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    This is a story about my friend Suzanne, and her dog, and me, and Tom, and the Great Dog Disaster. Most of the time, when people say, “Oh, it’s a disaster!” it probably isn’t. Like when Dad’s watching football, and they’re one nil up, and the whistle’s going to go, and the keeper gets an own goal. Or when Mum’s been to the shops, and put the bags in the boot, and slammed it shut, and locked the car keys inside it. Or when it’s Mrs Constantine’s Sunday School Concert, and Emma Hendry starts her solo, and her hair gets set on fire by Graham Roberts’ christingle candle. Those things might be bad (especially for Emma Hendry because her hair had never been cut before and she had to have a bob), but they aren’t actual disasters. Because I looked ‘disaster’ up, in my dictionary, and this is what it said . . .




    



[image: ]









    The Great Dog Disaster was an Actual Disaster though. It got on the news, and in the paper, and me and Tom and Suzanne had our photos taken and everything.




    Tom is my brother. He’s five. He’s four years younger than me. I’m nine. My name is Anna. I’ve got another brother and a sister too, but they’re not in this story because they’re older than me and Tom and they don’t really care about dogs, and disasters, and things that me and Suzanne do. Anyway, even though lots of people have heard about the Great Dog Disaster, it’s only me who knows exactly what happened. Because there are some things about it that I have never told anyone. And I’m going to put those in this story as well. And when it’s finished I’ll put my notebook in the shed, on the shelf, where no one will see it, behind the worms, and the wasp trap, and the piccalilli jar that’s got all Suzanne’s stitches in.
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    Suzanne lives next door. Her surname is Barry Mine and Suzanne’s bedrooms are right next to each other. The wall between our house and the Barrys’ house is so thin that if you put your ear against the wall in our house, you can hear all the things the Barrys’ are doing on their side. When Mum sees me with my ear against the wall, she says, “For goodness’ sake, Anna, can’t you think of anything better to do than eavesdropping on next door?”
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    And I say, “No.” Because if I could think of something better to do, I would have done that in the first place. Listening in on




    the Barrys is pretty good because you hear lots of things, like when it’s time for lunch, and whether it’s lentil soup, and how afterwards Suzanne’s Dad can’t come out of the toilet, and if Suzanne’s that desperate she’ll have to, ‘GO IN THE GARDEN!’
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    Anyway like I told Mum, I’m not the only one that eavesdrops. Because Suzanne listens in on us from her side of the wall as well. And in the morning, when we’re walking to school, we tell each other all the things we heard happen through the wall the night before.




    Me and Suzanne don’t just listen through the wall. We talk through it too. It’s not that easy talking through a wall, unless you shout, but me and Suzanne can’t do that because most of the things we need to say are secrets. We’ve tried millions of ways of talking through the wall. We put them on a list and pinned it up in the shed. The shed is out the back, in the lane, and only me and Suzanne are allowed to go in it. Except Tom, when he wants to, but most of the time he’s busy doing other things, like talking to Mr Tucker, or collecting gravel, or trying to walk in a straight line with his eyes closed.




    



[image: ]









    



[image: ]









    



[image: ]









    



[image: ]









    After all the ways on the list stopped working, me and Suzanne had to find a new way to talk through the wall. What we do now is knock three times to check the coast is clear, and then we open our bedroom windows as far as they will go, up to the bolts, and stick our heads out. It’s not that good talking with your head hanging out of the window. Because you have to bend right over, and the window frame digs into your neck, and if it’s raining your head gets wet. When Mrs Rotherham walked past and saw me and Suzanne with our heads sticking out, she said, “Hello up there. You girls look as though you’re about to be guillotined. Beautiful morning for it!”




    I know all about guillotines because we did them at school with Mrs Peters. This is what it says a guillotine is in my dictionary. . .
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    Mrs Rotherham is really old. If she was French she would probably have seen people getting guillotined herself. Because everyone in France went to watch. Especially the old ladies. They did their knitting while they waited for the heads to get chopped off.




    Mrs Rotherham lives up the road. She was Nanna’s friend, before Nanna died. Her house smells a bit strange. Of old things, and mothballs. But she always asks you in, and gives you ice cream, and she never tells you not to do things.
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    Anyway, after Mrs Rotherham said we looked like we were in a guillotine, me and Suzanne started pretending that we were, and saying things in French, like “bonjour” and “zut alors”, and “OFF WIZ ZER ‘EADS!” And making the sound of the blades dropping down. And Suzanne pulls her head inside so it looks like it’s been sliced off. And I scream, and make choking sounds and pretend my guillotine’s gone wrong, and my head’s still hanging on. Only I have to do it quietly, because if Mum hears she comes in and says, “Don’t play guillotines please, girls. It’s not a good game.” (Which isn’t actually true, because it is a good game and, like Suzanne said, Mum wouldn’t know because she’s probably never played it.)




