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For the people who kept the light on—especially when I couldn’t.

Some nights you don’t find the answer.
You find the courage to keep listening.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE


[image: ]


MIDNIGHT FREQUENCY

Laura Carpenter

The first night, the studio windows carried other rooms as ghostly squares—laundromats humming, the orange lift of a noodle stand, the tired glow of a convenience store where the clerk drew tiny stars on receipt paper between customers. Eoin Keane watched the city in reflection and adjusted the fader with two fingers, the motion neat and careful. His voice check rolled back through his headphones like warm vinyl. The clock slid past 23:00. The red light came alive.

“Good evening, Dublin. You’re listening to ‘Midnight Frequency.’ I’m Eoin. Tonight we’re trying something...different.” A breath, the softest hitch, the smile audible. “We’re not here for the lives you lived. We’re here for the one you didn’t. Take a breath, line noise in your chest, and tell it to us. We’ll hold it a while.”

He looked to the guest chair, where a woman with a plait pinned low at her neck sat with the poise of someone making a shape out of silence. Talia Byrne wore a black jumper rolled to the wrists. A tiny field recorder rested on the desk like a pet bird. Her eyes were bright with midnight—the colour of curiosity sharpened by caffeine and intention.

He unmuted her mic. “Talia, you ready?”

She leaned close without touching anything else, as if the mic had its own space that needed respecting. “Ready.” Her voice carried a Dublin lilt sanded soft by years of listening. “Hello, Dublin. I’m here to help you hear yourselves.”

On his screen, line three lit. Director Shea’s hand hovered outside the booth itty-bitty inches in the air, blessing or benediction. Producer Kavanagh sat with a pen horizontal over his notepad, not writing yet. The phone producer held up a paper with a number and a name, both fake.

Eoin pressed the button.

— — —
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TRANSCRIPT—Midnight Frequency—23:05:12
[Bed: low vinyl crackle under room tone]
EOIN: Line three, you’re on the air. What’s the life you didn’t live?

CALLER (female, mid-40s): I stayed instead of leaving. That’s the life.

EOIN: Where would ‘staying’ have been?

CALLER: A bakery my grandmother ran. It wasn’t mine to keep and it was all I wanted. I left, because university seemed like the way not to disappoint anyone. But—

TALIA: Did the bread have a sound?

CALLER: A what?

TALIA: When you pulled it out—did the crust sing when it cooled?

CALLER: Oh. Yes. Like...like tiny glass cracking. Like snow under a heel.

EOIN: Can you hear that, just now?

[Beat. Silence, breath. A kettle clicks faintly in another flat down the street.]

CALLER: Yes.

EOIN: So it’s not lost. You’re here; the sound is here. If you had stayed, what colour would morning be?

CALLER: Butter and flour on black stone.

TALIA: And who would you be?

CALLER: I don’t know. I might have been kinder.

[Short inhale.]

EOIN: You get to be kinder now.

[Music bed fades.]

— — —
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They cut to a song and let the studio darken. Talia’s eyes stayed on the switching panel. “When she said snow under a heel—does Dublin ever—”

“Occasionally,” Eoin said. He watched the VU meters bounce like patient fish. “It’s the crackle that’s important. People need proof that the thing existed.” He hadn’t meant to say “people”; he meant himself. The years had taught him to speak with plural nouns, safely folded.

Talia clicked her recorder off and on again, a small ritual. “You speak like someone who knows how sound can be used against you.”

The old story rose, the way a bruise rises when you press it. He nodded because talking about it here—live—would make it into content, and he refused to give that away. “We’ll set rules,” he said instead.

“We will,” she said, and he heard the difference. Not a promise made lightly. A collaborative verb.

Another line lit. Then another. The screen printed with lives unlived: pianist on Inis Mór, bus driver who never took the night shift, woman who nearly didn’t marry the man she married. A student who had trained in architecture and now tempered chocolate, a soldier who had wanted to dance, a man who had stayed closeted and a man who had come out but not to his brother.

Eoin’s fingers learned Talia’s breath pattern in minutes. She filled exhalations with questions that weren’t quite questions. The bones of a conversation made for radio—openings that admitted air. Even Producer Kavanagh, allergic to art for art’s sake, stopped pretending to take notes.

Between callers, Talia held her recorder tilted to the ceiling. “The hum here is polite,” she said.

“It’s an old building,” Eoin said. “The walls apologise.”

She smiled, and the smile widened when a hum from the street rose—motorbike, then bicycle bell, then the two-note announcement chime from a late DART train easing across the bridge. It came through the glass like permission.

— — —
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TRANSCRIPT—Midnight Frequency—23:41:09

EOIN: Line two, welcome.

CALLER (male, 21): If I’d said yes to the scholarship I wouldn’t be washing dishes right now.

TALIA: You’re clever with your hands, though. I can hear it.

CALLER: How?

TALIA: The way your consonants hit the metal of your words. Do you keep the knives sharp?

CALLER: I do.

EOIN: Then you’re managing more than one kind of edge. Tell me about the scholarship. Where to?

CALLER: A place that felt like a map with me not on it. I thought I’d disappear.

EOIN: And this kitchen—does it give you a person to be?

