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Chapter One


It all started so innocently. Over a ham and salad sandwich, in fact.  That’s what Debs usually had for her lunch at the little takeaway sandwich shop run by two Polish guys, which was round the corner from the office.

‘Would you like crisps with that?’

That was their daily joke, the little pups. Goading her. Enjoying the look of naked temptation on her face. Then the ensuing internal battle, which, to her credit, she usually won. Well, if she didn’t, her backside would be a foot wider than it was. Mind you, sometimes she did give in - on Mondays, usually, to cheer herself up. Or else if Alex came in looking even more gorgeous and waiflike than usual in some designer garb, leaving Debs feeling like a heifer in comparison. It was straight for the crisps after that, so long as they were Walkers cheese and onion. Oh, who was she kidding? She’d rob a packet of Monster Munch from a child if she could get away with it.

‘Not today,’ she said, feeling strong and virtuous. She had read a motivational book last night, which had required her to lie on the floor and close her eyes whilst visualising her greatest dream - being a size ten - and then saying special inspirational words, which went something like, ‘I believe in myself unconditionally . . . must open my heart to enlightenment . . . I am strong and beautiful . . . or would be if I could stop eating Walkers crisps . . .’

She’d kept her voice down low in case Fiona, her flatmate, and Fiona’s boyfriend, Stevo, could hear her through the walls and might fall around laughing: ‘Poor old Debs. As if she’ll ever see a size ten.’

Then, to crown it all, she had dropped off in the middle of her englightenment, only to wake on the hard floor at two a.m., frozen and stiff, and with her mouth bone dry from snoring. She’d had to tiptoe past Fiona’s room to go to the bathroom to brush her teeth. Then, foolishly optimistic, she had eased out the weighing scales as quietly as she could. Maybe the inspirational words had mysteriously knocked five pounds off her while she’d slept. But the scales were depressingly the same. She had looked at herself in the mirror, her hair askew and her big boobs droopy under her pyjamas, and she had never felt less strong and beautiful.

But today was a new day. Also, there was another, more powerful, motivational tool coming up: the office Christmas party, in five months’ time. And she couldn’t even take cover under a slimming black dress. Because they spent the entire Christmas season organising other people’s Christmas parties, Fitz Communications had theirs early, usually in the middle of September. Nobody ever felt a bit Christmassy, especially with Marty, the boss, flipping steaks on the barbecue if it was in any way sunny at all. It had been suggested last year that they scrap the whole Christmas thing and just call it the summer party instead. But then didn’t a whole other faction get outraged - ‘What, no Christmas party? It’s a disgrace!’ - and so the tradition remained. Debs would be forced to brave it in something summery. So, crisps were out the window. And her nightly glass of white wine. All right, her two nightly glasses of white wine; three if it was the weekend. She was even toying with the idea of buying a set of electronic scales to give herself a necessary fright. A friend of hers in America had a talking  set of scales, which might even be better. Although Debs didn’t know if she could cope with a weighing device that shouted at her, ‘For fuck’s sake, get off, you’re killing me.’

So far she had got away with her rusting old scales from college. By now she had developed a close personal relationship with it. Sometimes she even spoke to it, usually when she was just about to step up on it. ‘Come on now, don’t let me down. You can’t hold that piece of cake last night against me.’

The scales weighed in two-pound increments, which was fine if your weight was in even numbers but unsettling if not. Was the dial closer to the four or the six? If you squinted, could it reasonably be assumed to be the four? Or were you just delusional? Also, you could knock a pound, or even two, off Debs’s  scales by stepping on it very, very slowly. It clearly wasn’t a scales that liked frights. You had to humour it, coax it; approach it stealthily from behind, before gently easing one foot onto it. Some mornings, when Debs had had a blow-out the night before, she stepped on that scales so slowly that she’d miss her bus.

Her stomach rumbled now as she watched Dodek, one of the Polish guys, make up her sandwich.Thinking of the scales she murmured, ‘Just a scraping of butter.’

Oh, for heaven’s sake, she hadn’t meant that little.

The queue in the sandwich shop was long today. Because she was such a regular - the Polish guys did the best sandwiches and were the cheapest, which was important when you were on a crap salary - Debs vaguely recognised most of the other regulars. They shifted from foot to foot, desperately avoiding eye contact with each other, while the man Debs had mentally christened Mr Bean held up the whole queue by faffing about with the napkin dispenser, and helping himself to sachets of mustard and mayonnaise. For feck’s sake, hurry up, she urged him on silently. Her lunch hour would be up at this rate and she would have to bolt down her sandwich and then go for a meeting with Alex with bits of ham stuck between her teeth.

Alex never had anything stuck between her teeth.There wasn’t room, not with the mouthful of white, scarily even gnashers she had. Oh, I’m such a bitch, Debs thought guiltily. But that was only because she actually wanted to be Alex. She had finally admitted this to herself several months ago, after a bottle of wine. She might also have admitted it to Fiona, who was kind enough not to say anything about it the following morning.

Alex was a size eight. Debs knew this because she had found one of her skirts hanging up in the women’s toilets. Alex often jogged home from work, which was probably why she was a size eight, and changed into a serious-looking tracksuit before she left. Debs remembered holding the skirt up, her breath catching enviously in her throat. So that was what a size eight looked like. She had never had a proper look before, because in shops she lacked the nerve to stray too far from the size fourteens in case the sales staff burst out laughing.

To her eternal shame, and after checking that nobody else was in the loos, Debs had locked herself into one of the cubicles and tried the skirt on. She didn’t even know why - maybe she just wanted to see what it would be like to wear a skinny girl’s clothes.  Maybe she just wanted to judge how wide of the mark she was, in the hope that it might spur her on to greater dieting efforts. It certainly wasn’t because she entertained any hope of actually fitting into it.

She was right not to. The skirt waistband lodged somewhere above her knees and no amount of pulling or tugging would ease it an inch further up her pudgy thighs. Then, in some horrible moment of self-flagellation, she tried putting it on over her head. It got stuck around her boobs like a vice, with her arms trapped skywards, and for a panic-stricken moment she thought she might have to call the fire brigade. Imagine Alex’s face - all of their faces - when they found out that she’d had to be cut out of Alex’s skirt.

Afterwards she thought the skirt looked a bit loose around the backside on Alex, no doubt from all the stretching it had endured.

