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      19 YEARS EARLIER

      I pumped my legs harder, and the swing soared higher. Above me the rope creaked, the same sound it had made every summer for as long as I could remember. I glanced up at the fraying strands. If it snapped now, what a way to go. It’d definitely make the local paper.

      I had no idea what time it was, but that was the beauty of Highland summers. Daylight stretched endlessly, bedtime became a distant concept, and Mum transformed from her usual stressed London self into someone who actually laughed at my jokes. She was happy here. It made me wonder why we bothered going back to London.

      Especially when Eliza travelled up with us, too.

      She crouched by the water’s edge, searching for the perfect stone. Her long legs had got even longer this summer, and she’d developed this habit of tucking her hair behind her ear when she was concentrating that made my stomach do weird flippy things.

      “Right,” she said, straightening up. “This is definitely the one that’s going to beat your record.”

      “Good luck with that.” I was the reigning stone-skimming champion, a title I’d held all summer. They should engrave my name on one of the bigger rocks by the lake: Poppy Voss, Undefeated. My older sister Katy had gracefully accepted defeat and was now performing a series of increasingly elaborate cartwheels along the shore, claiming the title of best gymnast instead.

      I tried not to think about the fact this was our last night before heading back to London tomorrow. I’d already formulated a plan to convince Mum we should live here permanently. Even every summer would be a start.

      She always claimed winters were too brutal, but I quite fancied the idea of snow piling up against the windows and drinking hot chocolate by a roaring fire. When I’d shared this vision with Mum, she’d called me a hopeless romantic. When I told Eliza, she said there was no such thing as being too romantic. I much preferred her answer.

      This summer, she’d managed to get a tan too, which was miraculous in Scotland. But we’d had two weeks of sunshine, warm enough to swim in the loch without turning blue. Eliza’s tan stretched across her shoulders and down her arms, golden against the white straps of her swimsuit.

      “Which type of stone works best again?” She turned to me with a frown, not quite as sure about her stone as she had been moments ago.

      “Trade secret.” I leapt off the swing with perhaps too much confidence. My ankle twisted on landing, sending a sharp bolt of pain up my leg. I crumpled to the ground with a yelp.

      Eliza rushed over, and slipped her arm around my waist to help me up.

      I got all lightheaded as heat coursed through me.

      “You okay?”

      “Perfectly fine,” I lied, trying not to wince as I hobbled towards the shoreline. “Though you might need to give me a piggyback home.”

      “Only if you tell me which stone gives me the best chance of winning.”

      She looked away from the water. I followed her line of sight to the smoke curling from the chimney of Loch Cottage. Nestled in what looked like an enchanted garden, it was hands down the best house on the water.

      “I wonder who actually lives there,” Eliza mused. “We always see smoke and lights, but never any people. It’s like they’re invisible.”

      “Maybe they’re ghosts,” I suggested. “Or they’ve got some kind of magical cloaking device. If they’re ghosts, they’ll never die, which means they’ll never move, and we’ll never get to live there.” We’d fantasised about living there all summer long.

      I couldn’t think of anything better in the whole wide world.

      Eliza shook her head. “Even ghosts have to move to retirement homes eventually. That’s when we’ll swoop in.” Her eyes lit up with the vision. “Imagine it, Pops. We could drink ice-cold Cokes in the garden, and run straight from the loch to an outdoor shower. Pure genius.”

      I grinned, following the way she craned her neck to peer at the cottage windows, the elegant line of her throat catching the evening light. At 14, Eliza had started developing curves that made it increasingly difficult to concentrate on stone skimming. Four years felt like a lifetime between us. She was starting Year 10 next month, while I was about to go into Year 6. I was desperate for her to see me as something other than just a kid.

      “Should we make a pact to buy the cottage when we’re older?” I tried to sound casual. “When we’re the ones making decisions instead of having everything decided for us?”

      Eliza’s face brightened. “Yes! We could start a business selling cold drinks and your gran’s scones to tourists. Make a fortune.”

      “I could set up a Voss Watch stand in the garden, too.”

      We high-fived just as Katy cartwheeled over. “What did I miss?”

      “We’re buying Loch Cottage and moving here permanently,” Eliza announced.