CALLER: It gives me steam and burns and a laugh sometimes. I might try again next year.

EOIN: Sometimes the life you didn’t live tries again. Nothing’s final at twenty-one.

— — —
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By the time they signed off, the text line had filled with soft thank-yous. No confessions, no spectacle. Just a lot of strangers telling the city good night as if it were a person they loved. Eoin faded the theme. The red light went dark.

They headsetted off in the shared quiet of after. Talia asked, “Noodles?” the way some people might ask, “Are you alright?”

He hesitated. He saw the little studio kitchen with its sad kettle, the way guests looked at it and smiled, pretending it was charming. He thought of her recorder at rest, the desk clean of crumbs—his private precision waiting to be muddied by a thing like noodle slop—and understood that control was not the same as safety.

“Rooftop,” he said. “There’s a wind tonight.”

They took the back stairs. Nan Cáit had one of her quilted jackets on, though the air didn’t demand it. She didn’t ask where they were going; she just passed them two packets through the open door of her flat and a wink that meant she understood something without intending to. “Boil water. Don’t get dramatic,” she told Eoin as if he was seventeen again and not thirty-four. He bowed to her, and she waved it away with a soft swat of air.

On the roof, the city came up like tide. Noodles steam rose to meet it. Talia used chopsticks with the concentration of someone making an offering. “I’ll learn the etiquette for the studio,” she said. “No lingering near your screens. No spontaneous questions that make you choose between the show and your life.”

“And no parasocial bait,” he added, and she nodded like she’d already decided that was gospel.

“It’s about the callers.” She tipped a bit of seasoning into the pot, then stopped. “Is that allowed?”

He laughed before he could help it. “It’s a good sin.”

Her smile went sideways; she had a dimple he hadn’t noticed until she was eating. “You have a good laugh for radio,” she said.

He had a good laugh for other things, too, but he kept that to himself. “We should talk boundaries.”

“We should.” She set her chopsticks down like pen on paper. “Anonymity. No faces, no legal names. If anyone tries to triangulate me, we do not respond. We keep the silent parts off-air. No teasing like the audience is a cat with a string.”

“You’ve done this before,” he said.

“I’ve made mistakes before,” she corrected, light, and the Dublin in her words opened like a door to somewhere wet and stubborn. “People want to help and they want to feel close. It’s a lovely, dangerous thing. You?”

He kept his eyes on the line of the river where lamps made a spine. Owned it without the details. “Doxxing, once. I left the station. Came back. Rules got clearer.”

“Then we protect each other.” She blew on a mouthful, polite about everything, even heat.

He said yes to that without debating the practicality of it, the HR of it, the way the world disliked truths that weren’t categories. “We’ll use an on-air code phrase if something feels off.”

Talia thought. “Something innocuous. ‘Mic check’?”

“Too common.” He glanced up as the wind pushed a laundry line to make a small flag out of someone’s socks. “What about ‘the kettle clicked’?”

Her eyes brightened. “Yes. And off-air—if one of us needs to stop because it’s tipping into performance of self—”

“We stop,” he said. “We refuse spectacle.”

They ate most of the noodles. A neighbour’s cat stepped out with an opinion about ownership and then decided it didn’t mind sharing them. When the steam thinned and the city cooled into after-midnight proper, Talia wiped her hands and held up her recorder. “One sound?” she asked. “For the show’s private archive.”

“What kind of sound?”

“The wind through the laundry line. I like when the ordinary talks back.”

He rolled his shoulders, a fraction, and nodded. The recorder caught a loose clack of clothespins, a whisper of nylon, the ragged vowel of night. Talia closed her eyes as if she could hold more that way. He watched her instead and wondered what his own face looked like when he was listening that hard.

— — —
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They met again the next afternoon at a vinyl shop in George's Street where the owner watered his plants with the same ceremony he used to pull record sleeves, palms flat, elbows in. The bell over the door announced them with the smallest brassy shrug. Talia arrived early enough to have charmed the owner into showing her the listening booth. She waved at Eoin through the glass like they were too grown to wave and did it anyway.

“Mic check,” she said when he stepped inside. “A real one, not a crisis.”

“I know the difference.” He set down a black case as if it contained something alive. He unpacked two microphones, laid them on the felt mat like utensils. He could do it with his eyes closed; he had once, on a dare. He wouldn’t again.
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Case Very Tidy Observed

“Your case is very tidy,” she observed.

“It keeps me from—” He stopped. “It keeps things from going wrong.”

She made no sound of approval or teasing. She leaned in, adjusted the angle of the first mic a fraction. “You like them at 45° to each other?”

“L-R separation gives me room to breathe.” He plugged them in, the clicks satisfying, the shop’s hum low enough to act as a bed. “You hear the room?”

“I hear the shop owner’s shoes squeak when he turns—see?” The owner turned and squeaked; they both smiled. “And the fridge hum pitches up when he opens the door.”

“The sun’s hitting the window at 3pm,” he said, letting the sound name the light. “It’ll drop a degree when we get a cloud.”

He exhaled through his nose. “Producer Kavanagh is thrilled. That’s a risk. He’ll push for what he can sell—”

“Which is not us.” Talia shifted the pop filter. “It’s the city.”

