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Prologue



INTERIOR: ANNIE AND ROO’S HOUSE


I’m so glad I got to kill Tony Barton before I left Newcastle.


‘I wanted to really show people what I could do,’ I tell Roo. ‘I wanted to leave on a high note.’


Roo hands me a mug of tea and joins me on the couch where I’m snuggled under a blanket. It’s a Sunday evening in early May and the weather is still chilly.


‘You definitely did,’ she says. ‘It was an excellent murder. Very dramatic! Tony didn’t know what hit him.’


‘Aw, thanks.’ I’m genuinely touched. ‘I did my best. I was lucky it turned out so well.’


‘And don’t worry.’ Roo takes a sip of her own tea. ‘I’m sure you’ll get to kill more people in Dublin too. Or at least cause a few accidents.’


‘I know!’ I say. ‘Ooh, I can’t wait.’ I beam at her over my mug as I think of all the lives I’m going to ruin now I’m back home. All the deaths and fights and disasters. The fires and floods and robberies, the betrayals and arrests and jiltings at the altar.


And, not for the first time, I think how incredibly lucky I am to write soap-opera scripts for a living.


I’d just finished working on the Tony Barton murder episode of Our Toon when I got the call that brought me home to Ireland. When my phone rang I was so exhausted after some last-minute rewrites that I almost didn’t answer. Then I saw it was an unknown Irish number. I always answered if I got a call from an Irish number, in case it was a family emergency.


‘Is that Annie McDermott?’ said an unfamiliar male voice.


‘It is.’ My stomach lurched. He sounded serious. Oh God, was something wrong with Mam or Dad? Or my sister? Was this a doctor calling from a hospital? Was it—?


‘My name’s Bernard Brennan,’ said the stranger. ‘I’m the executive producer at Northside at IBC.’ There was a pause. ‘I’ve got a proposition for you.’


‘Oh!’ I said. Now the butterflies in my stomach felt like excitement, not fear.


Suddenly I wasn’t tired at all.


Every television writer has a show that made them want to be a scriptwriter. And for me, that show was Northside, the soap opera that’s been a staple of Irish television for five decades. My whole family were addicted to Northside when I was growing up, and when Roo and I were younger we religiously watched the omnibus every Saturday. We loved how funny it was, how despite the melodramatic storylines it still felt authentically Dublin in a way that we never saw on screen elsewhere. We loved the residents of the fictional Charlemont Street, from the villains everyone loved to hate to the no-nonsense matriarchs like Maureen ‘Mozzer’ McCaul and – above all – the legend that was Ma Cusack. In college we briefly pretended that our love for Northside was ironic, but it wasn’t really. We were genuine fans. When the actress who played Ma Cusack suddenly left the series eight years ago, I got texts from no fewer than four separate people breaking the shocking news.




Roo: Have you seen Ma Cusack’s quit Northside? It made the actual headlines here! Wish you were here for the DRAMA.


Laura: Our parents are taking Ma Cusack’s departure as well as can be expected.


Mam: Who does Honoria Quigley think she is, leaving a show like that?


Dad: It’s a sad day for Irish television, Annie. A sad, sad day.





Northside was simply a part of our lives.


And of course I knew who Bernard Brennan was. I was living in England when he got the top job at Northside, but I remembered reading about how he’d shaken up the show. He was the man behind the sensational fortieth-anniversary episodes when a train crashed off the embankment at the end of Charlemont Street, killing several main characters and destroying the community centre. There hadn’t been anything like it on an Irish show before, or indeed since.


The man was a legend. And he had a proposition for me.


‘I believe you’re based in England?’ said Bernard.


‘That’s right,’ I said.


‘Well,’ said Bernard, ‘would you consider moving to Dublin?’


Then he told me that, after fifty years, instead of hiring freelance scriptwriters, they were creating a Northside writers’ room.


Which was where I would come in.


‘So you mean I’d have a secure staff job?’ I said. ‘Writing Northside scripts?’


‘Well, that’s the idea,’ drawled Bernard. ‘Might you be interested? I’m sure our little show could benefit from your international expertise.’


Was I interested in writing full-time for the show that inspired my career? In my home city, at a time when I was starting to worry about my parents growing older, at a time when I was starting to consider how and where I wanted to grow older myself? As a freelancer, I’d been waking up in the middle of the night for years worrying that I’d never be commissioned to write another script. I’d written for a few TV dramas over the years but I’d never had job security at any of them. This offer was a miracle. It was the best thing I’d ever heard.


I tried to sound calmer than I felt. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I might be interested.’


‘Very good,’ said Bernard. ‘My staff will be in touch.’ And he hung up.


A few days later I had a formal Zoom interview with Bernard’s second in command, Susan Halloran, which made me even more excited about the new job.


‘The writers’ room is just the first step in a new regime here at Northside,’ she said. ‘You’ll still be assigned to write individual episodes, but there’ll be a lot more collaboration between the writers. And once everyone’s working on site, we’re going to need fresh new ideas from all of you to shape the future of Charlemont Street.’


First Bernard saying they wanted my expertise, now the opportunity to shape Northside’s future! This was getting better and better. I beamed at Susan through my laptop camera. In the glow of my ring light I looked positively radiant.


‘Susan,’ I said, ‘you’ve come to the right place.’


And now, two months later, here I am, sitting on Roo’s couch –which is now my couch too, I remind myself – bubbling with anticipation about my first day at Northside.


‘I can’t believe I’ll be on Charlemont Street tomorrow.’ I let out a sigh of happiness. ‘This is literally my teenage dream come true.’


‘When d’you think you can take me in to have a gawp around the set?’ says Roo.


‘Hmmm, I dunno,’ I say. ‘Probably not straight away. I mean, technically I’ll be on trial until August. But as soon as I’m settled in, you’ll be my first guest. It’s the least I can do, considering you’ve given me a home. For which I’m very grateful,’ I add.


‘Stop that,’ says Roo, tucking a lock of black hair behind her ear. ‘You’re the one doing me a favour. I’d have had to sublet that room to a stranger if you hadn’t moved back.’ She glances at the art deco clock on the sitting-room mantelpiece. ‘What time is Northside on these days?’


I follow her gaze. ‘Ooh, it’s on now. Quick, turn on the telly.’


Roo grabs the remote control. ‘I haven’t watched it in years,’ she says. ‘Is Barbara Brady still there?’


