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a silver van sped up to make it through the junction,
tearing through a puddle, throwing up a curtain of
dirty water that soaked Susan from the waist down.
“Aye, thanks, pal!” she yelled after the van as it sped
away. The green man flashed on, and Susan hurried
in a diagonal across the street, swearing under her
breath at the van driver. Her shoes were soaked,
squelch-squelching with every step, past the bank
and the estate agents until, at last, she reached the
doorway to the flat, put down her bags and fumbled
in her coat pockets for the key. Then it was into the
close, dim in the darkening afternoon, smelling of the
bleach she’d used to clean the landing that morning,
and up two flights of stairs to the front door.
Key in the lock, rattle rattle, door open, creak creak,
and she was back in the warmth of the flat, the familiar
smell of Mirren’s favourite candle, Winter Berries,
all sweet and spicy, still in the air. Five minutes later,
Susan was in a dry pair of trousers and humming
along to classic rock tunes on the radio while she
unpacked the shopping.
“I don’t believe it,” she said, rubbing her face wearily.
“I’ve only gone and forgotten the bloomin’ spaghetti!”
She checked the bags again, hoping that a packet of
spaghetti might suddenly materialise. No such luck.
With a sigh she went to the hall, slipped on her coat,
headed out the front door, down the stairs, and out
into the autumn cold.

Susan hurried along the street towards the corner
shop, hands stuffed in her pockets, breath fogging,
muttering at her own forgetfulness.
And then she stopped.
She looked at the row of shops to her right.
There was Bannantyne’s, the butchers, as usual.
And the newsagents too. Nothing strange there.
What was strange – very strange indeed – was
the shop that sat between Bannantyne’s and the
newsagents.
The store in question was made of shining black
bricks, bricks the colour of midnight that sparkled
in the blood-orange light of the setting sun. The
doorway was a tall narrow archway, the top of which
was a seven-pointed star. And above it was a golden
sign that might, at some point in the distant past,
have been grand, but was now faded.
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Susan moved closer. She walked right up to the
shop, reached out and touched the cold shining bricks.

They felt real. They felt… familiar…
But they couldn’t be, could they?
Because this shop, the Nowhere Emporium, had
simply not been here this morning. Susan was sure
of it. And the reason she was so sure – as certain as
a person can possibly be – was because there was no
shop between Bannantyne’s and the newsagents.
It was a strange feeling, knowing that something was
impossible and yet seeing it right in front of your eyes.
I need to get to the corner shop, she thought. Need to
get the spaghetti for Mirren’s dinner.
But the Nowhere Emporium… it was calling her.
Pulling her in.
She took a step towards the door, and another, and
the closer she got, the more she felt like a helpless fish
on an angler’s hook. She reached for the door handle,
and when her fingers closed around it, it was like
touching ice. She pulled back her hand, examined
her palm, and then reached out again, grasping the
handle, opening the door.
A breath of warm air brushed over her. She inhaled
deeply. Rich, familiar scents of melting chocolate
and Christmas spices and new books ensnared her,
seemed to reach out and wrap a gentle arm around
her, and before she knew what was happening, she
was walking through the door.
From the very first glance inside, Susan Feather
knew that this was like no shop she had ever seen.