He calibrates—calibrated; a tiny echo of the past rushed up. “We’ll have a document.” He removed the SD card, slid it back in. “We’ll ask for Director Shea’s signature. A neat list. A shared language.”

“An ethics memo,” she said, delighted. “Make it boring so people trust it.”

He looked at her and felt, irrationally, a little gone. He knew how to do radio. He knew how to build trust with a listener he’d never meet. He did not know how to sit in a sweaty listening booth with a woman whose mouth shaped his language like it was her own and find it easy.

The shop owner knocked like a conductor calling for attention. “Play something,” he said through the glass, and they did. The needle dropped; an old track warmed the air like bread out of an oven. Talia closed her eyes again. She had a habit of choosing her eyelids over the world when sound did that. Her hand found the beat and rested on the shelf, fingers a small metronome.

“Do you dance?” she asked, not opening her eyes.

“I used to,” he said, surprising himself. “When I was a student and nobody knew my voice yet.”

“Do you want to now?” She opened her eyes then, not pushing, an invitation written like an envelope on a table, his name waiting.

He imagined the headline already—The Night Host Dances in Daylight—and the hate that would follow it too quickly, the language of possession that masqueraded as love. But he also imagined a slow, brief sway to a record nobody else in the shop was paying attention to. He chose the smallest version of the thing and let himself have it, right there, between the jazz and the plastic-wrapped disco.

They danced for thirty seconds, neat and bodiless. His palm didn’t find her waist. Her hand didn’t rest on his shoulder. It was almost an experiment: can we move without giving anything away? Her smile said yes and also, perhaps, isn’t moving the point?

When the chorus ended, he stepped back. “We’re insufferable,” he said again, and it came out tender.

— — —
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The second night the phones were warmer at once. The city had told itself a bedtime story and wanted more. On-screen labels stacked: “woman who didn’t go to Canada,” “brother who wanted a bakery,” “student who chose a scholarship after all.” Someone was already building a lineage of the unlived, threads crossing a loom.

Eoin nodded at Talia once and opened the line. She was wearing a denim jacket with one cuff turned twice; the utilitarian prettiness of it landed hard in his chest.

“Good evening,” he said. “Our theme holds. Another life—your true ghost. Tell it.”

The caller was a child named by the producer as ‘Owl One’ in the chat window. The studio changed shape to receive the small voice. Eoin put warmth in his belly and let it rise to his throat, the way you bring soup to a mouth without spilling it.

— — —
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TRANSCRIPT—Midnight Frequency—23:07:44
[Bed: low room tone; distant crosswalk chirp faint through glass]
EOIN: Line one, hello. Do you have someone with you?

OWL ONE (child, 10): Grandma’s here. She says I can if I use a fake name and don’t say our street.

GRANDMA (off): And you listen when they say stop.

EOIN: We promise to keep you safe. What’s your life you didn’t live?

OWL ONE: I didn’t start the Night Owls club yet, but I’m going to.

TALIA: I like it already. What do Night Owls do?

OWL ONE: We make a sound map for kids who ride bikes. Where the bells are, and where the crosswalks chirp louder, and which streets have dogs that bark at you too much. My sibling’s here too. They’re good at lists.

OWL TWO (child, 8): Hi. I keep a notebook for the pitches.

TALIA: The pitches of—

OWL TWO: Bells. The bike bell near the church is B-flat. The one at the river is a C. Probably. I’m still checking. I can’t tune a piano but I can tell it’s wrong when it’s wrong.

EOIN: Do you have guardians who agree with the plan?

GRANDMA (off): I am vetting. We’ll make consent forms if you send them.

TALIA: I will. We’ll make them simple. If you like, we could put your map on the station’s site when it’s ready, but only with permission.

EOIN: Yes. We can ask listeners to call in with the sounds they think every kid should know at night—good ones, safety ones. We’ll collect them. You two can be our producers.

OWL TWO: We’re the Night Owls. We already made stickers.

[LIGHT LAUGHTER in studio.]

TALIA: Send us a photo of the sticker—no faces—and we’ll put it on our wall.

— — —
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The line held for a second as if the city wanted to applaud without clapping. The text window chimed. A woman wrote: My son uses a mobility cane; the crosswalk chirp is his favourite. Please teach the city to listen for him too. Talia read it, showed it to Eoin. He felt the shape of the show clarifying under his palms like a dish on a wheel, and he didn’t mind the metaphor being domestic. The work was domestic—care that happened in public as if in a kitchen with the door open.

He heard himself say, “We’ll build a list of sounds that mean safe passage. Bells, chirps, the hush before a train, the click of a kettle. Text us yours.”

Talia caught his eye at “kettle.” Their code phrase glowed between them like a tiny lantern. The city didn’t know; they did; it was enough.

They took more calls. They read a letter from a woman who hadn’t become a nurse because she fainted at the first sight of blood and became a children’s librarian instead—her voice smiling through the page. They spoke to a man whose father had owned a small electronics shop and who watched the street on a chair outside every evening and told his son that love is the act of looking. Talia asked if he kept any of the old transistor radios. He did. He turned one on, on-air, and the studio filled with gentle static and a thin old song bleeding through; Eoin loved it with a ridiculous intensity that made him want to throw his pen at the ceiling and catch it.

