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‘A warm-hearted, page-turning read.’ 

Ali Mercer

‘A thoughtful family drama about a tangle of past secrets.’ 

Jill Childs

‘A gripping story of family secrets, love and past tragedy that kept me hooked from beginning to end. A seriously impressive debut.’ 

Annie Lyons

‘An assured debut about family, loyalty and secrets.’ 

Laura Pearson



  
Dedication

For John.

I love you.

Thank you for showing me how to strive.
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Chapter One

Bonnie

Present Day

Should I stay or should I go? The Clash song looped in Bonnie’s head as she turned over in bed, the dust and chemical smell of the new duvet reminding her she wasn’t at home. As if she needed reminding.

She couldn’t stop the song repeating any more than she could stop all the other thoughts crashing into her mind and causing havoc. The familiar dread wanted to pin her to the mattress, but she forced herself to sit up and drop her feet onto the floor. She tapped her toes on the carpet and glowered at the still-full packing boxes by the door, her brain screaming the last line of the song. It was a question she’d asked herself over and over again during her first sleepless night in this strange room: Should I stay, or should I go?

She tied her dressing gown cord firmly around her middle and went through to the sitting-room, stopping at a pile of canvases propped against the furthest wall. The prospect of unwrapping them made her stomach churn. They’d never been hung. She’d lugged them from the tiny studio where she’d painted them – desperate to transfer her overwhelming emotions onto the canvas – to the beautiful stone villa in Glasgow, to here; this featureless new-build in a town where she didn’t know a soul. 

She took a sharp breath, then forced her fingers to work quickly. The bubble wrap protecting the first canvas came away easily and fell to the floor. She twisted the painting around and let it wind her. The significance of those dark blue brushstrokes leading to the glowing light in the centre tightened her chest. She leaned it against the back of the sofa, stepping away to view it properly, the polythene film crackling in tiny eruptions under her bare feet.

Freeing the rest of the canvases, she balanced them on the sofa and armchair. She sliced open box after box, rummaging until she found picture hooks, a tape measure, and a claw hammer. Not allowing herself to stop and think, she measured the walls, making ghost-pale pencil marks on the paintwork, then tapped hooks into the plaster. 

She hung the blue painting first.

Next was an orange picture of two figures holding hands, walking towards a golden glow. Concentrating on the exact position of the hook, Bonnie bashed the hammer harder than she intended and it flew from her grasp into the air. She grabbed for it as it smashed into a box, shattering a glass photo frame just as she thrust her hand inside.

She sat, watching the blood from her glass-punctured thumb trickle across the faces in the photograph, whispering, ‘I’m sorry. I’m going to stay here until I’ve put things right. I’m so, so sorry.’

***

By five o’clock she couldn’t force her heavy limbs to do any more so she slumped on the sofa and dragged the pink throw over her. With bare feet, she kicked a box aside, sipping the weak gin and tonic she’d made because it felt like it was the sort of thing a single woman living alone should do. It was supposed to feel decadent. At the very least it should be relaxing, but the bitter drink did nothing to stop dark thoughts finding corners of her mind to burrow in.

Through the balcony doors, she watched a painted barge make its way along the canal. She waited for the beauty of the view to lift her, but the boost she used to feel when her eyes caught something enchanting failed to materialise. She stared until the patterns on the boat pranced, then blurred. She blinked tears away. What was she doing, drinking alone and crying like a middle-aged Bridget Jones? If she carried on like this, she’d have to get a cat.

Her stomach rumbled and she shoved off the throw, feeling the chill of the room. Her head spun when she stood. That’s what you get for forgetting to eat, she thought. Idiot. She took the glass through to the kitchen and poured the contents down the sink before opening the fridge door. The salad she’d intended to have for dinner drooped in its bag, the grilled chicken pale and corpse-like. She couldn’t face it. Right now, she needed salt, fat, and sugar.

She scurried through the car park towards the main road, zipping her biker jacket against the wind. Turning towards the high street, she pushed her long fringe behind her ears, but it was pointless as the wind just blew it back into her eyes.

Before she reached the junction leading to the town’s main shopping street, the sight of a huge brick building set back from the road made her stop abruptly. Behind a car park with bays numbered in yellow was a ramp with an iron railing, leading up to a surprisingly ornate red brick frontage. A tatty sign held by ropes at each corner said ‘Bocks’ in large letters, with ‘For All Your Storage Needs’ in smaller type underneath. It hung limply over the ugly blue doors, like a smile that didn’t reach the eyes.

