

Chapter One 

			Sarah Campbell leaned on the handrail and let out a soft, contented sigh. Wisps of ocean mist touched her face as the ferry made its way from the Scottish mainland towards the island of Celfare, her new home.

			It was a beautiful spring day. The sun shone brightly but wasn’t blinding, and a gentle breeze kept temperatures pleasant. If Sarah could have picked a perfect day to move to her new home, then it would have been this one. She imagined that the secluded island just off the western tip of Scotland could have been a dreary and inhospitable place at certain times of the year. She definitely wouldn’t have wanted to visit in the dead of winter.

			There was something special about making her way to Celfare during such perfect conditions. It added to the sense of excitement and anticipation of what she was about to do. Remembering the experiment and her assignment, she took a step back and looked around the deck at her fellow passengers. She shared her journey with eight other passengers and four crew members. Four of the passengers appeared to be related to deliveries, while the other four were residents or tourists. They had probably picked Celfare for a variety of reasons, and she was sure that one was the lack of tourism compared to nearby Scottish islands that had more to offer travellers. She hoped that she was doing a good job of blending in.

			There was a fine balance to be found. On one hand, fewer tourists were preferable, but on the other Sarah didn’t want to stand out as the only person who didn’t belong. Celfare had just over two thousand permanent residents, and Sarah was about to add to that number. She’d need to walk a line between fitting in and not attracting too much attention if her work was to remain out of the news.

			Her mobile phone rang. The name of her boss, Gail Young, appeared on the screen. Sarah made her way from the front of the ferry to a quiet area at the rear.

			“Hi, Gail,” she said.

			“Sarah! How’s it going?”

			“It’s good. We left Oban half an hour ago. Just another three hours to go, and I’ll be there.”

			“Great! Excellent job.”

			Gail was typical of every manager Sarah had worked under since starting at Swype Technologies. She was enthusiastic, demanding, and didn’t take no for an answer. Being on the right side of Gail was wonderful and meant being bathed in praise and held up as a glowing example to the rest of the business. Being on the wrong side of Gail was something Sarah desperately hoped she would never have to experience. Disappointing a normal person was hard, but disappointing a passionate optimist was horrible.

			“I’m hoping to get settled in pretty quickly, and then I’ll be in touch with the first update this evening,” Sarah said.

			“Fantastic,” Gail said. “Seems you have everything under control. One quick thing, did I tell you about the cottage?”

			Sarah hesitated. Gail hadn’t said a thing about the place that was going to be her home for the short-term. It seemed a little late to be mentioning something now. “Um. No, I don’t think so. What about it?”

			“Nothing to worry about. I just wanted to say that it’s a little…old. I didn’t want you to think you were walking into an immaculate modern apartment or anything. It’s a little tired, wonky, that kind of thing. Obviously, you can get someone in to tidy up and decorate to your liking as you’ll be there for a while with any luck.”

			Sarah’s assignment was scheduled to run for six months. If things went well, then she’d be there for longer. Everyone hoped things would go well, but they all knew the risks.

			“Oh, right,” Sarah said. “Yeah, I expected it to be a little dated. It is an old property, after all. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

			Sarah hadn’t seen her new home, but Gail had stayed there briefly during the installation of the data centre. Sarah knew it was a quaint three-bedroom cottage that had been purchased by Swype a couple of years ago at the start of the project. It was one of eleven properties they had purchased over a course of four years while they researched the best place to base their experiment.

			In the end, they had chosen Celfare as the best location for weather conditions, connectivity, and secrecy. Secrecy was key. Submerged data centres were controversial and not universally loved. In fact, many people hated the very idea of them. It wasn’t unheard of for militant environmental activists to find data centres and destroy them for fear of what they might be doing to the sea life and wider environment.

			“I hate to ask, but what have you told your mother?” Gail asked.

			Sarah sucked in a quick breath to brace herself. Her mother was a frequent topic of conversation at Swype. Being the daughter of an opinionated climate change protestor wasn’t easy. It was even harder when that protestor was a respected physicist and former head of the Climate Change Research Centre before joining—and ultimately leading—a movement using civil disobedience tactics to disrupt governments and companies around the world. Some called them ecoterrorists—some called them heroes fighting against climate change. Sarah called her Mum and told her as little about her day job as possible. Professor Angela Campbell put saving the planet well above nurturing her relationship with her only child. If she learned what Sarah was doing, then the entire project would be at risk.

