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    The Black Dog came in the night. He came in a cloud – he was the cloud. A huge cloud that covered the city. And the city – the air above the city –

    became even darker. For just a while. Then the black cloud got smaller, and smaller. Until it was a small cloud that sank lower to the ground, and its shape became doglike and the doglike shape

    became a dog.


  




  The Black Dog of Depression had invaded the city of Dublin. No humans noticed.




  But the animals did.




  The city’s pets tried to warn their owners but the humans weren’t listening. A bark was a bark, and a mew was just a mew.




  The Black Dog crept through the city’s streets. He slid along the shadows and made no noise at all. He slid and crept, and sneaked into houses and flats – wherever he could find

  the humans.




  The city’s dogs hated what was happening.




  Dublin loves dogs. And the city’s dogs know they’re lucky.




  ‘All this food and water!’ said a dog called Sadie. ‘Oh my God! And all I have to do, like, is wag my tail and remember to pee and, like, poo in the garden.’




  ‘I forget sometimes,’ said a second dog, called Chester.




  ‘Me too, like,’ said Sadie.




  ‘The only thing I have to do,’ said Chester, ‘is pretend I’m happy when my owner comes home from work.’




  ‘Do you have to pretend?’ Sadie asked.




  ‘Sometimes,’ said Chester.




  ‘Oh my God,’ said Sadie. ‘I never do.’




  ‘Aren’t you great?’ said Chester, a bit sarcastically. (Dogs, especially Dublin dogs, can be very sarcastic. Just listen very carefully to the barks, especially early in the

  morning.)




  The dogs knew: there was only one way to stop the Black Dog of Depression. But all they could do was watch as the Black Dog started to prowl in the night and move in closer to the humans. It

  was horrible to see how he could become part of the air and slide into houses. How he could change the mood, kill laughter and wipe smiles from faces that had been smiling for years. How he could

  change sleep from a pleasant dream into a nightmare.
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  The two dogs, Chester and Sadie, lived very near each other. They were almost next-door neighbours. There was only one house between theirs, and it belonged to a man called Ben Kelly. They

  both liked Ben. He didn’t have a dog of his own but he always treated them well, whenever he saw them going for a walk or barking at him through the windows of their houses. They both liked

  sitting on the backs of the couches in their front rooms.




  ‘Oh my God!’ said Sadie. ‘Do you do that as well?’




  ‘I do, yeah,’ said Chester.




  ‘That’s, like, amazing!’ said Sadie.




  ‘Passes the time.’ Chester shrugged.




  Ben lived alone, but there were always people coming and going. There was always music and laughter. And there were two children that the dogs liked. Two kids who used to come to Ben’s

  house. They called him Uncle Ben.




  ‘What’s an uncle?’ Sadie asked Chester.




  ‘Don’t know,’ Chester admitted. ‘But I think it might have something to do with chips.’




  ‘Chips?’




  ‘Yeah,’ said Chester. ‘He buys them chips whenever they come to the house.’




  The children, a boy and a girl, loved their Uncle Ben. And it was clear Ben loved them. But then the Black Dog slid into Ben’s house – and hundreds, thousands,

  of other houses. He came at night, hiding in the darkness.




  Dogs, and most other animals, love the night-time. It’s the time when they can be themselves, when they can do most of their barking and howling. They’re not expected to wag their

  tails forever or to fetch sticks and stupid plastic toys. People go to bed, and their pets can secretly relax. It’s a magic time, when the daylight rules wobble and the humans don’t pay

  as much attention. Unusual events seem normal or don’t get noticed. Two talking dogs might actually be two human voices carried in the wind. A black dog-shaped shadow creeping up the stairs

  is probably the moon behind the tree outside in the front garden.




  It made the city’s animals angry that the Black Dog used the night to spread his poison. But they knew there was nothing that Sadie or Chester or any of the city’s other dogs and

  pets could do to stop him.




  Only the city’s kids could do that.
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  Gloria Kelly lay in bed. She was wide awake. She knew her brother, Raymond, was too. She could tell by the way he was breathing. It was awake breath. He was lying there,

  thinking and listening. Sleep breath was different. It was longer and lighter, less in and out.