Her feet crossed the tarmac and before she knew it, she was pressing the buzzer to the left of the blue doors. A camera spied on her from next to the sign, which strained against its ropes in the wind. Looking at her watch, she saw it was 6 p.m., probably not a good time to view a storage facility. She was turning to leave when there was a loud click and the door opened a crack.

She stepped into an atrium that reminded her of her old junior school, with high ceilings and shiny white walls. She shuddered at the spectres of spelling tests and times tables that the sight conjured. Did people who were taller than her five-feet also feel like children out of place in an adult world? She put her shoulders back and practised her best grown-up face.

Beginning to think she’d been let into the eerily quiet reception by accident, she was turning to leave when the unmistakable clack of heels on laminate flooring made her jump. The red door on the other side of the hall opened.

‘Can I help you?’ asked a tall woman with short, highlighted hair and a pinched face. She kept her hand on the door. One foot, in patent shoes, remained on the other side of it, giving the indication she would only tolerate the briefest of interruptions.

‘Sorry, yes,’ Bonnie blustered. ‘I was wondering about storage.’

‘What kind? Domestic, commercial?’

Bonnie swallowed. ‘Sorry, yes, erm, domestic. Not much, just some …’ She stopped, partly because she already felt stupid for babbling and partly because she had no idea what she would store in this big, cold building.

The woman marched forwards, the door slamming behind her. Lifting a portion of the wooden reception desk, she stepped to the other side and let it fall again. She rummaged among heaps of untidy papers.

‘I’ll give you a price list’ – she tutted – ‘if I can find one in this lot.’ She gave an unconvincing smile and took a pair of glasses from where they nestled in her hair, balancing them on her nose as she glared at one leaflet after another.

‘Ah, here. This has the unit sizes and costings.’ She thrust a sheet of paper at Bonnie. The woman had the air of a stern school mistress and Bonnie had to resist the urge to say, Thanks, Miss, and ask if she might be excused while sticking two fingers up behind her back.

‘Very kind,’ she said, in the voice she usually saved for wealthy clients in her old life. Why did she let people intimidate her so easily? She smiled brightly and was about to turn to leave when another of the leaflets caught her eye. It said: Part-Time Receptionist Wanted.

‘Excuse me.’

The woman looked over her glasses and Bonnie noticed there were dark circles under her eyes. ‘Yes?’

‘Are you looking for a receptionist?’ She glanced around the room, noting the ancient computer and hooks behind the desk holding plastic packets of padlocks

‘Umm?’

‘Because I’m new to the area and was thinking about looking for a part-time job.’ Bonnie spoke quickly. She knew if she didn’t blurt it out, she’d overthink and end up saying nothing. She straightened her spine, directing her gaze six inches up to meet the woman’s eyes.

The woman’s shoulders visibly dropped, as though she was giving up on a fight. ‘Right, well, I suppose you should take one of these.’ She picked up another leaflet with a manicured hand and passed it to Bonnie who was suddenly aware of her bitten-down nails and the grubby plaster on her thumb. ‘All the details are on there, along with my daughter’s phone number. She’s the one who’s pushing for this.’

Bonnie took the leaflet and stared at the name and phone number. 

The woman cleared her throat. ‘Was there anything else?’

‘No, thank you … sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’ She paused, head tilted to one side.

‘Alice Egerton.’

Bonnie gave her warmest smile. ‘Nice to meet you, Alice. I’m Bonnie Lombard.’ She tucked the papers into her bag. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

As she trotted down the road towards the Chinese takeaway, there was a new lightness in her chest. The wind cooled her face and blew out her hair like a fan on a film set. She was Bonnie Lombard, successful interior designer. She’d recently sold her business for an enormous amount of money. She would never need to work again, but more than anything in the world right now, she desperately wanted this job.




Chapter Two

Alice

Present Day

Alice sat on the hard chair, clasping her hands together and pushing them into the fabric of her tailored trousers. Her reflection in the glass behind the desk looked haunted, her eye sockets hollow and dark. She tried to unclench her jaw and relax the deep line between her eyebrows. The shadow of someone’s reflection behind her in the bank’s partitioned pseudo-office made her turn. Her jaw tightened again when she saw it was a barely-adult in a suit.

He held out his hand and she shook it, aware her palm was clammy. She tried not to stare at the shaving cut under his bottom lip. She wasn’t sure why he’d bothered shaving. From the softness of his cheeks, it looked like it would take him a week to muster stubble.

‘Thank you for coming in, Mrs Egerton.’

‘My pleasure.’ The words came out crinkled. She coughed to loosen her voice and repeated, more assuredly, ‘My pleasure.’