			“I told her where I’m moving to. I had to,” Sarah admitted. She couldn’t have kept moving six hundred miles away a complete secret from her only living relative. “But I told her that I met someone and am moving in with them. She’ll ask fewer questions this way. A half-truth is better than a full lie.”

			“And she’ll buy that?” Gail asked.

			“Yeah. We don’t talk much. She doesn’t really know what’s going on in my life,” Sarah explained.

			When Sarah got her dream job working at Swype Technologies, it had devastated her mother. Angela considered Swype to be digital terrorists holding the world to ransom in their quest for profits, and she wasn’t afraid to tell Sarah just that. Not a week went by without Angela sending Sarah a news article from some questionable source about how Swype was treating employees poorly, not paying fair taxes, or killing the planet in some manner. Sarah had long ago stopped defending them because trying to win an argument with her mother was like trying to stop the tide coming in.

			Swype wasn’t perfect, Sarah knew that. But she also knew that working with rather than against large tech companies was the best way to ensure genuine change. Boycotts and protests were one thing, but Sarah wanted to work from the inside to push through positive change. Even if that meant giving up her life in London for a while to live on a quiet island.

			“I don’t need to tell you that she can’t know a thing about this, Sarah,” Gail said. “Not even a hint of a suspicion. We’ll be sunk if she finds out.”

			“I know. Don’t worry,” Sarah reassured her boss.

			Angela Campbell knowing about the data centre would spell the end of the experiment. Any chance of collecting data to prove that submerged data centres were far more economically and environmentally efficient than data centres on land would vanish the moment Sarah’s mother told her colleagues.

			The experiment on Celfare wasn’t the first time Swype had attempted to sink a data centre. In fact, it was the fifth time. Each previous attempt had been quickly thwarted by activists.

			“Okay, that’s great, Sarah. Keep up the good work. I have to go—I have a thing with Damian shortly, but I’ll be in touch. I think Abbie wants to check in with you. Give her a call, will you? Oh, and enjoy your new home!”

			Gail hung up before Sarah could reply.

			Abbie was Sarah’s new assistant. Completely new to the company and the department, keen but ultimately clueless, Abbie had been hired through a Swype graduate scheme the previous month. The human resources department at Swype seemed to enjoy gathering up university graduates and peppering them throughout the building. The only issue was that these eager newbies had never worked in an office and had no idea how anything worked.

			It made Sarah feel a little old to be explaining to the influx of youngsters how photocopiers worked and why meeting minutes existed. But Abbie brought an air of enthusiasm and drive to the office that Sarah hadn’t realised was missing. The team had been so entrenched in their secretive work that they sometimes forgot how exciting it was and the potential they were sitting on.

			Sarah called her office.

			“Sarah Campbell’s office, Abbie speaking, how may I help you?”

			“It’s Sarah.”

			“Oh! Hi! How are you?” Abbie’s tone changed from professional to casual like the flick of a switch. “I was going to call you. I didn’t know if you’d have a signal on the ferry.”

			“I do. Better than in Covent Garden, weirdly enough. Gail said you needed to talk to me? Everything okay?”

			“The people organising the expo in June wanted to know if you could present something. Obviously I know that you won’t be around, but I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to suggest Gary in your place.”

			Sarah chewed her lip as she thought. One of the many little issues with uprooting her entire life was missing out on opportunities like speaking at Swype’s yearly expo. It was a chance to tell departments what was happening and to speak with like-minded colleagues about collaboration. She’d miss out this year, but if all went well, then the next year she would have some very exciting news to share.

			Vanishing from the office was an easy thing to do. Swype was a hive of frenetic activity with homeworking and worldwide travel built in as standard. No one really noticed when someone from outside their immediate team wasn’t around. But her entire team missing the expo would raise a few eyebrows.

			“Yeah, ask Gary if he wants to talk about the new chips. That should generate some interest,” Sarah said.

			“Will do. Are you excited? I’d be excited. I went to Scotland once, but we only went to a zoo and a castle. An actual island will be so amazing. Is it small?”

			“Smallish. Two thousand people live there, but they are quite spread out.”

			“And no one knows?” Abbie asked.

			“No. Well, I hope not, or all of this is for nothing.”

			Sarah ran a hand through her hair. The main thing keeping her up at night was the worry that someone had discovered what they were doing. They’d been extra careful, but there was always a risk. It was very hard to drop a submerged data centre without anyone noticing. Thankfully, Celfare had an inhospitable and rocky side, which allowed them some cover when the ship had dropped it off in the middle of the night.