      Katy laughed. “Right. That’ll only take about 20 years if you save every penny of pocket money. But hey, good to have goals.”

      She wasn’t wrong. However, as I took in Eliza staring dreamily at our future cottage, I decided 20 years might be worth the wait.
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      PRESENT DAY

      The restaurant hummed around me with the polite chaos of the lunch rush, but I barely noticed the clatter of cutlery or the punchy waft of garlic from the neighbouring tables. I stabbed my fork into my chicken salad with unnecessary force, sending a cherry tomato rolling across the white tablecloth.

      “He actually said that?” Katy leaned forward, her eyes wide with sisterly indignation. “That your proposal was ‘cute’?”

      “Cute.” My jaw tightened. “Like I’m a four-year-old showing him my finger painting instead of a marketing strategy that could triple our user base.” Honestly, my boss could go fuck himself.

      “You need to get out of there.” Katy reached for her water glass, her wedding ring catching the light. “Which brings me to my brilliant idea.”

      “No.”

      “You haven’t even heard it yet.”

      “If it involves Aunt Margot and Voss Watches, then no.” I put down my fork. The dull scrape of cutlery against porcelain grated on my nerves. “We’ve been through this.” And we had. A million times. My answer was always the same.

      Katy’s expression took on that particular brand of impatience she’d perfected since having her twins. “Pops, she needs help. The company needs help. And you need a job where you’re actually appreciated.”

      “I love my job. Today was just a hiccup.”

      “You do not love your job, you love the work. You love coming up with ideas and problem-solving. There’s a difference.” Katy tucked a strand of chestnut hair behind her ear, the same shade as mine but cut shorter and more practical these days. If I looked closely, I’d still be able to see the indent from the nose ring she got when she was 19.

      She had the energy of someone who’d spent the morning negotiating with toddlers over whether socks were mandatory, which meant my career crisis barely registered on her scale of things worth getting worked up about.

      “Look, I know you think Margot likes me better because I pop out babies and remember to call on her birthday, but that’s bullshit and you know it.”

      I winced at her bluntness. “She literally sent you a Hermès scarf for Christmas. I got a gift card.”

      “Because she doesn’t know what to buy you! You’re like this enigma to her. Brilliant, independent, always keeping your distance.” Katy’s tone shifted. “You were a little unhinged for a while, but you’ve dialled that right back. You’ve worked things out. You’re more stable, and she knows that. I also know she’s drowning. I had lunch with her last week, and she was really stressed. She never wanted to run the business, and now she’s talking about selling.”

      The words hit me like a bucket of ice water. My knee jiggled under the table. “Selling? To who?”

      “I don’t know, but likely a conglomerate. They’d gut it, keep the name for prestige, and move production overseas. The brand and quality would be sold down the river.” Katy’s eyes searched mine. “Everything our grandma built, everything Mum maintained.” She snapped her fingers. “Gone. In an instant.”

      Something caught in my throat. Voss Watches wasn’t just a company. It had paid for our education, our childhood home, every opportunity we’d ever had. But it had also demanded everything in return. Late nights, absent parents, a marriage breakdown, and eventually...

      “It killed them, Katy.” My voice came out smaller than I intended. “Mum was 56. Grandma was 66. I’m nearly 30. If I take this on, it means I only have a few decades left, give or take.”

      “Gran got cancer. Mum had an aneurysm. I’ve watched enough Grey’s to know they happen all the time. It’s just a mix of bad luck, bad habits, and no work-life balance.” Katy reached across the table, covering my hand with hers.

      “You could do it differently. You don’t have to live to work. You could work to live. Promote a different culture in the company. Value your employees, like Mum and Gran did. Make money, give it away, be a force for good. Keep Voss in the family for my girls, maybe, if they want it someday. Or any future children you have.”

      I turned my hand palm-up, squeezing her fingers. The familiar weight of responsibility settled on my shoulders like a coat I’d avoided trying on, knowing it would fit perfectly.

      Maybe it was time to stop running.

      “Just meet with her,” Katy pressed, sensing the crack in my armour. “Ask about her plans. You don’t have to commit to anything.”

