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One


Have you ever tried to shrink yourself? You would be surprised at how easy it is. You just have to have a routine, be determined and, most importantly, keep it a secret. The only person who knows about it, apart from me of course, is my big sister, Jade. She was the one who helped teach me, although frankly I think she made half of it up. Once she told me I had to eat nothing but cat food. I was only six so I believed her. I stank so badly of cod chunks in jelly people started calling me ‘Whiskers’. I did it for a whole week of school lunches before I realized she was having me on.


That’s the problem with Jade – she’s surprisingly good at making stuff up. It’s not like I can check to see if what she’s telling me is the truth, because she learned all the shrinking techniques from Dad. He died when I was five and Jade was nine. Dad didn’t tell Jade about shrinking until he had to start going to hospital, and by then me and Jade had spent a lot of time growing. Still, I’m nearly nine and a half years old now but only as tall as a Year Four. A small Year Four at that. I would probably be a lot smaller if I remembered my shrinking routine more often. But, just like with brushing my teeth, I tend to forget. I think Jade forgets too since she seems to have grown a lot lately and not just in the height department. Let’s just say she no longer needs to stuff cotton wool down her bra. I catch Mum looking at her sometimes with a sad look on her face.


My mum doesn’t need to worry about shrinking, as she grew to 124 centimetres then just stopped. Even I’m bigger than her, although not by much. My mum is so small she can only just reach the light switches in our house. That’s why our house is not like other people’s. It’s filled with children’s furniture: little chairs and tables and even baby-sized wardrobes. It’s a real live dolls’ house inside. So when we step outside it’s like walking into a giant’s world.


I hate going outside and I especially hate going shopping, because we always bump into trolls. Trolls is what me and Jade call average-height people. Well, not all average-height people, just the ones who stop and stare or shout stupid things. You wouldn’t believe some of the stuff people come up with. There was this guy at Asda who asked which one of the seven dwarfs my mum was. Or this couple in a bookshop who kept following us and saying how adorable we all looked. Once someone even tried to pick my mum up! My sister always finds secret little ways to pay these people back. Like pouring a jar of curry sauce into the Asda guy’s bag or telling the bookshop security guard the couple had been shoving books down their trousers. They were quite a fat couple too, so it took the security guard some time to search them thoroughly. My mum jokes that they only do it because they’re jealous. While they kept growing and growing, she got to stay the same. Perfectly formed and at the perfect height. Big enough to reach the ice cream in Asda, small enough to eat the kids’ meals at McDonald’s. Not everyone agrees though.


When Mum was born it was a bit of a shock because my grandparents came from a line of boring people. I mean they were a perfectly average size and shape for adults. They had perfectly regular jobs and they came from a perfectly ordinary family. Except for my Great-Aunt Shelley who lives in New Mexico and never wears any clothes. Nothing special or extraordinary had ever happened to either of them. So no one expected my mum to be a dwarf. When the doctor saw my mum for the first time, even he was surprised. She had to be wrapped up in a blanket and rushed away. When my grandma finally got to see her, it was obvious she was different. All the family crowded around the little hospital bed to have a peep at her. My Uncle Andy leaned over and said, ‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ and his wife shook her head sadly as if my mum was a terrible disappointment. But my grandma just went on looking at my mum and said, ‘The only thing to be sorry about is you, Andy – you and that witch of a wife of yours.’


Grandma told me it wasn’t much different when Jade was born. Everyone crowded around again, only this time they couldn’t believe that my mum and dad, these two tiny people, had produced such a huge and very loud baby.


Jade was so big and Mum was so tired that she couldn’t manage to hold her. So Dad held her and sang her Beatles songs and Jade finally fell quiet. That was the moment he knew Jade was going to be a musician just like him. Or so Jade says. When I came along no one was surprised about anything. I was just another boring average-sized baby and Dad wasn’t even there. He was at home with Jade.