It was dim and dusty, lit only by the weak light from
the dirty window and the warm flickering glow of a
spitting fire. What little light there was gleamed and
danced on the countless treasures upon the shelves
and display cabinets. It shone on gold-leaf letters on
the spines of ancient books. It played on the faultlessly
cut surfaces of diamonds and rubies and sapphires.
It reflected on the countless clocks and mirrors on
the walls and made the eyes of stuffed animals glow
bright in the gloom.
Susan wandered around like she was in a dream,
picking up toy soldiers and pocket watches and
daggers with handles of polished bone. She stroked
the fur of a polar bear and stared into a tank of
iridescent fish, and when she dipped her fingers in
the water the inhabitants swam up and nibbled at
her fingertips.
“Susan.”
She drew her hand out of the fish tank with a jerk,
looked around, saw nobody. “Hello?”
“Hello, Susan.” The voice was deep and silky, and
somehow seemed to be all around her.
“Who’s there?” Susan suddenly felt not at all like
an adult, but like a small, frightened girl.
“A friend, Susan. Someone who wants to help.”
Susan frowned. “Help? Help how?”
“It’s difficult being a parent, isn’t it?” the voice went
on. “Especially a single parent. I was one myself once.
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We love our children, of course, but oh what we
wouldn’t give, Susan, for a taste of the freedom we
used to enjoy. Don’t you agree?”
Susan took a step back. “Erm… look, I don’t
know who you are, or what this place is, but I don’t
think I should be here. I have to get back to my
daughter…”
“Of course,” said the voice. “Of course you do.” The
door to the shop swung open of its own volition,
and in swept a rush of cold, damp air. Rain was now
falling in great fat drops, battering the street outside.
Susan took a few steps towards the door, but
another blast of that deliciously warm shop air,
infused with its beguiling scents, closed around
her like a gentle hand and turned her around, and
she noticed for the first time a red velvet curtain at
the back of the shop. She watched the folds open
slightly, caught a glimpse of something bright and
shining beyond.
“Before you go,” said the deep voice again, “why
don’t you take a quick look behind the curtain? It
won’t take more than five minutes, and I promise you
it’ll be worth it.”
Susan stood very still, her gaze falling upon the
curtain. “Is this magic?” she asked, realising, as the
words left her mouth, how childlike they sounded.
But that’s exactly how she felt: like she was eight years
old again, ready to believe in the impossible.

“Yes,” said the voice.“It’s magic. Behind that curtain,
Susan, you will find Wonders beyond anything you’ve
ever imagined. What harm could there be in taking a
look? Five minutes, that’s all. And if you like it, why
not bring your daughter back later? Mirren is her
name, yes?”
Another frown. “Yes, that’s her name. But I don’t
remember telling you that.” Susan edged closer to the
curtain. The grown-up in her, the mother, wanted to
leave. But this shop had brought out a side of her that
she had buried long ago, when life and responsibility
had forced her to put away childish things. Now the
child in her was back and winning the argument. “I
suppose it wouldn’t hurt. Just a quick look. But then
I have to get the spaghetti.”
She moved so close to the curtain that she could
reach out and touch it; the velvet was heavy and
smooth, and when her fingers brushed against it, a
strange charge flowed through her veins, made her
stomach leap with excitement. Again, she felt that
sense of familiarity; that somehow, she had been here
before.
“Psst.”
Susan drew back her hand, looked around.
“Psst. Over here. No, not that way. Up here!
Quick!”
This was a new voice, somewhere between that of
a man and a boy. Susan glanced up, saw a leathery-
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looking little head hanging on a string over the red
curtain. It looked as if at one time it might have been
human, but it was now shrivelled and shrunken, its
skin cracked. A large piercing through the centre of
its nose reflected the firelight. Susan stared up at it,
her hand pressed to her chest. She hoped that this
tiny head had never belonged to an actual person.
“Did you… did you just speak?”
The shrunken head’s lips had been sewn shut, but
the threads were loose, and it moved its jaw from
side to side to loosen them further. “Mm. That’s
better. I don’t have much time. I’m holding him
back, but he’s strong.”
“Who is?” asked Susan. She was quite revolted by
this object but could not look away.
“No time to explain,” replied the head. “Just, please,
Susan, get out of the shop. Don’t go through the
curtain. Don’t go through any of the doors. If you do,
you’ll be—”
The shrunken head suddenly stopped talking. The
threads through its lips had begun to tighten back up,
clamping its mouth shut, until it could do nothing
but make weak muffled moans.
“Don’t listen to him,” said the original, deep voice.
“He’s a troublemaker. Where were we? Ah, yes…”
From behind the curtain, she heard the sound of
something small hitting the floor, and out into the
shop rolled a golden coin. It stopped right in front of