      I pulled my hand back, wrapping both around my coffee cup. It was barely warm anymore. “And say what? ‘Hi, Aunt Margot, I know I’ve spent the last decade avoiding anything to do with my family and Voss Watches, but I hear you’re struggling, so I thought I’d swoop in and save the day’?”

      “You could try being honest. Tell her you’re thinking about a career change. That you’re interested in learning more about the business. That you have some solid business experience to bring, as well as your MBA.” Katy glanced at her phone as it buzzed on the table. “She’d probably cry with relief.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” I managed a weak smile. “I can handle disappointing my boss. But Margot crying...”

      “Would be harder because you actually care about her, despite pretending otherwise.” Katy’s phone buzzed again, more insistently. She frowned at the screen. “Damn. That’s the nursery.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Probably just Lily refusing to nap again. But I should call them back.” She paused. “Promise me you’ll think about it?”

      I nodded, not trusting my voice. The idea of taking over the company terrified me, but the thought of it being sold to strangers made my chest tight with something that felt dangerously like grief.

      Katy glanced over my shoulder, then beamed. “Look who’s walking up behind you.”

      I turned, and saw Sage Morrison making her way towards our table. Her flowing skirt swished around her ankles, and the silver jewellery she always wore caught the light, glinting with each step. We’d known each other since university, though her career had taken some left-field turns since our business school days.

      “What a nice surprise to get both sisters in one place.” Sage greeted us with a warm smile, her voice carrying that calmness that always made people trust her instantly.

      Before I could respond, Katy’s phone rang, the vibration loud against the table. She glanced at the screen, and grimaced as she answered. “Yes, I’ll be there as soon as I can,” she promised, her voice clipped. Hanging up, she sighed and stood, then grabbed her bag. “Lily’s thrown up on the teaching assistant. I really have to go.”

      Katy leaned over to kiss my cheek, then reached for Sage’s hand, giving it a quick squeeze.

      “Sorry I can’t stay to chat, but thank you for last week. Same time next month?” She paused, looking between us. “Take care of my sister, please. She’s having an existential crisis. You might be just the right person in this moment.”

      I rolled my eyes, shaking my head. “I’m really not having that,” I started to protest, but Katy was already halfway to the door, her brilliant-white trainers squeaking against the black-and-white tiles as she hurried out.

      Sage slid gracefully into the chair Katy had vacated, then flagged down a passing waiter to order a coffee. She turned to me, her dark eyes filled with an unsettling mix of curiosity and understanding. “So. An existential crisis?”

      “Career crossroads,” I corrected, trying to ignore how her presence made the air feel sharp and charged, like the moment before a thunderstorm. “And why is my sister seeing you again next month?” I hadn’t realised Sage and Katy even knew each other that well, let alone that they were meeting regularly.

      “We ran into each other at a wellness day I was doing.” Sage’s tone was casual, but there was something deeper in her words. “You’ve got quite a distinctive surname, and I think we met once or twice when she visited you at uni. We got chatting about my gift, and I mentioned that I was picking up a lot of… activity around her.”

      “Activity?” I asked, even though I already had an idea where this was going.

      “Spirit activity.”

      Right.

      Along with being a healer and a crystal expert, Sage was also a medium. A good one, apparently, if all my friends were to be believed. I didn’t necessarily buy into the idea of a chatty afterlife, but if it brought people comfort, who was I to judge? Until, of course, it involved my sister.

      “Katy has been seeing you for your medium service?” I kept my tone as neutral as possible.

      Sage took a moment before answering. “You should talk to her, but… yes.”

      There were so many questions I wanted to ask, but I swallowed them down. Sage wouldn’t tell me anything before Katy did. I knew the drill.

      Instead, I shifted the subject. “Katy thinks I should join the family business.”

      “Ah.” Sage tilted her head. “And you’re resistant.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Family always is. Plus, when you were at university, you never wanted to join the company. I remember that well. ABV you once told me.”

      I pulled my gaze from her, shame washing over me. Anywhere But Voss: ABV. That had been my mantra at business school when I was feeling particularly aggrieved with Mum. Now I saw it for what it was: childish and petty. But I couldn’t take it back.