Sometimes I think I’m forgetting Dad. So I try to remember things about him, little things, like his blue cable-knit sweater or the smell of his lemony aftershave and how he was so little, even smaller than Mum, but he had these great big hands. Hands that were always moving when he told stories. Then again, I’m not sure if those are my memories or Jade’s. She remembers Dad better than me. She used to tell me everything about him. Even all the stories he told her. My favourite one was about dwarfs and giants. It went something like this:


The first people to walk the earth were a giant family. Mum, Dad and a daughter giant, who all towered over the trees. They lived together for many happy years playing marbles with huge boulders and eating cow kebabs. But as the years wore on, only the daughter giant, whose name was Anouk, remained, and she was lonely. She longed for a husband and children of her own.


One day as she wandered across the continents she stumbled on a whole tribe of people. But they weren’t people like her. They were tiny people – dwarfs – and they had been living for hundreds of years just on the other side of the world. Anouk was so happy to have found other people, even if they were tiny, that she ran over, arms outstretched. But the dwarfs were scared and fled. All but one.


This was Tomas. He had a dark beard and eyes of fire and he didn’t run from anyone. After some time Tomas and the giant became inseparable. They both longed for children. But Anouk was always scared of stepping on Tomas or of rolling on him in her sleep. So she prayed and prayed that she too could be a dwarf. And Tomas prayed and prayed he could be a giant. One day God answered their prayers and stretched little Tomas and shrank giant Anouk until they were average-size human beings. This is why people are the height they are today.


I used to imagine what it would be like, living on the other side of the world where everyone was small. I thought it would be a lot like the Little People’s Conference we went to once when I was very young. I don’t remember much, apart from how happy Mum and Dad were and that being small felt really special. I could see why Dad wished me and Jade were like him and Mum. That’s why he taught us the secrets to shrinking, so we could always be close.


We don’t talk about Dad much any more, though I can tell Jade still misses him, even if she pretends she doesn’t. I miss him too, or at least I think I do. Maybe I just miss the idea of him. Mum misses him the most. I think she sometimes gets lonely too. It must be so scary being the only little person in a world of giants.
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Two


The day the shop closed down, Jade went to school like normal. But on the way home she dyed her hair pink. Actually, for the record, she said she didn’t dye it pink, she sprayed it pink. I said I didn’t think it mattered much, because either way Mum was going to flip out. Though I had to admit it looked pretty cool. Jade’s got really long black hair, usually. But now that it was pink, it went with her earrings. Dangly electric-pink ones in the shape of thunderbolts. She’s always wearing them, even though she’s only meant to wear studs until Year Eleven and she’s only thirteen and just started Year Nine. Jade never worries about these sorts of things.


I once had to wear trainers to school, instead of my black school shoes, and I spent the entire day trying to hide my feet. Which is surprisingly hard.


In almost everything, me and Jade are complete opposites. She has long smooth dark hair. I have thick reddish hair that’s constantly falling over my brown eyes. She has big green ones. Her eyes are why she’s named Jade, like the beautiful green stone.


I’m named Sydney, after the place I was conceived in. Which is totally gross, and I wish Mum had never told me.


Jade takes after Dad and I take after Mum. Well, apart from the whole height thing. You wouldn’t know we were sisters, and Jade sometimes pretends that we aren’t even related. She’s supposed to collect me from my school and walk me home. But when she turned up with her hair sprayed pink she ignored me nearly all the way home. Whenever I said anything she just chewed on the ends of her hair.


‘Don’t give me that worried look,’ she said as we turned the corner before the shop where we lived. ‘The pink washes out, and nobody at school ever cares about the earrings.’


I just nodded.


‘Don’t you think it looks good?’ she said, flipping her hair in my face.


‘It looks great,’ I said, and I meant it. But secretly I was worrying about how much trouble it was going to get her into.


‘I went to the supermarket before I came to get you,’ explained Jade. ‘And they had this hairspray by the counter and I thought, Why not?’