Susan and spun, then came to rest. She bent over and
picked it up. It was heavy. Real gold. She stared at it,
turned it in her fingers. How much must it be worth?
“You can keep it if you like,” said the voice. “I know
how tight things are for you at home. Providing for a
growing girl is an expensive business – all those new
clothes. And now she wants the same trendy trainers
as everyone else!”
Susan stared at the coin. “I can’t take this.”
“Oh, but I insist, and there’s more. Come through
the curtain and see…”
The shrunken head was still mumbling, but Susan
was no longer paying it any attention; she had been
dazzled, bewitched by this place. She swallowed, put
the coin in her coat pocket, and went to the curtain.
Then, her heart pounding, she pushed through.
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another way, or managed to sneak past her – and who
could blame him for avoiding her?
Mirren took her phone from her pocket, quickly
typed one word and sent a text to her best friend:

She turned and began the walk towards the centre
of town and home. As she went, a quick stab of pain
radiated below her left shoulder. Dr Patel at the
hospital called her little arm a ‘residual limb’, which
she did not like – she thought it made her sound
like some sort of robot. Mum knew this, and so any
time Dr Patel said the two dreaded words, she’d roll
her eyes and make a face behind his back. It had
got to the point that Mirren’s twice-annual visits to
hospital had become an exercise in doing her best to
hold in an almighty series of giggles.
Her left arm hurt today though; even years after
the accident, nerve pain would sometimes strike. It
had happened a lot when she was little; some of her
earliest memories were of tears and painful, sleepless
nights. And of crying for her dad. She’d been too
young back then to understand that Dad would not
come, no matter how much she asked. Because, as
well as taking most of her left arm, the crash had
stolen him away too, and that caused a different kind
of pain.

Her thoughts returned to Luke, and what had
happened at lunch.
They’d been out in the playground, sitting together
in their favourite spot at one of the picnic benches
beneath the horse chestnut trees, surrounded by
crisp fallen leaves and empty conker shells.
“Hey,” she’d said, “did you see Danny T uploaded
a new video last night? He made it all the way to the
end of Zombie Knightmare without losing a life!”
At this, Lukasz Zajac, Mirren’s best friend since
Primary One, had sat forward, a half-eaten red
apple forgotten in his hand, and blown the
mousy brown hair from his eyes. “No. Way. That’s
impossible!”
“I’m telling you,” Mirren had said, scraping the last
of her orange yogurt from the pot. “He did! I saw it—”
“Alright, weirdos?”
At the sound of this voice, Mirren and Luke had
given each other a ‘here we go again’ glance and turned
to see Robyn Prince approaching the picnic bench,
flanked by her usual gaggle of followers.
“Hi Robyn,” Mirren had said. “What’s up?”
“Oh, nothing much. Just wanted to show you my
trainers – brand-new High Jumps!”
Mirren had looked at Robyn’s feet, which were
nestled in huge white and silver monstrosities that
wouldn’t have looked out of place on the International
Space Station. “Nice.”
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“Nice?” Robyn had sneered. “Nice? These babies
have got fifteen air cushions and self-tightening,
glow-in-the-dark laces! My dad brought them back
from America. You can’t even get them in the shops
here yet.”
“They’re really cool,” Luke had told her. “But we
were sort of having a private conversation before you
came over.”
Robyn’s eyebrows had shot up. “Oh, really?
Private, eh? You two planning your wedding? Ha!”
She’d looked around, and her little gang had laughed
on cue.
“You’re not funny, Robyn,” Luke had said.
Mirren had sensed him getting riled. “Leave it,
Luke.”
“No, I won’t. She thinks she can just say what she
wants. She can’t!”
“Oh,” Robyn had said. “Who’s going to stop me?
You? Like I’d listen to anything you have to say, Puke.”
“Don’t call me Puke. My name is Luke.”
“I’ll call you what I like! And Puke’s a pretty good
name for you, considering how disgusting you are.
Look at those clothes! Do you actually own anything
new, or has it all come from your loser big brother?
Look at your trainers. There’s a hole in the toe of one
of them! How can you leave the house looking like
that? Answer me, Puke!”
“Shut up!” Luke had yelled.