      The waiter returned with Sage’s coffee, and she poured milk from a tiny jug, her rings clinking softly against the white porcelain cup. Then, after a brief pause, she added: “Speaking of family…”

      My stomach flipped. I’d run into Sage a few years ago at a conference, and during an unplanned chat at the hotel bar, she’d casually mentioned things about my grandfather. Things she couldn’t have possibly known. She’d said he was there with us that night. I hadn’t known what to make of it.

      “I’m getting some pretty insistent visitors around you.” Sage’s voice dropped to an ultra-calm tone. “Would you be open to hearing from them?”

      A shiver ran down my spine, even though it was a bright April London day. I sat up straighter, glancing around. “Here? Now?”

      She nodded.

      Before I could think better of it, I found myself nodding too. Maybe it was the weight of the conversation with Katy, or maybe it was Sage’s voice, soothing and steady. Either way, my usual scepticism decided to take the afternoon off.

      “I’ve got two women with me. I should tell you I can never see faces clearly.” Sage’s voice shifted, and I shivered again. “One is carrying a blue pen. The other is quite a bit older.”

      Her words hit me like a jolt of electricity. Montblanc was my mum’s favourite pen brand, and it was pretty fancy. Her favourite pen was blue. The other woman had to be my gran.

      Every part of my skin prickled. I’d expected to feel uncomfortable or angry, but instead, a strange, unexpected comfort settled over me like a blanket.

      “The woman with the pen…” Sage paused, her brow furrowed. “She wants you to know she’s sorry. Deeply sorry for not being there. For all the times work came first.”

      I swallowed hard, and I took a sip of my now-cold coffee to give myself a moment. I was not going to fall apart here.

      “She’s showing me a program from a play,” Sage continued, eyes closed, and tilting her head as though listening to something. “Something to do with Christmas? Maybe a pantomime? Does that make any sense?”

      “It does,” I replied. “I was the narrator in the school panto when I was 11. Mum was meant to be there, but she got held up in Switzerland meeting suppliers. Dad came, and he brought the program home for her.”

      When Mum got home after that, they’d had an almighty row, and the next week, Dad left for good, hardly ever to be seen again. He lived in Thailand now with his new family, and kept in touch sporadically. I was amazed that of all the things Mum had in the afterlife, that program had made it. I would have shredded it by now.

      Sage nodded slowly. “She sees it all differently now. The choices she made.” Her eyes flicked back to me, sharp and clear. “The other woman.” She frowned. “I don’t know if this means anything, but she’s talking about scones?”

      I couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at my lips. “Gran made the best scones.”

      “The recipe,” Sage said suddenly. “She says it’s in the loft in the big photo box. You’ve been looking for it?”

      My coffee cup rattled against the saucer as I set it down too fast. I’d been looking for that recipe just last month, when I’d cleaned out some old boxes. I hadn’t told a soul. I knew it more or less, but wanted my gran’s exact measurements.

      “They want you to know,” Sage continued gently, “that whatever you decide about your future, they support you.” She hesitated, her head tilting again, as if catching the last whisper of something. “But they’re worried about another woman in your family. They’re saying you should support each other.”

      “I can’t.” I shook my head. “I don’t know how to run the company.”

      “They’re showing me someone.” Sage frowned. “Someone from your past who could help. A woman with blonde hair. There’s something unfinished there.”

      My mind raced, trying to piece together who they could mean. A woman from my past? I’d been so wrapped up in my startup life, I’d let most of my old connections fade. Blonde hair. It was a vague description. I knew many blonde women. Some of them might never want to talk to me again.

      Sage blinked a few times, her shoulders relaxing, as if releasing a weight. “They’re stepping back now,” she said quietly, “but they want you to know they’re proud of you.”

      A mix of sadness and elation slipped through me.

      “Even though I’ve been avoiding the family legacy like it’s contagious?” I tried to make a joke, but my voice cracked.

      “Especially because of that,” Sage replied, her gaze steady. “It shows you understand its weight.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I’d spent my whole life learning from my grandmother and Mother. I knew the principles of the business, the suppliers, the factories. Whatever I didn’t know, I could learn. I’d just never wanted to consider it before.