At the top of the hour, Producer Kavanagh rapped the glass—not to hurry them, but to show them a message on his phone. A blind item had gone up on a tabloid site: ART GIRL WITH THE VOICE—WHO IS SHE? The photo was nobody; a near-silhouette stealing a noodle in the dark. It could have been anyone. Eoin felt the old cold at the back of his neck and kept his voice warm anyway. He cut to a song.

Talia didn’t turn to look. She kept her eyes on the ceiling, as if blue lights might start blooming up there like jellyfish. “Is that about me?” she asked, mild, like asking if a kettle had boiled.

“Probably,” he said, because he wasn’t going to insult her by pretending. “We’ll ignore it. We’ll be boring.”

“I’m excellent at boring when it keeps kids safe.” She slid her recorder away from the edge of the desk, an unconscious protectiveness he recognised instantly—how people move their fragile things when a shadow crosses a street. “We do the memo tomorrow.”

“We do,” he said, the decision landing like a nail finding wood.

— — —
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The third night began with rain worrying the windows in neat fists. The text line chimed with the first two messages before they went live: a photo of a round sticker with a hand-drawn owl wearing headphones, and a grandmother asking if the form should include a spot for the children to sign themselves as well as guardians. Talia wrote back yes please in the blandest station voice imaginable, every syllable a soft cushion for the liability gods.

Eoin cleared his throat with more care than he needed. The room smelled faintly of damp denim; Talia had hung her jacket over her chair and now reached for a paper towel to fold once, twice, just to make something out of the waiting. He signed on.

“Dublin,” he said, “you sound like rain tonight. Let’s hold a quiet space for it.”

They did. A woman called from a stairwell, whispering about an art school she didn’t go to and the child she had instead—the way she painted now with fingers full of glue and glitter and laughter for an audience of one who booed when the glue stuck to her sleeve. A bus driver called from the end of his line to say he nearly became a translator and still keeps a notebook of words that mean almost the same thing. Talia asked if he had a favourite pair. He said quiet and silence. She said they’re cousins who disagree about attention.

And then the Night Owls called back, the small authority in the ten-year-old’s voice grown by a millimetre. They had, with Grandma’s help, walked their street and counted the chimes that sang at different pitches. The little sibling had put stickers in the notebook: B-flat, C, and a mystery note that might have been the fridge pretending to be a bell. They spoke for exactly three minutes and stopped without being asked. Talia put her hand to her chest at the discipline of it and wiped quickly like she could erase the gesture.

After midnight, when the phones slowed like a heart finding a sleep rhythm, Eoin took a call that began with a sigh so delicate it sounded like a glass slipping into a sink full of water. The caller said she was thirty-one, Irish, visiting. He made a joke about serendipity. Talia looked at him with her eyebrows asking the question that mattered: do we take this? He nodded, and she nodded back, the smallest committee.

“I didn’t become an echo,” the caller said. The accent wasn’t Talia’s; it bent differently, a county he couldn’t place. “I nearly stayed with a person who wanted me to be a mirror.”

“Who are you without it?” Talia asked, steady, as if she hadn’t reached up to stop a story from stealing her life.

“A sound artist,” the woman said. “Though I suppose that’s still a mirror sometimes.”

“It can be a window,” Eoin said. He wasn’t sure if he was talking to the caller or to the room. “You choose where the glass goes.”

— — —
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They finished in a hush that told him the city was holding something new. Rain softened. Nan Cáit brought tangerines at the end of the show as if it were New Year, her face as satisfied as if she’d personally negotiated a treaty with the weather. “Eat fruit,” she ordered, pushing the plate down between them with a firm hand. “Work cleans the air if you’re careful.”

Talia peeled hers in a neat star, the peel coming away in one piece, a small, bright miracle. “I love that,” she said, showing him the star without forcing him to reach for it. He caught the scent of citrus and the neon outside and the faint metallic tang that meant a storm had ended and left its watch behind.

“We should write the on-air code on a paper and burn it,” she said later, a grin tugging, half-joke. “So we don’t accidentally make it into content.”

“We could write it on a peel,” he said, serious, the idea landing with a weight that was not mystical so much as practical. He wrote the words the kettle clicked on a piece of tangerine skin with a pen that didn’t want to cooperate and held it up. The letters bled a little. They both laughed, and he put it in the bin ceremonially, small smoke imaginary but felt.

— — —
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The ethics memo wrote itself once they sat down in Director Shea’s tidy glass office. It sounded like everything they’d already said but more boring, which made the director visibly happy. “If you put me to sleep,” she said, “it means you won’t put me on fire.” She initialled in the margin beside the clause that said no faces, no real names, no callbacks to minors without a consenting adult. She underlined the sentence that said the show’s first loyalty was to its callers, not to narrative arcs. She added a line about transcripts: captions for non-speech sound, no cheap comedy with SFX. Producer Kavanagh scrawled his name as if signatures were races he won.

“I’m not a villain,” he told them. “But I’m also not a monk. If we can have ratings and ethics both, I’ll die happy in twenty years.”

“Twenty-five,” Director Shea corrected. “He’s dramatic.”