‘Nope,’ I say, because I’ve been doing my research since I got offered the job. ‘She’s in prison.’


‘Barbara?’ says Roo. ‘What for?’


‘Perverting the course of justice,’ I say. ‘She framed Mozzer McCaul for killing Jake two years ago, but really Barbara’s twelve-year-old son Colin did the murder. Now sssh, it’s starting!’


The familiar music plays over the credits. We see an aerial view of Dublin and then the camera zooms in to the north of the Liffey river and hovers over Charlemont Street. There are shots of Donnelly’s pub, of the White Lady statue in the McCauls’ window, the various businesses, and then the title, in the style of an old street sign. The street is officially in Dublin 3, though its exact location seems to wander all over the north of the city. Geography isn’t Northside’s strong suit.


And tomorrow, that familiar set will be my workplace.


‘Mozzer!’ cries Roo, as the episode begins with the show’s comedy queen emerging from her terraced house. A feeling of warm nostalgia washes over me. Me and Roo watching Mozzer McCaul together! It’s like old times.


Except it isn’t, not quite.


When the ad break starts I turn to Roo. ‘That was …’


Roo takes a sip of tea. ‘It’s changed a bit since our day, hasn’t it?’


I hadn’t wanted to admit it, but now Roo’s said it I have to acknowledge that she’s right. In the past, the programme was famous for its warmth and humour, and the big dramatic stories were balanced by lighter character-based moments. Now it all feels a lot more intense and … downbeat.


But then, I haven’t been able to watch much of it since I got home. They only had the last two weeks on the IBC Player. We can’t judge the state of Northside on a fortnight’s worth of episodes!


‘I suppose it’s just going through a very serious phase,’ I say. ‘It’s done that before.’ And it has, hasn’t it? I cast my mind back. ‘Remember when every episode was about Baby Rosie’s kidney disease for, like, two months?’


‘Oh yeah,’ says Roo. ‘And there was the time Barbara left that cult and had a breakdown and went to live in a shed …’


‘That was pretty grim,’ I agree. ‘But it didn’t stay like that forever. Remember what came next?’


And together we both say, ‘Mozzer’s music career!’


‘You’re right,’ says Roo. ‘I bet it’ll be more cheerful soon.’


‘Of course it will,’ I say. ‘I’ll make sure of it!’


When the episode ends, Roo gets up and stretches. ‘Right. More tea. Do you want to try one of my new tisanes? I made a good citrus one this morning.’


Roo is fond of concocting her own herbal teas, and is actually pretty good at it, which is why the house always smells lovely.


‘Yes, please,’ I say. Roo pads off to the kettle and I let the Northside credits roll. I think of Susan’s promise to listen to all my ideas and feel a cosy warmth spread through me as I lie back on the cushions. I can’t remember when I last felt this happy. I’m back in my home town, living with my best friend. I’m going to be part of a new golden age of Northside! And tomorrow I’m going to walk down Charlemont Street and my brilliant new life is going to really begin.


I’m so, so happy I came home.










Chapter One



INT: ANNIE AND ROO’S HOUSE / INT: NORTHSIDE OFFICES


I’m sitting at the kitchen table the next morning when Roo tells me that my whole world is about to come crashing down.


‘It’s not necessarily a bad thing,’ she says.


‘How,’ I say, ‘is this not a bad thing?’


I point at the tarot card Roo has drawn for me. It shows a square tower being blasted by lightning. A woman is tumbling head first towards some jagged rocks. Another woman has already been impaled by a rock. It looks, I have to say, pretty bad.


‘Have you forgotten everything we learned together?’ Roo shakes her head. ‘You’re so rusty, Annie. I’m appalled.’


Roo is doing tarot readings at a lifestyle brand launch in a few hours and she’s already in full glam. She slept in heatless silk rollers last night so her hair is in tumbling waves, and she’s wearing a translucent black dress with a full skirt and fitted waist.


‘Go on then,’ I say. ‘Remind me.’


‘Don’t you remember the Tower can mean creative destruction?’ says Roo. ‘Rip it up and start again, and all that?’


‘Oh yeah,’ I say. ‘Sorry. You’re right, I am a bit rusty.’


When we were in school, Roo and I were both obsessed with tarot and all things witchy, but I can’t remember when I last used my tarot deck. Roo, however, to everyone’s surprise (including her own), has gone on to make a successful career with hers. You might even have seen one of her TikTok or Instagram videos.


‘Anyway,’ she says, ‘your world is already crashing down. You don’t live in England anymore. You don’t write for Our Toon anymore. Your old life has been hit by lightning!’


‘So I’m the lightning in this situation?’


‘You’re the one shaking things up,’ says Roo. ‘And now you’re going to do the same at Northside. You’re starting a whole new adventure!’


‘I suppose I am,’ I admit. ‘Right.’ I drain the last of my coffee. ‘I guess I’d better go and start building my new tower. How do I look?’


I want to start this job in the most ‘me’ outfit possible, which means I’m wearing a pink and orange blouse with vivid blue wide-legged trousers. My dark brown hair is a mass of thick, bouncy curls. My witchy little teenage self, who straightened her hair and only wore black, would have hated this look.


‘You’ll dazzle everyone in IBC,’ says Roo. ‘And I really do mean dazzle. That shirt is searing my retinas.’


‘At least I’m not dressed like a haunted Victorian doll,’ I say.


‘I’ve never dressed like a haunted Victorian doll in my life,’ says Roo, which is a total lie. ‘And I’ll have you know this is an exact copy of an outfit Veronica Lake wears in I Married a Witch.’


‘I know that,’ I say. ‘And I love it. I haven’t totally gone to the dark side, you know. I mean, the bright side.’ I take a deep breath. I’ve been on a Northside high ever since I accepted the job offer, but now that the day has actually come, I’m starting to feel nervous. ‘It’ll be fine, won’t it? Working with a new team? I mean, I’m sure they’ll be nice. Susan seemed pretty cool.’


‘They’ll be brilliant,’ says Roo. ‘And you know what we’ll do if they’re not?’


‘Curse ’em?’ I say.


‘Curse ’em,’ says Roo. And regardless of her perfectly arranged hair and make-up and exquisite dress, she pulls me to her and hugs me fiercely.