      But maybe now was the time.
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      Sleep had been about as elusive as a straight answer from my startup’s investors. Now it was the next morning, and I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, replaying yesterday’s lunch on a continuous loop like some sort of supernatural blooper reel. Had Sage Morrison really channelled my dead relatives over bacon-and-chicken salad?

      The thing about mediums is they’re either complete charlatans or terrifyingly accurate, and Sage had always occupied an uncomfortable middle ground where I couldn’t quite dismiss her. Sure, she could have googled some old Country Life interview where Gran waxed poetic about her award-winning scones. But she couldn’t have known about my pathetic Sunday afternoon tearing through the loft, covered in dust and decades-old spider webs, desperately searching for a recipe.

      Unless Mum and Gran really had pulled up a chair at Carluccio’s and decided to play afterlife career counsellors.

      I kicked off the covers. The thought of all my relatives, living and dead, tag-teaming me into taking over Voss Watches was like being trapped in one of those cute British supernatural comedies Netflix churned out. Except this was my actual life, and there was nothing charming about it.

      The love-hate relationship I’d cultivated with Voss Watches was a masterpiece of emotional complexity. Yes, it had funded my privileged childhood: private school, gap year, the works. But it had also demanded everything from the women in my family until there was nothing left but sought-after timepieces and yet another black suit.

      Still.

      Margot couldn’t sell.

      The thought made my head bulge with a hot mix of panic and possessiveness.

      Which meant I was royally screwed.

      I rolled out of bed and stumbled into the living room. Amina had left the neon sign blazing again: Queer & Fabulous! screamed in electric yellow like a beacon for lost sapphics. My flatmate collected vintage furniture and memorabilia the way other people collected stamps, and this particular piece had pride of place above our second-hand red velvet sofa. I bent to switch it off, watching the words fade from proud declaration to grey glass.

      The open-plan kitchen beckoned from the far end of the room. I set the coffee brewing — proper coffee, that dripped into one of those cute American diner jugs — then located my phone on our retro G-Plan sideboard. Amina and I could both afford to live solo, but we liked living together. Plus, I enjoyed living with Amina’s good taste.

      If I was seriously considering this insanity, Aunt Margot was my first port of call. My phone cheerfully informed me it was April 10th, which meant I hadn’t spoken to her since her birthday. Two months of radio silence. In my defence, a lifetime of being the family disappointment had given me excellent avoidance skills.

      The thing was, Katy got a free pass. Toddler twins and a husband in banking meant nobody expected her to stride in to play Mrs Fix-It. But me? Single, childless, MBA-wielding? I was supposed to be a slam-dunk. Which is precisely why I’d run in the opposite direction.

      I scrolled to Margot’s number, thumb hovering over the call button like I was about to detonate something. Part of me hoped she’d be at her place in the Cotswolds, where reception was chronic. She picked up on the fifth ring, slightly breathless.

      “Poppy.” Not a question, just a statement of mild surprise. Like finding a tenner in an old coat pocket.

      “I know. I’m sorry I haven’t called sooner.”

      “Why break the habit of a lifetime.”

      Ouch. Margot’s ability to deliver emotional paper cuts disguised as endearments was unmatched. I probably deserved it.

      “I had lunch with Katy yesterday.”

      Silence. Then, muffled voices and what sounded suspiciously like male laughter. At 9:30am on a Saturday morning. As far as I knew, Aunt Margot was single.

      Well, well, well.

      “Am I interrupting something?” I tried to keep the grin out of my voice. “I can call back—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve sent him to make coffee.” The dismissive tone didn’t quite hide something else in her voice. Warmth? Affection?

      “Good for you.”

      “Sex doesn’t stop at 50, Poppy. Despite what the youth think.”

      I snorted. “Bold of you to assume I’m having any sex to stop.”

      “That’s because you spend all your time at that dreadful office instead of—” She caught herself. Even post-coital Margot knew better than to lecture me. “Why are you calling?”

      Deep breath. “I wondered if you were free this weekend. Lunch, dinner, coffee? Whatever works. I’d like to talk about stepping in when it comes to Voss.”

      The pause stretched, took up a Warrior 2 pose, then stretched a little more.