She did at that point wonder fleetingly whether there might be something wrong with her. Surely, at her age, she should be fretting about her starter mortgage or the tax on her car rather than obsessing about other women’s skirts. But that would involve actually owning an apartment and a car, neither of which she did. Acquiring such things would have meant getting her act together in her twenties. Saving. Planning. Being dedicated to her job to the extent that she had risen spectacularly through the ranks, bagging pay rises upon the way - all that kind of grown-up stuff that she never really seemed very good at. Somehow she had always thought, One day. One day when she found a job she actually liked, and when she finally lost that stone and a half. Boyfriends would follow naturally once she was thin and successful, and then suddenly her whole life would come together in a wonderful, happy cohesion, instead of the rather chaotic mess it was right now.

‘Debra Manning! Apply yourself !’ her English teacher used to bellow at her every now and again when she would drift off in the middle of writing some essay on how she would change the world if she got elected Prime Minister (as if).

And that seemed to be the main problem: application. It certainly wasn’t because she didn’t know what she wanted. She did. In fact there was nothing she liked doing more than drawing up a list of Things To Do To Change My Life. It usually went something like this: 1. Join WeightWatchers. (But, hang on; imagine the horror of stepping on a scales in front of a load of other fat people. A set of talking scales. So she crossed that out, and wrote, ‘Go on the Slim Fast diet’.Their chocolate bars were quite moreish. Which, actually, had been her downfall the last time she had gone on their diet. Scratch that. In the end she just wrote, ‘Get Thin Immediately’.)

2. Start saving for a house. (By her own grim calculations, if she started saving half of her weekly salary now, she’d be able to afford a one-bedroom flat when she was forty-nine.)

3. Find a boyfriend. (She had better impose as few conditions as possible on that one. Just so long as he was male.)

4. Stop drinking. (Not that she was a problem drinker. It was simply that her level of consumption tended to sabotage efforts at achieving numbers 1 and 2. Also number 3 as, whilst men loved drunken girls on a Friday night, they generally didn’t marry them.)



Debs always felt great after she made a plan. It was like grabbing back a tiny bit of control in a life that seemed to be otherwise ruled by sleep, alcohol and lunch breaks. (‘So?’ Fiona would say. ‘What’s wrong with that?’ But that was before Stevo.) She would go to bed and sleep like a baby, knowing that the blueprint for a better life was right there under her pillow.

But then came the tricky bit: the application. She usually sailed through Monday on sheer willpower alone, and her horror of yet more failure. Tuesday saw her willpower waning, and her fear of failure had diminished rather worryingly. Nobody’s perfect, a little voice in her head would start up. By Wednesday the bartering had started: if she ate a packet of crisps at lunchtime, she would go without dinner, that kind of thing. By Wednesday night she would have cracked completely and eaten a whole sliced pan with Nutella and washed it down with a bottle of white wine that had cost her an extortionate amount in the local Spar.

She might as well face it: she was weak, pathetic and desperate. Not to mention fat and poor. Men didn’t even warrant a mention. Or apartments.

‘You’re just a late developer,’ Fiona had attempted to console her. ‘Anyway, I’m thirty-two as well. And I don’t own an apartment either.’

Debs had looked at her darkly. She needn’t imply they were  in this mess together. Or, at least, not any more. Fiona had a boyfriend. A partner. All right, so he may be a little on the short side but he owned his own house, and had a car. He was a man with prospects. All Fiona had to do was not feck it up.

She didn’t. She must have seen her thirty-third birthday coming at her like a steam train, because she fell spectacularly, hopelessly in love with little Stevo, and he with her.

Of course, they tried to be considerate about it. They went out as much as possible and kindly refrained from humping each other on the sofa. And there was his place, a three-bed terraced, where they spent more and more time, probably to avoid upsetting Debs. She didn’t know which was worse: watching him surreptitiously stroke Fiona’s inner thigh during Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? (‘Me! Me!’ Debs always wanted to howl pitifully), or being abandoned to her own devices, which usually involved eating lots of bad food, before hopping up and down on the scales. Slowly, naturally.

Then came the final insult.

‘I wonder if Stevo’s got any single friends?’ Fiona pondered one day.

‘You think I can’t find a man by myself ?’ Debs cut in defensively. Well, of course she couldn’t.Which was why she was sitting in on a Friday night yet again.

‘I didn’t mean that,’ Fiona protested, who did.

‘Anyway, I’m still not over Jacob.’

Fiona was immediately contrite. ‘Of course.’

Jacob was this American student studying in Trinity College, whom Debs had briefly dated a year back. He was sweet, if a little boring, and when he’d gone back home Debs had been quite relieved. But every so often when she got drunk and lonely, she would imagine that things had been much better than they were, and she would go ringing him up at four in the morning, or send him an embarrassing home-made poem by email. This would elicit a nice, if rather puzzled reply from him, which, mortified, she would totally ignore. Also - and she was ashamed about this - she used him as a handy scapegoat for her lack of success in the dating department since he’d gone. She could plausibly blame everything on the fact that her heart was still broken by his departure. She hoped to God he never took it into his head to come back for a visit, because she would be hard-pressed even to recognise him.

At least she still had food, her best friend and bitterest enemy; offering enormous amounts of comfort on the one hand, and mortifying run-ins with the scales on the other.When she resisted it she felt great; but not as good as when she was stuffing down a sixteen-inch pizza with all the pineapple they could fit on it. But only for about ten minutes.Then the familiar feelings of self-loathing would creep over her, the internal recriminations.

‘Honestly! You can’t keep your snout out of it for two minutes! Look at Joan Collins - over twice your age and still with a figure like Twiggy. Fat bitch. Me, I mean. Not Twiggy. Or Joan. I’m so weak and . . . and pathetic. Right, that’s it. I am not eating until next Friday! Or at least only fruit. That will teach me. Oh, shag it, seeing as I’ve already blown it for today I might as well have that Snickers bar belonging to Fiona.’

And right now she was going to have a bag of Walkers crisps with her ham sandwich. For all her talk. It was the Polish guys’ fault. Why didn’t they have a selection of fresh fruit for people to augment their lunch with? A nice apple or a banana or something. It wouldn’t kill them, instead of piling high all those crisps and peanuts and pre-packed slices of cake, right at nose height. What did they expect - that people had a never-ending supply of willpower? They were morally bankrupt, she decided viciously, and for two pins she would report them to the obese watchdog, whatever building they were in.