I nodded again, thinking this wasn’t much of an explanation, but it was generally best to agree with Jade. In my mind, I could see a picture of Mum getting very, very angry. I swallowed hard and did a quick shrinking exercise to calm myself down. I did what Dad called the ‘Bullfrog’. I puffed myself up while visualizing an inflated balloon. Then I breathed out as I imagined the balloon being deflated. As I did this I squeezed all my muscles right down to my toes.


I felt a bit better until I saw the sign on our shop door was turned the wrong way. Our shop is a furniture shop, but not just any ordinary furniture shop. It sells custom-made furniture. Just like the stuff in our house. People order it from all over the country and even sometimes from abroad, because we make one-of-a-kind things. Like when a man wanted a miniature wardrobe in the shape of a heart for his wedding anniversary. Or when someone’s grandma wanted a three bears table and chairs for their three grandchildren. Each chair was a little smaller than the last because they were aged eight, five and two. Mum was so happy with this that she made our very own table and chair set, with the big chair for Jade, the middle-sized chair for Mum and the small chair for me. Although now I’ve swapped chairs with Mum, because I’m no longer the smallest.


Mum makes most of the special children’s furniture, but her assistant Mandy, or Handy Mandy as we call her, helps Mum put together the bigger stuff as Mum finds it hard doing all the lifting. They make all kinds of amazing things together. They made a full-sized chair once, only it was covered in feathers and could be suspended from the ceiling. That was made especially for a posh fashion magazine, and supermodels were photographed in it wearing leopard-print swimsuits.


The shop was always open, even if there was no one inside. There was always someone banging away in the back room, and usually when we came home we could see Mum from outside, sitting at the counter that’s made from an old piano. But that day the lights were off and the sign said ‘Closed’.


Jade squinted through the window and mouthed something, but I couldn’t make out what. I wondered if she was doing a quick shrinking exercise too. She tried the handle and it was locked. We lived in a flat over the shop. We both had a key to the shop, but we never remembered them, because we never needed them.


‘Mum!!!’ we both shouted up to the window of the flat. Nobody answered. We waited a few minutes, then Jade decided we should pop into Miss Peters’ shop. Miss Peters is about sixty and wears bright red lippy and a different scarf every day, even in summer. Her shop sells things that nobody really needs. Like egg timers in the shape of armadillos, vintage feather boas, paperweights in the shape of boobs and ice-cube trays in the shape of, well, you can guess.


Miss Peters looked up at us from a self-help book she was reading.


‘Hello, you two,’ she said. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘Mum’s not in and we’ve no key,’ I said.


‘Ah yes, I think your mum may have nipped to the bank.’


‘The bank? Is something wrong?’ Jade said, looking up from an ice-cube tray.


‘Well, no, I shouldn’t think so. It’s just been a bit slow for us all around here, and rents aren’t getting any cheaper. But I shouldn’t worry, pet. Your mum’s shop has been around a long time.’


‘Do you know when she’ll be back?’ I said, flopping back on to a tortoise-shaped beanbag.


‘Shouldn’t be too long, and you’re welcome to wait here. You can even make yourself useful and try and sell some trinkets.’


So for the next hour and a half, me and Jade recommended things for people to buy. Jade was much better at it than I was. She sold a biker guy a lava lamp. Then she convinced a gang of women to buy six ice trays and a bunch of lollipops in the shape of, well, you-know-whats, for their hen party. Then she persuaded a toddler that her life would be much better if she had the beanbag in the shape of a tortoise. The toddler, after much crying, convinced her parents of the same thing. I managed to sell some bunny ears to the hen party and a dreamcatcher to the biker guy. I was sorry to see the dreamcatcher go, as I quite fancied it myself.


As the hen party left giggling, we heard Mum’s truck grumble up the road. She’s not a very good driver, even though the truck has special pedals. They fit over the accelerator and brake so Mum’s legs can reach them. Mum always blames them for her driving, but Dad was little too and he was a brilliant driver. The truck stopped just short of the lamp post outside our shop. Mum climbed out and spotted us through Miss Peters’ window. I noticed Miss Peters looking down anxiously as Mum came in.