  ‘Rayzer?’ she whispered,




  Raymond didn’t answer. But she didn’t care.




  She liked sharing the bedroom. Although she knew Raymond didn’t. She didn’t care about that either. She could like it in secret. She didn’t have to tell him.




  She’d been moved into Raymond’s room when their Uncle Ben had come to live with them. For a while. That was what her mam and dad had said. Uncle Ben would be staying ‘for a

  while’. At first her mother had called it ‘a little while’. But the ‘little’ had disappeared when Uncle Ben kept staying, and Gloria began to think that her bedroom

  wasn’t hers any more. And Raymond, she supposed, began to think the same thing. His room had become their room.




  She looked into her room sometimes, when her Uncle Ben wasn’t in there. He hadn’t done anything to it. He hadn’t touched her pictures or her other stuff. It was still pink,

  nearly everything in it. The only really new thing in the room was her Uncle Ben’s smell. It was kind of an adult smell. A mixture of soap and sweatiness. There were none of his clothes lying

  around, and just one book that wasn’t hers. She’d looked at the cover but it had looked boring, about a war or something. Except for the fact that she didn’t sleep or play in

  there any more, it was still Gloria’s room. So maybe her Uncle Ben really was only staying for a while – but the while was a bit longer than they’d expected.




  Maybe.




  ‘Rayzer?’




  He still wouldn’t answer.




  She didn’t like her bed. It wasn’t a real bed. It was just a mattress on the floor. She’d liked it at first. It had been fun, nearly like camping. But not now. Her face was

  sometimes right against the wall, low down, at the skirting board, nearly where it joined the floor. It was cold there. Always – even when the rest of the room was warm. And she could hear

  things sometimes – she thought she could. Behind the skirting board.




  Gloria wished she had her own bed back. That was all she missed really. She had her duvet and her pink cover. But it wasn’t the same.




  ‘Rayzer?’




  She said it a bit louder. Nearly proper talking.




  Maybe he was asleep. She kind of liked that, the fact that her big brother had fallen asleep before her.




  She tried again.




  ‘Rayzer?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Are you not asleep?’




  ‘That’s a stupid question.’




  ‘I bet you were asleep,’ said Gloria. ‘And I woke you.’




  ‘I wasn’t,’ said Raymond.




  ‘Bet you were,’ said Gloria. ‘Prove it.’




  ‘Easy,’ said Raymond. ‘You said “Rayzer” four times.’




  She heard him moving, turning in his bed.




  ‘Didn’t you?’




  ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I think. Why didn’t you answer?’




  ‘Didn’t want to.’




  ‘I knew that,’ said Gloria. ‘I knew you were awake.’




  ‘What d’you want?’




  ‘Can you hear them?’ said Gloria.




  ‘Yeah.’




  Gloria was talking about the grown-ups. Her mam, her dad, her granny and Uncle Ben. They were down in the kitchen. Raymond’s bedroom was right on top of them.




  ‘They’re mumbling again,’ Gloria whispered.




  ‘Yeah,’ said Raymond.




  The house was full of mumbles these days. Mumbles that often stopped whenever Raymond or Gloria walked into the room. Mumbling was what grown-ups did when they thought they were whispering.

  Whispers only stayed in the air for a little while but mumbles rolled around for ages, in the high corners, along the window frames, all around the house. The mumbles had almost become creatures.

  Gloria imagined she could see them. They were made of dust and hair, pushed into a ball, with skinny legs that barely touched the walls and ceilings as they slid along the paint and glass and

  wood.




  The mumbling had started when their Uncle Ben had come to live with them. Or just before he came. Gloria didn’t like the mumbles. They worried her. But she didn’t blame her Uncle Ben

  for them.




  Neither did Raymond. He didn’t like having to share his bedroom with Gloria, but he didn’t blame his Uncle Ben for that either. Gloria was a pain in the neck – and in other

  places too. But Raymond knew all little sisters were like that. It was one of the rules of life. And sometimes sharing the bedroom wasn’t too bad. Like now. Raymond had always been a bit

  afraid of the dark. Just a small bit. He was nearly two years older than Gloria, so he went to bed half an hour after her. It was a quarter of an hour for each year. That was the rule, his dad had

  told him.