She had one last stab at resistance. Be strong, girl. Open your heart to enlightenment, for God’s sake. Think about Joan Collins.

She also thought about Gavin and Liam in the office, with whom she usually ate lunch.They were boys, and so didn’t experience any of the feelings about food that women did. To them, a bag of crisps was simply a bag of crisps, not a little sack of calories, saturated fat, deep-fried guilt and flavoured with recriminations that were on time release. She hadn’t liked eating her crisps in front of them in the beginning, in case they thought she was a hog, but they always ate crisps as well, and big greasy breakfast rolls, and drank litres of Coke, so Debs’s bag of crisps always seemed demure in comparison. And she always ate them daintily in front of them, as though that somehow made a difference.

But yesterday she thought she had seen Gavin give her a little look. She had been eating crisps at the time, her cheeks working away like a hamster’s. Had he been thinking, God, that girl should really do something about herself ?

It was only Gavin, but still Debs felt herself go a bit red now.

Dodek said, ‘Are you sure you don’t want a packet of—’

‘All right! I’ll have one! The things I do to keep you two in business.’ She snatched a pack and tossed it down on the counter. Might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb. She had no idea what that meant, but any snippet of self-justification at all was welcome.

Bob must have been right behind her in the queue that day, only she was so absorbed in the crisps dilemma that she didn’t register him. He came in later than she did usually, and would join the back of the queue just as she was leaving. A lot of days he wouldn’t be there at all. Well, there were dozens of sandwich shops to choose from up and down Baggot Street, and he might even go for lunch regularly with clients. Judging from his dark suits and shiny shoes, Debs idly wondered sometimes whether he was a solicitor or an accountant, or something like that. Not that she gave it much thought. To be honest, she hardly noticed him at all, and certainly not that day.

All that was about to change. Her sandwich was ready. She grabbed it, paid, and said, unnecessarily, ‘See you tomorrow.’

She was halfway down the road when she felt a hand on her shoulder. Her first instinct was that she was being mugged. After all, she was country girl, even if she had been in the city for over ten years, and her mother still had her on high alert for chance assaults, thefts and general attacks by persons unknown.

Mum would read the newspapers and then go ringing Debs up breathlessly. ‘I see here that there was some poor girl in west Dublin who was attacked and beaten up and all her stuff robbed.  In her own apartment.’ Not down some seedy dark alley then, which she was forever warning Debs against walking down.

‘It wasn’t me,’ Debs had told her helpfully. ‘I haven’t been back to my apartment in weeks anyway, because I’ve been sleeping around.’

‘So have I,’ her mother came right back with. That was the only way to deal with these smart-aleck missies who went off to Dublin and tried to shock you with their talk of drugs and sex and threesomes. They needn’t think that they could treat their parents like country hicks who knew nothing. No matter what shocker Debs came out with, her mother was ready with a response.

‘Anyway,’ she had gone on, ‘it’d do you the world of good  if you did sleep with someone. It might put you in a better mood.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with my mood.’

Debs’s mother hadn’t pursued it. Instead she’d said, rather worriedly, ‘We haven’t seen you in two months.’

Every phone call was the same: when was Debs coming home? What was keeping her in Dublin, that den of iniquity (because it certainly wasn’t a man)? Why didn’t she hop on the next bus, and bring her dirty washing down while she was at it, and Dad would collect her at the bus stop? And there would be steak and kidney pie waiting for her on the table, and chips, and her favourite sticky toffee pudding for afters, with custard and a big mound of whipped cream.

Honestly, was it any wonder that Debs was the way she was, after being reared on that kind of fare? You couldn’t do it now without social services becoming involved.

‘I’ll come down soon,’ Debs had said limply.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go home. It was just somehow rather depressing to get a CIE bus home, like she was still a student, and have her father pick her up, and spend the weekend at home like nothing had changed. Like her life in Dublin didn’t count. Like she wasn’t a proper adult yet.

Her sister, Edel, was married with two kids, and when they came over from Galway to visit they stayed in the hotel at the top of the town.‘We’d be too much for you now, Mum. Especially with the boys. We’ll just call over for tea,’ Edel would say maturely.

You see, that was the proper way to do things. Stay in a hotel, like responsible grown-ups, with your family, and make an appointment to walk down for tea. Not like Debs, back in her old bedroom and even her old clothes, sometimes, being fed like a pig by Mum, before straggling back to Dublin on a bus to her rented flat, and her rented life. Meanwhile, Edel drove back to her lovely house in Galway in her Land Rover with her businessman husband beside her and her two children fighting in the back seat.

Debs didn’t really want to be Edel. She’d quite like the Land Rover, though.

One day, she thought.

But not today, because right now she was being attacked from behind by a person or persons unknown. In broad daylight, on  a busy street. It was so audacious that it may well be the apartmentmaniac that Mum had warned her about.

And so Debs swung round, hand fiercely clamped to her handbag - he could take her down, but he wouldn’t make off with her fake Gucci - and let out a strangled, ‘Help!’

It was Bob. Not that she knew his name then. It took her a moment to even recognise him, which she did after the fog of paranoia lifted.

He looked a bit startled at her reaction and took a careful step back, dropping his hand immediately.

‘I called out, but you didn’t hear,’ he explained.

He sounded eminently sane and reasonable, in contrast to her near-hysteria.

‘Sorry,’ she said, trying to sound equally brisk and together, even though her heart was still thumping with fright. Her blooming mother.

He looked down at her brown paper bag, and held up his own. ‘You picked up the wrong sandwich.’

‘What?’

‘I think this one is yours. There seems to be a packet of cheese and onion crisps in there.’

He handed the bag over. Her face flamed. He was probably thinking to himself, The last thing she needs is crisps.

But he just said, ‘And you must have my salt and vinegar ones.’

And he smiled.

Debs smiled back. It was the first time in a long while that nobody had made her feel bad about eating something.

‘I only have them occasionally,’ she added hurriedly, just in case he thought she was out of control.

‘Me too,’ he assured her. ‘I have to watch my cholesterol.’ And his eyes twinkled.

Debs wasn’t used to being twinkled at. It was an older man thing, wasn’t it? Granddads twinkled, and favourite uncles. But then again Bob was a little older. Plus, he was poking fun at his cholesterol levels.