			“I don’t get it,” Abbie said.

			“Get what?”

			“Why are we putting this thing into the ocean? Isn’t that really bad? It’s full of hard drives and wires and stuff, isn’t it?”

			Sarah chuckled. “It’s complicated. Do you know what a data centre is?”

			“Not exactly,” Abbie confessed in a whisper.

			“It’s okay, most people don’t. A data centre stores all the data the world needs to work. It’s like the nervous system of the electronic world. There’s more than eight million of them around the planet. Without them, the world as we know it stops. Banks. Hospitals. Communications. Everything will stop. So we need them. The problem is they get hot, and when they get hot, they break. So we need to keep them cool. With me so far?”

			“Eight million hot data centres need to be kept cool. Got it.” Abbie’s eagerness to learn was infectious.

			“Data centres are so delicate that they break all the time. And then we have to go in and fix them. And us going in to fix them disturbs the environment and causes more things to break. So we have to power it, cool it, and then replenish parts all the time. All of that takes a huge amount of energy, and that mainly comes from electricity generated by fossil fuels.”

			A member of the crew started to walk along the deck to where Sarah was standing. She smiled at him and ducked into another quiet corner to continue her conversation.

			“About twenty percent of that energy is dedicated solely to cooling the data centre. So if we can keep them cool without using any energy then that is a huge amount of energy and fossil fuel saved.”

			“So…you put them in the water,” Abbie said, a chink of understanding emerging. “But wait, if they are so delicate, doesn’t being in water make them more likely to break?”

			“No, this is the genius bit, they are completely sealed in a way that land data centres aren’t. It’s a steel cylinder, about the size of a small train carriage, and it is completely sealed and packed with dry nitrogen. Inhospitable for humans but perfect for equipment. Which means, better still, that the failure rate is a lot lower. The amount of energy and resources it takes to replace parts is staggering. We think that submerged data centres will be at least eight times more reliable than land ones.”

			“That’s so clever,” Abbie said. “But how do you, you know, plug it in?”

			“This is another great thing about this location. The data centre is served by the wind farms in the sea. Which means it’s more stable than being plugged into a service on land. And it means, if this works, that there will be big incentives for more wind farms to be built because they will have a dedicated customer right there in the water with them.” Sarah couldn’t contain her enthusiasm. She’d lived for this project for years since she’d first heard about the strange idea of submerged data centres. Her small team had approached Swype’s Future Technology department and been given immediate funding. They were up against some of the biggest names in tech, but they had the edge.

			“But wait,” Abbie said, suddenly sounding concerned. “What about the fish?”

			Sarah grinned. “Well, that’s yet another positive. When you put anything in the sea, it quickly gets covered in these bacteria. Then organisms grow, and then fish use them for habitat. Let me tell you, Abbie, I have become a fish expert since starting this project. Apparently, fish love solid structures near to land and anything with any nooks and crannies. They will live near it, use it for shelter, that kind of thing.”

			“So the fish like them?” Abbie sounded happy again.

			“Love them.”

			“Okay, but what about global warming? Isn’t filling the ocean with data centres going to make the water hot?”

			Sarah chuckled. “No. It’s negligible warming. About the same as undersea power cables.”

			“Even if there are lots of them?”

			“Yep. They are packed with dry nitrogen, and any heat is quickly balanced by the cold ocean. They don’t have a chance to get hot.”

			Abbie blew out a breath. “Well, it sounds perfect. Why all the secrecy? How could anyone argue with this?”

			Sarah faltered. Her mother’s disapproving face came into her mind. She wished that she could convince her mother as easily as she had convinced Abbie. But misinformation and competing theories just meant that every discussion turned into an argument.

			“Because it’s intangible,” Sarah said. “Some of it is the result of research and still only theoretical. It’s complicated and technical. You must understand, in detail, a lot of different things. And it’s new. And new is scary.”

			“But it sounds like such an easy win for the environment,” Abbie said.

			“I know. And I wish I could explain it to everyone like that, but some people think that Swype is evil and just out to make money. No matter what you say, they don’t believe you. And when people are looking for conspiracies, then they’ll find them. The thing is, we’re doing the tests now to prove our theory works. We’re sure we’re right. But some people think we’re wrong and will do anything to stop us. Which means we can’t prove it works. We’re in a cycle. Hence all the secrecy.”

			“Yeah, I can see that. Wow, it’s complicated.”

			“It is.”

			“How did you even get it out there without anyone seeing?”