He didn’t introduce himself, but Alice could see from the laminated badge on his lapel that his name was Sam Logan. Should she call him Mr Logan? That would feel absurd; he looked about twenty-four, the same age as her daughter. The voices of the bank tellers and customers in the main room were clearly audible from this pretend office. Was she really meant to discuss her humiliating financial situation behind this flimsy screen?

‘Since the business account and the mortgage are joint names, I had hoped Mr Egerton would be joining us today.’

Alice shifted in her seat. ‘My husband is unwell. He has a heart condition and has been told he needs to rest as much as possible. I run the business and have done for the last three years.’ She didn’t add that she’d worked hard to ensure Richard was oblivious to the fact the business account was overdrawn and they’d missed two mortgage payments on the house. The stress might kill him.

Sam tapped on the keyboard on the desk, squinting at the small computer screen. He turned it to Alice. ‘This is the balance of the account.’

Alice took her glasses from where they perched in her hair and put them on. She looked at the screen and winced. ‘Yes.’

‘So, you can see why we needed this meeting.’

‘As I informed you in my email, this is only a temporary situation. When the storage facility plot is sold, we’ll be able to repay the overdraft and settle the mortgage. It will sell for considerably more than it’s worth as a business. It’s only a matter of time.’

‘I wish it was as simple as that.’ He swung the screen back towards himself. ‘Am I right in thinking the planning application has been turned down once? And it failed the appeal?’

‘Yes, but—’ She wished she could undo the bow tied neatly at the neck of her blouse to release the heat crawling up her body.

‘I’m afraid we have to work with how things stand now. Not how they might look if a gamble pays off.’

Sweat dribbled down Alice’s back. ‘It is not a gamble. It’s a process. Bureaucracy.’

‘A process that has already failed twice.’

Did he think she didn’t know that, that it didn’t keep her up at night? ‘We have amended the plans to ameliorate many of the objections.’

‘Still—’

‘Our house has equity. A lot of equity.’

He rubbed at a red patch under the collar of his shirt. Alice saw he was almost as uncomfortable as she was, which somehow made it worse.

‘But, unfortunately, now you are in arrears on your mortgage.’ 

His pitying smile made her look down at her hands. ‘How long?’ she asked.

‘Sorry?’

She swallowed and looked directly into his eyes. ‘How long will the bank give us before it forecloses?’

‘Well, as you say, the house is worth considerably more than the mortgage, so if you put it on the market now …’

‘No. I can’t sell the house. Give me nine months.’

He sat back in his chair. ‘That’s not really—’

Alice pushed words past the lump in her throat. ‘Six? If you allow me six months from now to get planning permission, then I can sell the plot and I will have more than enough money to pay off the overdraft and the mortgage. The new plans are almost ready. That’s where a lot of the money has gone. Architects cost the—’

Sam sighed. ‘But—’

‘If permission is refused, I will sell my house and pay both debts in full. You have my word.’

‘I’m afraid we work on figures, not words, Mrs Egerton.’

The sound of chattering voices beyond the screen seemed to amplify. She talked over the noise. ‘Please. Let me try. My husband is ill. My daughter wants … It’s our home …’ She dug her nails into her palms. ‘Let me try.’ She leaned forwards, pointing at the screen. ‘Do the figures. Please. Work out what I need to get us through the next six months. I’m sure it will be far less than the equity in the house.’

He didn’t meet her eye when he shook his head. ‘We can’t offer you any more because your income doesn’t cover what you already owe.’

‘But—’ Tears stung the corners of her eyes.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Egerton. I wish it was better news.’

‘I understand. I’ll arrange … something. A payment plan, or …’ Alice stood, knocking her thigh hard on the desk as she quickly shook Sam Logan’s hand and left before she humiliated herself even more. 

She rushed back in the direction of Bocks, hoping nobody had called by and found it closed. On the way, she passed a run-down parade of shops at the shabby end of the high street. A scuffed black sign by a doorbell next to a kebab shop said, ‘Financial Adviser: Loans, Mortgages and Investments.’ Alice paused briefly, before pressing the bell.

***

She wasn’t proud of the fact she waited until Richard’s sleeping tablet made him drowsy before giving him the documents to sign that evening. After the bank refused to help her, her only option was the dodgy financial adviser. If Richard had seen how much they would have to pay in interest on the sub-prime loan she’d taken out against the house, there was no way he’d have signed.

The only thing she could buy now, was time. She had six months to make it work.




Chapter Three

Alice

Present Day

Alice closed her front door behind her then stooped to release her feet from her shoes and rubbed at her aching soles, the nude tights wrinkling under her fingers. She should probably start wearing flats to work since her back twinged with sciatica most days, but that would feel like giving up and she was not a quitter. She put on her slippers. Straightening, she rolled her shoulders to release the tension that built from the moment she walked into that bloody storage facility to the minute she returned home and poured herself a glass of Malbec in her favourite crystal glass.