I walk towards Drumcondra Road where the bus will take me straight out to the IBC campus in Santry. I’m relieved that the commute isn’t too awful. I’m even more relieved that I’ve been able to move in with Roo. I was delighted when she suggested it. Although I feel a bit guilty being so happy, seeing as the reason she was able to make the offer is that she and her boyfriend Justin broke up three months ago and I took the room in their tiny house that was previously used to store his board-game collection. When they moved in together Justin insisted he needed a whole room for all his games so they got a two-bedroom place. Roo was worried about the cost but he told her she was being selfish. Then a year later he left her for a woman from Sligo he met at some games convention. Really, it’s a mystery how Roo stayed with that man for as long as she did.


It’s nice being back in Dublin again, I think as I get on the bus. Nice, but weird. When I last lived here full-time I was doing my master’s. I was living with my parents, with no money or proper responsibilities. I haven’t quite figured out how I’m going to live here as a working adult yet. But after all, I’ve only been back for a week. I’ve got plenty of time for all that.


The traffic isn’t too bad for rush hour and half an hour later I’m getting off the bus outside the IBC campus. This is it, I think as I approach the gates. It’s actually real. My new job.


My new life.


And suddenly I’m twelve years old again, walking through the school gates during my first few weeks of secondary school before I became friends with Roo, aware that I’ll be spending lunchtime on my own, sitting out by the playing fields because I don’t have anyone to sit with in my class. Suddenly I’m afraid I’ll be like I was back then. I won’t know how to be myself with my new workmates, so either I won’t say anything at all or else I’ll say the wrong thing and whatever I do, people will think I’m weird …


A knot is forming in my stomach. My chest feels tight and my breathing starts to quicken. Everything around me looks slightly off …


No. No, I am not going to let my stupid brain spoil the first day of my dream job. I force myself to breathe deeply. I keep walking up the drive and try to remember the grounding techniques I learned from my therapist years ago. Name three things I can hear. Three physical sensations. Three things I can smell.


I take another deep breath, and another, and gradually I start to feel better. Secondary school was a long, long time ago. It was awful but I got through it – thanks to Roo. And when I got to college, things got a lot better. I made friends. I finally felt able to be myself with people besides Roo and my immediate family. But still, but still. Whenever I start a new project at a new place, those old feelings come creeping back.


Well, I’m not going to let them creep any further. This is my dream job! It’s going to be great! I puff up my curls to make them even bigger and stride confidently through the automatic doors of the IBC Television production building. A few moments after I give my name to the receptionist and sign the register, an internal door slides open and Susan Halloran walks out.


‘Annie!’ she says. ‘Welcome to Northside! Come this way.’


I’m expecting to be brought to my new office, but Susan leads me straight through the building, past what’s clearly the canteen and out to the lot, where the exterior shots of Northside are filmed.


‘Here we are,’ she says. ‘Charlemont Street.’


For a moment I can’t say anything.


I might have spent years working on soaps, I might have visited the sets of several television shows, but being on Charlemont Street itself … this is different. The houses and the shops and the pub and the café feel as familiar to me as the streets where I grew up. There’s Donnelly’s pub, where the iconic matriarch Ma Cusack famously outwitted the organised crime gang who took her hostage. There’s the lamppost outside the pub, the spot where Ma Cusack’s beloved husband was murdered, and where her granddaughter Rosie was born. There’s Karyn’s Kafé, and Mozzer McCaul’s house with its White Lady ornament in the window, and there’s the fancy bistro (that wasn’t there in the old days) and the music shop and—


‘Annie?’ says Susan, and I realise she’s been talking to me.


I pull myself together. ‘Sorry! It’s just … I grew up watching Northside so it’s kind of mad being here.’


‘It hits a lot of people the same way,’ Susan says with a smile.


As we turn to go back to the IBC Television building, I spot a thin blonde woman in her forties lighting a cigarette on the edge of the lot. She takes a long drag and I can see her shoulders relax.


‘Hi, Gina!’ says Susan. ‘I didn’t know you smoked.’


The blonde woman starts and turns to face us. ‘Just occasionally.’ She looks embarrassed.


‘Gina’s Bernard’s assistant,’ Susan says. ‘Gina, this is Annie, one of our new hires. I was showing her the lot.’


‘Hello,’ says Gina.


‘Hi!’ I smile in what I hope is a friendly fashion. ‘I’m so excited about the new job.’


‘Well, it’s a big responsibility, writing for Northside,’ says Gina. She nods towards the lot. ‘A very big responsibility. This place means a lot to the whole team. Especially Bernard.’


I’m touched by her serious tone. ‘It means a lot to me too.’


‘Right!’ says Susan. ‘I’d better show Annie her office.’


The IBC Television building is a sprawling 1970s affair, and I follow Susan up a flight of stairs, down a corridor and through a huge open-plan office. It’s as grimly industrial as the offices of Our Toon.


‘We used to be in a smaller space downstairs but we’ve got this whole floor now,’ says Susan. ‘So we have room for the staff writers’ offices.’


‘Wow!’ I say. ‘IBC must really believe in Northside.’


I’ve been reading up about IBC’s new head of drama, Triona Clancy – or Triona ‘The Scythe’ Clancy to give her her full name. It’s common knowledge that, like many soaps, Northside has been in trouble for a while. The days of entire families gathering around the telly three nights a week to watch the residents of a fictional Dublin street are long gone, and there’s been a lot of grumbling in the Irish media from commentators and even cabinet politicians about how much the public broadcaster spends on the show. But IBC, or at least Triona Clancy, must have some faith in it if they’re creating this new writers’ room and giving us this big office.


And then Susan says, ‘Well, we only have it because they moved IBC Digital to the shiny new building by the gates, so Triona let us have their old floor.’


Okay, maybe Triona Clancy doesn’t have a lot of faith in Northside. Maybe she’s just throwing the show one last bone before pulling the plug.


‘You got your story and scene-by-scene documents, right?’ says Susan. ‘I’m sorry everything’s so rushed in this block. It’s not ideal for your first script. I know it’s a lot to take in, but I’m sure you can handle it.’


‘Yeah, I got everything,’ I say. ‘And it’s fine, I’m used to the whole process. It was basically the same in Our Toon.’