“Oh, poor Puke’s all upset!” one of Robyn’s gang
had jeered.
“He looks like he’s going to cry!”
“Don’t cry, Puke!”
“Little baby Puke!”
Mirren almost snapped. She had glared at Robyn,
had been about to say something when Robyn cut
her off.
“What’s your problem? Is it because I’ve upset your
boyfriend? I’m sorry. Let’s shake and make up, hm?”
She’d held out her left hand, knowing full well that
Mirren did not have one. Then she’d looked down and
pretended to be surprised. “Oh, sorry! How daft of
me.” And she’d swapped hands, holding her right out
instead with a smirk.“No? Don’t want to shake? Rude.”
As Robyn’s pals had giggled, Mirren had felt
herself shrink back. She was trembling, with anger
and embarrassment.
Robyn had held up her hands, quieting her
followers. “You smell that?” She’d screwed up her
face, sniffed at the air, taken a few steps towards
Luke. “It smells like… puke!”
“Puke! Puke! Puke!”
Mirren had looked into her best friend’s eyes and
seen that he was about to cry. He had stared at her,
his face so sad, begging her to help him.
And Mirren had looked away. She had been too
tired to fight today.
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She hadn’t stood up for him. She’d just hung her
head and let Robyn and her gang continue to chant
until poor Luke had run away across the playground.
Now, as she trudged through the posh housing
estate where Robyn Prince lived, towards the
towering town hall, Mirren was angry with herself.
Why hadn’t she done anything? If it had been the
other way around and Robyn had been bullying
Mirren, she had no doubt Luke would have made her
stop, or at least tried. She felt ashamed. She felt like
a coward.
It was almost dark by the time she got home. The
smell of autumn was thick in the air, crisp and fiery.
The sky was purple-blue, and the first stars were
softly twinkling. Mirren reached the door of the close
and rang the buzzer to the flat.
No answer.
She tried again.
Still nothing.
She took a few steps back, looked up to the flat’s
kitchen window and saw that the light was on. Mum
must be cooking dinner with the radio turned up, she
supposed. She reached into her pocket and brought
out her house key. Eleven was too young to be home
alone for very long, but Mum had to work crazy
shifts to pay the bills, and so the key – and the fact
that Mirren would sometimes spend the night in the
flat alone when Mum worked nights – was their little

secret. Besides, Mrs Patterson was always across the
hall should Mirren need anything.
She opened the door, the pain in her arm easing.
Then she let herself into the flat.
“I’m home, Mum.”
She’d expected to hear her mum’s rock music
blaring, to smell bolognese cooking, to be greeted
with a hug.
But none of those things happened.
“Mum?” Mirren checked the kitchen first, saw
the unpacked ingredients sitting on the countertop.
“Mum, are you here?” She went to the living room,
and her mum’s bedroom, and the bathroom. She even
checked her own bedroom, wondering if her mum
had finally cracked and gone in to tidy it.
No Mum.
Mirren did not panic.
This had happened once or twice before; work
had probably called and asked Mum to start her
shift early, and of course she would have said yes.
They couldn’t afford to turn down extra money. But
it was unlike her not to leave a note on the magnetic
chalkboard on the fridge or send a text. She must
have been in a hurry.
Mirren locked the front door, turned on the
television, and set about making herself some dinner.
She couldn’t cook bolognese, but she did a mean
microwaved frozen mac and cheese. She ate dinner,
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