‘Richard,’ she shouted, her voice loud in the cavernous hallway. ‘Where are you?’

‘In the sitting-room. Good day?’

She kneaded a knotted muscle in her neck and pushed open the door to the sitting-room. She didn’t know why she asked where he was when she got home from work because Richard was always exactly where he should be; in his chair, paper on his lap, and wire-rimmed glasses balanced midway down his nose. His beige jumper and grey trousers melted into the neutral tones of the room, the light brown sofa, and tasteful prints arranged symmetrically on the cream walls. She leaned down to kiss his forehead.

He squeezed her hand. ‘Any news from the front line?’

She imagined guerrilla fighters, head to toe in combat gear, hiding in the narrow corridors behind the cardboard boxes, wielding staple guns. ‘No, nothing to report. Did you take your tablet?’

‘Yes.’ He smiled. ‘I remembered today.’

Was she meant to pat him on the head for remembering all on his own to take the tablets that thinned his blood enough to get through his clogged arteries? She imagined adding it to the list in her head along with every other thing that kept their small family from combusting. The muscles in her cheeks twitched as she caught herself and clamped her teeth together. This was not Richard’s fault. She needed to remember that.

She patted his shoulder and stepped back into the hall, standing under the chandelier that dripped from the landing ceiling to the centre of the impressive atrium.

‘Laura!’

A voice replied distantly from upstairs.

‘Laura? I can’t hear you!’

Footsteps thudded along the landing, and a face appeared over the white banister. ‘That’s because we’re not in the same room, Mother.’ Her tone was exasperated. ‘If you came to my bedroom instead of summoning me from the hall, you’d be able to hear me. I’m not a child who hasn’t done as they’re told, for god’s sake.’

‘But I want you to come here.’ Was she supposed to run upstairs to speak to her daughter now, as well as everything else?

A huge sigh could be heard as the head dipped out of sight, then reappeared at the top of the staircase.

‘Oh, god. I’d forgotten about your hair.’

‘Let it go.’ Laura trotted down the stairs and marched past Alice, who followed her into the kitchen, the sting of the pinched nerve in her back making her breath catch. 

Sighing, she lifted a mug that one of them had left on the granite island and put it in the dishwasher, then wiped away the ring it had left on the black surface. ‘But why have you left it dark at the roots? If you’ve got to have candyfloss-pink hair, why not do the whole lot? Roots used to be a bad thing in my day.’

‘I’m twenty-four years old.’ Laura turned sharply. ‘You need to let me do what I want with my own sodding hair. I wish I’d gone for fuchsia now, instead of this tasteful pale pink.’ She inspected a strand, twirling it around her finger.

Alice groaned. ‘Tasteful? We’ll have to agree to disagree on that.’

‘Nothing new there.’

Alice wasn’t about to rise to the bait. ‘Anyway, why are you so touchy this evening? I’m the one who’s been in the misery maze all day. My back’s killing me.’ She lifted a bottle of red wine from the island’s built-in rack and tipped it, raising her eyebrows to her daughter, who nodded. She reached into the glass-fronted cupboard near the sink and plucked out three glasses with slender stems.

‘I’m trying to finish that application for my MA. I haven’t got half the experience I need.’ She watched Alice pour the red liquid and then took a sip. ‘I bet nobody else applying for an MA in Fine Art did a BSC in boring Business.’

‘What’s the phrase? Let it go?’ Alice poured a third, smaller glass, and took it through to the sitting-room, Laura following.

‘What are we letting go?’ Richard took his glass and smiled at his wife, folding his paper and putting it on the coffee table.

‘Her silly ideas, hopefully.’ Alice sat, laying her head on the back of the sofa, and exhaling deeply.

‘Oh, for the love of …’ Laura balled her fists. ‘Doing an MA is not a silly idea. You make it sound like I’m planning to give away all my worldly possessions and go and live in a Kibbutz.’

‘You haven’t got any worldly possessions.’

‘And why’s that?’

‘Let’s not do this again. I’m tired.’ Alice pulled her head upright with an enormous effort. ‘I’m just saying that now might not be the best time to take something like that on.’

‘The best time for who?’ Laura stalked from the room before Alice could reply.

‘Whom,’ Alice whispered. She stuck her tongue out at a frowning Richard.

‘That went well,’ he said, blowing into his cheeks and letting the air out slowly.

‘She’s stubborn. I don’t know where she gets it from.’

‘That much is true.’