Until I started working on soaps, I didn’t know that the scriptwriters don’t make up the stories; they’re created by a separate team who plan out each storyline in fortnightly blocks. The story team create the ‘beats’ of the stories – the plot points and character developments that must be depicted in the scripts. A beat can be something as dramatic as a character finding out they’re dying or as ordinary as them telling a friend they’re starting a new dance class (Tony Barton learning to salsa had been a very popular story in Our Toon). Last week I was sent my first episode’s scene-by-scene document, which is pretty much what the name suggests – a description of every scene, in the order in which they’ll appear on screen. Though, as I know from experience, a lot can change between the scene-by-scene and the script that makes it onto the TV.


A few people look up curiously from their desks as we walk by and I try to look professional, friendly and confident, which is a tall order first thing in the morning. Along one side of the room is a long row of double-glazed smoked-glass doors with gold numbers on them.


‘Those are the staff writers’ offices,’ says Susan. ‘You and your officemate are in number one. The corner office!’


‘Fancy!’ I say.


‘I’m not sure if he’s in yet,’ says Susan as she opens the door and reveals a small, drab room with two desks, a couch and a large plastic pot plant in one corner. ‘Ah, he is! Art, this is Annie! You’re going to be roommates.’


Oh God. It can’t be. Can it? Oh for fuck’s sake, it actually is …


My heart sinks.


Because sitting on one of the desks – the one closest to the windows, I notice – and looking up from his phone is a man around my age wearing a navy shirt. A familiar man. Possibly the most annoying man I’ve ever met in my entire life.


Art bloody Sullivan.










Chapter Two



INT: UNIVERSITY COLLEGE DUBLIN / INT: NORTHSIDE OFFICES


First things first: I did not fancy Art Sullivan back in the day.


I mean, I suppose I might have if he hadn’t been such a pain in the arse. Technically, there was nothing wrong with him. He looked fine. Dark hair. Kind-of-big nose. Average height. Like, objectively I could see he was quite good-looking. Lots of people in the class fancied him. But as far as I was concerned, his incredibly obnoxious personality cancelled out any physical charm he might have possessed.


We met, if you could call it meeting when he barely acknowledged my existence for most of the year, when I was doing a film studies master’s in UCD. I had come straight from studying communications at DCU; Art had studied English in Trinity where, if he were to be believed (and I had my doubts about that from the start), he had apparently run the college film society single-handed. He’d already written and directed a short film that won a prize at the Galway Film Fleadh, and to say that this success had gone to his head was a dramatic understatement.	


Art Sullivan thought he was brilliant. And, enragingly, so did everyone else. He was the golden boy of the course. The lecturers loved him. Most of our classmates were charmed by him. He soon had a little coterie of admirers hanging on his every word. He was going out with a very attractive actress, but that didn’t seem to stop him flirting with anyone who let him. He dressed like an old-school American writer, like he should be behind a typewriter with a glass of whiskey and a cigarette, all button-down shirts with rolled-up sleeves, never T-shirts and hoodies like the other boys in the class. It was all I could do to stop myself rolling my eyes and sighing whenever he opened his mouth in class to hold forth. He was so … sure of himself. So irritatingly cocky and smug.


And the short film that won the Fleadh prize wasn’t even that good.


It wasn’t until the last term of the year that I finally cracked. I was sitting next to him in a screenwriting class being taught by Fintan Donohue, an Irish writer who had written one film about fifteen years previously and had been teaching ever since. Fintan had, he informed us, been watching television recently. And to his amazement, it wasn’t all bad!


‘I’ve watched all of The West Wing,’ he said. ‘Absolutely fascinating stuff. And such powerful writing!’ Several of my classmates nodded. ‘Writers like Sorkin and David Chase have changed the medium. There was no point in even owning a television until around 1999.’


‘Well,’ I said, ‘I don’t think that’s true.’


I didn’t speak up very often in class, which might be why Fintan Donohue turned and stared at me as if I’d grown an extra head. As did Art Sullivan.


‘There’s always been great writing on TV,’ I said.


‘You’re right, of course,’ said Fintan graciously. ‘Obviously if we look at the Play for Today work of Mike Leigh or—’


‘No, I don’t just mean stuff like that,’ I said. ‘Great as it is. No, I mean, there’s always been brilliant writing on mainstream programmes. Like sitcoms. And soap operas.’


Art laughed. He literally laughed in my face.


‘Come on, you can’t be serious,’ he said.


‘Of course I’m serious,’ I said. ‘The scene in Coronation Street where the Barlows go to an AA meeting? That was incredible writing!’


‘I’ll take your word for it,’ said Art, sharing an amused glance with Fintan.


I wanted to slap both of them. I turned in my seat to face Art.


‘I presume you haven’t watched it, then?’ I said.


‘Of course I haven’t,’ said Art. ‘I’m not an actual idiot.’


‘Well, that’s your loss,’ I said.


‘Really?’ Art raised his eyebrows. He had very expressive eyebrows.


‘Really!’ I was aware my voice was getting louder but I didn’t care. ‘Soaps are part of a long cultural tradition. Blanche causing chaos at Peter Barlow’s AA meeting in Corrie? That’s pure Dickens!’ More iconic soap moments filled my mind and I kept going, even though most of my classmates were staring at me blankly. ‘Zoe Slater screaming “You ain’t my mother” and Kat shouting “Yes I am!” in Eastenders? That’s Greek tragedy! Ma Cusack outwitting the home invaders in Northside? That’s … I don’t know … Chaucerian! This is art!’


‘First of all, I don’t know who any of those people are, and second of all these shows are literally the opposite of art,’ said Art. ‘They’re anti-culture. They’re the circuses part of bread and circuses. They encourage the viewers to mindlessly accept a status quo.’


‘How would you know?’ I said. ‘You’ve never even watched any of them!’


‘I don’t need to.’ His voice was infuriatingly calm. ‘Seriously, do you think anyone goes into screenwriting wanting to write soap operas?’


‘Yes!’ I said.


Art looked at me pityingly. ‘True screenwriters want to write films. Or maybe a prestige TV drama. Not soap operas. Soaps are where people go when they’ve failed to make proper art.’


‘Alright, alright,’ said Fintan, perhaps remembering that he himself hadn’t made any art for quite some time. ‘Let’s move on.’


We did. Art sat there looking smug as usual and I sat next to him, fizzing with rage. He didn’t say a word to me when the seminar ended, and we barely spoke for the rest of the term, apart from the odd in-class argument. Along with the entire class, I was invited to the massive party he threw at the end of the year in his parents’ gaff (it turned out he was from Drumcondra like me, but while I grew up in a three-bedroom 1970s semi, his family home was a huge Victorian red-brick next to the Bishop’s Palace). I think the only time I spoke to him was towards the end of the night. I was on my way back from the loo when I passed him in the hall, one arm around his gorgeous girlfriend. He was quite drunk.