			“Luckily there are a few wind farms around, and so maintenance boats are frequently around the island, and nobody takes much notice of them. And we did it in the middle of the night.”

			“I hope it works, Sarah,” Abbie said, her tone suddenly serious. “Really. It sounds like an amazing thing, and I know I’m just holding down the fort while you’re gone, but I’m super excited to be a tiny part of it.”

			“Thanks, Abbie. I appreciate that. Teamwork is what it’s all about.”

			“Okay. Thanks for explaining. Sorry for the stupid questions.”

			“No such thing as a stupid question,” Sarah said.

			Abbie hummed as if she disagreed. “Anyway, I’ll get Gary booked in for the expo. Thanks, Sarah. Enjoy your new island life.”

			Sarah hung up and pocketed her phone. She turned to look out at the sea. Land could be seen in all directions as the ferry navigated its way through the narrow waterway passages between the mainland and the many islands scattered along the Scottish coast. Lighthouses, old stone buildings, and even castles could clearly be seen looking down at the ocean. It was breathtakingly beautiful and a long way from the concrete jungle of London that she was used to. She tasted the salt in the air and closed her eyes to appreciate the breeze upon her face.

			Idyllic didn’t even begin to describe it. Hopefully she’d be able to enjoy it despite the enormous secret she was carrying.

			





Chapter Ten 

			Sarah looked at the newspaper and sighed. Her mother had written an opinion piece in a national broadsheet, and Sarah wasn’t entirely sure that she wanted to read it. When they’d last spoken, her mother had been a little quieter than Sarah was accustomed to, which generally meant trouble.

			Now Sarah understood the short call. Angela had written an essay about how big technology companies were killing the planet and needed to be taxed off the face of the earth as punishment.

			It was a commonly held view, and even Sarah agreed that the CEO of Swype, Tom Morgan, and his contemporaries deserved enormous tax bills to go with their enormous wealth. Tom apparently did give away most of his money to various charities, but it was never enough for some. While newspapers shared his eye-watering net worth, that didn’t equate to actual money in the bank. But facts never sold newspapers.

			She felt eyes upon her and looked up to see Pippa standing in the doorway.

			“Sorry to interrupt,” Pippa apologised, walking into the room. “I wanted to know if you’d ordered those new door handles or if you wanted me to get Matt to pick them up from the mainland tomorrow.”

			“I tried to order them,” Sarah said. “But when I put in my delivery postcode the website just laughed at me and wished me luck. Could you ask Matt to get them?”

			Pippa chuckled. “Sure. Do you think you’ll ever learn that you can’t get things delivered here? You know this is an island, right?”

			Mischief swirled in her eyes, and Sarah grinned back.

			“I will continue to try,” she said. “If I keep trying, someone might see that there’s demand. And where there’s demand, there’s supply. Or at least an enterprising person who is willing to try. I won’t be happy until I see an entire army of delivery drones sweeping over the beach like a swarm of bees.”

			Pippa laughed. “I think I know a few dozen people on the island who might have something to say about that.”

			“Probably,” Sarah agreed. She turned the paper around and held it up for Pippa to see. “My mother.”

			Pippa took the paper and looked at the picture. “I see the family resemblance. Professor Angela Campbell? I feel like I’ve heard that name.”

			“You might have heard her ranting with Project Earth.”

			“Project Earth?” Pippa frowned for a moment. “Oh, those people who storm motorways to protest people using cars?”

			“That’s them. They believe in disrupting people from sleepwalking into the destruction of our planet.” Sarah repeated the phrase that fell out of her mother’s mouth nearly every conversation they had.

			Pippa glanced up from the article. “She’s not particularly complimentary about your boss.”

			“No. I spend about a quarter of my time at work apologising for things she’s said. Or things she’s encouraged Project Earth followers to do. Like the time when they picketed a delivery centre because they’d calculated—incorrectly, I might add—the carbon footprint of the site. Employees couldn’t get into the building, so they couldn’t work and didn’t get paid. I agree with some of the things they are campaigning for, but some of the methods cause more harm than good.”

			Sarah’s phone rang the familiar tone she had assigned to the woman in question.

			“Speak of the devil,” Sarah said. She picked up the phone. “Hi, Mum.”

			“Sarah, I meant to tell you I’m in the papers today, but I completely forgot. Just a few words, you know what it’s like.”

			It was a three-page spread, definitely not a few words and definitely not something she’d forgotten about. This was typical of her mother, doing whatever she pleased without giving Sarah any warning and then requesting forgiveness later. In her own way, that was. She’d never admit to doing anything wrong or potentially making things awkward at work for Sarah.

