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Chapter 1
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The Peculiar Little Shop on Wellington

Sophie hurried to the grocery store. It was a cold November day, and the air had a bite to it. Pulling her hood over straight brown hair, she zipped her coat up under her chin and stuffed her freezing hands into her pockets. 

She rushed past the jewelry store, the furniture store, and then the baby store. That’s when an aroma tickled her nose, luring her ... the smell of hot apple cider and ginger-spice cookies. Sophie’s stomach rumbled. It was just after three-thirty, and she hadn’t had her after-school snack yet. 

“There’s never anything good to eat at home anyway,” she mumbled to herself. “Just boring old fruit and vegetables—and mom’s favourite, tofu.” She wrinkled her nose at the thought of the white mush she so hated. If only Mom would stop following the latest cooking fad. Last month, it had been vegetarian, this month it was vegan! What would next month bring?

The aroma drifted from the store that had been empty for at least a year since Old Man Dempsey retired his shoe business. He had to since everyone began buying their shoes at the mall or online. Sophie was secretly relieved because there was something creepy about the place. So creepy that she shivered every time she passed it.

But the smell—that sweet, spicy smell. Sophie had to find it. Quietly, she stepped over the sill of the door. Soft Celtic music tinkled overhead. Her eyes grew wide with wonder as she took in her surroundings. Hand-made shawls, toques, and mittens hung from hooks. Ornaments graced the many mini-Christmas trees in the shop. Colourful patchwork quilts lay folded neatly on shelves. Wandering down an aisle, she discovered fancy French soaps—lavender, rose, and almond—and pretty cranberry candles waiting to be lit. Maybe Mom would like that for Christmas. Then she found it—the small table where the hot apple cider and ginger spice cookies awaited. 

Her stomach growling, she looked for a price, but couldn’t find one. Were the cookies and apple cider free? Taking a quick glance around, she waited for someone to appear, but no one came. She reached down and poured herself a cup of cider, grabbed a cookie, then disappeared around the corner of the aisle. There she found a spot blocked by a tall shelf, safely out of sight of the cashier should they come. A creepy feeling came over her, a feeling of being watched. Looking up, she spotted a crow perched on top of the shelf, its beady eyes staring down at her. Sophie flinched, then realized it was stuffed. 

Her gaze wandered to the table beside her. Ceramic elves, dwarves, gnomes, and fairies stood like small statues as though frozen in time. She eyed a unicorn, its mane flung back as though it were galloping away.

How pretty, she thought. Turning it over, she read the price, then laid it back down. Seven dollars! Perhaps she could ask Mom to buy her one for Christmas or for her birthday in January when she turned ten.

Sophie’s stomach growled louder than ever. Lifting her cup, she took a sip of the apple cider, but when she raised the cookie, it glowed. She stared at it, uncertain she should eat it.

Her hand decided for her as it moved on its own up to her lips. Unable to resist, she opened her mouth and bit down. The cookie was sweet, better than anything she’d ever tasted. 

Mmmm, so delicious!

But as it slid down her throat, her entire face began to tingle, then her neck, shoulders, and arms, all the way to her toes. Her ears buzzed and the pretty Celtic music grew distant. Her vision blurred, and she feared she’d faint ... until someone screamed.

“Help!” 

Sophie shook her head, regaining her senses. The scream had come from the table. Looking down, she gasped. The ceramic figurines had come to life!

“Please help me,” neighed the white unicorn as it galloped around the table chased by the ugliest and meanest troll Sophie had ever seen, even in storybooks. “I don’t want Glock to steal my soul!” 

“Steal your soul?” Sophie’s eyes stretched open.

“Yes, like he did with ...” 

Before she could finish, Glock leapt onto the unicorn’s back. 

The other figurines shrieked in terror.

“Help her, please!” shouted an elf.

“Quick, before it’s too late!” screeched a gnome.

“Hurry!” cried a fairy.

With one swift movement, Sophie reached out and snatched the troll from the unicorn’s back. He had lizard-green skin, scraggly hair, and long nails, but it was the look in his eyes that shook her to her very core. They were pure evil. 

He clawed at her, shouting in his nasal voice, “Let me go!” 

“No. You mustn’t hurt the unicorn!” said Sophie. 

“I’m not hurting her. I just wanna have a ride.” He let out a nasty laugh.

“No, please,” neighed the unicorn. “Don’t listen to him. He’s lying. You have to protect me.”

Sophie clutched the troll even tighter. 

He kicked her, then bit her. 

“Ow!” said Sophie, loosening her grip a little.

Glock tried to slide from her grasp, his gnarled fingers prying her hand open. 

Sophie shoved him back down with her other hand until ... she felt a firm tap on her shoulder.

“May I help you?” asked a high, scratchy voice.

Sophie whirled about. A tall, gangly woman with long, grey, frizzy hair stood before her, her fists dug into her hips. She was dressed entirely in black and had an evil glint in her eyes. Could it be?

A witch! The shop is run by a witch!

Dropping the troll, Sophie screamed, then fled out the door.

“Come back!” called the witch. But all Sophie could do was to run for her life.
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Chapter 2

Alisha the Sensible
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Sophie raced all the way to the supermarket without stopping, her breath heaving. Shooting a worried glance over her shoulder, she sighed with relief. She’d left the witch behind.