‘She’ll know,’ he said to his girlfriend. He turned to me. ‘Settle an argument. Why are soap operas called soap operas?’


‘Because the first ones were sponsored by soap companies,’ I said.


‘I was right.’ Art smirked at his girlfriend.


She rolled her eyes. ‘I’m getting a drink.’ She walked into the kitchen, leaving me alone with Art. I was about to go back to my friends when he turned back to me.


‘So, McDermott,’ he said, as if we were mates, ‘what are you doing now we’ve finished with academia?’


‘I’m doing a work placement in London.’ I was about to tell him the name of the show I would be working on but I knew he’d never have heard of it. ‘On a soap.’


‘Well,’ said Art, ‘I suppose that’s your sort of thing.’ He smiled. ‘I’ve got an internship at a big production company in LA.’


God, he was insufferable.


‘Art!’ called his girlfriend. ‘Where’s the corkscrew?’


‘See you.’ He winked at me, annoyingly, and sauntered into the kitchen.


But we didn’t see each other after that. He didn’t even turn up for our graduation ceremony because he was already in LA and, well, the rest is history. After his internship he won a big prize for unproduced scripts called the Promises Award, and then that script got made into a film and he won the best original screenplay prize at a prestigious film festival. Then he got a writers’ room job on a hugely acclaimed American TV show, and that’s when I stopped checking up on Art Sullivan’s career. Because why would I care what that patronising snob was up to?


As I look at him now, I think I see a flicker of recognition on Art’s face. For a moment neither of us says anything, and I almost tell Susan we were in college together. But when Art extends his hand towards me he just smiles and says, ‘Art Sullivan. Great to meet you.’


I automatically take his hand and am faintly surprised to find that he has a nice handshake. If I’d thought about it – which obviously I never did – I’d have assumed he’d be an obnoxious hand-crusher. You know, showing how forceful and powerful he was by smashing your hand in his mitts. But it’s a perfect handshake, firm but not too intense, and actually he has rather nice hands, strong and sensitive-looking and slightly tanned from what I presume is the LA sun and—


What the hell am I thinking?


I pull myself together. The last time we were anywhere near each other, this man either ignored me or insulted me. And now he’s pretending he’s never met me! Or he’s genuinely forgotten me. The former’s worse, obviously, but the latter isn’t great either.


‘Annie McDermott,’ I say, because if he’s going to act like we’ve never met, then so will I.


‘I’ve taken this desk. I presume you’re okay with that one.’ Art points towards the one that faces the wall, not the window. Of course he’s bagged the desk with the view. But I’m not going to demean myself by arguing with him about it.


‘Of course!’ I say breezily.


‘So!’ says Susan. ‘You’re our two brand-new hires. The other staff writers were all chosen from our pool of regular freelancers.’


‘Oh right.’ I feel a twinge of discomfort. Stupidly, and rather shamefully, it hadn’t really struck me until now that maybe an outsider like me getting one of these staff jobs meant that an experienced regular Northside writer had not.


‘We’re going to have the staff meeting in a few minutes,’ Susan continues. ‘So why don’t we grab some coffee in the kitchen and I’ll take you to the meeting room?’


‘Perfect,’ says Art.


Am I imagining it or are some of the production staff looking at us resentfully as we pass through the open-plan office? Are they thinking of their scriptwriter friends who should have got our jobs?


‘So,’ says Susan, putting coffee into the machine, ‘normally we’d just have the tone meeting today, where we go through this block of episodes and brainstorm potential changes, but because this is the first day with everyone working in the office and of course things are pretty hectic at the moment, we’re going to dig into the stories a bit more. And Bernard will be there. He wouldn’t normally attend the tone but he’s making an exception this week because of, well, you know. Everything.’


‘Great,’ I say, though I’m starting to feel nervous about this meeting. This new regime really must be a big change for the entire Northside team.


‘Sounds good,’ says Art cheerfully.


To my relief, we’re the first to arrive in the meeting room. I did not want to walk into a room full of potentially hostile strangers right now. Susan indicates seats on one side of the long oval table and Art and I sit down while she takes a seat facing us. She smiles at me as I take out my laptop and a notebook and pen.


‘Don’t look so nervous, Annie!’ she says. ‘I know it’ll be a challenge but you’ll be fine.’


My heart sinks. I was hoping my feelings didn’t show. I glance at Art, who doesn’t look nervous at all and instead is looking at me with a faintly amused expression on his face. This irritates me so much I stop feeling nervous and feel annoyed at him. Much better.


‘And besides,’ Susan goes on, ‘we’re all in the same boat because of the emergency schedule changes. Did Bernard ring you to discuss that or did you just get the email?’


‘What schedule changes?’ says Art, echoing my own thoughts, but before Susan can answer, the door opens and my new colleagues start to come in. I’m definitely not imagining the unfriendly expressions on some of their faces or the whispers they’re exchanging.


The room falls silent as a sixty-something man with white hair and an aggrieved expression stalks in carrying a pile of printed pages, followed by Gina. He takes a seat next to Susan and looks disapprovingly around the room.


Bernard.


Art stands up and extends his hand across the table. ‘Art Sullivan. Great to be here.’


Bernard ignores the hand. ‘We’ll have introductions in a minute.’


I actually feel sorry for Art as he sits down, though he doesn’t look particularly bothered by the dismissal. Around the table, a few of our new workmates exchange smiles and meaningful glances.


Oh dear.


‘Right,’ says Bernard. ‘As we all know, we’re totally in the shit at the moment.’


Are we? What is he talking about?


‘The fiftieth-anniversary episodes are airing in less than two months,’ says Bernard. ‘We’re shooting them in three weeks.’ He scowls across the table. ‘Which means you lot have three weeks to write the final drafts of the new scripts from scratch, thanks to those two arseholes whose names I won’t even mention.’


I feel like I’d been walking down a flight of stairs and now I’ve missed a step. I look around the table and see that everyone looks very serious. No one looks confused. They all know what’s going on. Everyone does except me and—


‘Excuse me,’ says Art. ‘I don’t quite follow. What arseholes are you talking about? And why do you need new scripts for the anniversary episodes?’


