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Welcome

If you walk along the beautiful striped beaches of my home town, you can turn off the promenade at the Victorian pier and stroll into the town square, with its small cafés and even smaller pubs. You can sit outside the bakery and enjoy a sausage roll in the sun. You might stop at the unexpected amphitheatre and watch a man in an embroidered waistcoat play a guitar that may or may not be plugged in. Or, if you’re feeling adventurous, you can keep going out of the square, and continue up the hill that the trains run under.

Now you’ll be walking up a trip hazard of a street that boasts all sorts of businesses – vape shops selling air and estate agents selling space. A few doors down, between the hairdresser and the insurance broker, you’ll find an independent bookshop. Mind the step!

You can walk in and look at the central table display with the (sort-of) new releases, and then browse the bookshelves, where you’ll find a haphazard range of fiction and non-fiction, with a similarly haphazard approach to alphabetical order and very casual use of the word categories. In the back room you’ll find the children’s fiction, picture books, baby books and toys. There’s a closed door to an office that is too full of junk to use – no customers in there, please – then a sink for the teacups, and a small bathroom that doubles as a cardboard storage facility. There’s a strange square door on the wall that leads to a large cupboard, carpeted and wallpapered to look like a little living room. Pre-Covid, you’d be able to sit on the tiny sofa, delighted but unventilated. Today, it’s just another cupboard we’d rather you didn’t look in.

Most days of the week, you’ll find my business partner and real-life mother, Business Mum, at the counter serving customers, sorting spreadsheets and answering emails. Or sleeping in the armchair. But if you stumble in on a Friday, you might find me behind the till, drinking a never-ending cup of coffee, ordering books that are mostly for myself and writing down the goings-on that make up the book you’re about to read.



January

= = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = =

Our local newspaper mistakes us for one of the best bookshops in the country during another record-breakingly bad month. Business Mum goes on holiday twice, and I play Receipt Chicken.

= = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = =
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Friday, 5 January

December is always the best month in the bookshop, and then we’re punished for it with the endless Sunday night of January. Unlocking the shop after New Year is like dealing with all the wrapping paper once the presents have been opened; everything’s rubbish. The last time we closed the shop Christmas hadn’t happened yet, but now the decorations are all out of date and offensively festive. We have to be serious again – that tree has to go – and the heating hasn’t been on while we’ve been at home, so it somehow feels colder inside the shop than out in the street.

A few days ago I was watching family films before lunch, eating relentless leftovers and pretending emails didn’t exist. Now I’m back in the dusty bookshop wearing everything I own, perched on a bar stool and hunched over the computer like a prawn. But if someone comes in, I will say ‘Happy New Year!’ even though I preferred the old one.

‘Looks nice, that shop. What is it?’

A delivery came yesterday. We were closed, but the hairdresser next door took the boxes, so I’ve got something to get on with straight away. Unpack the stock. Tick off the invoices. Fold down the packing paper. Cut up the cardboard for recycling.

This is the bit I imagine when people say, ‘I’d love to have my own bookshop.’



In exciting receptacle news, I got an insulated coffee cup for Christmas and the barista in Caffè Nero filled it to the top and only charged me for a small. I bought it forty minutes ago and it’s still too hot to drink.



First phone call of the day is a customer ordering a stack of Wilbur Smith books. This sort of order is likely to be better than our whole day’s takings, so to get it through as the first sale is such a boost. Imagine reading ten novels by the same author back-to-back, though. I could never!



‘Where’s your mum?’

People have been standing in the doorway asking me this all morning. They don’t want to come in if she’s not here for a chat. She’s almost always here, but this month, she’s decided to go on two holidays. It’s very unnerving for everyone.

Business Mum is the person who keeps our business running, in that she does everything to do with running a business. I show up one day a week and eat the biscuits. When someone rings the shop to ask about anything that isn’t ordering a book, I say, ‘You’ll have to speak to the manager about that.’ The Manager is what I call her when I don’t want to deal with something. Sometimes she refers to me as Technical Support because I once linked an Instagram page to our website.