      “I see Katy told you my plans.”

      “She mentioned something about selling to soulless corporate overlords, yes.”

      Another pause. In the background, I heard the clink of china. Whoever was making coffee knew their way around Margot’s Mayfair kitchen.

      “The Mermaid in Soho,” she said finally. “The one your mother loved. One o’clock today. Don’t be late.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      The coffee pot gurgled its completion. I poured myself a mug and leaned against the counter, already dreading lunch. The Mermaid had been Mum’s favourite restaurant, all pristine white tablecloths and art deco styling. The last time we’d eaten there together, she’d tried to convince me to join the company. Then she’d tried one more time on our last trip to Switzerland. That was six months before her fatal aneurysm.

      I took a long sip of coffee and wondered if it was too early to add whisky. Probably. Besides, I’d need all my wits about me for Margot.

      Plus, I had to wheedle out of her who the hell was making her coffee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Margot strutted towards me on heels that would surely prompt a nosebleed if I tried it. She swept into the restaurant looking like a perfectly mixed martini: ice cold and liable to leave you shaken. The maître d’ almost genuflected. Smart man.

      She was the human equivalent of a Rolls-Royce: immaculate engineering and prohibitively expensive. Her platinum bob was precise, just like her pearl-grey Armani suit. But I knew she wasn’t an ice queen. Margot had a sense of humour, and she loved her family.

      At 58, she’d rejected more marriage proposals than I probably knew about. Men circled her like moths to a flame, only to discover she was more blowtorch than candle.

      Margot pulled out her chair before a server could assist, and slid into it with grace. She was a society woman who didn’t play by the rules. No-nonsense, to the point, just like her sister.

      If you wanted something done, you called Margot. Just as long as you didn’t want those things done quickly. Margot needed her downtime, and she’d always been honest about that. Running Voss was not her happy place. Her place in Paris had probably developed cobwebs in her absence.

      “You’re early. Colour me impressed.” She flashed me a wink as a waiter appeared, filled our water glasses, and took our orders for champagne. “A little fizz seems appropriate. How often is it I get to lunch with my youngest niece?”

      The question was rhetorical.

      “You look good. Fresh-faced. Which means you weren’t out face down in a puddle of prosecco last night.”

      I smiled. “In bed by ten.”

      My aunt rolled her eyes. “You’re one extreme to another, Poppy Voss.”

      Shame rolled in my stomach as I recalled the stress I’d put my family through in my ‘unhinged’ period of grieving, as Katy had coined it. I’d partied hard and slept with a fair few women, and the only reason I hadn’t ended up in a hospital or a ditch was thanks to my best friend Amina who always had my back. Like everyone always told me, grief hit people differently. For me, the initial period involved a lot of gin and forgettable sex.

      “You need to find a happy medium.”

      Sage flashed into my mind, but I was pretty sure that wasn’t what Margot meant.

      “Like you have, by the sound of our phone call earlier.”

      If Margot was blushing, I’d never see it under her perfectly applied makeup. She glossed over my comment.

      “Life’s treating you well?”

      My job is a nightmare and I’m painfully single.

      “Can’t complain.”

      The champagne arrived and Margot raised her glass. “To a future as yet unwritten.”

      “How cryptic.” If she was going to play it that way, perhaps I needed to get more specific.

      “Katy tells me you’re thinking of selling the business.” I paused, showing her my intent. “I’m here to ask you not to. I’m ready to step up.”

      A resigned smile, a small shake of her head. “It’s a little late, Poppy. Where were you when I really needed help after your mum passed?”

      I bit my lip. “Dealing with my grief.”

      “As was I.”

      I winced. I wasn’t going to be too hard on myself — my therapist would frown on that after such a trauma — but I knew I could have been there more for my family, full stop. I wasn’t the only one who lost someone. We all did. But there was no point raking over old ground. Margot and I had already had that conversation.

      “I’ve apologised for that, but I’m here now. I’m ready to do whatever it takes to keep the business in family hands. I don’t want you to sell.”

      Margot sat back, her immaculate hands stroking the white table cloth.

      “This from the woman who told me, in no uncertain terms last year, that she’d ‘rather shit in my hands and clap than have anything to do with Voss Watches’.”