“Tortillas,” she muttered to herself, still panting as she walked to the bakery section. She couldn’t believe Mom had actually agreed to make tacos tonight—with real meat! Oh, how she craved hamburger! Grabbing a bagful of the soft shells, she hurried to the cashier and laid down her money. Then she ran home choosing a different route as far away from the peculiar little shop on Wellington as possible.

* * *

“How was your day?” asked Mom as they ate their supper that night.

Sophie swallowed a bite of taco before answering. She was on her third one already. “Good.” 

“Anything unusual happen?” Mom asked in a casual voice. 

Sophie eyed her mother, wondering if she’d heard about her misadventure in the shop. After all, didn’t moms know everything? Especially when they were teachers. Besides, Sophie was an only child, and it had always been just the two of them. 

Sophie decided it was safer to come clean. “Actually, I saw this really interesting new store on Wellington.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, the one Old Man Dempsey used to run. There’s a new owner—a lady—but she’s ...” Sophie hesitated. Should she tell Mom the woman was a witch? That there were ceramic figurines that could talk? And an evil troll who stole souls? Would Mom believe her?

“She’s what?” asked Mom, sprinkling cheese over her taco.

“Ahhhhh ... she’s ... she serves hot apple cider and ginger spiced cookies,” Sophie blurted. And she has really nice things for sale too—lots of Christmas stuff.” 

Tell Mom, you big chicken!

“Really!” said Mom. “I’ll have to drop in one day and have a look.”

“Yeah, but you might wanna ...” Sophie wanted to add ‘be careful’.

“Want to what?” Mom asked, laying down her taco.

Sophie froze. There was no way Mom would ever believe her. So, she did the only thing she could think of—she changed the subject.

You might wanna ... get me another taco, please?” She held out her plate.

“Okay.” Mom gave her a suspicious look, then got up and scooped meat and cheese into a tortilla. When she handed it to Sophie, the girl took a deep breath. She was already so stuffed. How on earth would she cram in another taco?

“So how was your day at the high school?” she asked Mom, still trying to change the subject. 

“Ugh! Mr. Lemon was after me again today.” Mom rolled her eyes.

“Not again.” They shared a giggle. Mr. Lemon, the new teacher, had had a crush on mom since the beginning of the school year and kept asking her out. Not that Sophie blamed him. Mom was still quite pretty—even though she was thirty-two—with her chestnut brown hair and a figure that never quit. Not to mention, her clothes were always in vogue. 

“So, what happened?” Sophie prepared herself for a funny story.

“Well, when I walked in this morning, he eyed me up and down as usual, then looked at my feet and said, ‘Oh, my! Your sense of style is extraordinary.’ I had no idea what he was talking about until I looked down and saw I’d put on two different shoes in the dark this morning.”

Sophie burst into laughter, the food in her mouth spraying across the table. Grabbing a napkin, she hurried to clean it up before Mom got mad. “Seriously?” 

“Yes. He never stops complimenting me. I swear if I came to school with greasy hair and a sweatshirt full of paint, he’d still find something nice to say.” She shook her head and let out a sigh. “And then there was lunch.”

“Uh-oh. What happened?”

“He asked me, ‘May I have the honour of sitting next to you at this cornucopia of food?’” 

“Cornu-what?” Sophie didn’t dare take another bite for fear of spraying her taco again.

“Cornucopia. It’s a big horn full of food like what you see at Thanksgiving. He meant lunch.” 

“What did you say?”

“Nothing. He never gave me the chance to answer, just sat right down.” She made a face. “I just wish he’d brush his teeth a little more often.”

Sophie let out a chuckle. “Well, maybe you should tell him about that toothpaste we saw on sale the other day at the drugstore.”

“Or that he should stop eating onions and garlic?”

Mom and daughter laughed for a full minute.

“No, quite honestly,” said Mom, wiping the mascara that had run down her cheeks, “he’s a nice guy, but just not my type. Too nerdy.” 

“Well, at least he’s nice—unlike Cody,” said Sophie. 

“Who’s Cody?” Mom took another bite of taco.

“He’s a boy in my class who’s always getting into trouble.”

“Oh, really? How?” Mom asked.

“He likes to bug the girls. And he doesn’t do his work half the time.” Sophie pursed her lips together.

“Well, give him a chance. You never know. He might change. Kids do, you know.” 

“Yeah, right. That’d be a miracle.”

Sophie barely stuffed down the last bit of her supper. Her stomach was near exploding as she left her plate on the counter, then trundled up the stairs to her room. Sitting down at her desk, she checked her e-mail. Her best friend’s name popped up – Alisha Singh.

Where are you? the e-mail said.

Home. Sophie tapped. Hey, guess what happened to me after school.

What? came the reply.

Sophie told her story of the peculiar little shop on Wellington, her fingers typing furiously.

A real witch? wrote Alisha. Are you sure?

Yes.

How do you know she’s a witch?

‘Cause she has long grey hair and dresses all in black. And her voice is scratchy just like the witch in the Wizard of Oz!

The Wizard of Oz? Well, that doesn’t make her a witch! Alisha had such an annoying







* * *
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