Bernard throws him a look so ferocious I feel myself draw back into my seat. ‘Why? Why? Jesus Christ, did you even read that email before you started this job?’


‘What email?’ Art looks a lot calmer than I feel. It’s almost impressive.


‘The email Gina sent you last week, after she sent your first scene-by-scenes,’ says Bernard. ‘The email about the urgent schedule changes. Which I assumed you’d have bothered to read before you showed your face here.’


‘I didn’t get a second email,’ says Art. He turns to me and says, ‘Did you?’


‘Um, no,’ I say.


‘You were sent a second mail on Tuesday,’ says Gina tightly.


‘Well, I didn’t get one,’ says Art.


‘Neither did I.’ I may not like Art very much, but on principle I can’t leave him to tackle this on his own.


‘If Gina says she sent you an email,’ says Bernard, ‘you were sent an email.’


‘I’m afraid I didn’t get it,’ says Art. ‘I got one email last Monday with the documents for my episode. An episode that’s meant to be shooting in three months, not three weeks.’


‘Same here,’ I say, hoping my voice sounds steady.


‘There’s obviously been some sort of mix-up,’ says Susan, as if talking down a toddler who’s having a tantrum. ‘I’ll explain everything.’ She turns to me and Art. ‘Yes, you’re right, you and Annie were originally commissioned to write episodes that are being shot in August. But last week two of our actors, Paul Sheedy and Carol O’Connor—’


‘Thieving little bastards!’ hisses Bernard.


I know that Paul Sheedy and Carol O’Connor play Joe and Amanda, two of the show’s most popular characters, who are locked in a long-running will-they-won’t-they romance.


It turns out they would and they did.


Susan clears her throat. ‘It seems that Paul and Carol have become a couple off-screen too.’


‘We created a monster,’ mutters one of the writers.


‘Well, yes, it is an unfortunate case of life imitating art,’ says Susan. ‘And to cut a long story short, they’ve left their spouses and, um, emptied Carol and her husband’s joint bank account and … fled the country.’


I stare at Susan. ‘They’ve what?’


‘They’re on the run!’ cries Bernard. ‘Like a pair of common criminals! They’ve fucked off to Costa Rica a month before they were meant to be shooting the A-story in the fiftieth-anniversary episodes and that, people, is why we are in the shit! As everyone here is well aware, apart from this pair who didn’t bother to check their fucking email!’


I can see Art open his mouth, presumably to remind Bernard again that he didn’t get any mail, but he clearly thinks better of it and shuts it without saying anything.


‘So,’ Bernard continues, ‘as you’ve been told multiple times, you lot have three weeks to write the shooting scripts, and they’d better be good because these are the anniversary episodes we’re talking about.’


I feel a wave of nausea wash over me. Three weeks? For my first Northside script? I was expecting to have three months! That’s how long it usually takes to write the multiple drafts the job requires.


But Bernard hasn’t finished. ‘And you two,’ he points aggressively across the table at me and Art, ‘have the honour of writing the two episodes that will air on the anniversary itself.’


Hang on, what? They’re giving us the biggest episodes of the year?


‘What about … what about the writers who did the original scripts?’ I say. ‘Why aren’t they doing the rewrites?’


Bernard looks at me as if I were a rat that had somehow gained the power of speech.


‘Those writers,’ he says, ‘are currently unavailable. They won’t be joining the new “team”’ – you can hear the inverted commas around these words – ‘for now at least. So instead our little show gets to benefit from your international expertise.’


It’s exactly what he said to me on the phone when he offered me the job. Except now his tone is clearly sarcastic.


A cold shiver goes down my spine as it hits me that maybe he was being sarcastic on that phone call too.


Oh shit.


‘Actually, you might as well introduce yourselves,’ says Bernard. ‘Tell everyone here exactly who they’re lucky to be working with.’ He points at me. ‘You first, Ms whatever your name is.’


God, why does my mouth feel so dry? ‘I’m Annie McDermott.’


‘A bit louder, please!’ says Bernard. ‘And more articulate. Don’t mumble.’


Don’t glower at him, Annie. Don’t snap. This is your boss. This is the legend who shook up Northside.


‘I’m Annie McDermott and I’m from Drumcondra,’ I say loudly. Too loud? Dial it down a bit. ‘Just down the road, hahaha!’ Oh God, that laugh sounded a bit manic. ‘I started in TV production in London and later I worked in the story rooms of a couple of programmes.’ I name them; everyone in the room apart from Susan and a short round-faced man wearing a fluffy cardigan looks resolutely bored. ‘I moved into writing scripts, and for the last few years I’ve been in Newcastle working on Our Toon. Actually,’ I add with a smile, ‘I murdered Tony Barton.’


If I was expecting anyone to be impressed by this, I’m sorely mistaken.


‘Is that it?’ says Bernard.


‘Um, yes,’ I say.


‘Well, let’s hope you haven’t picked up any bad habits from those Geordies. What about you?’ He points at Art.


‘Hi, I’m Art Sullivan,’ says Art. ‘I grew up near the Royal Canal.’ I force myself not to roll my eyes. He’s implying he grew up on the mean streets, not a large townhouse. ‘And I went to school in the north inner city.’


Despite the fact that I’m still reeling from the deadline bombshell, I stifle a snort of appalled laughter. I can’t help it. My friend Sinéad’s brother was Art’s best mate at school, so I know for a fact that he went to Belvedere. Which, yes, is situated in the north inner city, but is also a prestigious Jesuit private school.


‘I got into college,’ continues Art, as if attending university had been a struggle against the odds as opposed to an automatic next step. ‘Then I went to Los Angeles for a while and worked in film and TV. And now I’m back home.’


‘Why are you back?’ says Bernard.


‘Personal reasons,’ says Art smoothly.


I’ve been so worried about all our new colleagues hating us that I haven’t had much time to ponder why the hell golden boy Art Sullivan is slumming it here with the likes of me. Now I can’t help wondering what the personal reasons might be. Whatever they are, this is a bit of a comedown for someone who was once so scornful of the entire medium.


‘How kind of you to grace us with your presence,’ says Bernard. ‘I hope it won’t seem too boring to you after LA.’ He says the last bit with cartoonish sarcasm.


‘I’m sure it won’t,’ says Art.


‘Good,’ says Bernard, ‘because you’d better read the new scene-by-scenes and story documents in about thirty seconds so we can get this meeting started properly. Gina, can you resend everything to these dilettantes?’


