

      Wendy nods. “Fair enough.”

      “I don’t think People or Meghan’s podcast are right. I can’t handle touchy-feely real talk right now.” The thought of keeping it together with Meghan’s big brown eyes boring into my soul? Absolutely not.

      “So, Geoffrey Campbell it is,” Wendy decrees, then looks to me to affirm it. Instead, I shove a piece of now-cold pancake into my mouth.

      “He scares you,” Wendy says, reading me.

      “They all do.”

      Which is true but not the whole truth.

      I’ve never had the desire to talk to the media. Doesn’t matter if it’s something as innocuous as getting an A on a test or as jarring as my appendix bursting, my first impulse is to keep things to myself. Alex used to joke that in another life, I was a world-class spy, protecting state secrets at all costs. In any case, in this life, I am an overthinker with a strong desire to stay out of the spotlight. An overthinker who will override her instincts for the good of the foundation this one time.

      Wendy sits a bit straighter somehow and rests her hands in her lap. “For what it’s worth, I think he’s the right choice. Scale has a global reach, and the fact that he knew Alex is a strength. He already has the background, so he can focus less on the past and more on what you’re trying to do.”

      I nod along because everything she’s saying is the best-case scenario. Geoffrey Campbell wrote the first, and arguably the best, profile of Alex when he was first starting OneK. He was there right as the app grew from a million users to thirty million, when celebrities like Snoop Dogg and the guys from Mischief were starting to use it. Reading Geoffrey’s profile felt like getting to know the real Alex. He managed to capture Alex’s idealism and tenacity, and also just how damn smart he was, in a way that made the public feel like he was a guy they could grab a beer with instead of one of the antisocial boy-genius types they’d come to expect. I don’t need Geoffrey’s writing to launch my own public persona, but I do want to be clear about my intention: In a world where wealth hoarding is not only possible but encouraged, I want to do the opposite. I want to give it all away, and I want to be clear and upfront about how I’ll do it.

      “He’s a hell of a writer,” Wendy offers. “Plus, there’s a nice symmetry to it, for him to profile each of you. He’s also willing to make certain concessions,” she says, dangling the idea like a carrot on a stick. “He says he’ll let us see the piece before it’s published. He’s already gotten the OK from his editors.”

      My eyebrows raise in surprise. “He’s giving us editorial approval?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t go that far. He says he reserves the right to publish what he wants, but he’s willing to give us a heads-up. Far from standard.”

      I can’t argue. “Geoffrey Campbell it is.”

      “Great, I’ll contact him this afternoon. You haven’t met him, right?”

      “No, my father had just had his heart attack, so I gave him a few quotes over email, but that’s it.”

      Alex said Geoffrey was sharp and fair. That he had a trick of seeming just unassuming enough to set his subject at ease and then throwing them a curveball when they least expected it. In the years since, I’ve read a few of his profiles—the president of Ukraine, the scammer who defrauded millions from the elderly in a Ponzi scheme—and he’s only gotten better. His celebrity has also risen since he wrote a New York Times bestselling biography on Cooper Grant, an innovator in the tech for electric cars. I can’t believe he’s even interested in interviewing me, but I try not to question it. Too much.

    
  
    
      
        II

      
      A week later, Wendy’s made good on her word and scheduled a sit-down with Geoffrey Campbell. I thought we’d do it over Zoom, but Geoffrey was adamant we do it in person.

      I’m nervous. My anxious toe tapping is back. So is biting the inside of my lip. I’ve met presidents, foreign dignitaries, Beyoncé. But this is the first thing to matter to me in a deeply personal way in a long time, and I feel it.

      Before I left this morning, Wendy reassured me again that the feature is the best way to satisfy the public’s curiosity—about Alex’s last days, his vision for the future, whether the Giving Pledge is something he would have actually gotten around to doing in his lifetime.

      But as I sit waiting for Geoffrey, these talking points rattle around in my head less like a mantra and more like facts I have to remember for a big test.

      “Would you like another drink?” A young Black woman wearing a server’s crisp white Oxford shirt looks down at me expectantly. Like she’s asked me more than once.

      “Sorry, no. I’ll stick with water for the time being. Thank you.” I give her a wide smile, hoping I seem more at ease than I feel. She nods, topping off my glass before moving to her next table. I glance around and see the other lunch meetings in progress: A guy who looks like a young tech bro trying to reassure an investor about an upcoming IPO. An older couple bickering with each other, probably over splitting a Cobb salad and steak or getting their own. It’s something Alex and I used to do, and I look away quickly before my heart can snag on it. My eyes land on an A-list author furiously typing on his computer. Probably his next critically acclaimed novel about an antihero white man with an underdeveloped wife.