      It sounded like something I might say. “People change. Times change. I’ve done three years in two different startups, and I know how business works. I want to strike out, and it’s either do it at Voss, or start my own company doing something else. If you need help, it makes sense.”

      “I don’t just need help. I want out completely.”

      I blinked. “Oh.”

      I hadn’t expected that.

      “Yes, oh,” Margot replied. “This was never my dream, and I think you knew that. My life was going along just fine and then my mum died, then my sister, and I had to be there for my grieving nieces while picking up the company and making every single decision on my own.

      “I’m tired, and I don’t want to run myself into an early grave. I don’t want you to do that, either. Selling is a kindness to everyone. It’ll set us all up for life, and then you can open whatever business you want. Voss Watches will carry on, but it won’t be a millstone around our necks.” She took a sip of her bubbles. “I think after dying of stress, even your mother might agree.”

      She doesn’t, she told me herself.

      But that wasn’t something I wanted to bring up right now. I wanted Margot to take me seriously, not banish me from the business for being kooky.

      “I know I haven’t been much use up until now, and I can only apologise. I want to be a better niece, as well as a better support to you business-wise.”

      “I’m selling, Poppy. You don’t have a say until you’re 30, which is a year away. As the only other family member who does have a legal say, Katy agreed to stand by whatever I decided. She doesn’t want to run the business either, and neither do you really. This is a knee-jerk reaction that you’ll regret, given time. I’m saving you the bother. Being a good aunt.

      “It’s getting harder and harder to sell watches. The competition is fiercer than ever. Go into supplements or be an influencer. Young people don’t want watches anymore.”

      “They don’t think they do, but they do.” I was two-thirds certain that was true. “All my friends want to get away from their phones. We all want to carve out more time for us. We want to buy less, but buy better. A Voss watch answers both those needs. We just need to make them more visible.” I’d thought of that in the shower this morning. It wasn’t a fully formed idea, but it was a germ of something. “I can reach the youth market if you give me a shot.”

      “I have a buyer lined up.”

      “Who is it?”

      Margot looked down, considering the question.

      Was it someone I knew? My mind rattled through my contacts list, but it came up blank.

      “Remember Max Carpenter?”

      Warmth flooded my system, and I immediately rolled my eyes at my traitor of a body. I remembered Max Carpenter well. Mainly because I’d been best friends with his daughter, Eliza. Until she turned 18, and I was only 14. Then, she dropped me like a hot brick when she went to university, and I was far too young and uncool.

      “I do.” The last time I saw Eliza was two years ago, on a skiing trip in Les Gets. She’d elbowed ahead of me at the bar, and kissed the woman I’d been working up the courage to say hi to. She was not in my good books, hence neither was her dad.

      “Max is interested; he confirmed it this morning.”

      “On a Saturday?” I frowned. Max might be keen, but I was pretty sure he didn’t do business at the weekend. I distinctly remember he made his ex-wife a golf widow at weekends. Between that and sleeping with his numerous assistants, his extra-curricular activities were legendary.

      Unless Margot was now one of those activities?

      The dots joined right before my eyes, and Margot saw it.

      “Did he tell you over coffee?”

      She didn’t deny it.

      “It’s best all round if he takes it off our hands. Max is skilled at buying companies and selling them off.”

      “Not what I heard. Max is a friendly, familiar face, but he’s a corporate raider. Buys companies cheap, guts them, makes staff redundant, sells off the properties, and drops the quality. I can’t do that to our family business. Not while I’m alive.”

      She leaned forward and shook her head. “You know, even though Voss is successful, it wasn’t always easy. I lived through the ups and downs with my mum and yours. Plus, running a business is very different to working at one. And Max has promised to keep Goldloch as it is. I know your reasons are worthy, but is this really what you want to do?”

      She was making me doubt myself now. But still, I nodded. “I want to give it a try. If it’s not what I want or if it doesn’t work out, I’ll accept it. But I have to try. Plus, I’m not going to run it how Mum and Gran did. I won’t let it consume my life.”

      I had to try, if only because of yesterday’s weirdest lunch in the world.