But he wasn’t ancient. Not like those harassed men with receding hairlines and big bellies that she would see lumbering up office steps. Bob was scarcely into his forties, Debs reckoned. In his expensive grey suit he looked solid and suave, and, well, successful.

Debs, unused to a surplus of success in her own life, was  suddenly shy. She felt a bit inadequate in the presence of someone who clearly had a more salubrious career than she did.

‘Anyway,’ she said, certain that he had to go off and clinch a big deal and that she was keeping him, ‘I’d better go.’

He sighed. ‘Me too.’

There was something in his voice that she recognised; a certain frustration. A dissatisfaction. She could sing it in her sleep.

‘Mondays, eh?’ she said to him impulsively. ‘Even though it’s Thursday.’

He laughed, and his eyes did their twinkling thing again. This time she felt a jolt in her stomach.

‘Well, I’ll probably see you tomorrow,’ he said.

‘You probably will,’ she said back.




Chapter Two


The truth was that Geri never noticed that her husband had begun an affair. Her friends consoled her afterwards that it was common to go into denial: the idea of your husband cheating was naturally so painful, so devastating, that women often blocked out the warning signs for months, or even years. He could be going around stinking of Poison and with a pair of black lace knickers stashed in the glove compartment of the family car, and his wife would merrily continue on with the washing-up. So Geri wasn’t strange, or odd, or uncaring. She had simply engaged in a form of self-protection until her subconscious mind felt ready to deal with the blow.

But Geri knew that none of that was true. She hadn’t noticed because she was too blinking busy.

‘If you could sit up there, Mr O’Reilly . . . I’ll just slip this bedpan under you . . . lovely. I’ll pull the curtain over now and you give me a shout when you’re ready, OK?’

She checked her watch as she waited. Her shift wasn’t over for another hour, and Susan had to be picked up from hockey practice in forty-five minutes. Rebecca’s mum usually brought them both home, but Rebecca was sick that week and so wasn’t at hockey, and Bob was working late again. She could ring Davey, she supposed, and bribe him to walk down to meet Susan, but Susan would be furious at being met by her brother (she was so moody recently that Geri wondered whether she was on drugs. And if she wasn’t, she might suggest it) and, oh, it just wasn’t worth it. She would try and get off half an hour early.

‘Are you nearly done, Mr O’Reilly?’ She didn’t want to put pressure on him, but he could take an age. Sometimes he even wanted a magazine.

There was a big long pause. ‘I don’t think I can,’ he said eventually.

Geri sighed. But inwardly.

‘Try for another minute and if you have no luck I’ll get you something.’

‘OK.’

He liked Geri. Or at least she was the only one he would accept a bedpan from. He would call plaintively for her ten times a day, his chin only lifting from his chest when he heard her approaching efficiently in her Scholl sandals and tan tights. (‘Go on, leave them on,’ Bob would joke to her sometimes during sex.)

Geri seemed to have the knack of dealing with the older patients. She was cheerful yet firm, and they seemed to like that. In fact, the firmer she was the more they seemed to enjoy it. Some days she felt like she was in a Carry On movie.

‘Mr Murphy!’ she would say mock-sternly. ‘I just hope you’re not sneaking out in your pyjamas for a crafty puff !’

And he would scuttle back to bed, ashamed yet delighted that he had been noticed at all.

Sometimes, especially after a night shift when everything was a bit surreal anyway, she went on speaking that way when she got home.

‘Right, everybody! Let’s all come sit up at the table and have our breakfast, will we?’

Susan would roll her thickly mascaraded eyes - Clinique, no less - and mutter, ‘God.’ And, actually, Geri couldn’t blame her.

Davey would just pat her affectionately on the shoulder, knowing that it would wear off as the day went on, until she ended up glued to the sofa as usual with a cup of tea and communicating only in growls.

Sometimes Geri wasn’t sure where the nurse in her ended and her real personality began. There were often days when she went around in a semi-schizophrenic state, pushing a trolley around the supermarket with a mad smile pinned to her face whilst simultaneously bitching and cursing under her breath because they were out of baguettes.

One of these days she would crack. It was bound to happen. It’d probably be in the supermarket too, right by the cooked chickens going round on spits. Some days Geri could really empathise with those chickens.

Andrea stopped by her briefly now, a syringe cocked and aimed in her hand.

‘Are you coming to the pub?’ she said out of the side of her mouth. There was no sense in alarming the patients.

Geri had a brief image of a tall, frosted glass with a huge gin and tonic in it, and she nearly drooled.

‘It’s Sharon’s leaving do,’ Andrea added persuasively.

Sharon was going to America for a year to take up a job in a private hospital in Texas, where allegedly she would earn five times more than she did now.They were all sick of hearing about the perks and the benefits, and the blooming sun, which apparently shone twenty-four hours a day.

‘But it’s Texas,’ they would say, just to make themselves feel better.

‘Yes, and full of rich oil barons, and I’ll probably end up marrying one of them,’ Sharon had returned triumphantly. ‘They love fat Irish girls with red hair.’

‘They’d want to,’ Andrea had said under her breath.

Sharon was having her leaving do in O’Shea’s pub, which was down the road from the hospital. It was always full of medical personnel, day or night, and you couldn’t go to the loo without tripping over a tipsy radiographer. She was having baskets of chips and sausages on sticks, and she had vowed to get off her face and, she hoped, snog a house doctor, if any of them showed up.

It would be worth going along just for the spectacle.

‘I have to pick up Susan in an hour,’ Geri told Andrea regretfully. Less than an hour. Forty minutes now. And how was she going to slip off early if everybody else was legging it to the pub?

‘You could always drop her at home and come back.’

Andrea was dangerous that way; she was always entreating Geri to come out drinking when she should have been at home doing the dishes or putting on five loads of washing.

‘It’ll still be there when you get home,’ Andrea would say - and she was always right, damn her. The kids would never dream of putting on a load of washing. They seemed to think that their dirty clothes magically found their way to the washing basket, then into the machine, then into the dryer, only to reappear days later in their closets, freshly pressed and smelling of lavender.

‘Hanging is too good for them,’ Bob would console her, even though he never put on a wash either. Or at least only when he was down to his very last shirt for work - that nasty  lemon-coloured one that made him look like he was suffering from a bout of jaundice.

‘I can’t,’ Geri insisted.

Andrea, of course, didn’t understand. She had never found Mr Right, and it showed - she had lovely glossy dark hair, an unlined face, and was always plucked, waxed and made up. Geri was careful never to stand too close to her for fear of comparison. Andrea complained that people thought she had BO, the way Geri kept leaping away from her.