The new documents arrive in my inbox. I frantically scan them as Susan starts speaking. ‘As most of you know,’ she says, ‘the original anniversary-week episodes were centred on Amanda discovering that newcomer Louisa was her long-lost sister. Then just as Amanda turns to Joe for comfort and it looks like they’ll finally get together, we were going to reveal that Louisa had a baby with Joe ten years ago, conceived when he went on that work trip to Galway for a few months.’


‘When Paul was in gambling rehab,’ someone mutters. ‘Again.’


‘We’d already cast the bloody sister,’ says Bernard mournfully.


‘Yes, well, we’ve found a way to work Louisa into the new stories,’ says Susan. ‘And because Amanda and Joe played key parts in the other stories in this block, all those storylines had to be totally reworked too, and the story team has done a fantastic job. So let’s show our appreciation.’


She starts clapping and everyone joins in apart from Bernard, Gina and a few very tired-looking people at the far end of the table, who nod modestly.


‘Right,’ says Bernard. ‘Now you’ve reminded us of what I thought you all knew already, let’s start this tone meeting. Or story meeting. Whatever the hell it is.’


Whatever it is, I’m pretty sure it’s going to be no fun at all.


And I’m right.










Chapter Three



INT: NORTHSIDE OFFICES


Susan said the plan was to make Northside more collaborative over the coming months, and based on this morning those changes can’t kick in soon enough.


Because whatever Bernard might have done for Northside ten years ago, right now he’s just being a dick. There are six episodes in this fortnight’s block, and as I skim through the story documents I try to listen to the discussion of the first one, but all the discussion amounts to is Bernard tearing everything to shreds.


I haven’t seen anyone be so mean and dismissive to another human being since … well, since school.


Maybe that’s why I find myself getting more and more angry with Bernard as the meeting goes on. The man in the fluffy cardigan –his name turns out to be Simon – has a really good suggestion for tweaking Louisa’s entrance scene but Bernard snaps ‘No!’ and starts talking about the next scene. How does he think dismissing everyone’s ideas is going to make them write better scripts? And it’s not like his approach is making the show particularly brilliant, based on the grim episodes I’ve watched recently. At one stage when Bernard is berating Simon, I’m so enraged I let out an involuntary noise that sounds, I have to admit, a little bit like a growl.


Bernard stops mid-rant and turns to me, his eyes narrowed. ‘Do you have something to say, Ms Newcomer?’


I’m about to say quite a lot of things when I catch Simon’s eye. He looks so appalled by the prospect of me coming to his defence that I say, ‘Just clearing my throat.’


‘How good of you to share,’ says Bernard. But he moves on to another topic.


By the time we take a break for lunch, my head is genuinely wrecked. Although when I say we take a break for lunch, this break is announced by Bernard looking at his watch at five to one and then walking out without a word.


‘See you back here in an hour, folks!’ says Susan brightly.


Everyone looks almost as stressed as I feel as they slowly make their way out of the room. Most of the staff – including Art, I presume – head to the canteen building, but I grab a sandwich from the vending machine on the ground floor, make a coffee in the kitchen and head back to my office. I want to go through my scene-by-scene properly. Also I don’t feel ready to face the dirty looks from the rest of the Northside team in the canteen.


It’s actually quite nice in the bright little office. I open the window and start working my way through the documents, taking notes as I go. The story team has done a great job making up for Amanda and Joe’s absence. In the first episode of the block, the viewer will see long-lost sister Louisa arriving on the street at night. She looks up at Joe and Amanda’s window, where the couple can be seen in silhouette (easy to fake without the actors). Amanda and Joe are never seen again, killed off-screen by Louisa.


In the next episode Louisa tells everyone she’s an old friend of Amanda’s who’s looking after her apartment while she and Joe are on a last-minute trip to Paris. But Amanda’s uncle Paddy Cusack gradually starts to suspect Louisa has something to do with the couple’s disappearance. Then he spots Amanda’s trademark earrings in Louisa’s bag, stained with blood. Louisa hits him with her car before he can tell anyone, leaving him in a coma. And that’s where Ritchie comes in.


Paddy’s son Ritchie was a kid back in my regular Northside-viewing days. But I know from my research that he’s now a proper heartthrob, a loveable rogue who’s broken the hearts of half the young women (and at least one young man) of Charlemont Street. He’s desperate to find out who caused his dad’s accident, and he’s increasingly worried about his cousin Amanda, who isn’t responding to calls. In my episode, Ritchie tearfully tells his comatose father he has no idea who could be behind it all. Paddy briefly wakes up from the coma and breathes Louisa’s name to a shocked Ritchie before falling back into unconsciousness. Then Ritchie confronts Louisa and she drugs and kidnaps him.


Murder, kidnapping, a coma – even with the murders happening off-screen, it’s a classic juicy soap story with exciting implications for future plots and an impressive action scene in the kidnapping. If I had more than three weeks to write a final draft from scratch, I’d be utterly thrilled. But as it is, the challenge seems almost overwhelming. This really, really isn’t how I want to start my Northside career. What if I mess it up? What if I fail my trial period? What if …?


Stop that, I tell myself. You handled the Tony Barton murder rewrites and you had to do that on the day of the shoot. Yes, it just involved cutting a minor character from a couple of scenes, not writing an entire episode, but the principle was basically the same. You had to write something filmable at very short notice. You can handle this. It’ll be fine. Of course it’ll be fine.


Won’t it?


Louisa, Paddy and Ritchie have the A-story but of course there are other storylines this fortnight, and I need to go through them all in order to write my episode. I eat my sandwich and make more notes and nearly an hour later I’m so immersed in the stories I get a real jolt when the door of the office opens and Art walks in.


‘How was the canteen?’ I say, because I might as well try to be polite.


‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘I didn’t get lunch there.’


Hmm, maybe he didn’t want to face our unfriendly colleagues either.


He takes his jacket off and says, ‘Are you all right?’


Despite myself, I’m touched by his concern.


‘I’m okay,’ I say. ‘It’s … well, it’s quite intense, isn’t it?’


‘Your eyes went all black and scary when they were going through that last script,’ says Art. ‘I thought you were going to jump across the desk and strangle Bernard. It was kind of terrifying.’


Oh great, he’s not looking out for me. He’s scared of me.


‘I wasn’t going to strangle him!’ I say. ‘I’ve never strangled anyone.’ That sounds like I’m protesting too much. ‘It was the way he was talking to that guy Simon. It made me really angry. It was so … unnecessary.’


