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Imagine the most wonderful room you can. For some, it’s gleaming glass and steel, or stained teak and red leather. Or maybe you’d prefer a garden room with cypress hedges enclosing a wildflower meadow.

Whatever you can imagine, the Cookie Shop is better than that.

Children line up outside its windows looking in, comparing notes about what they can see; racks of jars of boiled sweets, shelves of cakes, or, in my case, live birds tearing each other to pieces.

Though of course they’re children and you can’t rely on them for accurate and factual reporting, can you?

What we do know is that as you age, what you see in the window changes.

You might see shelves of books, racks of different coloured yarns, or in my case, jars of preserved scientific specimens.

It’s a mystery how the room knows what you need to see.

And no one knows how it can be possible that two people standing right next to each other can see completely different things.

But somehow, it just happens like that.

No one knows exactly where the shop came from either, or why there’s only one in State City. Or why you have to visit it at least once every five years until the door opens for you, and then never again.

Why some-five-year-olds walk right on in, but Mr Jonas Quinn died at age ninety-seven without ever having gained entrance.

There are lots of theories, of course; God, the devil, body snatching worms, brainwashing communists, possessive ghosts, and mind sucking aliens.

To name just a few.

Not that it matters, at some point 99.999% of people have no choice but to enter.

Because when the door opens, you can’t escape it. 

And just as children see different things when they look in the window, so the people who gain entry come out with different stories about what happened when they went inside.

Even though no more than one person at a time is allowed inside, some see other people (or creatures posing as people), while others see no one. Not even someone who explains what’s happening.

All we know for sure is that when the door finally opens and at last you walk inside, you get a delicious cookie.

And you can’t leave until you’ve eaten it.

I, Yohanna Lalami, expect it’s a bit like one of those magical shops that turns up for a day so you can buy that thing you need and then disappears overnight, never to be seen again.

Except without disappearing overnight.

Or getting that thing you need.

Or maybe it’s not like that at all.

But one thing is for sure, everything changes once you eat your cookie.

Though no one can tell you how, or why.

Except those who knew you before say there’s something different about you, even if they can’t say what it is.

But it seems for some, it’s pretty big because they move away and are never seen or heard of again.

Not to mention those who go in, but don’t come out again.

It’s like some weird arse rite of passage, like your first period, or sexual experience with another person, or a drug or alcohol-induced life-threatening hangover. 

I tried my whole life to stay away from the Cookie Shop. I can’t say why, but it made me feel uncomfortable.

Or maybe I can.

I don’t like being told what to do, so there was no way I was going to willingly go past it.

Or maybe it was just those birds.

Except, of course, circumstances always conspired against me, and I’d be in the City on a School Trip, and naturally we had to walk past it. Or when I was at university, and my work experience placement was right next door.

And now, here I am again because my boss sent me into the City to deliver some papers to a supplier. I’ve no idea why - email would have been quicker and more reliable than me.

But I bet if I ask him, he won’t be able to come up with a reasonable explanation.

The Cookie Shop does that to you.

Nothing about it ever makes sense until after you’ve eaten your cookie and are back outside.

Like somehow, even though I walked in completely the wrong direction, I ended up standing in front of the Cookie Shop.

And even though I turned my back and walked away, I ended up coming back around to it from the opposite direction.

And while I was there, the door opened invitingly.

Even waggling a little in encouragement.

I tried backing up and away from the door, but some interfering old biddy took up a cry that the door was open, and that I was refusing to enter, and led a commotion to push me, struggling all the way, through it.

Interfering old biddies are just the worst.

So even though I resisted the press of the crowd and clung desperately to the door frame, I found myself on the wrong side of the closed door.

It was all stunning silence, white light, and the smell of lightning.

Not too hot, and not too cold.

And for all that, not really substantial enough to be any of those things.

Except for the hundreds of thousands of millions of little blue lights that spun and danced around me, singing or talking or something I couldn’t quite hear but that set the hair on my arms standing on end.

I tried to avoid them by crouching low and ducking around the room, but they followed me. Like the flocks of starlings you see at sunset, or a shoal of fish trying to avoid a shark attack.

It seemed a very long time that they circled me.

And every now and again, one single light would veer away from the flock and flicker out.

Ridiculously, the more lights that left me, the more annoyed and angry I got.

How dare they reject me!

I stood tall, brow furrowed, and lips pressed firmly together in the middle of the room. With my fisted hands firmly set against my hips, challenging them to do their worst.  

It seemed they were laughing at me, which just made me madder.

You might be wondering why I didn’t just wrench the door open and leave.

It’s very simple.

The door wasn’t there anymore.

After about forever, I couldn’t be angry anymore.

It was just too tiring.

So, I lay down on the suddenly soft floor, curled up, and took a nap.

When I woke, there weren’t many lights left, maybe a hundred or so.

Few enough to count, though becasue they were still circling and moving, they were too fast to count properly.

I watched them for a while; they were strangely hypnotic.

But they’d become more like seagulls at the beach competing for chips. Kind of lunging at each other and pushing each other out of the way.

I wondered vaguely if they were screeching at each other.

Then I wondered why seagulls never go for the fish.

And then I thought that’s probably because no one ever offers them fish - all they get is the chips and leftover batter.

And then I wondered what they eat when they hang around at the rubbish tip.

And whether it’s true that they come inland to avoid storms.

And then my stomach rumbled, and I realised I was hungry, so I sat up, cross-legged, and started thinking about what to buy for lunch.

Definitely a cocktail, something bitter, Martini?

No, too antiseptic.

Gin and tonic?

Maybe, but not quite bitter enough.

Vodka and soda?

No. A nice cold Campari and soda would be perfect.

No ice please; if I’m paying for this drink, I’m paying for the booze, not a bucket of frozen water thank you very much.

I can get that for free any time I want.

Almost as soon as I’d formed the firm intention, a nice big glass appeared in the air beside me.

The lights were still buzzing around, and I was bored, so I picked up the glass.

Without stopping to think about whether it was safe or not, I did the usual; pulled out the straw, sucked the drink off the end of it and tossed the straw aside. To the floor because there was no table.

Or anything else aside from the drink.

I mean really, what is the point of a straw except to protect your teeth from the ice?

Maybe to make you purse your lips and look a bit sexy for the letch on the other side of the bar. Sexist bastard that he is.

Anyway, the straw disappeared almost as soon as I threw it.

At which point, I became aware that the lights had
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