			“I did see your picture, but I haven’t read it yet,” Sarah said.

			“I wouldn’t,” Pippa mumbled under her breath as she continued to read.

			Sarah bit back a smile.

			“Well, it obviously won’t be to your taste, dear,” Angela continued. “But Martin and Alejandro at PE really thought we needed to make a fresh effort to wake up the masses.”

			Martin and Alejandro spent all their time pandering to her mother and had done for the last twenty-five years. They’d been so excited to have a qualified scientist willing to use her voice to further their cause that they had happily given her anything she wanted. The two men had swept in and taken Sarah’s mother away from her when she was in school. Sarah could barely remember a time when the men weren’t mentioned on a daily basis as if they were gods of some kind.

			“I was looking in my diary to schedule a speaking engagement and two things jumped out at me,” Angela continued as if she hadn’t recently dropped a journalistic bomb on Sarah’s career.

			“Yes?” Sarah asked, hoping to end the call soon so she could read the article and then call into work and apologise yet again for her mother’s loud protesting.

			“You’ve been up on Celfare for nearly eight weeks.”

			“That’s right, almost two months.”

			“Which means you’ve been living with Natalie for eight weeks, and she’s not thoroughly sick of you yet.” Angela laughed heartily at her joke. “Who would have thought that was possible?”

			It was simple teasing, but it hit Sarah hard. She felt a few tears track down her cheek and quickly wiped them away. Pippa frowned. Sarah waved away her concern.

			“And if she’s so hearty, then I have to meet her,” Angela continued.

			Sarah sipped some water to disguise the fact that her mother’s casual words had caused such offence. She would never understand why Sarah would become upset with something she meant as a joke. However, Sarah knew that underneath the veil of the joke was the reality that her mother didn’t understand how anyone would choose to stay with Sarah for long.

			Sarah recalled when she was just nineteen and still dating men that her mother had practically forced her to go on a date with a creepy man that Sarah had met online. He’d turned up on her doorstep unannounced in a way he thought was romantic and Sarah thought was downright creepy, not to mention manipulative.

			Angela had taken her to one side and instructed her to accept his flowers and go out with him. When Sarah had said she wouldn’t, her mother had pointed out that there was no queue of people lining up at the door. She’d suggested that Sarah should go to dinner with him simply because he’d driven a long way.

			Fifteen years had passed, and still Sarah could remember the words her mother had said and the suggestion that she needed to take whatever she was offered. Even if it was a potential stalker who had used his hacking skills to find her home.

			“We’ll try to get to London in a couple of months,” Sarah said. She took another sip of water and clutched the glass to her forehead, hoping to relieve some of the headache that was forming below the skin. “We’ll look at our schedules and see if you can squeeze us in for a lunch or something.”

			“That brings me to the second thing I noticed upon perusing my diary,” Angela said, a note of smugness to her tone. “I’m free next Thursday. And I’ve decided that I’m coming to see you! I’m looking forward to trying out that spare bedroom you spoke about last week. Won’t that be lovely, dear?”

			The glass slipped from Sarah’s fingers and thudded on the wooden floorboard. Water splashed up her leg, but she barely noticed.

			“H-here?” Sarah asked.

			“Yes. Next Thursday. It’s a devil to get to, but I made all the arrangements. I’m very much looking forward to seeing your new home. And meeting Natalie, of course.”

			“No!” Sarah stood up and nearly fell over. “No, um, Thursday’s not good for us. We’re…there’s a thing—”

			“Well, I’m sure you can cancel whatever this thing is in order to introduce your girlfriend to your mother. It’s all booked now, Sarah. Please, don’t be awkward and throw my whole schedule out. It will just be a few days. Don’t you want to see your mother?”

			“Of course I want to see you, it’s just—”

			“Dear, my taxi is here. I have to go. Don’t worry yourself. I’m sure I’ll adore Natalie. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			The line went dead. Sarah dropped into her chair and blinked a few times.

			“No, no, no,” Sarah mumbled. Her breath caught in her chest. Cold raced through her veins like icy tentacles.

			“Sarah?” Pippa’s voice was distant. Panic was rising within her and all she could hear was a strange ringing in her ears. “Sarah? What is it?”

			It was only the sound of Pippa’s worry that pulled Sarah back from the abyss of dread. Her eyes started to focus again. Pippa was crouching beside her, a hand on her shoulder and concern-laden eyes boring into her.