It seems more paperbacks are doing the annoying cut-away front cover with a banner down the right-hand side, which is literally bound to be ruined when shelved. When will I know peace?



The problem with these insulated cups is that they’re not warm enough to wrap your hands around.



No in-person customers yet, but the phone customer rang back and ordered another five Wilbur Smith books, in case ten wasn’t quite enough.



Midday. Finally finished my coffee. I mean, if that’s how long it’s going to stay hot, and I get two times the loyalty stamps at the coffee shop for bringing my own cup, I’m basically an investment banker now.



No one tempted to actually cross the threshold yet.



As it’s a new year we have a new customer order book. Very exciting. Business Mum has carefully copied over last year’s outstanding orders into the new book … straight onto the endpapers! As a person who can barely commit words to a new notebook for fear of spoiling it, this absolutely horrifies me. She did it last year too; wrote casual, temporary notes on the inside covers of the diary, and then put a line through them when they were no longer useful. Obviously, I would have written them on a separate piece of paper, which then would have obviously got lost, which is why I can’t ever find anything that I need, but still … the endpapers!



First person to set foot in the shop and it’s the window cleaner.

‘Haven’t seen your mum in a while,’ he says. ‘Is she still cruising?’

‘No, she’s back from the cruise, but now she’s gone to Spain,’ I say.

‘Flippin’eck,’ he says. ‘I should get myself a bookshop!’ We laugh because we both know the bookshop has nothing to do with it. ‘Mind you,’ he adds, ‘I’m going on a cruise next week.’

Maybe I should become a window cleaner.



12.30 p.m. and the first actual customer arrives. It’s a beloved book-club member and her Little Women (that’s bookshop code for ‘daughters’). They have book tokens to use but do the decent thing and spend more than the total. Phew. First cash in the till today, ker-ching!



A customer comes in just as the fire alarm starts blaring. ‘I haven’t stolen anything!’ she yelps. We are all stunned by the VERY LOUD NOISE, except the baby in her pram who remains asleep. What’s happening? We aren’t having any fire drills today! I leap outside to see what’s going on in the flats above the shop. A man is stood in the hallway testing the alarms. ‘We’ll let you know next time,’ he says sheepishly.



A woman wearing two coats enters the shop.

Her: I just have an enquiry about the new Hamilton DVD.

Me: Well, we don’t sell DVDs.

Her: Can you just find out for me if it’s out? On your computer.

Me: (googles) ‘Hamilton DVD’.

Her: Is it out? It’s the new one.

Me: (amends Google search) ‘Hamilton DVD it’s the new one’.

Her: Oh, no, wait, it isn’t Hamilton … I mean Napoleon.



A little boy in a dinosaur fleece finds a neat stack of stuff to buy – a dinosaur book, a dinosaur finger puppet, a dinosaur stencil set and a book about … penguins. I hastily order some more dinosaur storybooks for the next delivery.



The shelves are all looking a bit sparse after the decimation of December. January is a tricky time because you need new stock and for the books not to be all falling over in the baggy bookshelves, but you also can’t spend too much because you aren’t going to sell very much. I’m browsing the catalogue and trying to remember that I don’t need to order every new title that I want to read myself, because there are only twenty-four hours in a day and approximately 24,000 books that I bought last year with the same intention.

Sometimes people ask me how we choose which books to stock in the bookshop. My answer really depends on how much I suspect the person asking to be a self-published author about to reveal their ten-part magnum opus and ask if I want to order 100 copies at 9 per cent discount. It can range from ‘I just pick whatever I think looks good’ (truth) to ‘I don’t know – I’m just the Saturday girl’ (absolute tosh; it isn’t even Saturday).

‘Even though there’s a big yellow stripe on the step, I still managed to trip up!’
This happens a lot.

I am trying to decipher Business Mum’s handwriting in the order book – the customer has ordered two books, but one of them has a question mark next to it. Both have arrived in today’s order. I call the customer to give them the good news.