Alice closed her eyes and took another drink, concentrating on the rich flavour, the feel of it on her tongue, an infinitesimal burn of alcohol at the back of her throat and up into her nose. The loosening of her muscles would come soon, she hoped. ‘I only called her down to help with dinner, and now she’s gone again.’

‘Anything I can do?’

She looked at her husband. His thin face had aged ten years in the last three. Now the deep laughter lines were less visible than the worry lines carved across his forehead. ‘It’s fine, it’s only a salmon tray bake. I’m sure I can manage.’

She pushed her hands against the sofa cushion, feeling her elbows creak as she levered herself from the seat. 

Laura was leaning against the island in the centre of the kitchen scrolling through her phone when Alice entered. ‘Could you give me a hand with dinner?’

‘I would’ve made dinner while you were at work, if you’d let me.’

Alice groaned. ‘I don’t want to argue, I just want a bit of help.’

‘Yep, that’s what I do isn’t it? Help.’

Alice’s shoulders slumped. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘I help out at home. I help with the business. It’s time I did something for myself.’

Alice quietly closed the kitchen door, leaning her back against the wood. ‘Your point is?’

Laura pulled out a stool from under the lip of the island and sat. ‘All my friends have lives of their own. They’ve got flats and boyfriends. What have I got?’

The temptation to point out all the ways her own life had changed in the last three years almost overwhelmed Alice. She hadn’t planned to be working long hours in a business she had no interest in just to keep their house from being repossessed. She shouldn’t have to take out an extortionate loan against her beautiful home. She should be looking forward to a comfortable retirement, flicking through brochures for Caribbean cruises, not manning the desk at a shabby storage centre.

‘You’re not exactly suffering, are you?’ Alice gestured around the large kitchen with its full fridge and wine rack, expensive tiled floor, and marble dining table. ‘And you’ve got a degree and a job. When I was your age—’

‘No.’ Laura put her flat palm in the air. ‘I’m not listening to how you and Dad worked your way up from nothing again. I know you worked hard.’ Her eyes flashed with a fire Alice recognised. ‘But I’m sick of living like I’m some kind of add-on to your life. I need to do something for myself.’

Alice pushed herself away from the door and sat on a stool close to Laura. She spoke quietly. ‘It won’t be forever, just until we get planning permission on the plot. When we’ve sold it, everything will change.’

Laura gripped the edge of the granite. ‘No, it won’t. There’s always something that means you need me to stay.’

‘That’s not fair. Everything I’ve done is to make things better for all of us, for all our futures.’

‘That’s my point. For the future. But what about now? The plans might never be agreed. We both know that. Even if they are, can you honestly say there won’t be another reason for me to hang around here and see what the future brings?’ She did air quotes with her fingers and Alice wanted to slap her hands. She had no idea of the lengths Alice was going to, to make their futures secure. One day they’d look back and be grateful, and that day couldn’t come soon enough.

‘It’s already been three years since I moved back home.’ Laura gave a short laugh. ‘Three years, Mum. Am I meant to put all my plans on hold on the off-chance things might work out for you?’

Alice whispered, ‘It’s not just for me. It’s for all of us and for your dad. You know how bad he feels about everything going wrong.’ She looked back at the door to make sure it was still closed. ‘If we can keep the units going until the council sees sense, then at least he’ll have something to look forward to. He needs to think everything is going smoothly so he doesn’t worry. And I’m trying to give you what you want. Honestly, I am. It’s just taking longer than I thought.’

Laura stared down at her hands, releasing her grip on the island, and picking at flecks of what looked like red paint. Alice became conscious of the humming of the fridge, trying to think of something to say to bridge the gap between herself and her only child.

‘A woman came in yesterday and took one of your leaflets.’

Laura looked up, her brown eyes bright. ‘You put them out?’

Alice shrugged. ‘Not out exactly, but they were on the desk and she asked about the job. She took one away with her.’

Laura spoke quickly. ‘What was she like? Do you think she was interested?’

Alice pursed her lips. She shouldn’t have mentioned it. What was she thinking? ‘I have no idea. She said she was new to the area, so I don’t imagine we’ll be the only place she’s looking.’ She lifted herself from the stool and opened the fridge, taking out the salmon, peppers, and mange tout, and dropping them on the island. She silently totted up how much this meal cost, wincing at the thought. ‘I wouldn’t get your hopes up.’

‘But if she does apply, and she’s suitable, then I’ll have the time to do my course.’

Alice turned and put her hand over Laura’s, then lifted it quickly. ‘Let’s not get carried away. She hasn’t even applied yet and she might be a mass murderer or something. She was a bit untidy looking.’