‘Of course you can. A nice gin and tonic. With ice,’ she murmured persuasively. Then, the clincher. ‘Rumour has it that Dr Foley is going to be there.’

Every nurse in the place broke out in a sweat when his name was mentioned, including the males ones. He had turned thirty-six in February (someone had hacked into his personal details on the computer system), had crinkly dark hair and a smile that would put the heart crossways in you. He had arrived only a month ago, fresh from a stint somewhere in Saudi Arabia, and with the tan to show for it, and so, in hospital parlance, was fresh meat. He seemed endearingly unaware of the dozens of pairs of eyes that followed his progress closely as he strode boyishly up and down the hospital corridors, leaving a trail of aftershave behind. It was only a matter of time before he was bedded, whether he liked it or not.

But not by Andrea. She had a strict policy: she would look, but there was no touching. Like, ever, even when she was on the floor of O’Shea’s pub after eleven gin and tonics and that guy from Admissions with the beard was looking good.

But a deep-seated fear of The Morning After kept her ‘clean’. After fifteen years in the medical profession, she had seen too many horror stories: otherwise sane and skilled people who lost the run of themselves after two glasses of wine and publicly straddled Dr Hartigan, who could sometimes look a bit like Brad Pitt in the dim lights of O’Shea’s pub. But only at two a.m. And only in a very dim light. Certainly not five hours later in his dirty apartment as you hunted frantically for your bra, hungover to hell and riddled with mortification, and legged it out to make the eight a.m. shift.

Awaiting you was the walk of shame. Andrea’s voice always lowered when she mentioned this. Before you even passed through those double glass doors, the whispering campaign would have  begun. Actually, it was mostly by email, using something euphemistic like, ‘Jane and Dr Jones went to the races last night,’ just in case they got caught. The wards would be unbearable; the locker room a no-go zone. You could be the butt of gossip for a whole week, until the following Saturday night when somebody else would drink too much and make complete and utter eejits of themselves.

Mortifying.

‘I’m sticking to random strangers I pick up in bars,’ was Andrea’s motto, and generally she was true to her word. But just on the off-chance that she might ever be tempted by a hospital romance, she went out of her way to be extremely rude to any male coworkers who were even slightly attractive.‘That way they all think I’m a total cow and wouldn’t give me a second glance anyway.’

Dr Foley was presenting a new challenge, though, by virtue of his fabulous good looks. He was also very, very nice, and said things like ‘please’ and ‘thank you’, and remembered people’s birthdays. The first time he had seen Andrea, with her aforementioned long dark glossy hair and perfect skin, his breath had caught in his throat. Geri had actually seen it.

‘I think he has an eye for you.’

‘Jesus Christ.’ Andrea looked around quickly in case anybody had overheard. ‘Don’t even start a rumour like that, otherwise everybody will have me in bed with him by the end of the week.’

And she was acting like this was a bad thing?

But Andrea was holding firm. She was so rude to him - ‘Don’t touch that file! Don’t even look at that file’ - that he took quite a fright and now hung around the ward entrance fearfully.

‘Is she . . . ?’

‘No, no, you’re quite safe.’

Tonight Andrea would have to practise her look-don’t-touch campaign on her own.

‘Look, I said I’d bake forty-eight chocolate chip muffins for a cake sale in Davey’s school tomorrow,’ Geri confessed.

Andrea’s reaction was predictable.

‘Only forty-eight?’

Andrea was always trying to teach Geri how to say no. Sometimes she even took her into the toilets and made her look herself in the eye in the grainy mirror and repeat after her, ‘I am not a dogsbody.’

But what else was she supposed to say? No, I don’t give a shite  about the school’s need for new gym equipment, or the orphans in Africa, or the cake sale in aid of dogs being neutered? Actually, she really didn’t give a shite about that last one, but Davey had been only ten at the time, and had been on the organisation committee, and she didn’t want him to have to admit to everyone that his mummy was refusing to take part and had used bad language to boot.

So she baked. And drove gangs of kids to sporting events. And took in a foreign student on a language exchange programme. Enric had lounged in front of the telly for two whole weeks, ignoring all their stilted attempts to communicate with him: ‘I am going to the corner shop to buy some bread! Would you like to come?’ Bob had lost his rag eventually. ‘Turn off that crap,’ he’d said bluntly. Enric had understood that perfectly.

Geri had been resentful about that: how come Bob got to be all authoritative and bossy, while she was the one who was left to ring Enric’s mother in Florence to find out what Enric actually ate? Because it certainly wasn’t anything that Geri cooked. Or indeed baked.

‘It’s because I’m the strong, silent type,’ Bob had explained, delighted with himself, even though he later confessed that, for a moment, he had been terrified that Enric would leap off the couch in a rage and beat him to a pulp.

So where did that leave Geri? The soft, caring type? The one who baked and dispensed bedpans?

The irony was that she hadn’t started out caring at all. Back then nursing hadn’t been about saving lives so much as the relatively decent pay and the great stories she had heard about flat-sharing with seventeen other trainee nurses. Apparently she would be getting langered every weekend, and riding loads of gorgeous junior doctors. There was even the possibility of marrying one of them in the distant future, and moving out to Foxrock to live in a detached house, and giving up that working lark altogether. Fantastic!

Except, of course, that hardly any of it was true, especially the bit about marrying a doctor and becoming a lady of leisure. But - and this was probably the important bit - somewhere along the way she had become a good nurse. She had started to care. Really care. There had even been a brief period where she had cared too much.

‘Mr Magee is going to DIE,’ she had hiccuped hysterically into  Bob’s shoulder in the early days. He was always great, stroking and soothing her, and murmuring comforting things like, ‘We all have to die sometime. Some of us even on your shift.’ He would pause delicately. ‘Could you give him a little something to speed him on his way?’

‘Bob!’

Of course she had calmed down since then.You couldn’t keep that up or you’d end up in a ward yourself. No, now she had a developed a certain dissociation from her patients, a healthy distance.

Or so she told herself. Then the blooming phone would ring at seven a.m. on a Saturday morning: two staff members were down with the flu and was there any chance at all that Geri could cover?

‘Tell them no,’ Bob would implore her. ‘Tell them you have a husband and two needy children at home.’