‘Oh, the other lady said I should go and look in WHSmith for one of them in case they had it … and they did … and they had the other one I ordered too … so I got them both there.’

Well, we set ourselves up for that one, didn’t we?



A man comes in to ask about our shop signage and I’m a bit lacklustre because it’s nearly closing time. Then he mentions he’s looking at one of the vacant properties on the same row as us ‘… for my new patisserie’, at which point I perk up so much I could be mistaken for a meerkat.

‘OH MY GOD THAT WOULD BE AMAZING,’ I say, imagining myself befriending a local pastry chef, which has been a long-held ambition of mine. He’s unfazed by my sudden exuberance and we chat for a while about this cursed street, which has plenty of its own problems – the main one being that it doesn’t have a patisserie.



A lady comes heaving into the bookshop to pick up her order before I close. ‘Oh, you’re amazing!’ she says to me, a simple prawn in a bookshop. ‘You’ve really saved my bacon!’ she exclaims as she buys a paperback. Which shows that, sometimes, there really is a book emergency.



My husband and daughter arrive to meet me. As I haven’t finished cashing up yet, they start browsing the shelves. They are both very at home in the bookshop. (I wonder if they will visit me as often when there’s a patisserie nearby.)

Here are the five people you are most likely to meet in my bookshop.


	Me, depending on what day it is.

	Business Mum, all the days that I’m not there.

	Retirement Gran, who often stops by for a sit-down while she makes her way around town, and tells all the customers, ‘I’m the grandma,’ as if she has heard them ask the inaudible question, ‘What is that old lady doing here?’

	My daughter (the Bookwormlet). Loves to visit her mummy or granny in the bookshop, provided she can get a biscuit from the biscuit tin.

	The guy who designed our shop logos. I went to school with him, actually. Long story short, he’s my husband now so he comes with our daughter, but he also wants a biscuit.



Saturday, 6 January

Today has started appallingly: I could hear a man summoning up his entire insides before he came into view, then he gozzed right under our window. FYI, gozz is spit, rather than sick, but still absolutely disgusting. The man was in his fifties and looked like anyone’s normal dad and I’m just horrified by it. Apologies if this is how you find out that I still call this sort of spit gozz; it was just a very specific type of expectoration that I’m trying to help you visualise. I’m sorry! I had to think about it, and now you do too.



A man takes a phone call in the doorway of the shop. ‘I’m in BLACKPOOL!’ he shouts. Reader, he is not.



Lytham St Annes is a few miles down the road from Blackpool, but the less said about that the better. I’m joking – Blackpool is very dear to me; it’s the only traumatic thing from my childhood I have to mine for my art. But if you’re coming to visit St Annes from almost anywhere, you’d likely get the train into Preston and connect from there, at which point you’d say, How do I get to Lytham St Annes? before discovering that Lytham is in fact a separate town to St Annes, and there’s another one in between. It’s called Ansdell, but the train stop is also called Fairhaven. I wish I were still joking.

When authors come to do events with us, I sometimes see St Annes through their eyes, and sometimes, to my later devastation, I hear the town described through my words, inevitably starting with that terrible nugget about them actually being separate towns, which, now I see it written down, I vow never to mention again. I do catch something like pride in my voice when I describe the beach here, which is surely one of the best in the country. ‘The lovely thing about the sand here is that we have so much of it,’ I might say, ‘on account of the sea always being so very far away.’



Excellent post this morning in the form of an extremely judgy Boy George standee, which I can pose for photos with and then hide around the shop to create an interactive Where’s George? experience for visitors. When you find him, you win the chance to buy his autobiography at the recommended retail price. (I didn’t say it was a good game.)



A lady comes right up to the till and looks at me, ‘Oh, it’s not you. It’s you.’

I’m always disappointing people who are expecting to see Business Mum. ‘Do you know Mark Haddon?’ she asks. I don’t tell her that he once gave me a novelty cheque because I feel she wants to continue with her story, which is that she’s currently really enjoying this book she’s just discovered, ‘The Incident … something.’

‘Yes, I know the one,’ I say.