‘Sorry, Andrea – have they been getting in the way?’ Mum said, brushing the beaded curtain from her face.


‘Not at all – they’ve been selling all my stock. I haven’t even been able to finish this chapter on “finding a man by not wanting a man” with all the trade they’ve been getting. How did it go at the bank?’


‘I’ll tell you later,’ Mum said, sighing.


Once we were back in the flat, Mum poured herself a large glass of wine. She didn’t ask us about our day. She didn’t turn the telly on. She didn’t even say anything about Jade’s hair. I don’t think she even noticed it.


‘I’m just going for a little lie-down, girls,’ Mum said, finishing her glass of wine. She clicked the bedroom door behind her. After a few moments we heard a snuffling sound.


‘I guess she doesn’t mind the hair,’ Jade said jokingly, lying stiff on our mini purple velvet couch. She threw me a worried glance, flicked Hollyoaks on and turned the volume up. I stared at Mum’s bedroom door, wishing I could see through it.


‘I’m sure everything’s all right,’ Jade said.


I nodded and chewed my lip.


‘Come ’ere,’ Jade said, grabbing my arm and pulling me in close to her on the velvet sofa. I could tell she wanted to say something important, but Hollyoaks came back on. We ended up watching in silence as two characters on screen yelled at each other.


After Hollyoaks finished Mum came out in her special pyjamas. They’re part of a set. One pair in the set has gold stars on them and the other has blue crescent moons that glow in the dark. Since Mum and me were nearly the same size when she saw them, she got us a pair each. I have the moon ones and she has the stars. My pair were getting a little tight, even though I’m only taller than Mum when I stand up straight. I watched the stars on Mum’s pyjamas glitter as she flopped down into the rocking chair. And I didn’t know why, but my stomach suddenly felt as if it was full of those sharp little stars.


‘Right,’ Mum finally said, ‘I think it’s gonna have to be fish and chips tonight.’


Me and Jade looked at each other knowingly. Mr Wu, the owner of Lucky Fortune Fish, the chippy at the end of our road, doesn’t wear trousers under his apron, just shorts. He says it’s because of the heat of the fryers, but Jade reckons it’s because he likes showing off his legs. Mum doesn’t actually know about this because she can’t see over the counter. But me and Jade have both had a glance at Mr Wu’s knobbly knees.


That day he was wearing swimming shorts with tropical fish on them. Jade sniggered and I went on tiptoes to get a better look.


‘You have good look at my swimmer’s legs?’ Mr Wu said, shaking vinegar on to another customer’s chips.


‘Oi, mate!’ the customer yelled. ‘I said I didn’t want no vinegar,’ and he grabbed his bag of chips and rushed from the shop like his pants were on fire.


‘So sorry, have a pickled egg, on the house,’ Mr Wu called after him.


But the customer had stormed off before Mr Wu could unscrew the enormous jar of eggs on the counter.


‘Three fish and chips with extra vinegar,’ Jade said, slamming a ten-pound note on the counter.


‘Two fish ’n’ chips and one scampi ’n’ chips,’ I corrected her.


‘OK, girlies,’ said Mr Wu, ‘but I have to microwave scampi – it’s a special order. How’s your mother? I’ve not seen her in a while.’


‘Fine, thanks,’ I replied.


‘And how is the shop?’


‘Fine,’ Jade said in a strange, strangled voice.


‘I hear you playing the guitar last night. You’re getting good, Jade.’


My sister blushed. She doesn’t like other people hearing her play. I don’t know why, because she is really good. She’s been playing since she was ten – that’s when Mum gave her Dad’s old guitar: a Fender Stratocaster. Sometimes I listen in when Jade’s playing and imagine it’s Dad.


‘Right, girlies, here you are: very lucky fish and chips, also freshly made scampi.’ Mr Wu plonked the grey-wrapped packages in front of us. Then he placed three fortune cookies on top.