			“Sarah?” Pippa’s voice almost trembled with alarm.

			“She’s coming here,” Sarah whispered.

			“Your mother?” Pippa asked. Her voice was soft and calming, and Sarah clung to it like a lifeline, ignoring the sound of alarm bells in her ears.

			“Yes.”

			“That’s good, isn’t it? It will be nice to see her?”

			“No. It will be awful,” Sarah confessed. “She’s…difficult. She hates me. And she wants to meet Natalie.”

			Understanding flickered in Pippa’s eyes. “Ah. That will be tricky. Can you tell her that you broke up?”

			The dam finally broke, and Sarah couldn’t control the tears. Everything had been going so well, and now it was about to crumble around her. Without a reason to stay on Celfare, Angela would encourage Sarah to come home. When Sarah didn’t, Angela would become suspicious. Not to mention that Angela would assume that Sarah was to blame for Natalie leaving her, and that would have to be what happened because why would Sarah break up with Natalie after saying how wonderful she was?

			As if her mother needed any more ammunition for destroying Sarah’s confidence. Any other mother would take their child’s side, but her mother would immediately ask what Sarah had done wrong. She’d done it before when Sarah had suffered a break-up.

			There was no way out. When her mother decided to do something, she followed through. Her mother was on her way, and Sarah’s self-esteem and job would soon be in ruins.

			* * *

			Pippa didn’t know what to say. Sarah seemed to be utterly shell-shocked by the idea of her mother coming to visit. Pippa didn’t know anyone who disliked their mother so much they emotionally shut down at the very thought of it. She knew she should just leave Sarah to it, but she couldn’t stand to see her in such distress.

			“Sarah?” she repeated.

			Sarah just continued to stare into nothing with wild eyes.

			They’d spoken a little about Professor Campbell before, and Pippa had gotten the impression that the relationship was very broken. Sarah appeared to lie readily to her mother, something that Pippa couldn’t understand. She’d had the best relationship with her parents and had been devastated when they passed away. She knew not everyone was as lucky as her, but she couldn’t imagine ever shaking with fear at the prospect of a visit.

			“Sarah, please, speak to me. Is it really that bad?”

			Sarah laughed. It was a bitter sound that caused Pippa’s stomach to churn.

			“It’s that bad. My mum…she…” Sarah drifted off and then laughed again. “She will love this. It feeds into her picture of me. Useless. Unlovable.”

			“I’m sure your mother doesn’t think that you’re unlovable,” Pippa said.

			Sarah wiped at her tears and chuckled to herself. “She does. She’s said as much. I once told her that my girlfriend had left me for someone else. I must have lost my mind to think that I’d get any emotional support from her.”

			“What did she say?”

			“She said she was sorry but not all that surprised,” Sarah said. “She told me I needed to try to be less unlovable if I wanted to keep someone around.”

			Pippa’s mouth fell open. She couldn’t imagine anyone saying that, never mind a mother to her daughter.

			“One of a hundred examples,” Sarah said. “As far as my mother is concerned, I’m wasting my life and my potential. She wanted me to settle for an ex who cheated on me three times, because at least she kept coming back.”

			Pippa swallowed. She didn’t know what to say to that. Sarah’s mother was clearly a piece of work. Not that it was her place to say such a thing.

			“And now she’s coming here. She’s going to have a field day when I tell her Natalie’s gone. And she’s staying here. Morning, noon, and night. Opportunities to tell me how much of a disappointment I am. And it won’t just be about work this time—no, she’ll have her second favourite topic of how I can’t manage to hold on to a relationship.”

			Pippa couldn’t understand how Sarah was struggling to remain in a relationship. Or how someone had cheated on her three times. Pippa had only been in her orbit for eight weeks and grew to like her more and more each day. The initial attraction still lingered in the background, but these days it was Sarah’s outlook on life, dry sense of humour, and intellect that kept Pippa wondering how Sarah could possibly be single.

			“Can you put her off from visiting?” Pippa asked.

			Sarah shook her head. “No, once she’s decided to do something, then she’s doing it. And she’s been curious about Natalie. Damn, I shouldn’t have spoken about her so much.”

			Pippa wanted to agree but knew now wasn’t the time.

			“Maybe if you were honest? Told her that you were upset because of what she has said about your previous relationships?”

			Sarah shivered. “No. That will make things worse. She doesn’t understand how her words hit. She’s clueless. I’ve tried to ask her to be kinder, but she just thinks that she’s being honest. She values honesty. More than people’s feelings.”