She’s absolutely delighted by it. ‘It’s very clever! Lots of people have those sorts of problems, don’t they? He’s doing his A-levels now. In the book. I didn’t know what it was going to be about!’

‘Did you just recently buy it?’ I ask, wondering if that’s the connection to the shop.

‘No, I’ve had it for years!’ she says. ‘I just got sick of all the other books, so I thought I’d try it.’

‘Well, I’m glad you’re enjoying it,’ I say, now pretty certain she did not discover this million-copy bestseller from 2003 in my bookshop.

‘OK, bye then,’ I say.

‘I know your grandmother,’ she says. A-ha.

‘I love the smell of bookshops’
– a chic lady who does not come in and smell the bookshop

Bookshops smell of books. Unfortunately for booksellers it’s like smelling your own perfume: impossible to detect on yourself and when people comment on it you wonder if they mean it in a bad way. Because I’m a sucker for a theme, my favourite perfume is genuinely called L’Eau Papier, so most days I smell like a book anyway.

‘There’s my man!’
– a woman pointing to a selection of novels by Stephen King

There’s a kid in a bow tie and a trilby looking in the window and I’m really hoping he comes into the shop because I feel like he might tell me some jokes or perform a magic trick. It takes a lot of confidence to wear a trilby when you’re ten years old; that kid is going places. The places just don’t include this bookshop.

‘We’re just trying to avoid David Walliams.’

I thought this was finally going to be the day I reported zero sales, but I just sold a little bundle of books to a lovely couple who were so nice about the shop I’ve decided not to be in a bad mood any more, and I’m eating a chocolate coin because my life is rich, even if I am not.



It’s 2 p.m. The internet is down, meaning I have to look up books on my phone, which I hate to do. If anyone were to place an order, I’d also have to do that on my phone, and I already told you how I feel about typing on my phone. A fun fact about me is that I dislike anything technical and it makes me angry almost instantly when I have to deal with it. (I handed in my notice on the Technical Support role about five minutes after that one Instagram triumph.)

I ring the broadband customer service number to try to solve the issue of the red light on the router and a nice chap verifies my account details, then says, ‘That’s strange …’ and then the line goes dead.

Either he’s about to ring me back and apologise profusely, or the strange thing was actually happening to him, and I’ll never know what it was.



Stood up to get another chocolate coin. My smart watch said, ‘Great! You’re active again!’



I discuss margin widths with a customer who buys Sarah Waters and George Orwell. The customer’s favourite book is The Magus, which reminds me that I have no idea what that book is about – it always has birds on the front, doesn’t it? After he leaves, I read the synopsis of The Magus. Bloody hell, sounds great. Still not sure I know what it’s actually about, though. Anyway, looks like Vintage are repackaging Fowles with nice colourful jackets. I order six of them.

‘I love the smell of the books. Some people like grass, don’t they?’
– another book sniffer who doesn’t want to buy anything

Final sale of the day is the last two miniature Elmer the Elephant finger puppets, which I’m a bit sad about because I’d made friends with one of them.

‘Elmer’ was the first thing we sold in our shop. Our first ever customer was a man called Horace, and he didn’t want a book. He bought the cuddly toy of David McKee’s character Elmer, to take as a present for the school he used to teach at and was on his way to visit. For some inexplicable reason, his friend videoed him making this purchase on a camcorder – Horace, the pensioner, holding the patchwork elephant up to the camera. It was just a coincidence that Horace’s day was being filmed, just luck that it captured the very beginning of our business. We didn’t ever see Horace again, and sometimes I wonder what the rest of that video looked like. Maybe the school children cheered for the return of Horace, and he installed the soft elephant in the library after a walk around and a cup of tea.

I also wonder if we’ve ever had another customer called Horace, because you don’t meet many of them, do you? But I met one on the first of December in 2010. I sold him an elephant, and he put the first cash in the till of our brand-new bookshop. They say that elephants never forget – I won’t either.