‘Not all mass murderers are untidy; look at Ted Bundy.’ Laura winked, a smile lifting her soft cheeks. ‘And you let a woman with pink hair manage the place, so you’re obviously not that picky.’

‘Yes, well, you can’t choose your family, can you?’

Laura laughed and arched one dark eyebrow just as her phone began to trill in her pocket.

‘Hello,’ she said, her eyes widening in surprise. ‘You’re ringing about the job?’ She looked at Alice and gave a thumbs up. Alice listened, unease tightening the muscles in her back, pinching the nerve until sharp pain shot down her leg. Laura used a voice Alice barely recognised, even pronouncing consonants at the ends of words. ‘That’s great. Could you email your CV?’

There was quiet before Laura said, ‘Could you come in for an interview the day after tomorrow? That will give us time to go through your CV and think up some quasi-intelligent questions.’ She laughed at the reply before saying, ‘Great. I look forward to meeting you then.’

‘That was a bit premature.’ Alice bit back the desire to tell Laura exactly how dicey their financial situation was. It wouldn’t do any good to burden her daughter. She’d given up so much already. Even a part-time salary would put more strain on an overstretched budget, but she had the money from the loan now, and maybe giving Laura some time to work towards her dream would be a good way to use it. Anyway, in six months the fear that gripped her insides every time she thought about money would be a distant memory. She was sure of it.

Laura skipped from the room. ‘No time like the present.’

Alice opened the drawer where they kept spare batteries and keys and took out the property listings she’d stashed there. She flicked through the glossy sheets, stopping at a small, terraced house, then a flat in a modern block. She tried to imagine her little family living there. 

No time like the present, eh? she thought as she took a packet of ibuprofen from the cupboard next to the sink, popped two from the foil and swallowed them, feeling them snake their way down her throat. But what about the future? Who’s going to take care of that?




Chapter Four

Alice

Present Day

Laura tidied the tiny staffroom behind reception, ready for the interview. She whirled around the small, functional room, polishing the sink, wiping down the cupboard, and the front of the fridge. As she ran a cloth over the square table with four plastic chairs, Alice scanned the room, suppressing the bitter thought that Laura rarely channelled her inner clean freak at home. It was her own fault really – it was easier to do the clearing up herself; that way, she knew it had been done properly. Somewhere over the years, the rest of the family had stopped asking if she needed any help, and even though she now did, the pattern of her making everything tick was established and set.

Taking in the uneven walls, covered in the same shiny white paint as the reception, and uncomfortable furniture, she was forced to acknowledge that she’d made little effort to make it a cheery place to work. It had never seemed worth it since they’d bought the place planning to knock it straight down. But three years was a long time for someone in their twenties to be stuck in a job where there was nothing of beauty; especially for someone like Laura.

She watched her daughter polish the aluminium sink until it shone, crossing her fingers behind her back and silently praying that this place would soon be an unpleasant memory, like a turbulent flight, or a hospital stay. She quickly shook the last thought from her head.

‘You’ve dressed to impress.’ 

Laura wore black linen trousers instead of her usual jeans, her pink waves corralled in a neat bun on top of her head. She looked beautiful.

‘I’m going to take that as a compliment. Thank you.’ Laura carried on scrubbing. ‘You look very nice too.’

Alice’s grey cashmere roll neck with the tie at the throat was a little too warm for the stuffy room.

‘I don’t know why you’re making so much effort,’ she said, watching Laura wipe the kettle over with a damp cloth. ‘She probably won’t even turn up. Even if she does, we should interview more than one person before committing to working with someone.’ 

‘Yeah, because it’s everyone’s dream job. They’ll be queueing up for the chance to work here.’

Ignoring her daughter’s sarcasm, Alice rushed to the door as a banging noise came from reception.

‘Ah, Jim!’ she said to the elderly man who was opening and closing the red door that led through to the storage units. His hooded eyes narrowed as he moved the door backwards and forwards on its hinges, head cocked to one side.

‘Now then,’ he said. ‘I think it’s stopped squeaking. Can you hear anything?’

Alice stepped out from behind the desk, listening intently, eyes dipping from the cracks appearing in the shiny paint on the high ceiling, to the threadbare carpet tiles. The damned place was falling apart. ‘I don’t think I can.’

They both stood in silence, staring at the door as Jim moved it to and fro like a fan in front of a fainting maiden’s face.

‘I think you’ve fixed it!’ Alice broke the silence, clapping her hands as Jim slowly straightened with his hand supporting the small of his back.

‘I think I have.’ A smile bounded onto his face and his wrinkled cheeks flushed as he stole a glance at Alice then looked away.