‘I agree,’ says Art. ‘But you’ve got to pick your battles. You can tell if someone can look after themselves, and Simon could handle himself this morning. Besides, Bernard is probably just having a bad day.’


‘God, I hope so,’ I said. ‘If this is one of his good ones, we’re all in trouble.’


‘Look, we can’t judge the job on today’s drama,’ says Art calmly. ‘It’s obviously a mad week for everyone.’


Maybe he’s right. Maybe I am blowing this all out of proportion. Maybe it’s just bad luck that I’ve turned up at such a difficult time for the show, and things will calm down when this crisis is over.


Wow, is Art Sullivan actually giving me good advice?


Then he says, ‘And besides, there’s no point in taking it all so seriously. I mean, we’re making a crappy low-budget Irish soap opera, not an A24 Sundance contender.’


Ah, there he is! That’s the snob I remember.


‘Thanks for the reminder,’ I say. ‘Good thing I have inner-city street urchin Art Sullivan here to keep me grounded.’


Art looks affronted. ‘I’ll have you know,’ he says, ‘my great-grandfather was a docker from the North Strand.’


‘Did he go to Belvedere too?’ I ask innocently.


Art doesn’t say anything. He just raises an eyebrow, picks up his laptop and strolls out of the room.


I had hoped that the afternoon would be less hideous than the morning. But if anything, it’s even worse. Towards the end of the day, everyone clearly feels a little on edge. And this, of course, is when we get to Art’s and my episodes. The final two episodes in the block. The ones that will air on the fiftieth anniversary itself.


‘No, no, no!’ shouts Bernard, after Art makes what even I must admit is a perfectly sensible suggestion for one of the villainous Louisa’s big scenes. ‘Christ almighty, what were you doing over in Hollywood, cleaning toilets? Because you’re clearly an expert when it comes to steaming piles of total shit.’


I can hear a few gleeful gasps around the table. Some of the team are loving this. But I’m furious. I may not like Art, but no one deserves to be talked to like that. I clench my fists under the desk and scowl at Bernard.


Art looks down at the table. ‘You’re absolutely right,’ he says humbly, so humbly you couldn’t possibly accuse of him of defying Bernard. ‘I’m used to dealing with pieces of shit.’


It feels like the whole room holds its breath for a second. Then Bernard snaps, ‘So I see,’ and moves to the next scene.


I glance at Art, who looks utterly unfazed. Against my will, I’m impressed.


My episode is next. At this stage we’re all exhausted and my nerves are, unsurprisingly, shot. This is the climax of the block, and Ritchie’s kidnapping is the climax of the episode. I’m conscious of the other writers looking at me. Waiting to see what the newcomer will do.


But the discussion starts off surprisingly well. I suggest adding another character to one scene and Bernard grunts in what I presume is approval. A writer called Nora suggests a way to make Louisa’s arrival at the hospital more impactful. And to my relief, she makes the suggestion in a way that doesn’t feel like a dig at me. Bernard slams down some of our ideas, but I’ve seen him behave worse over the course of the day.


Then we get to the scene in which Ritchie breaks down and tells his father how much he loves him. Despite the fact that he presumably approved every scene in this storyline last week, Bernard is now ranting that it’s not dramatic enough.


‘We need to get more emotion out of this!’ he cries. ‘This is a huge deal! Ritchie is terrified his dad is going to die!’


And then a thought strikes me. Quite a good thought, if I say so myself.


‘What if,’ I say, ‘Ritchie imagines what Paddy’s mother would say if she were there? What if we let him channel Ma Cusack? It would be a great way to, you know, pay homage to one of Northside’s most iconic figures on the anniversary and remind people that, even though she was driven into exile in Lanzarote by those gangsters eight years ago, Ma Cusack always has a place on Charlemont Street …’


I can feel the energy at the table change. I catch Susan’s eye and she shakes her head, almost imperceptibly. My voice trails off.


‘It’s only an idea,’ I say.


‘Angela, or whatever your name is.’ Bernard’s voice is pure ice. ‘This anniversary should be about looking to the future. Not dragging up old characters from the past.’


‘I understand,’ I say. ‘But, you know, I don’t think it’s regressive to celebrate the show’s history on its anniversary, is it?’


Susan is definitely shaking her head now. Simon looks concerned. At the far end of the table, someone stifles a snigger.


‘I’m sure you think you know everything, coming from your big English show,’ says Bernard. ‘But you clearly have no understanding of this series. So let me make it clear to you. Northside doesn’t need Ma Cusack. Northside needs a decent script for the actors we’re actually employing right now. Can you remember that, Ms …’ He looks at my episode’s scene-by-scene document because obviously he genuinely can’t remember my name. ‘Ms McDermott?’ His voice drips with contempt. ‘Or is it too much for you and your over-inflated ego?’


I try not to glower at him but I can’t help it. It’s like my fourteen-year-old self has possessed my body. ‘I can remember.’


I try not to snarl at him too, but I’m not sure I quite succeed.


I don’t even bother suggesting any changes to the rest of my episode’s scenes. Eventually, to my great relief, Bernard says, ‘Right, there’s no point in keeping this going any longer. We’ll have a check-in meeting on Friday morning and you’d all better have your first drafts to your editors by the end of that day.’


He slams his laptop shut and marches out, followed by Gina.


I stay seated as everyone starts to leave. I’m worried that if I pick up my laptop my hands will start shaking. Simon clearly notices something’s wrong because he pats my arm gently as he passes.


But before I have a chance to reply, he’s left the room. Maybe he doesn’t want any of his colleagues to see me talking to him.


Susan stops and says, ‘Can I have a quick word?’


Everyone else is gone now and my stomach twists as she sits down next to me. ‘Sure.’


‘I’m sorry, I know you were promised a more … collaborative writers’ room,’ she says. ‘But that’s all on hold until these anniversary scripts are done.’


‘I get it.’ And I do. But still …


 ‘Look,’ says Susan, ‘I know Bernard had a go at you there.’


‘Not only me,’ I said. ‘He had a go at everyone.’


‘He’s just a bit … highly strung,’ says Susan. ‘Especially at the moment. Don’t take it personally.’


‘I’ll try,’ I say. But I’m already wondering if I’ll last this trial period. I’m wondering if moving home was a huge mistake.
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