Friday, 12 January

That sea breeze is Baltic today, and I’ve finally had to Shut the Front Door! No, really! The shop is open, but the door is closed; let’s see if anyone can fathom such a thing in the year of our lawd just turn the handle.



First customer successfully navigates the concept of Door to order a book for her book club. ‘I haven’t got a copy in at the moment, but my delivery’s coming tomorrow morning,’ I say, like a person with a good bookshop. ‘I’ll text you as soon as it arrives.’ A seamless interaction, which does not even include me saying, Did you know that we have our own book club that might be way better than the one you’re currently in? True story.

‘I shouldn’t come in here in case I buy a lot of books.’
Don’t worry, you probably won’t.
(She didn’t.)

A very small woman roots around the bookshop for twenty minutes; I keep offering to help because she’s standing on her tippiest-toes to reach Margaret Atwood. She retrieves each one individually, reads the back, then stretches up again to re-shelve them. It’s a real effort. I don’t know if I should offer to help again. She does a few more laps of the bookshop, looks at something from the window display and something on the poetry shelf and then leaves empty-handed after all. It’s midday now and we haven’t had a sale yet.



1.30 p.m. It’s the first sale of the day! I was worried the shop was too quiet while this couple were browsing. They were whispering – a lot of people do this in the bookshop; they think it’s the same as the library. I try to type as loudly as I can on the computer so it’s like I’m not listening to the conversation (of course I am).

‘Read that. Read that. Read that. Read that’
– someone outside, who has apparently read our entire window display.
(I don’t believe her.)

Had a cup of tea. Ate a little snack. Boosted the heating and pressed my feet against the radiator. Momentarily cheered by a customer looking for Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet, which includes my favourite description of my husband: a good marriage is one in which each partner appoints the other to be the guardian of his solitude.



Toddler in a Bobble Hat: (walking) ArrrrahhhghhhhaARHhhaaaaarrghhhhh.

Adult: Do you want to get in the pushchair?

Toddler: (perfectly composed) No. (beat) Aaarrrghhhhaaaahhhh.



When the till roll in the card machine is starting to run out, it prints a faint red stripe on the paper, so you know you need to get a new one ready soon. But on our latest machine, the red stripe comes way too early. It’s like the parking sensor on BM’s car – a total drama queen. These days I ignore the red stripe and then of course I get caught out when the roll ends halfway through someone’s receipt, and you know they’re the sort of customer who wants to keep it forever until they have enough receipts to make a blanket. It becomes a game of Chicken if you remember, and Russian Roulette if you don’t. Today I checked the roll between customers, and it was the tiniest little stub of paper you’ve ever seen in your life. Which means I won!



Well, the total takings today didn’t quite get to £50, but didn’t we have fun? Oh, no, wait, we didn’t. Tremendously dull day, but at least I didn’t get yellow soup on my white shirt. Nice big order coming tomorrow so Business Mum will be welcomed back with loads of packing paper to squash, phone calls to make and cardboard to cut up. Don’t feel too bad for her – she told me she’s already planning to do this trip again next year!

Friday, 19 January

Two people ran past to get into Caffè Nero before me this morning, which was embarrassing for them as they were both in business wear. I had a full loyalty card, which meant my coffee was free so I could use my pocket money to buy a little treat (Cinnamon swirl. Time of death: 10.02 a.m.).

It’s cold but not icy, so there’s no real reason why we shouldn’t be flooded with customers today, other than the death of the high street, the devaluation of books, the cost-of-living crisis and the town’s general ennui.



First person through the door is a delivery guy who says, ‘The box is broken.’ Now, this isn’t unusual – cardboard boxes get bashed in transit all the time and there’s a strange phenomenon that means it’s six times more likely to happen if the books inside are valuable. Special editions? SMASH. Signed copies? THWACK. White dust jackets? INEXPLICABLE FILTH. Anyway, this was a box of forty copies of Cecile Pin’s Wandering Souls in paperback for our book club next month, and nothing was really ruined, even though the side of the box had split open. The unique part of this story is that the delivery man then actually enquired about the contents. He wanted me to check that the books were all there! And he waited while I counted them! Like someone who cared! Angels walk among us.