Talia wore her denim jacket for armour and wrote neat comments in the margin and left the room smelling faintly of rain she hadn’t brought in. Eoin buttoned his cuffs and felt his heartbeat slow to something like doable.

When they came out, the shop owner from George's Street had sent a message with a video attached: a row of regulars humming the two-note chime of the train as a joke. It wasn’t perfect. It didn’t matter. Talia laughed—the kind that did not put a hand over its mouth. He wanted to keep the sound.

They were back on the roof before midnight, wind fussing the laundry line again. The cat sat like a critic at a distance. The city felt thick with anticipation; a month is simultaneously long and short, and they both knew what a narrative arc wants. He wanted to give it exactly what it deserved and not an ounce more.

“PONR?” Talia said, tasting the acronym like it was a crisp. “Point of no return.”

He nodded. “We commit to a month.”

“No more, no less.”

“And if it’s clear that it’s turning into us performing us—”

“We stop,” she said. “We choose real life.”

He let his hand hover, not touching hers, just in the same air. “One month,” he said. “Then we step off-air and decide.”

She held his gaze with the quiet exactness of someone setting a level on a shelf. “Deal.” She bumped his shoulder with hers, a pact in a line you could mistake for play. The train pulled over the bridge and made its chime, and the sound ran along the laundry line like a ring pulled onto a finger.

He didn’t reach for her hand. Not yet. The city went on with its business, unbothered, keeper of a million small lives both lived and unlived, and they stood there like the sensible centre of a coin flipped in the air, waiting to see what would come up.

Rain washed the city clean and left the morning with its hair slicked back. By ten, the station’s small conference room had transformed into a cautious, earnest factory for consent. Director Shea stood at the whiteboard, sleeves rolled, writing in block letters so even the anxious could read it: NO FACES. FIRST NAMES OR NICKNAMES ONLY. GUARDIAN SIGNATURE REQUIRED. CHILD SIGNATURE OPTIONAL (ENCOURAGED). Producer Kavanagh had brought doughnuts as if sugar could sweeten legalese; he was eating one with theatrical innocence. Eoin sat with his laptop open and the ethics memo on the screen, cursor blinking beside a clause that said transcripts would caption non-speech sound with respect and clarity. Talia spread out pages as if mapping a coastline. She handled paper like it deserved gentleness.

The Night Owls arrived with Grandma and a plastic folder patterned with cartoon clouds. Rían wore a backpack heavier than his age; Niamh’s notebook had three new stickers, two owls and a bicycle. They took the long way around the table to look at the doughnuts before pretending not to want one. Nan Cáit signed her name with a flourish she clearly felt about life rather than pens; she made a note beside the line for ‘Contact for questions’ that read, simply, Niamhe.

“We can add a line about the city sounds map being public but the collection process private,” Talia said. “No showing where your house is. No leaving the group. If the map goes live, we publish routes, not origins.”

“Good,” Director Shea said. “If anything feels weird, we stop. Always.”

Rían raised his hand and then, when no one told him to put it down, kept holding it there for a second as if by the effort he could confirm adulthood’s trust. “Can we put in a rule that if kids argue, they have to resolve it off-air and with cereal?”

“Cereal?” Producer Kavanagh asked, delighted and baffled.

“It’s calmer with cereal,” Niamh said without looking up. “We wrote a constitution.”

Talia pressed a hand to her mouth like applause had tried to escape and she was catching it for later. “We’ll add it,” she said. “Article three.”

They went from table to rooftop, the meeting turning into the kind that breathes, not the kind that stores itself in file cabinets until a dust allergy develops. The sky had not made up its mind about sun. Laundry lines drew music staves across the light. Niamh stood by the parapet with the notebook open, connecting spray of bell pitches to street corners as if composing. Rían took photographs of the route signs and tested a phone app that recorded decibels like a pocket seismograph for life.

Eoin watched them with a pride that surprised him—intimate, ridiculous; the sort of pride people felt when a child pronounced a difficult word correctly and then did not need to say it again. He loved radio partly because the city became a set of rooms he could keep safe by voice alone. Seeing the work walk into daylight—seeing it draw itself in pencil on paper and then erase and try again—made him feel exposed in a way that did not hurt.

“Do we need to think about headphones?” he asked Talia quietly. “Small ones for the recording station when they edit? Noise isolation on the balcony if we do a kids’ room?”

“I can find a pair that looks like a treat instead of a rule,” she said. “And some that fit tiny ears without pinching. We’ll get a sound level limit device so no one gets a fright. Also—” She nodded towards the far side of the roof, where Grandma had leaned a broom against the wall and was staring like a hawk at a child two rooftops over who had appeared where no child should.

“We have security,” he said.

She glanced up at him as if she’d heard more than the joke. “We do.”

By late afternoon, the map had more than twenty pins and a key that made you forgive the messy drawing because it held you by the patience of its categories. Bells were stars. Crosswalk chirps were triangles. Dogs who barked at you had small lightning bolts with affectionate eyebrows. The river had a line that zig-zagged in a way that would make no sense to anyone unfamiliar with its meander and would be instantly legible to anyone who had lived within four blocks of it for a month. ‘The kettle clicked’ appeared in microscopic writing by a small teacup in the corner—nobody’s business but theirs.