			“Can you pretend you’re sick?” Pippa started to scrape the barrel. Anything to fix the predicament that Sarah had gotten herself into.

			Sarah shook her head. “It wouldn’t stop her from coming. I’m…just going to have to face the music. It’s not like I’m going to find a girlfriend in the next few days, and definitely not one who would be willing to lie to my mother like this.”

			“No, I don’t imagine that you will.” Pippa picked up the dropped glass and put it on the table, impressed that it didn’t break.

			“Is there an actor for hire on Celfare?” Sarah asked, sounding only half joking. “Or an escort service?”

			“Yes, now you mention it, there is a lesbian escort service,” Pippa said.

			“There is?” Sarah’s eyes widened.

			“Of course there isn’t.”

			Sarah sagged back into her chair.

			“Besides,” Pippa added, “what are the odds that you’d find anyone to exactly match your description of, what was her name, Natalie?”

			“I never described her,” Sarah said.

			Pippa sat on the edge of the desk. “Why not?”

			“Because I hardly get to speak about anything when I’m talking to my mum. She’s always preoccupied with her work, and I’m only allotted a few minutes here and there. She never asked any details about Natalie, and I never had a chance to offer them. All she knows is that Natalie lives here, and I came here to live with her.”

			It hurt to see Sarah so broken. Pippa struggled to reconcile her own relationship with her parents and what Sarah seemed to have with her mother. She wondered if Sarah had anyone that she could rely on in place of her mother. Presumably not if she was also single. It made no sense that Angela thought Sarah unlovable, even less that she’d actually say such a thing. Pippa recalled the newspaper article she had skimmed—the tone had been harsh and patronising. Maybe it wasn’t preposterous to think that such a person would say such things to her daughter. The thought hurt. Sarah deserved better—she deserved kindness and respect. But instead she was reduced to tears by harsh words that seemed to echo back for years.

			“I wish I could help.” Pippa stood. “And I’ll be here while she is, so at least you’ll have a friendly face.”

			“You might want to hold off on coming while she’s here,” Sarah said. “It won’t be pleasant.”

			“I don’t mind.” Pippa shrugged. “I’ve dealt with far worse, I’m certain. Anyway, I’ll go and call Matt about those door handles.”

			She was halfway down the stairs when she heard Sarah call her name. She paused and turned to see Sarah hurrying down the hallway with an expression she couldn’t read. She wrung her hands and bit her lip.

			“Yes?” Pippa asked. Something was off but she couldn’t quite decipher what it was yet.

			Sarah stood at the top of the stairs and looked down at Pippa pleadingly. “Perhaps…you?”

			“Perhaps I…?” Pippa asked, still not catching on to what Sarah could possibly be asking.

			“Could be…Natalie?”

			Pippa couldn’t help but laugh.

			“It’s not funny,” Sarah said. “Please?”

			Pippa shook her head and continued walking down the stairs. “I know you’re desperate but even you must see the humour in that?”

			Sarah followed her downstairs. “Not at all. You’re the only person on the island who knows me. You spend most of your time here anyway. You’re a lesbian. You’re my ty—You’re a perfect candidate. The locals think we’re together anyway—you said so yourself. Please, I really need your help.”

			Pippa paused in the doorway to the kitchen, her back to Sarah. It was a terrible idea. Probably the worst she’d heard in a long time. It could only end in disaster.

			She slowly turned around. She contemplated the request from several angles, but every single one came back to the same conclusion.

			“I would consider it if I believed we could pull it off,” Pippa said. “But it’s madness. It’s something from a bad movie.”

			Sarah shook her head. Pippa could see wild desperation in her eyes. “It’s not. Think about it—she’ll only be here a few days. We get on well, you kinda know me, and I kinda know you. How hard can it really be? It’s not like it’s an immigration interview—it’s just my mum.”

			Pippa chuckled. “Just your mum? You’ve changed your tune from less than ten minutes ago.”

			“Please, Pippa. Really, I need your help with this. If my mum gets here and there’s no girlfriend, then she’ll never let me live it down. My life will be a nightmare because it will be mentioned all the time. She’ll tell all her friends. I can’t stand the idea of it. I don’t mind being alone. Really, I don’t. I don’t mind not finding someone to love. But having my mum think I’m never going to find anyone because I’m”—she waved her hand over her body—“me? I can’t take it. Not when there’s a way to stop it. Just a few days. A little pretending. She’ll never know. She’ll spend most of the time talking about herself, anyway.”