Second person through the door is Business Mum herself, on the way to bank all the stacks of money that we make from selling books. We took £16.98 yesterday.



Next person has got to be a customer, right? Wrong, it’s my father-in-law popping in to say hello. What do you bet the next person through the door is just BM on her way back? We should install a revolving door.



Well, the next person who came into the shop was someone from Fylde Council, taking some pictures of the shop to include in their brochure. He stayed a while because the bookshop was empty and we chatted about all sorts of things, including the time Britney Spears played a concert in front of Blackpool Tower (‘It was awful’).



A small lady appears at the door and says, ‘I’m trying to come in, but Ben has found a smell outside.’

I’m excited to meet Ben. Am imagining Cyrano de Bergerac (Gérard Depardieu!). Hope Ben isn’t like that creepy guy from Perfume.

The lady enters the shop. Ben is a small white dog.



Even though it’s absolutely freezing out there, I’ve opened the door to encourage potential customers. Immediately, a man walks in. He leaves without purchase, but then someone else comes in! … She also leaves without purchase, but while she’s in, another couple enter! … who leave without purchase. I mean, now it sounds bad that no one is buying anything, but the point is that they’re actually coming in, which is a step up from this morning. Also, they all wanted incredibly specific things that I didn’t have in, and they didn’t want to order them because they didn’t really know what they wanted (‘Something on acupuncture?’ ‘Something on mushrooms?’).



12.58 p.m. and it’s the first sale of the day. Till absolutely freaking out (It’s happening! It’s happening!). Customer bought a paperback and a very handsome scarlet macaw hand puppet.



This week The Times ran an article called ‘12 of the UK’s best independent bookshops – as chosen by you’ and we were included in the list because one of our amazing customers (Mrs CH) sent in a write-up and nominated us. We knew nothing about it until The Times contacted us for a photo, and it was such a delightfully absurd surprise.

But then a local newspaper picked up on the fact that we were included in the list and ran a slightly mortifying piece about how a national newspaper called us ‘the seventh-best bookshop in the UK’. Of course, the copy explained that it was a collection of customer reviews rather than any sort of official chart, but the headline was still a bit misleading, and a lot of people congratulated us on something that wasn’t quite as prestigious as it sounded. I mean, as a bookshop that’s currently running zero events, takes less than £20 a day, doesn’t pay half its staff (BM is basically a volunteer) and opens as and when it pleases, I don’t think we can claim to be the best at anything, bookshop-wise. But our customers love us anyway and now the whole country knows it!



Customer: ‘Are you not freezing with this door open??? Shall I close it?’

Me: (screeching) ‘NOOOooooo!’



Two customers came to collect their orders, taking the sales today over the £50 mark, as befits the seventh-best bookshop in the country AS RECOMMENDED BY YOU (Mrs CH).



I have a terrible headache, and here’s what I always think when I get a headache:


	Have I had enough caffeinated drinks today?

	Have I had enough un-caffeinated drinks today?

	Do I need to get an eye test? MAYBE I CAN GET NEW GLASSES!!!

	Brain problem?



‘I could get lost in there for about forty minutes.’
Weirdly precise; assume this is based on previous experience of Being Lost.

Sometimes you think you must have a terrible bookshop because you haven’t sold many books that day, and then a tiny little boy in a puffer coat with bears on it walks around the shop going, ‘Ooh! Ooh! Ooh!’ as if everything he sees is a new kind of delight, and he chooses a little book to take home and seems very happy with your shop, even though it had no other customers in it, because at least it had a book about a cat, and a chair that was just the right size for a tiny boy to sit in.

Friday, 26 January

One of the nice things about working with your mum is that your only other colleague is related to you. Left your soup in the fridge? Mum can have it for her lunch. Left washing-up in the sink? Mum will do it (just like the old days!). Left your scarf in the office? Mum can wear it.