They went to George's Street for records because the shop owner’s text had contained a photo of six men with their hands on their hearts humming the train chime sincerely, and gratitude needed collecting in person. The bell sang them in. Talia slid straight into the listening booth and held up a hand for the little hand-sanitiser pump mounted on the wall; she used it with a care that might have been for herself, might have been for the needle, might have been for all of us and the tracks we leave.

“We brought a present,” Eoin said, and handed over a manilla envelope containing the first draft of the consent forms—clean fonts, clear icons, blank space that respected the reader. The owner blinked as if someone had given him a certificate that proved what he’d suspected: that kindness existed in administrative formats.

“I’ll keep one near the till,” he promised. “If anyone under the age of fifteen comes in with eyes like they own the night, I’ll ask them if they want to map it.”

“Not near the till,” Talia said gently, and he listened. “At the listening station. It’s nicer.”

They calibrated microphones again. This time Eoin did not list his reasons for angles and distance as if reasons could hold a world in place. Talia moved without muscle tension, and the shop seemed to approve. With one ear to the booth and one to the street, he learned the afternoon had its own way to breathe. The fridge hum did pitch up when opened; the bell did its shy brass shrug; the bus stop across the way coughed up people in small polite herds who thought they were in a hurry and were not.

“Dance?” she teased, not to trap him, just to name the temptation.

He half shook his head, half nodded, an ungainly answer too honest to be stylish. “After close.” He pointed at the hand-lettered sign: OPEN LATE. “When the city agrees.”

They walked out into a sky that had finally, delightfully, decided to cloud. The river looked like someone had laid silk on it and then smoothed it with both hands. Talia held a portable recorder carefully as one holds a polite animal; Eoin carried two clip-on mics, a Fresnel lantern for no reason except that he loved that it existed, and an umbrella in case wisdom needed to be visible.

They set up knowing that production makes prayer look like practical labour. Eoin laid cable like cautious language; Talia taped down edges as if keeping anyone from tripping could change history. The lantern made a warm circle, and the circle became, without announcement, a room. The sounds came in by themselves: bicycle bells, the hush before train chime, a child’s wheezy laugh, the synthetic bird of a crosswalk. A man tuned a guitar in the distance, and the river ignored them the way a river should.

At 23:00, Eoin looked into the dark and saw shapes become faces. He swallowed the strange intimacy of being looked at by hundreds and being known only by a voice. He lifted his hand for silence and got it. It fell as if the night were happy to obey—a soft domestic obedience, not the military kind. He didn’t ask where the city had learned it; he was only grateful it survived here.
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CHAPTER 2
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Talia Flicked Recorder Off

Talia flicked her recorder on, then off, then on again, a ritual that had become, to him, the equivalent of crossing herself. She stood with her weight on her back foot, braced against the river’s small wind, a woman who had chosen to be seen and had built the terms by which it would happen. He wanted to offer her a room with a lock and also a crowd that always behaved. He could give her neither. He could give her his care.

A child hummed the train chime quietly; another child hummed it a fraction sharp; a third hummed both notes and then laughed at herself. The circle caught them. A woman stepped in. “I didn’t open the pottery studio,” she said. “But I still make bowls.” A man stepped in. “I didn’t wear the ring,” he said. “I wore a necklace instead.” He smiled to show that this was not tragedy. Talia recorded nothing of faces; everything of sound. The choir formed itself without instruction—a low humming that fattened, softened; a crane of necks so people could see without needing to push; an agreement, unspoken, about where to stand.

— — —
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TRANSCRIPT—Midnight Frequency—Live at the River—23:36:52
[Bed: river hush, distant guitar tuning, collective hum. No music bed.]
CALLER (f, 60s): I would have been a doctor. I fainted at the smell of antiseptic. I didn’t faint at sorrow. I became a school nurse instead and kept plasters and secrets.

TALIA: Thank you for your work. Thank you for the secrets you kept safe.

CALLER: One of the children I looked after became a doctor. She said I taught her not to be frightened of the smell.

EOIN: There’s a future where you did become a doctor—and there’s this one, where you made one.

[Hum swells; a bicycle bell rings; a child’s hand claps once, decisively.]

— — —
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The guitar the river had ignored tuned itself into a song. People did what people do when offered a chorus without words—they made one. It wasn’t a choir. It was laid-back humming, the kind you do when you don’t think anyone is listening, a belly-level sound that calms the body from the inside. Eoin let it hold for longer than a producer would have advised. He could feel Producer Kavanagh’s worry through the air and forgave him; radio time was money and also love and also fear. He kept his hand up. “Let it have a minute,” he said, and the minute did something to him he would not name later. Maybe it worshipped. Maybe it simply said yes to being a mammal in a night with other mammals present.

When the first drops hit, they were decorative. By the time the chorus let itself dissolve, the rain had opinions. Umbrellas opened like flowers apologising late. Someone offered theirs to someone else. The river remembered its job and slicked up, impressed with itself. Eoin felt the old performance heart—the one that beats faster when weather conspires, the one that wants to grab something cinematic and then reprimands itself for wanting—bang a little harder.