‘It’s been bothering me for so long, and now it’s gone. You’re a marvel, Jim Morton.’

‘Glad to help.’ His voice was gruff, as though warming up for the first words of the day. ‘Nice to see both of you in this morning. Laura looks very smart.’

‘Yes.’ Alice opened and closed the door experimentally, her smile fading. ‘We’re meant to be interviewing a new receptionist this morning, but I’m rather hoping she doesn’t turn up.’

‘You’re not thinking of leaving here, are you?’ Jim flushed again. ‘I mean, it would be strange not to see you every day.’

She could’ve kissed his lovely old face. ‘It’s only a part-time post, so Laura can spend more time painting bloody pictures.’ She covered her mouth and put her hand on Jim’s arm. ‘Don’t tell her I said that. I just worry about her future. I don’t know how she thinks she’ll make a living with a master’s in Fine Art. I wish she’d do something with her business degree. That’s more likely to give her a stable income. You can’t underestimate that, can you?’

Jim put his hand over hers. ‘These young ’uns don’t value stability like we did at their age, do they? Your secret’s safe with me.’

‘Now, what do I owe you for fixing this door?’

Jim flapped his arm dismissively. ‘Don’t be daft, it only took a minute, and I was here anyway.’

Alice pursed her lips. ‘You can’t—’

‘I can do what I like,’ Jim interrupted, standing tall. ‘It’s one of the few perks of getting old.’

‘What must your wife think of me? I’m sure she must curse me for taking advantage of you.’ She knew how she’d react if Richard regularly did unpaid work for another woman. Jim’s wife was either oblivious or a saint.

Jim dropped his eyes to the floor. ‘She thinks nothing of the sort. She’s glad to have me out from under her feet.’ He bent to pick up his toolbox, then looked up at Alice with kind eyes. ‘I’m always happy to help, so please don’t stop letting me know what needs doing. It’s nice to feel useful.’

She squeezed his arm, hating herself for thinking up a list of repairs she would ask Jim to do when the shame of not paying him for this one abated. A loud buzzer sounded behind the desk and they both turned to see Laura bounce in from the staffroom and press the button to release the blue door.

The woman who entered looked very different from the untidy creature who’d taken the leaflet. Her hair was still a bit wild, the strawberry blonde, wispy fringe tucked ineffectually behind her ears, but her silk blouse looked expensive, as did her tailored culottes. It was the kind of outfit Alice admired in magazines – blues clashing with greens in contrasting prints – but knew she’d never be brave enough to try.

‘You must be Bonita.’ Laura approached the woman, hand outstretched.

When the woman took her hand and shook it, Alice was surprised to see she was trembling. She actually looked like she might cry. Was she really that frightened of interviewing for a part-time job?

‘Yes, at least that’s the name on my driving licence, so I put it on my CV, but most people call me Bonnie.’ The woman gave a short, nervous-sounding laugh.

‘Okay, Bonnie.’ Laura gestured to Alice and Jim. ‘I believe you’ve met my mother, Alice.’

Alice nodded as the small woman looked up at her.

‘And that’s Jim. He’s a customer, but he very kindly helps out around the place.’

‘Hello.’ Jim thrust out his hand and Bonnie shook it, seemingly recovered from the trauma of her entrance. Her smile was broad, eyes darting between the three of them like a skittish puppy, deciding who to lick first.

‘Nice to meet you all.’ She wiped her hands on her trousers. ‘I’m surprised how nervous I am, it’s a long time since I had an interview.’

Alice stepped forwards, aware of her height as she looked down on Bonnie. ‘Yes, I saw that on your CV. I’m a little confused to be honest—’

‘Let’s go through to the staff room, shall we?’ Laura interrupted. ‘I’m sure you’ll be less nervous with a nice cup of tea.’

***

Seated on the plastic chairs, Alice watched Bonnie wipe sweat from her top lip as she and Laura leafed through a copy of her CV. She put the paper on the table and looked directly into Bonnie’s green eyes. ‘You’re an interior designer, I see?’

‘That’s right.’

‘And you had your own business in Glasgow?’

‘That’s correct.’

Alice sat back in her chair and crossed her arms, then uncrossed them again, aware she might appear unapproachable. ‘Could you explain why, as a businesswoman in a creative field, you’re applying for a part-time job in a storage facility?’ If her husband hadn’t bought the units then nearly died a few days later, she wouldn’t have chosen to spend a moment of her precious time cloistered in this stultifying place.

She felt Laura tense beside her, but the question needed to be asked.

Bonnie wrapped her fingers around her mug of tea. She bit her bottom lip. ‘I know it might seem a little odd, but I’ve had to rethink my life recently and I believe this job would be perfect for me.’