			Pippa felt cold and her chest constricted. She hated that Sarah seemed to have such a poor excuse for a mother. Hated more that Sarah was reduced to begging her to go through with a plan that surely could never work. Most of all, Pippa hated that she actually couldn’t help even if she wanted to. She wasn’t about to lie to Sarah’s mother and pretend to be someone else. She had no acting ability, and that was the absolute least of her concerns.

			She let out a sigh. Sarah looked absolutely broken. She wished she had an answer, one that didn’t involve her pretending to be Natalie.

			“I wouldn’t even know where to begin,” Pippa admitted.

			Sarah’s eyes widened with hope. Pippa quickly shook her head to dampen any expectations Sarah might have.

			“And I don’t think it’s a good idea. But I’m sure we can come up with something between us,” Pippa conceded. “Why don’t you come over tonight for dinner? A few hours to digest this news, and I’m sure we’ll find a solution. And I’m actually rather a good cook.”

			A ghost of a smile skittered across Sarah’s face but was lost in the shadow of depression as quickly as it arrived. Pippa felt heavy guilt at not being able to come to her rescue. It wasn’t a feeling she enjoyed. Fixing things, finding solutions, calculating ways forward, they were the things that Pippa enjoyed most. Not being able to immediately say that she could fix things caused a lump in her throat.

			“Thank you,” Sarah said, her voice practically a whisper. “I’d like that.”

			Distress was written all over her face, and Pippa struggled to look at her. It hurt to see Sarah upset and know there was little she could do to help.

			“We’ll come up with something,” she said, reassuring Sarah.

			Pippa needed space and time, but she was sure that she’d be able to find a solution. Maybe even one that Sarah liked. Right now she needed to escape Hillcrest Cottage because the need to pull Sarah into a comforting hug, tell her that it would all be okay, and promise to do whatever it took was far too great. Her saviour complex was out of control, and knowing that Sarah needed her was more than she could stand.

			“I need to go and get these door handles ordered.” Pippa grabbed at an excuse to leave. “I’ll see you tonight?”

			“You don’t have to,” Sarah said, her voice still small.

			“I want to. We’re friends, right?”

			When Sarah had said the words to her just the other week, Pippa hadn’t been entirely sure what they were. She’d never made friends easily. Kim had always been the one to meet new people, and Pippa simply tagged along. But Sarah had called them friends, and Pippa certainly liked Sarah’s company.

			Sarah smiled, and Pippa felt a little weight lift from her shoulders.

			“We are,” Sarah agreed.

			“Good.” Pippa returned the smile. “See you tonight.”

			“I’ll be there.” Sarah tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. She was starting to look calmer and more like herself. The redness in her face was fading to pink, and the tears had dried even if her eyes remained watery.

			Pippa felt a swell of pride and relief followed by some fear. She didn’t have a plan, and she had precious little time to come up with one. She’d already worked out that the most likely way forward was for Sarah to tell her mother that Natalie was no longer around. But it wouldn’t solve any of the problems and, if Sarah was right, would create more fodder for her mother.

			All Pippa could do now was to offer moral support and stand by her side like a real friend would. It didn’t feel like enough, but it was the best that she could do.

			





Chapter Eleven 

			Sarah parked outside Pippa’s house. She’d never seen the house before, hadn’t even known where Pippa lived until she asked for directions. The brick cottage was picturesque with the original wooden front door and small windows. Outside a garden was in full bloom with rose bushes and lavender. Love and attention were clearly lavished on the home, and Sarah couldn’t help but wonder if her own would ever look the same.

			She picked up the wine bottle from the passenger seat and got out of the car. A woman she didn’t recognise passed her and didn’t even attempt to hide her curiosity as she looked from Sarah to the wine to Pippa’s home.

			Sarah smothered a smile. The local gossips would have something to talk about now. She wondered how the innocent gesture of two friends sharing a meal would be twisted and how quickly it would happen. Precious little happened on Celfare, so she wasn’t entirely surprised that rumours had started to swirl. Rumours that would be cemented if Pippa went ahead with Sarah’s ridiculous scheme to attempt to fool her mother.

			It was just ten minutes after Pippa had left when Sarah realised that she’d asked far too much of her new friend. The silence of Hillcrest Cottage had been suffocating and quickly focused her nervous energy on the fact that she had gone too far.

			Her mother was no one’s issue but Sarah’s. It was

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			



OEBPS/Images/ReclaimingLove.jpg
reclaiming
A |
=[] lOve

etend it feels