He found himself under an umbrella held by a woman at his right who did not know he was Eoin. She simply thought he was a person who should not get wet for too long. He thanked her and then, absurdly shy, stepped back into the rain. Talia had a hood up; the water made a sheen of her mouth he had no business noticing, and he did not. He noticed the steam of the crowd’s breath when a gust of cold ran its hand through them. He noticed the smallest boy watching the smallest girl with unabashed admiration because she had found the courage to step into the circle, say nothing, and step out again—her unlived life held in keeping.

As they packed the gear, the umbrella situation became comedy. Five umbrellas for twenty people close to the circle, a quick miscount, a lent floral number that was too small and delighted everyone, a black golf umbrella wielded with military precision by a man whose personality it matched. Eoin held his over the mixer and tried not to think about equipment as a metaphor for soft human heads. Talia had put hers down somewhere (he would later find it on a bench like a friendly animal). Someone moved beside him and lifted an umbrella over both their hands. He didn’t have to look to know. She did it as if the object were a tool, not a confession.

He could feel her breath through the rain—a practical intimacy, the kind that makes something like a kiss unnecessary or at least deferred on grounds of sense.

“We’ll keep it off-air,” she said, low, eyes on the knobs, not his mouth.

“Yes.” He heard how he said it. Calm like a signed form.

He angled the umbrella to keep the mixer safe and found himself with disproportionate grief for every small thing kept safe—this stupid plastic, that child’s ankle, the grandmother’s hat. He wanted to go under a building with her and eat something hot and ridiculous and not talk about anything that had ever tried to hurt either of them. They were adults; they put things away. They left no wet footprints inside the shared room.

When the river cleared its throat and resumed being a river, the city decided it was time to go home. Eoin looked at Talia and saw rain in her lashes, the small bravery it took to not wipe it away in public. The umbrella felt suddenly like an instrument they were playing together, a duet performed with no audience; he made a small, cowardly decision: to use his words, the safe instrument. “There’s a stall five minutes from here with mandu,” he said. “They keep umbrellas under the tables. Have you seen such a thing.”

She smiled she knew exactly what he meant. “Show me.”

They walked without touching around the people who wanted to talk to them. They said thank you to those who stepped forward. They did not linger with anyone who had a phone in a position that made no sense. The mandu stall smelled like rescue. The woman behind it looked them over in the experienced way of someone who had watched a hundred nearly-love stories shake out water in front of her and had learned to let them decide their own next scene.

Under the plastic flap, the world was drizzle instead of storm. They ate too quickly and then too slowly. Talia rubbed at her hair with the clean towel offered by the stall-owner and said, “I am not responsible for this fringe.” He laughed and felt his chest loosen in increments: two-note chime, bicycle bell, kettle clicking, heart a domestic appliance.

On the way back to the station to drop the gear, they took a side street because instinct suggested fewer gazes, and Dublin obliged—one street over, and you can live a whole secret life. The rain came harder again; the umbrella failed its centre seam. Talia stepped under a hotel awning with flowers plastered to it by the weather’s hand. He followed because not following would have been a choice, and he was tired of making good choices that attempted to beat back hunger with ethics. Ethics was not opposed to hunger; it simply held the door so nobody got crushed.

They stood there without slipping into a pose they would regret. Her hand lifted, perhaps to touch his collar and fix it, perhaps to fix nothing. He felt the push and refusal and the courteous negotiation between any two people who intend to stay human and not story. The noise of the rain made its own privacy. Somewhere, a scooter tried to act like a grown motorbike and failed charmingly. He said, “Talia,” and the sound of her name felt like a mouth full of warmth.

She reached then—slow enough that it wasn’t even reaching, more the removal of the distance she’d put on as scaffolding. The first kiss landed like a breath shared between phrases of a song. It was not a vow, not a secret offered and accepted. It was a test of proximity: can we be here and not dissolve? He kept his hands on the edges of his coat and did not do anything foolish like take her jaw as if he knew what to do with it; she kept one hand on the umbrella handle and one curled at her side and did not do anything cinematic. Rain performed enough for both of them. When they parted, it felt like finishing a paragraph and knowing the next was waiting.

“No spectacle,” she said, a vow whose gold did not need a choir.

“No spectacle,” he agreed, smiling, mournful and unafraid.

They walked back into the weather like people who had nothing to confess and everything to carry well.

— — —
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The leak did not arrive like a door kicked; it arrived like a creep of damp, quiet and presumptuous. At 10:00 the next morning, Producer Kavanagh stood in the corridor with his phone held at a distance as if it might be contagious. A photo: a woman, silhouette, umbrella, hotel awning at an angle that could be anywhere and was somehow recognisable to anyone who wanted to recognise it. CAPTION: ART GIRL IN THE RAIN—NIGHT VOICE’S NEW MUSE? The piece underneath it was lazy and therefore dangerous—light on facts, heavy on suggestion, suggestive of a cruelty it did not want to own. There was no face. There was not even evidence it was Talia. It didn’t matter.

“We ignore it,” Director Shea said from the doorway, voice surgical. “We return to the rules. We protect the show. We protect our people.”

“We also,” Producer Kavanagh said quietly, and to his credit, a little ashamed, “consider how to make sure we keep winning while being better than them.”