She would go in. She felt awful leaving the kids, of course, especially when they had been very small, and didn’t want to be left with Bob at all. And vice versa. But she didn’t want to leave those at work in the lurch, either. Anyway, she got great overtime and nobody complained when she took them all out for a pizza.

Except Susan, of course. Apparently she didn’t eat pizza any more. If Geri’s memory served her right, she possibly hadn’t eaten anything at all since Tuesday.

‘Do drugs decrease your appetite?’ Geri asked Andrea. Andrea was youngish and happening - she would know these things, surely.

‘I’d try the gym first if I were you,’ Andrea advised.

‘I mean Susan.’

Andrea clicked her tongue sympathetically. She had been following the saga for the last couple of months: Susan’s defiance, the inexplicable absences (she was probably off shooting up, now that Geri thought about it), the way she’d started dressing like a hooker. A hooker who didn’t charge too much either, which was even worse.

‘Have you tried giving her a good slap?’ Andrea wondered.

Geri was briefly tempted. ‘I don’t know if I should go around hitting her if she’s on drugs.’

Andrea was blunt. ‘Read her diary and then you’ll know.’

‘I can’t believe you suggested that!’ Geri spluttered. Honestly,  what kind of a person was Andrea? ‘That’s an invasion of her privacy!’

Andrea looked at her. ‘You already have, haven’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did it say?’

Geri’s guilt had let her have only the briefest peek. Also, she was worried that she would find something rather unflattering to herself: a kind of Mommie Dearest character assassination, where Susan would list all of Geri’s failings as a mother and a human being, beginning with that time she had stuffed Susan into that awful pink scratchy dress to impress some relatives over from Boston, and the frills had left deep marks all around her fat little neck.

Geri didn’t think she could bear being torn asunder on the cream scented pages of her daughter’s diary. But then she thought about the way Susan looked at her these days, as though Geri were something she’d discovered on the bottom of her shoe, and she thought, Sod it, I’ll read the little cow’s diary.

‘It was all quite innocent, actually,’ she told Andrea with great relief. ‘Just bits and pieces about school, and how she’s planning on having hair extensions.’

It had been a bit of a let-down in the end. There Geri had been, almost too frightened to turn the page for fear of being hit with lurid passages about experimental sex. But sex hadn’t featured at all, or drugs, or anything mood-altering, no matter how hard she looked.There hadn’t even been an innocent mention of getting completely bladdered on sherry from the family drinks cabinet. The bit about the hair extensions had gone on interminably. Oh, come on, Geri had found herself thinking irritably - where was all the experimental sex?

Then she’d pulled herself up. Susan was fine. Susan was getting  hair extensions. See, Geri thought smugly, I really am a good mother.

But now Andrea had to go and ruin it by saying kindly, ‘It’s a plant.’

‘What?’

‘The diary you read. Trust me. The real diary she probably has nailed down under the floorboards.’

Damn her anyway. Just as Geri was starting to feel OK about herself. Now she’d have to go and find something sharp in Bob’s toolbox and prise the floor up.Which wasn’t as easy as it sounded. Finding something sharp in Bob’s toolbox, that was. His toolbox  was one of those massive fold-out jobs, with at least five different layers, some with miniature plastic drawers for screws and nails. There were compartments for nuts, bolts, screwdrivers, rolls of black Sellotape (‘Duct tact, Geri,’ he would correct her in a superior tone), and a great big handle in the middle of it for lifting the thing, which usually took two people.

Bob was proud of his tool box. He spent a lot of time in the garden shed stroking it, or tenderly packing and repacking boxes of screws. His toolbox was, in Geri’s opinion anyway, compensation for the fact that he spent all day in meetings with computer illiterates, trying to sell them Windows 2019, or whatever version they were on now. Other men kicked a football around to let off steam, or climbed steep hills in Wales with a lot of beardy friends. Bob came home and pulverised something with a hammer. If so much as a light bulb in the house blew, he went skipping off happily to the garden shed to retrieve the toolbox. He would spread it out on the kitchen floor, all manly grunts and testosterone, and command, ‘Step back, ladies.’ Luckily Davey never took offence.

Bob was a simple soul, Geri often thought fondly. A solid, reliable presence in the backyard, banging away methodically at something whilst Susan screamed in the kitchen, ‘I’m moving out of this fucking house when I’m eighteen.’

‘Go, go,’ Geri had encouraged her. But then, as usual, she had spoiled it by saying, ‘And mind your language.’

‘Good for you,’ Bob had said afterwards. He always waited until the shouting was over before he came back in, often to pick up any broken ornaments or smashed plates. After Geri’s front-line battle, his job was search and rescue. They had it down pat. After half an hour cooling-down period he would go upstairs to Susan’s bedroom - sometimes armed with a pliers if she wouldn’t let him in - and try to have the requisite post-fight awkward conversation with her.

‘Your mother and I love you very much . . .’ embarrassed cough, ‘. . . but we can’t tolerate this kind of behaviour . . .’ He would discover something fascinating on the carpet. ‘If there’s anything troubling you at school . . . bullying . . .’

‘Oh, leave me alone!’ Susan would eventually howl in anguish.

‘Certainly,’ Bob would say with relief, and hurry back down to Geri, and they would crack open two bottles of beer to get over the excitement.

He wasn’t with her on the drugs thing, though. Normally he didn’t dispute anything she said. She was The Boss. Everybody had known this from the beginning, and there had rarely been a challenge to her authority, except over bread. She got brown for the roughage, but everybody else preferred white. They didn’t care about their bowels the way she did. One day she wouldn’t care, and let them stay constipated.

But Bob had bravely mounted a challenge against her drugs allegation. He had said, ‘Do you not think you’re reading a bit too much into things?’

Geri had smiled kindly at him. Bob was so terribly naïve. He had no idea what teenagers were really like. He hardly even ventured into their bedrooms any more, usually because the smell was so overwhelming - eau de sex in Susan’s bedroom, and rancid socks in Davey’s - never mind go through their drawers, like Geri did. He didn’t overhear the contents of their telephone conversations from the kitchen and was an innocent when it came to the kind of filth children could access on the internet.

‘Wow!’ he had said happily when she had shown him.

It was up to Geri to be the worldly-wise one. No doubt it would be she who would find the kilo of hard stuff under the floorboards alongside the diary - the real diary. Bob would be in awe at her detective skills, and would get down on his knees in worship. Then, no doubt, once the initial shock had worn off, they would turn on each other viciously with cries of, ‘It’s all your fault my daughter is a strung-out junkie!’