      “Easy words to say.” Margot gave me the saddest smile. “But ones I thought you’d say after our phone call. However, I’m not just going to hand the keys over to you. You don’t have big business experience, so I want to bring someone in to help. You’ll work with them, and listen to what they say. Put your plans into action, see if it’s a job you want to do and if you can see any green shoots of new business. Then we’ll come back and see where you are.

      “Let’s see what you can do in three months initially, six months in all, then we’ll reassess and see if this is best for Voss and you. I made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t let the business consume any of us. It’s a promise I intend to keep.”

      “Who will I be working with?”

      “That’s again where Max stepped in. We spoke about it this morning. He suggested someone you know, to make it easier. He came up with Eliza.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Carpenter?”

      Margot shot me a look. “Do you know another Eliza associated with Max?”

      “You want me to work with Eliza Carpenter?” Our myriad encounters as adults flashed before my eyes. Stunted words, brushed shoulders, terse nods across the room. As if the previous years of Highland summer trips, London Christmases, the occasional birthday or anniversary counted for nothing. There was no way in hell that was happening every day.

      “It’s a hard no.”

      “Then I’m selling the company. Katy has the only other vote right now, and she already told me she’s happy with whatever I decide. You’re 29: until you turn 30, your mother’s will stipulates you don’t have a say. This is not an offer, Poppy. Work with Eliza, or we sell. Your call.”

      “But Eliza is…” I couldn’t say the words to Margot.

      Stubborn. Opinionated. Disloyal.

      Also, blonde.

      Sage’s words came back to me: Someone from your past. A woman with blonde hair. There’s something unfinished there.

      Holy shit. Maybe Sage was the real deal.

      “A lovely woman who has agreed to help,” Margot finished.

      Every hair on my body stood up. I blinked, and tried to get my focus back in the room.

      “You arranged all this on a Saturday morning?”

      “What can I say? The Carpenters are hard workers. Plus, she’s living with her dad, so she was there having coffee with us after I got off the phone with you.”

      Margot had been at his house? And Eliza was living with her dad following her divorce? Interesting. Last I heard, she didn’t think much of her dad and his life choices.

      “And she agreed? Doesn’t she have a job of her own to do?”

      “She was…” Margot picked her next word carefully. “Hesitant. But she works for Max and he can spare her for a couple of months, maybe more.” She sighed. “The two of you used to be such good friends. You can get on for a few months, can’t you? It’s that, or you take Andrew. He knows the business inside out, but I suspect you might want to kill him after a week.”

      Andrew had been with the company forever. He lived and breathed Voss Watches.

      She was right, I would murder him.

      I bit my lip. “And what if I want to kill Eliza after a week?”

      “Hold your impulses. This company has had enough death to last a lifetime. Tomorrow night, I’ve booked you into that place all the young people love with the lifts on the outside. Drink tequila, work out your differences.” She leaned over and stroked my hand. “And if it’s all too much, you know the alternative. Just say the word.”

      That wasn’t going to happen.

      I didn’t want to be haunted for the rest of my life.
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      I made sure I was at least 15 minutes late, because I’d be damned if Eliza thought I was waiting around for her. Yes, it was childish, so sue me. I’d told Margot I was an adult, but then she’d dropped Eliza on me. She wasn’t playing fair from the start.

      I was aware I needed Eliza for the next few months. She’d trained at the hand of her dad. She knew this world. But that was it. Then we could both go back to our lives that had survived just fine without each other in them for the past decade and a half. Fourteen-year-old me would never have guessed I’d lose Eliza for half a lifetime.

      My eyes swept the room, but it didn’t take long to spot Eliza. Like the rest of the room, I was drawn to her like a magnet, because Eliza was still that girl. You know the one. The type that made heads turn in a room. The one you couldn’t go into a queer bar with because every woman wanted to talk to her. Even the ones in relationships.

      Shoulder-length blonde hair that was always salon-perfect, crystal blue eyes, and a confident strut and posture that put Margot to the test. She’d obviously had the same idea about timing, because she was only just sliding onto a bar stool that overlooked the glittering city through floor-to-ceiling windows. Apparently, my heart had not progressed past adolescence
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