  ‘Who made the rule?’ Raymond had asked his dad.




  ‘The government,’ his dad had answered.




  His dad thought he was funny.




  Anyway, when Raymond had gone up to bed he’d always left his bedroom door open a bit, so that light from the kitchen downstairs could get in and push away some of the darkness. He’d

  hated it when he saw Gloria’s door closed, with her stupid sign: ‘Keep Out – I Mean U! XX’. Because Gloria wasn’t scared of the dark. And that made Raymond feel

  terrible, and ashamed.




  Now, with Gloria sharing the bedroom, Raymond wasn’t really scared of the dark any more. And he didn’t have to say anything about it, or be grateful or anything. It was just a

  fact.




  ‘Mumble, mumble, mumble,’ said Gloria now.




  Raymond did a deep, man mumble. ‘Mummm-bull.’




  Gloria did a lady one. ‘Mimm-bill, mimm-bill. Know what we should do, Rayzer?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Sneak down, under the table.’




  ‘Cool.’




  It was the night before Saint Patrick’s Day. There was no school the next day, and they’d already been allowed to stay up later than usual.




  Gloria heard Raymond getting out of his bed. She stood up on the mattress.
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  Gloria and Raymond had this secret thing, a game. They’d sneak back downstairs – only at the weekends – after they’d been sent to bed, and only when the grown-ups were in

  the kitchen. It didn’t really work in the other rooms. They’d sneak down the stairs and along the hall. They’d creep into the kitchen on their hands and knees, or sliding along on

  their bellies. They’d crawl in under the table, and they’d stay there. For as long as they could.




  They couldn’t touch the adult feet, or they’d be caught and the game would end and they’d be sent back up to bed. The first time they did it, they’d only lasted two

  minutes and fourteen seconds because their dad moved his foot and felt something,




  ‘There’s a dog under the table,’ he said. ‘But we don’t have a dog.’




  Then they saw his big face, upside down, looking at them.




  ‘Messers,’ he said. ‘Get back up to bed.’
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  Their mam grabbed and tickled them when they were climbing out from under.




  ‘You scamps!’




  It became something they did nearly every Friday and Saturday night. It was brilliant, because their parents always forgot. And their granny – she forgot too. But their granny forgot

  nearly everything, so she didn’t really count.




  One night, when they had been under the table for thirty-seven minutes and fifty-one seconds, Raymond and Gloria realized something at the exact same time: their parents knew they were there.

  They were in on the game. In fact, it had become their game, pretending they didn’t know their kids were under the table. Their parents owned the game, not Gloria and Raymond.




  It was the way their mam and dad were talking to each other – that was the giveaway. And what they were saying.




  ‘Here, Pat,’ said their mam. Pat was their dad. Their mam’s name was Una. ‘You know the way Gloria and Raymond are asleep in their beds?’




  ‘I do,’ said their dad.




  ‘Well,’ said their mam. ‘Will we eat the chocolate we hid in the secret place where they’d never, ever find it?’




  ‘Good idea,’ said their dad. ‘They’ll never know.’




  It wasn’t funny, and not because Gloria thought there was a hiding place for chocolate that she’d never found. (She didn’t.) What wasn’t funny was the fact that the game

  was over – Raymond and Gloria had been caught. Actually, they might have been caught ages ago but they hadn’t noticed. Their parents, even their granny, had been playing with them, like

  three cats with two mice.




  Raymond and Gloria got out from under the table.




  ‘Oh, look,’ said their mam.




  ‘Were you under the table?’ said their dad.




  ‘All the time?’ said their mam.




  ‘Ha ha,’ said Raymond. ‘I don’t think.’




  Gloria had cried. She hadn’t meant to. Her parents never really teased her. But it felt like they’d been teasing her for ages – for ever – and she’d only just found

  out. She hated being teased. She hated it.




  Her parents knew they’d gone too far, and they felt guilty. Gloria sat on her dad’s lap while her mam made them all hot chocolate.




  ‘Time for bed,’ said their mam, when the chocolate was finished.