      Maybe The Battery wasn’t the best meeting spot. I’ve never loved places like this that exist solely to shelter the rich and famous from the general public. It doesn’t help that the only other person of color here is the waitress.

      I pull out my knitting, an intricate cable pattern. What started as another Robyn-prescribed coping mechanism has become one of my favorite ways to pass the time.

      “Ms. Davis?” At the sound of my name, I look up to find Geoffrey Campbell walking toward me. I know what he looks like from his media appearances, but in person, it’s another story. He’s . . . attractive. It’s the first time that word has popped up in my mind about a man since Alex has been gone. Or the first time I’ve thought about it and my heart’s started racing. His wavy black hair. His wide mouth. How he stands tall without seeming stiff. The fit of his clothes and the way they skim his body, hinting at what’s underneath.

      “I think you’re the first subject I’ve ever had who beat me to the meeting spot.” His easy smile creeps up to his deep green eyes, and my gaze catches on his thick lashes, the kind that, on men, seem deeply unfair.

      I blush and feel grateful it doesn’t show as much on my umber complexion. At least I hope it doesn’t. “I’m not that early, am I?”

      “Considering it’s fifteen minutes until our one o’clock reservation and . . .” He points to my yarn and chuckles. The sound is full and just a little too loud, one of those contagious laughs that make me want to join in. But I just smile.

      “My parents ingrained promptness in me.” I shrug. “That and writing thank-yous.”

      “Good traits. Thanks for meeting with me.” He sticks out his hand to shake, and I take it, surprised at how warm it is. Mine are always cold, a side effect of being anemic, but that doesn’t explain the tingle I feel from the contact. It lingers as I brush my palm down my thighs, hoping the smooth wool of my trousers will mute the sensation.

      Geoffrey slides into the seat across from me, fanning his napkin across his lap. “I know you had plenty of other options for this profile.”

      “I did. But no one else has our shared sense of . . . history.” The acknowledgment feels fraught, but I’ve learned it’s best to contend with the discomfort of Alex’s death immediately so it doesn’t loom.

      “Ms. Davis—”

      I hold up a hand to stop him. “Call me Ndidi. If we’re going to be spending time together, you have to call me by my first name.”

      “Noted.” He starts again. “Ndidi, you have my deepest condolences. Alex was one of the most dynamic, compelling men I’ve ever had the pleasure of writing about.”

      “Thank you.” I try to give my words weight without inviting more reflection. The past year has been an endless series of well wishes, sympathies, and prayers from loved ones and strangers, and at this point, their expressions of comfort feel almost perfunctory—sometimes painful. Something about the way Geoffrey’s brow furrows, though, and the slight shake in his voice make me feel like there’s something genuine there.

      It feels personal, when I want to keep my distance.

      I straighten the silverware in front of me and take a sip of water to clear my throat. “So, how will this work? I’ve never done this before.” I’ve had media training and discussed this ad nauseam with Wendy, but I want to hear from him too.

      Geoffrey leans forward in his chair as if he’s letting me in on a secret. “We’ll spend your kickoff week together. Mostly I’ll follow you around for background, see your home, meet your chief of staff, that kind of thing.” He pauses, his eyes scanning the room. “Did you bring any of your team here today?”

      I shake my head. “Just me.”

      “That’s interesting.” His lips quirk with the hint of a smile.

      “Why?”

      He shrugs. “A lot of my subjects these days travel with their entourage—even if they linger in the background, someone is always there.”

      “The word ‘entourage’ gives me hives,” I say without thinking. “I’m mostly with Wendy. And Bill, my driver, but they’re pretty much the only team I had before all this. I don’t plan on changing that.”

      I watch him watching me, perhaps trying to square what he knows about me from then with what he’s learning about me now, like I’m doing with him.

      “After next week, I’ll come to the major events: the opening of the foundation—”

      I interrupt him. “We’re not having one of those. Too much pomp and circumstance.” A lot of nonprofits get into trouble with bloated overhead, and while I doubt that will ever be the case with us, I don’t want to get in the habit of excess spending.

      “Right. In that case, I’ll accompany you at any of the bigger meetings surrounding your donations.”

      I frown. I know I agreed to all of this, but reality is sinking in. He must be able to sense my trepidation. His eyes jump across my features. “The level of access you’re giving me is very generous. It’ll pay off, I promise.”

      “I
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