‘Me?’ she would challenge. ‘What about your family? Half of them are on antidepressants!’

Well, it was kind of true. Bob’s mother was addicted to the codeine in painkillers. She wouldn’t admit it, of course. But she was always driving around different pharmacies to stock up secretly. And she had got very antsy that time Geri had a headache when they were over for dinner, and had asked for a couple of Solpadeine. She had counted out two very reluctantly indeed.

‘Are you sure it’s that bad?’ she had asked hopefully.

Still, that was the high-octane world of modelling for you. Bob’s mother did a bit of modelling, mostly over-sixties stuff and a bit of hand modelling, which meant that she was always going around with her hands held out in front of her as though they were made of glass. According to Bob she had never cooked a dinner or done a bit of hoovering in her life in case she broke  a nail. She was a bit cracked. It was no wonder that Bob had turned out so firmly on the other side of the spectrum.

But back to Susan. Supposing she was on drugs.Would it really be so bad? Geri didn’t mean heroin or anything like that (please God). But maybe a bit of marijuana? That was fairly harmless, wasn’t it? Some of Geri’s patients smoked it at home on the sly to relieve pain, or so they said. Of course, most people took it to get off their heads. Geri herself had tried it in her day. Oh, yes. She wasn’t some ancient hick who knew nothing. She had been at a party once in college where absolutely everybody had been high as kites and Geri had even skinned up her own joint - she knew the right jargon too - and smoked the whole lot.

‘But didn’t you have to ring for an ambulance then?’ Bob wondered, spoiling things. ‘Did your heart not start beating really fast, and you thought you were having a massive coronary, and you got someone to ring 999 and someone else to perform CPR on you until they arrived—’

‘All right! I just hadn’t eaten. That was all, OK? It was nothing to do with the drugs.’

Why had she even told Bob about the ambulance? Why hadn’t she just left it at the glamorous bit where she had skinned up?

But of course they had told each other absolutely everything back in the beginning. The way you do. Within five minutes of meeting Bob, she was telling him all about her psychological problems growing up as the middle child - no identity, taken for granted - still was, come to think of it - whilst he was unburdening himself about his failed bid at sixteen to become a professional swimmer - dashed, he maintained, when his arms stopped growing. There was nothing they didn’t tell each other, holed up in Geri’s little room in the flat she shared with numerous other student nurses, and slugging back cheap red wine. Every conversation began excitedly with, ‘Oh! I never told you about the time I ...’ and, ‘This is so embarrassing that I’ve never told anybody before, but once I . . .’

Honestly, someone should have stopped them. Some mature soul should have confiscated the wine and explained to them firmly that it was a good idea to leave a bit of mystery.You know, a shred of suspense. Someone should have warned them that they had their whole lives to go yet, and that if they kept that up, they would quickly run out of things to say - which they did, of course, and promptly got married and had children. In their  ignorance, they hadn’t known back then that those stories about ambulances that had once sounded so funny and cute would only end up being used as ammunition nearly two decades later.

‘Anyway, you didn’t even try drugs,’ she had said to Bob in retaliation. Sometimes, when he had that snooty expression on his face, she almost hated him.

‘I just did the drink and sex thing,’ Bob had agreed sagely.

The drink and sex thing! Geri had wanted to snigger viciously. At least she had stuck to her stories over the years, even if they were pathetic. Bob’s memory seemed to vacillate, usually in his favour. Geri seemed to remember that when she’d first met him, his experience under the sheets had been strictly limited - to over the waist, actually.

‘Let’s not fight about it,’ she had said automatically.

As if they would. Fighting required energy. Passion. Dedication.  Who had any of that after a long day of swilling out bedpans and upgrading computers? No, it was with great relief that they had both reached a kind of unspoken agreement back around 2002 that they wouldn’t fight any more.They could still grumble, of course, and bitch, and have occasional digs at each other, but outright fighting wasn’t allowed. It was much more considerate all round.

Naturally, it wouldn’t do to admit that they basically couldn’t be bothered to have a good old row any more. So they both pretended that they were too mature to fight.

‘Would you listen to those Finnegans next door tearing strips off each other!’ they would say, shaking their heads in sad bemusement. ‘Why they can’t just sit down and discuss things in a mature fashion . . .’

Also, it was a great example to the kids. They would never see their parents chucking pots and pans and calling each other useless feckers. Wouldn’t you think they’d show some gratitude by not taking drugs?

‘Nurse Murphy!’

Geri was jolted from her ramblings. It was Mr O’Reilly. He must have managed something, judging by the excited tone of his voice. It was funny how both the very early and very late years of life were dominated by poos, she sometimes observed. It was the bits in the middle that were tricky.

‘My daughter is coming to visit tomorrow afternoon,’ he told her.

He always made a point of telling the nurses when he had visitors. To show that he belonged to someone, she supposed. Because some of them in the ward didn’t, or at least nobody ever came to visit them.

Sometimes Geri tried to imagine what it would be like to have no family - no Susan or Davey, no Bob - and she just couldn’t. At some point she had melded with them, become part of them so completely that she, Geri, didn’t really exist as a separate entity any more.

And now she really must go and collect Susan.




Chapter Three


Debs didn’t start sleeping with Bob for ages. She didn’t even see him for a whole fortnight after that first exchange, because there was a Massive Crisis in work. Personally Debs would have termed it a Storm in a Teacup, but nobody ever listened to her, mostly because she never spoke. Well, there was no need, not when the office was full of the kind of people who got off on the sound of their own voices.

‘We’re fucked,’ ranted Marty, the main offender. At first Debs took no notice. He often did that several times a day for effect. Also, it gave the impression that what they all did was extremely important, if not life-saving, and everybody got all excited and tended to forget about the rubbish salaries he was paying them.

Besides, Debs was busy trying to write a press release. It was for a Christian youth organisation that was doing a national recruitment drive, and they had requested something with ‘colloquial language and teen appeal’. Given that Debs hadn’t seen her teen years in well over a decade, this was more difficult than it seemed. She kept writing things like, ‘Come and join our gang, we’re really cool!’ but only ended up embarrassing herself. What they really wanted was, ‘Hang with us, motherfucker, or we’ll blow your head off ’, but they couldn’t think up something like that themselves. Hence they were paying Debs to. Or, rather, Fitz Communications, who then paid Debs a tiny, tiny amount of the original sum.