  Gloria’s dad kissed the top of Gloria’s head, then Raymond’s.




  ‘You can sneak under the table any time you want,’ he said.




  ‘Yes,’ said their mam.




  But they didn’t.




  Not for ages.




  Weeks. Months. Nearly a year.




  Their parents missed it – Raymond and Gloria could tell.




  ‘Make sure you stay in bed now,’ said their dad, the next Friday night.




  They stayed in bed.




  ‘No sneaking under the table tonight,’ he said the following night.




  They stayed in bed.




  ‘Did you fall asleep last night?’ their dad asked Raymond on Sunday morning.




  ‘I fall asleep every night,’ said Raymond. ‘Can you pass the milk, please?’




  Raymond and Gloria both agreed. They’d never sneak downstairs again – until they knew the game was theirs.




  They even forgot about the game.




  Then one day, a few days after Christmas, Gloria was in the kitchen and she dropped one of the charms from the new bracelet her granny had given her. It fell under the table and Gloria went in

  after it. And she remembered.




  She said nothing until she was alone with Raymond.




  ‘Hey, Rayzer,’ she said.




  ‘What?’




  He was playing tennis against himself on his new Wii.




  ‘Remember when we used to go under the table?’ said Gloria.




  ‘Oh yeah!’




  And they started again.




  That night, they crept down the stairs, down the hall, into the kitchen, under the table. They stayed there when their parents and their granny stood up. They stayed when they heard their

  parents going up the stairs. And they waited.




  ‘They’ll catch us if they look into our rooms before they go to bed,’ Gloria whispered.




  They listened.




  They heard the toilet. They heard taps going on, and off. They heard a cough, and gargling. They heard a laugh – their mother. They heard silence.




  ‘They didn’t check.’




  They’d won.




  And they won again, and again – and again. They crept and they slid, and they were sure their parents never knew. The best bit, the biggest triumph, was sitting under the table. For

  minutes. For more and more minutes. They stayed absolutely still. But it was hard. Their noses got runny, their ears got itchy. Burps climbed slowly up their throats and knocked at their teeth to

  get out. Their legs and bums went numb, then dead, then back to jumpy life. They bit their arms to stop laughing.




  It went on for months and it got even better when their Uncle Ben arrived. Now they had to slide through four sets of feet and legs. Being under the table was like being in a cage, and the

  grown­up legs were like the iron bars. But these iron bars wore slippers or had holes in their socks, and some of them even had hair in the gaps between the socks and trousers. So it was funny

  – especially once, when Raymond leaned out and pretended he was going to pull one of the black hairs on their dad’s shin. There were the legs of the table too, and the chairs. They made

  the secret space under the table even more like a cage.
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  Sometimes Gloria didn’t like being small. But sometimes it was great, like when she was able to slide between the legs and sit with her hair just touching the underside of the table.

  Sometimes, when the grown-ups were drinking tea, she thought she could feel the heat from a cup coming through the table, on top of her head. It was nice, like a friendly hand. It made her feel

  relaxed, even when her legs were stiff and her mam’s knee was only a millimetre away from the tip of Gloria’s nose.




  There was another thing about their Uncle Ben coming to stay. The grown-ups spent much more time sitting in the kitchen. Chatting, talking – and mumbling.




  Chatting was when they were telling one another what they’d done that day, or what they were planning for the next day.




  ‘Add Krispies to the list there. Is there anything worth watching on telly?’




  ‘Your man is on.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘That fella who used to be on the other thing. The fella with the hair. You know him.’




  ‘I don’t.’




  ‘Ah, you do.’




  ‘I don’t. What about his hair?’




  ‘It’s not his. It’s a rug.’




  ‘Oh, him?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘I’m not watching him.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Who?’ was their granny’s favourite word. Followed by ‘what?’




  ‘Add butter to the list too, love. We’re running out.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I’ll tell you who has a rug, nearer to home. You know your man who’s going with my cousin Rita?’




  ‘That’s not a wig, is it?’




  ‘It is, yeah.’




  ‘It’s not.’




  ‘It is.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘How do you know it’s a wig?’




  ‘Gerry in work told me.’
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