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I nearly didn't bother when I saw the woman at the counter. Didn't think she'd like the look of me. For one thing I'm a big lad, almost six four, and Brookes' book shop is tiny. Old ladies generally look as though they'd like to tell me to pull my trousers up, my hood down and remove the rings and studs. They never do; other than Gran they usually just try to ignore me. Still I needed a job and the shop needed staff so I stood patiently as the old lady served a customer.

"Can I help you?" she said as though she wasn't at all sure that was likely.

I shrugged.

"Are you looking for a book?"

I shook my head.

"A card or gift?"

"Nah," I mumbled at the floor.

I'd have walked out except there was another old dear behind me and she seemed to be urging me to continue. I know that sounds weird, but it's what it felt like. Suddenly it seemed worth trying.

"I'm hoping I can help you," I said in the voice I used on Gran when I offered to cut us both another slice of her lemon drizzle cake. "I'm interested in the job."

The old lady's hand hovered over a file marked 'application forms'. "Do you have any experience?"

"Yes. I worked for a while at Blackwells." That's true as far as it goes. I did my school work experience there. Pretty much all I did was open boxes, read Andy McNab and Terry Pratchett novels and make tea, but still. What did she expect? I'd not left school that long before and there aren't jobs going anywhere, not for someone with zero qualifications.

"If you like I could do a month's trial." I have no idea why I said that. The idea just seemed to jump into my head.

"I'm not sure ..."

While she was trying to think of an excuse a van pulled up outside and the driver jumped out with a clipboard in his hand.

"Looks like you've got a delivery," I said.

The boxes would have been heavy and awkward to manoeuvre for her but for me with my big hands and long arms it was easy. Once I'd stacked them up where she wanted them, she thanked me, gave me an application form and asked me to come back on Saturday for an interview.

I tried a few more shops in town but by the time I caught the bus home, I still only had the one application form.

When I told Gran about it she asked who I'd spoken to.

I shrugged. "Dunno."

"What did they look like, Matt?"

I nearly said it was an old dear, but stopped in time. "A tall lady, long hair in one of those knotted things, about your age."

"So she's still there. Do you actually want this job, or are you going to turn up looking like that?"

"I do want it actually." Well, I wanted a job and this seemed my best chance so I did all the stuff I knew old ladies always think I should do. Most of my jewellery was taken out, I pulled on my only non-black sweatshirt and brushed my hair off my face. I even borrowed a belt, but drew the line at letting Gran trim my fringe.

"You look so much better when you're not hiding behind all that stuff," she said. "Remember to speak instead of grunting and you'll be fine."

"What do I say?"

"Just tell the truth."

Without my hood I felt vulnerable sitting on the bus. No one spoke to me or anything though. Looking at my reflection in the window I wasn't convinced how I looked was any kind of improvement, but I suppose I did seem a bit more like someone who might work in a bookshop.

The lady who worked there seemed to think so too. Took her a moment to remember who I was. "Oh, you're the boy who helped with the delivery. I'll be with you in just a moment."

She put a sign on the door, then took me into a sort of office out the back.

"I am Miss Brookes. Do have a seat."

Miss Brookes, who I guessed must be the owner, looked through my application form and the references I'd brought with me. Both were from friends of Gran's and didn't say much other than they believed me to be trustworthy and reliable. I'd thought that was a bit rubbish, but Gran had said it would be OK.

"Do you have an interest in books, Matthew?"

"Yeah." Then I remembered what Gran said and told her who my favourite authors are.

"And why do you enjoy reading those books?"

"Because I can go to other places and do different things." Then in case she thought I was stupid I added, "I know I'm not in the army or anything and that Discworld and all that are made up, but reading the books ... it's like it's all real and I'm there."

"I see. And do you think you would like working for us?"

"Yeah. It's boring having nothing to do all day." I'd lost touch with my old friends, most of who were at college, my parents are at work in the day and pretty fed up with me anyway and I don't have any money. Obviously I didn't say all that. Despite how it might seem I'm really not stupid.

"We would need you to come in on Saturdays, but you could take off whichever day you choose during the week."

"OK." I'd guessed about working Saturdays.

"You mentioned a month's trial and I think that's a good idea."

"You'd pay me, right?"

"Yes, Matthew. I propose we employ you for a month and then if we decide you are suitable and you'd like to remain, we make it a permanent arrangement."

"OK and by the way, it's Matt usually."

"Then we shall look forward to seeing you on Monday, Matt."

It was a bit weird her talking like there was more than one of her, but old ladies often are a bit weird. Gran's obsessed with making lemon drizzle cake, but that's a good kind of weirdness. It wasn't until we were back in the shop that it hit me I had a job at last. Just for a second I was nervous, but then I had this feeling everything was going to be great.

Gran thought so too. "I know I never go there, but I like to think of Brookes' still running. So many of the shops I remember have been replaced by big chains now."

"Did you buy your slate there for school?" I don't exactly know what a slate is, but pretending I think she had one always gets a reaction from her.

"Don't be so cheeky or you'll get no cake!"

"Ooops. Your laptop is what I meant to say."

"Hmm."

Once I had a wedge of lemon drizzle and mug of coffee she admitted she did buy some school supplies at Brookes'. "I went to school with the daughters of the owners. Your Miss Brookes is a bit older than me and her sister a year younger. They loved the shop and ran it together after their father retired. Then there was a fire. Poor Beth was burned."

I understood my boss always talking like there was two of her after that. It was the same as Gran still making the lemon drizzle cakes Granddad used to love. There are some things people just don't want to admit, even to themselves.

For the first few days Miss Brookes was with me all the time, showing me what to do. She also encouraged me to read a lot. I was allowed to read for two hours a day in the shop, even if there were other things to do, and to take books home with me.

"As long as you're very careful. We can't afford to damage any stock."

Believe me, I was extremely careful.

"I expect they did a lot of things differently at Blackwells," she said.

"The tills were different," I said. Not that they'd let me near one, but I could see hers was a real old fashioned thing.

"I imagine so. With this one you'll have to calculate discounts and work out how much change is owed yourself."

"I can do that."

I soon proved that was true. By the end of the week I was serving customers while Miss Brookes worked in the office. I did go and ask her a few things for customers, but I was OK with most of it. After a week, Miss Brookes left me in charge while she had her lunch or went shopping. Soon it felt almost normal to look people in the face and smile at them and to not have a hood up and metalwork in. Sometimes I didn't bother putting it all back when I got home.

Brookes' just calls itself a bookshop but it sells all kinds of things. There's lots of stationery and cards and bows and toys and stuff for weddings and ornaments. It was hard for customers to find things sometimes, though often whatever I'd been asked for just seemed to appear. Not like it was beamed down, but the drawer I needed would be not quite shut or the box the thing was in would be slightly out of line so that was the first one I went to.

That sounds a bit creepy but it wasn't. The strange old lady was though. Actually no, not creepy but there was something about her. Not Miss Brookes I don't mean, but the other one. Although I'd not really seen her the first time, I was nearly sure it was the woman who'd seemed to urge me forward to ask about the job. She was definitely weird; never met my gaze and I couldn't exactly see her. Made me think of The Invisible Man. She wasn't see-through or anything but she was all covered up in old fashioned clothes. She always wore gloves and long skirts and sleeves. Her hair was over her face and she had thick make up. I did wonder if she was a man.

Then I thought there might be more to it than that. She was there quite often, but not once did she buy anything. Mind you we got a lot of that. People came
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