    Sometimes, when we’re in the guillotine, me and Suzanne can see Mr Tucker opposite. Mr Tucker is old as well. Even older than Mrs Rotherham. He was in The War. Flying planes, and fighting, and blowing stuff up and all that. Mr Tucker doesn’t fly planes anymore. Apart from pretend ones with Tom. Most of the time he just goes up and down the road, picking up the litter, and checking how much rain there is in his rain gauge and spotting what kind the clouds are.
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    The day before Suzanne got her dog, I listened in on the Barrys a lot. Normally, when I wake up on weekends, I do stuff with Tom. Like helping him line up his stones, or finding him things to fix with his Bob the Builder tool kit, or counting how long he can hold his breath before he falls over. Because if you knock on Suzanne’s wall, and ring the bell, and shout, “IS ANYBODY THERE?” through the letterbox, before the Barrys’ curtains are open, Suzanne’s Dad runs down in his pants, and opens the letterbox from the inside, and says, “IT’S 6.45 ON A SUNDAY! ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR MIND?” Suzanne’s Dad always shouts. You don’t need to put your ear against the wall to hear him.




    Anyway, this Sunday, Suzanne’s Dad was up early, and he wasn’t happy, because I could hear him through the wall, saying, “WHAT?” and “YOU MUST BE JOKING?” and “I CAN’T BELIEVE WHAT I’M HEARING HERE!”




    So I left Tom in the hall, holding his breath, and I went to the kitchen, where the shouting was loudest. Mum was there, standing still, staring at the wall.




    “Are you listening in on the Barrys?”




    Mum jumped. “No.”




    “Oh.”




    “I’m making a cup of tea actually.”




    I didn’t think Mum was making a cup of tea, because the kettle wasn’t on, and she hadn’t got a teabag out, or a cup, but I didn’t say anything because I needed to listen in.
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    “NO, NO, NO!” Suzanne’s Dad said, “I DON’T NEED TO DISCUSS IT, BRIDGET.” Bridget is Suzanne’s Mum’s name. “WE ARE DEFINITELY NOT GETTING A DOG!




    But Mum turned the tap on, and filled the kettle, and started clanking about in the cup cupboard. “That’s enough eavesdropping. Find something else to do, please, Big Ears.”




    So I went upstairs to knock for Suzanne. On the way I saw Tom. He was leaning against the wall in the hall, making a moaning sound. His head was bright red, like it was about to burst. “And... stop!” I said.




    Tom breathed out, and fell down. “Phew! How long did I do?”




    “Urm... a hundred and twenty seconds,” I told him, which it probably wasn’t, because I’d forgotten to keep count, and that’s how long most grown-ups can hold their breath, and Tom’s only five and he’s the smallest in his class.




    Tom was pretty pleased. “That’s the best ever,” he said. “I better get a biscuit.” After holding his breath, and spotting what kind the clouds are with Mr Tucker, eating biscuits is Tom’s best thing.




    I went upstairs to my bedroom, and knocked three times on the wall. Suzanne knocked back. We stuck our heads out of our windows. “Bonjour,” I said.




    “Bonjour.”




    “What was your Dad shouting about before?”




    “I’m not supposed to say.”




    “Oh,” I said. And I didn’t ask again because whenever Suzanne says she’s not supposed to tell you something, she really just wants you to ask “Why?” a million times, and say, “oh please, go on, I won’t tell anyone...”And the more you ask, the longer she makes you wait. So I just coughed, and made a clicking noise with my tongue, and picked a bit of paint off the window ledge.




    And after ages, Suzanne said, “Alright then, I’ll tell you. Meet me at the shed. Zey 'ave pardoned us from ze guillotine zis time.”




    Suzanne’s good at French. She’s got a dictionary that says ‘French-English, English-French’ on the front.




    We put the lock on the shed door. And made up a password. And Suzanne told me all about what was happening in her house. And how her Mum had an aunt, called Deidra, who she hadn’t seen in ages, even though she lived nearby, because of Aunt Deidra being on the side of the family that Suzanne’s Gran didn’t speak to. And how Aunt Deidra’s Nephew, Mick, had left a message on their machine, saying that Aunt Deidra had died, and had left something behind for Suzanne’s Mum in her will.
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