‘Special treats for beautiful girlies.’


The fortune cookies are the best thing about Lucky Fortune Fish. I suppose it pretty much makes up for Mr Wu’s lack of trousers.


Mum looked a bit teary when we got back. But she rubbed her eyes and quickly poured another glass of wine. We ate our supper and watched an old film about a witch who runs a shop and falls in love with her neighbour. Mum loves these films because she thinks the sets are so beautiful. I secretly like them because you get to hear what the characters are thinking most of the time. Jade wasn’t really interested, but she sat quietly and didn’t make too many sarky comments. After it finished, Mum let out a big sigh.


‘Mum, is everything OK?’ I asked.


Jade and Mum looked at each other like they had been sharing a secret.


‘Sydney . . .’ Mum sighed and pulled her pyjama top over her legs. ‘I’m going to have to let the shop go.’


I mushed the end of a leftover chip hard into my plate.


‘I just haven’t been able to sell enough furniture to keep up with the rent. But I don’t want you to worry. Grandma has recommended me for a job at her old workplace, and her friend’s got a flat we can let near to her.’


I took a deep breath and tried to imagine all my bones turning to jelly and my body folding up into a small concertina person. A person so small that they can fold themselves up and fit between the cracks in the floorboards and fall away. But nothing happened and I just stayed where I was, staring at my feet.


Jade said quietly, ‘But Grandma lives in Portsmouth.’


‘We have to move, honey-bun,’ Mum said, pulling me to her. Jade stared out of the window and bit down hard on her lower lip. I flicked my fringe over my eyes. I didn’t want Mum to see me cry.


‘Hey, just think, no more smelly old London. No more getting stuck between sweaty men on the tube. And Portsmouth’s on the coast!’ said Mum. ‘We’ll be minutes away from the seaside. We can make sandcastles and go swimming and eat fish and chips whenever we want.’


‘We can eat fish and chips whenever we want here,’ Jade said.


‘We can’t leave. My school’s here, and my friends,’ I said, thinking about Anna and Harriet and all the people in class 5B.


I did not want to leave my friends. We had been through everything together, and I expected us to be friends forever. As I lay there, trying not to let Mum see me cry, I thought of Harriet and her first few weeks as the new kid in our class. She didn’t know who to sit with or do group work with until me and Anna became her friends.


‘You’ll make new ones,’ Mum said, giving me a squeeze.


I shook my head.


‘Hey, we are the Goodrow girls! There’s nothing we can’t do,’ Mum said, reaching for Jade.


‘Nothing except keep the shop,’ Jade muttered under her breath.


Mum stopped reaching for Jade and we all fell silent for what felt like forever.


Eventually Mum said, ‘I think it’s fortune-cookie time.’


Mum got the three fortune cookies Mr Wu had given us. We always liked to open them together after we’d eaten our meal. She cracked one open and burst out laughing. ‘Ah, so that’s my problem,’ she said, then showed us the message. It said: ‘It’s time to think bigger.’


Then Jade broke her cookie open and read us her fortune. ‘You must choose your own future.’ This made her smile too.


But mine wasn’t so good. It read: ‘Change brings growth.’ I thought of Dad’s disapproving face and scrunched up the paper and threw it on to the fish and chip wrappers.
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Three


Usually when Grandma comes to visit, we have to spend three days preparing. One day to tidy everything, another day baking and filling the fridge with healthy green stuff, so it looks as if we don’t only eat fish and chips, and a third day picking out outfits. Mum usually wears her best vintage blue dress with the velvet collar and pearl buttons, I wear the puffy red dress Grandma got me for Christmas, which makes me look like a giant tomato, and Jade wears anything that’s not black and doesn’t have skulls on it. But that day no one bothered. Instead we were all lying about in T-shirts and pyjamas. It was as if we had sort of given up trying to impress Grandma. And since we knew she was only here to help us make plans to move, we couldn’t wait for her to leave.
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