Because the next person at the till will only ever be BM, I can leave notes like, ‘I didn’t get around to X because I was reading something really good,’ and, ‘Can you ring Mrs Y because I don’t want to.’ Some days I come in to find notes from my mum that say things like, ‘Have you picked book club for next month?’ or, ‘Remember to send the order!’ but today there is a note that just has a heart and a kiss on it, next to a bar of fudge.



Clocked a new self-published book on the shelves that BM must have begrudgingly accepted into our stock. I spotted it a mile away because it’s an unusual size for general fiction and has a shiny finish that traditionally published books just don’t have. Ever.

We get sent a lot of self-published books in the post and/or delivered in person, and it’s a tricky one to navigate. We won’t turn away a single copy from a local writer – definitely not if they’re a customer and someone who knows the shop before they go asking for favours – but the fact is, we mostly stock single copies, and we don’t read everything we stock. The reader has to choose from what’s available on the shelf and the odds are stacked against a book that appears to have a cheaper production than the rest of the stock, while somehow costing the customer more. (It cost the author a LOT more.) This particular one sounds quite unusual and has a fun cover, so perhaps it’ll get lucky.



Me: (hopefully) Your dog can come in, you know!

Her: (grimacing) He’s OK outside … he’s a bit of a tiddler.

The Dog: Actually, I am coming in.

Me: (now grimacing) Oh … great.



Friend of Retirement Gran pops in on the way back from her church coffee morning to say hello and deliver me a tinfoil parcel of what turns out to be shortbread. Hallelujah!



A customer comes in to enquire about some Jon Fosse, but I do not have any in stock and she needs it for Sunday. I am ashamed on behalf of the bookshop. Always quite torturous not to have something cool in stock when someone directly asks for it, even though you know it’s the sort of thing that might sit on the shelves for years without being bought. That one single customer, who would have been delighted on the day to get it, has now gone, and the opportunity to sell a Nobel Prize-winning author, in translation, in a Fitzcarraldo Edition no less, in this seaside bookshop, has gone with it.

‘Do you want to go in the bookshop so they don’t feel left out?’

In the children’s area of our bookshop we have some beautiful original artwork framed on the wall. People often ask if it’s for sale. It is absolutely not. These pieces by illustrators including Rebecca Cobb, Lucy Cousins, Emily Gravett, Emma Chichester Clark and Mini Grey are my pride and joy. Also, one of the frames is in the perfect position to reflect a view of the door to the shop, which means I can hide in the kitchen alcove, scarfing my lunch by the sink, while still keeping an eye out for customers.



I unpack today’s delivery and text Business Mum to ask her to message all the customers that she hasn’t written phone numbers down for (her pals). As well as customer orders, it looks like BM has decided to restock the sticker books, which is not ideal on the day that the Bookwormlet comes to the bookshop after school. I’m definitely getting hounded to buy about three of these later.



(Whispering): ‘I’m going to ask you something, and even if the answer is yes, I need you to say no, loudly enough for her to hear you.’ A mother is at the desk; her daughter is in the children’s section.

‘OK,’ I say, without really knowing what I’m agreeing to.

‘DO YOU HAVE THE LATEST GRIMWOOD BOOK IN?’

‘NO, I’M SORRY, WE DON’T HAVE THAT ONE TODAY.’

(Smiling, whispering): ‘I’ve already got it for her birthday next week – she’ll pick something else today.’

The child picks an AdventureMice book (excellent choice). On the way out, the husband quietly hands me a book at the desk and says in a hushed tone, ‘Can you keep this for me?’ I have a feeling it’s for the mother. What a lovely, sneaky family.



‘This must be a brand-new shop! When did you open?’

‘Thirteen years ago.’

‘You never did!’

But we did.

And so concludes January. Not with a bang but a whimper, like every January before it. We know to expect it now and try to accept it with grace and understanding. Well, I do. BM’s more prone to despair, so for her the fact that this sad January couldn’t even match last sad January is a clear sign of the beginning of the end. But we only have to endure the short smush of February until things start looking brighter again. It’s the same every year, and even though that lady didn’t believe me, there really have been thirteen of them just like it.
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