‘Could you expand?’ Alice was sure she heard Laura tut, as though she didn’t spend her life complaining about having to work there. But she was undeterred. ‘Why would it be perfect?’

Bonnie let go of the mug and lay her fingers flat on the table. She took a deep breath. ‘I’ve recently sold my business and moved to a new area. I have my reasons for all of that, which I would rather not disclose now, but it’s fair to say that having arrived at this time in my life’ – she looked at Alice, who recognised the inference – ‘I have taken stock and carefully considered what’s important to me and now I aim to do my best to pursue it.’

Alice wondered if an interview was the right time to tell a prospective employer you had secrets but couldn’t think of a question that wouldn’t sound inappropriately probing. ‘And how does taking on a minimum wage job fit in with your grand, new life plan?’ If she thought she’d be able to work her way up, she was wrong. ‘There’re no options for promotion or pay rises; this isn’t that kind of business. It’s repetitive and boring and we don’t have a TV company coming and auctioning off forgotten bins.’

Laura threw daggers at her.

‘I’m only saying that if your grand plan involves world domination of the storage business, there really isn’t anything to dominate.’ Alice hated sounding so pessimistic, but she couldn’t understand why this woman wanted this job. She didn’t need the hassle of taking her on and training her only for her to disappear in a few weeks, leaving Alice to pick up the pieces.

‘There’s nothing grand about my plan,’ said Bonnie, her freckles dancing as she scratched her nose.

Laura shot Alice a cold glance. ‘I think what my mother is trying to say, is, why does this job appeal to you?’

‘Okay, to be perfectly honest, my artwork is what makes me happy. I want time and space to paint and draw and enjoy my life without the demands of a stressful job.’

Alice had to close her eyes to stop the other two women seeing her eyeballs roll to the back of her head. Another bloody artist. Didn’t anyone know how hard it was trying to make a living doing the most mundane jobs, never mind following your artistic passions? She focused on containing the muscles in her face and opened her eyes again, avoiding looking at Laura. Bonnie was still talking.

‘But I don’t know a soul, so I’d like a job where I can meet people, but where I wouldn’t have to take work home. I don’t need the money, it’s true, but I do need some structure in my days, some company, and so I think this job would suit me perfectly.’

Lucky you, thought Alice sourly. ‘Wouldn’t retail be a better option if you want to meet people?’ Her tone sounded abrupt, even to her.

‘I’m not a big fan of shops.’

Alice wondered why Bonnie’s cheeks coloured but didn’t feel she could ask.

‘Our customers are lovely,’ Laura interjected, ‘and everyone has an interesting story to tell about why they need storage, so I’m sure you’d meet new friends here. Jim, who you met outside, retired a few years ago and his wife likes to keep the house perfect so he stores all of his tools and bits and bobs here, which is enormously useful when bits fall off the building.’

Why was Laura prattling like that? Alice gave her a tap on the ankle with her shoe and Laura kicked her back. 

‘What personal strengths would you bring to the job?’ Alice was pleased she’d read a couple of articles on interview techniques with her morning coffee and hoped this overqualified woman wouldn’t see through her bravado.

Bonnie chewed her bottom lip again and looked up to the left. ‘I’m loyal and hardworking.’ She paused. ‘I’m friendly and have a creative approach to problems.’ She nodded at the bare walls. ‘And I think I’ve got a few pictures I could hang in here to cheer the place up a bit.’ She pulled her lips back in a grimace. ‘If that’s not overstepping the job description.’

Laura chortled and shook her head. ‘It sounds like a perfect collection of skills to me, especially the last one. I might join you!’

‘Anyway,’ said Alice, forcing a polite smile and keen to bring the meeting to an end. ‘I think we’ve asked everything we need.’ She folded the CV into quarters. ‘Do you have any questions?’

‘Erm.’ Bonnie looked from one woman to the other. ‘How do the shifts work at the moment? Is there more than one person on site at a time?’

‘My husband has a heart condition,’ said Alice, ‘so it’s just Laura and I taking it in turns. That wouldn’t be a problem if people didn’t need us to be open at peculiar hours of the day.’

‘Those pesky customers, they will go and have day jobs themselves.’ Laura wobbled her head comedically.

Alice ignored her and continued. ‘So, in answer to your question, no, there isn’t usually more than one of us on site, so if we do take someone on, we have to trust them not only with our business, but with the belongings of all of our customers.’

‘I’m sorry to hear about your husband.’

‘Thank you.’ Alice noted she hadn’t said anything more about being trustworthy, but she hadn’t asked directly and didn’t feel like she could now. She wished Richard
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