Still, it was only another hour and ten minutes to go to lunch. And crisps.Today was definitely a crisps day. Plus, it was Wednesday, and she had already blown her diet for the week on Monday night with a whole packet of Wagon Wheels, mostly because  Fiona and Stevo were cooing to each other on the sofa in the living room and the kitchen had become her refuge. Pathetic, she sighed.

‘I’ll have to fucking do it myself !’ Marty impinged upon her misery again. It was becoming difficult to ignore him, given that he was pacing up and down beside her desk, his plump little bottom quivering indignantly with each step. She had to restrain herself from reaching across and giving it a good slap.

But that would be the end of her career with Fitz Communications. If you could even call it a career. It wasn’t as though she had advanced spectacularly through the ranks since joining the company three years ago. If her desk position was anything to go by, she had regressed: she had started off over in the corner by the draughty swing doors, but had somehow been demoted to a cubbyhole under the stairs, and found herself ducking every time someone thundered up and down them.

Her self-esteem issues weren’t helped by the fact that Alex’s desk was directly in her line of vision. Every time she looked up from her computer, there Alex was, like something out of Cosmo. (Debs would be more from the Woman’s Own stable.)

Alex.Young. Gorgeous. Successful. Marty’s right-hand woman. Size eight. Eight, for fuck’s sake. It wasn’t natural.

It didn’t help matters that she and Debs had got off to a bad start. On Debs’s very first morning at Fitz Communications, Alex had strode up at ten o’clock in all her perfection and introduced herself by saying, ‘Do you want anything to eat from the shop?’

Debs had coloured. It was surely a dig at her weight. Alex must have already formed the impression that she wouldn’t last until lunchtime without a constant drip-feed of Mars bars.

‘No,’ she had growled back.

Alex had given her a look as though to say, God, not another lunatic. It was only when she went round to everybody else’s desk and asked the same question that Debs realised that Alex was, in fact, on shop duty that day and was only being polite. To add insult to injury, she had come back with a huge jam doughnut, which she proceeded to wolf down in front of Debs. She then washed it down with a can of Coke - full-fat Coke - and let out a little burp afterwards.

Dear God. Was there any justice in this world? Who the heck was upstairs making the decisions? Did they look down upon their flock, and say, ‘Hmm, let me see. That one there. Let’s make  her thin and successful and able to eat unlimited junk food without putting on a single ounce. And that one lurking over there - let’s try fat and miserable, and put her sitting behind Alex, just for the giggle.’

Debs and Alex had been rather wary of each other since. But Debs was probably flattering herself. It was unlikely Alex gave Debs much thought at all. She probably just thought of her as the weird chubby girl with the personality defect.

Little did she know that Debs spent a large part of the day at her desk staring obsessively at Alex’s back. If she wore a sheer top, sometimes Debs could count her ribs (and, actually, she was missing one by Debs’s calculations). Debs would surreptitiously eavesdrop on Alex’s phone conversations and spy on her computer screen, torn between dark envy and an unseemly desire to lick her shoes.

It wasn’t right that one person had so much, and other people had so little. Except for an enormous arse, that was.

The icing on Alex’s cake was a boyfriend called Greg, who was desperately in love with her. Or his name might be Jed. Nobody had actually met him yet. But rumour had it that he had taken one look at Alex and had fallen to his knees in a semi-faint and tried to get her to marry him on the spot. She was apparently holding out, displaying a cruel streak that only added to her ratings.

‘He’s a banker,’ maintained Jennifer, the rather aloof receptionist with the sing-song voice (‘Hello, Fitz Communi-KAY-tions’).

‘No, he’s not. He’s a fitness instructor. They met at the gym. And his name is Jack,’ Tanya said eagerly. But it turned out that she was only making all this up to garner favour, as usual, and was forced miserably to retract in the end, and was sent off to phone in the order for paperclips.

‘Why don’t we just ask her?’ Janice said, cross that everybody was spending so much time on Alex’s love life, and hardly any on hers. As if they wanted to. They had to put up with her rudeness and ambition all day long without straying into her private life.

But nobody had the bottle to ask Alex. She was the boss, after all.

‘No, she’s bloody not,’ Janice said, even crosser.

Her denial was just cosmetic. Alex had a foot in the door of Marty’s office and everybody knew it. If only she’d sleep with  him it would be a done deal. But she wasn’t putting out. This was perfectly understandable, given Marty’s rock-bottom position in the attractiveness ratings. So it looked like Alex was going to have to win the promotion on sheer brilliance and hard work, a concept completely alien to most of the other staff, and so they disliked her even more.

Dislike was probably the wrong word. They didn’t really know her that well, even though she’d been there years.There was something a bit aloof about her. She was perfectly pleasant, but you just knew she wasn’t going to welcome any questions about her personal life. She never confided, ‘We got absolutely smashed on Friday night,’ like everybody else did on Monday mornings.When half-past five came she was gone from the office and you never knew whether she was meeting Greg or Jed or Jack, or indeed all three of them together. Lucky girl.

Of course this all added to her cachet. Nobody else in the office could pull that kind of mysteriousness off. Janice was always trying to, but could never keep her mouth shut long enough, and everybody knew all the tedious details of her on-off relationship with Pete, another PR twit who wore pink shirts and buckets of hair gel.

But Greg was something else. Even though nobody had met him yet, Debs just knew he would be special. She spent an unseemly amount of time at her desk engaged in lurid imaginings of what he was like.Wide shoulders? Definitely. Cute, slightly ruffled hair? Yes, please. He would also have the kind of green eyes that nobody in real life had, only people in books. He would have a lopsided grin - God, it would launch a ship, that smile, or else sink one - and he would know that it is never, ever sexy to say, ‘Your friend Chloe is quite cute, isn’t she?’ in bed.

He would be amazing, simply because he was Alex’s boyfriend.

Lucky, lucky bitch.

Debs wasn’t holding out for a boyfriend like Greg. She wasn’t  totally deluded. No, she would settle for someone to call her own. Well, so long as he didn’t have too much hair on his back - she had a bit of a thing about that. She just wanted a guy who might one day call by the office on a Friday evening to take her off for dinner. That would show them all. Then she’d be more than just the girl under the stairs with the rented flat and the tent-like trousers.
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