“We will be boring,” Talia said, and when she said it, it sounded like a plan that would win anyway.

“Doesn’t mean we hide,” Eoin said. The first doxxing had taught him a cowardice that dressed itself as pragmatism. The second life had taught him that you could carry a rule like a lantern and not live in the dark. “We lead on ethics tonight. On air. We will not say the word tabloid. We will not make this show about us. But we will say that privacy is not drama; it is care.”

They wrote the on-air segment like a letter one person who loves you leaves on the kitchen table before work. No capital letters except where respect required them. No scolding. A diagram of how to talk about children without stealing their lives. A short explanation of consent that didn’t make anyone want to sleep, and a list of sounds they would never play without permission: the hiss of a kettle inside a house, a door opening, the quick inhale of a surprised child. When they were done, Director Shea added a line at the bottom: “If we make a mistake, we will say so and then do better. We expect the same from those who write about us. We will not fight you. We will outlast you.”

At 23:10, Eoin read. His voice found a middle register that made people who had been measuring scepticism in teaspoons set their spoons down. Talia read the second paragraph. She named the Night Owls’ project with care. She name-checked a mobility cane and the sound of a crosswalk that is not loud enough yet but will be if we are lucky and push kindly. She thanked the city for standing in a circle and humming because it made a different kind of circle possible—the one on a map where children walk safely without wondering if they are content.

The text line lit up like a sky agreeing to fireworks. A father wrote: Thank you for not making them content. A teacher wrote: we use your show for listening exercises without telling them it’s a radio thing. A nurse wrote: antiseptic does have a smell; I carry mints for students who faint. He added a mint emoji because the world now contains that language and it is fine.

Reporter Hanley’s number, saved under the station’s general account as PRESS—HANLEY, pinged with: read your memo. coffee? 15 tomorrow? no tricks. Director Shea wrote back: 15:30. In the open lounge. No photos. Bring your editor. He agreed. She looked at the two of them with a look that meant I am not your mother and I am also exactly that, and only went back into her office when she had watched them breathe.

Later, when the hour arrived that always arrives—the one where tiredness sneaks in a mean suggestion and you are foolish enough to dress it in sense—Talia looked at him and said, “Do you love the version of me that lives in the studio more than the out-of-frame one?” It would have been a good time to joke; he did not take it. He waited the beat that makes a question a house rather than a trap.

“I love the version who holds a line and makes sound into a place where children want to be.” He kept his hands still because movement could be misread as performance and he did not want to be on stage in this moment. “I’m afraid of spectacle like some people are afraid of heights.”

“So am I,” she said, and then, to his wild relief, laughed at herself for the gall of the next thought. “It’s funny, though, isn’t it. We chose a medium that loves listeners who love us. We ask them not to love in a way that eats.”

“They can love like a neighbour,” he said. “A good one. The kind who waters the plants and never asks about your bedroom.”

She snorted like she’d discovered a vintage lyric. “Stick that on a tote.”

He hadn’t planned on a fight that night; he got one anyway, the whispering kind that comes in like a draft under a door. When people are tired and their nerves are bright as wire, they reach for the line that will keep them from slipping. He reached for quiet. She reached for good news. Both were reasonable; both could have become arrogance if left alone.

“If we do a silent episode as the finale, they’ll think we’re pretentious,” he said.

“They’ll think we care,” she said. “If we build it with the city, they’ll know what we mean.”

“I’m not afraid of the idea,” he said, and heard himself: I am afraid of what they will take from us in the name of the idea. “I’m afraid of the way attention climbs on anything and makes it a billboard.”

“We keep the words short,” she said. “We practise restraint like it’s a muscle.”

“Restraint is my default,” he said, more sharply than intended.

“And mine isn’t?” she asked, not hurt so much as startled.

He exhaled and caught the hiss the mic might catch; he cut his own channel out of an old habit that felt too much like vanishing. “I didn’t say that,” he said, which was true and not enough. “I’m saying I have an old bruise. It sometimes behaves like a guide dog, and it shouldn’t.”

Her mouth folded into a line he wanted to smooth with a thumb and did not. “I don’t want to be loved only in the dark,” she said, which was not about cameras and everything about who gets to exist where. “And I don’t want to be eaten alive by being loved wrong.”

“No eating,” he said, absurd and earnest. “No dark. No floodlights. Just—” He made a shape with his hands that meant a circle the size of their lives.

“We’ll take a night,” she said. “We’ll breathe. We’ll do the phones and the map and eat something reckless with spice. We’ll build the silent episode in daylight. And we will put our names on nothing we don’t choose.”

He nodded, and the nod said I’m sorry, I’m grateful, I’m not very clever when frightened. They worked the rest of the night with a professionalism that you could mistake for distance, and a listener called to say she could tell they were out of sync but she trusted they would fix it because of the way they had invented the kettle click. He nearly laughed on air, and didn’t, and later laughed in the kitchen with his head against the cabinet like an exhausted person saved by a stranger’s superstition.

— — —
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The Night Owls delivered an edit worth a movie poster. Rían had taught himself a programme that would have frightened a grown man if the grown man had kept his definitions small. The trailer for the silent episode had no faces and more joy than most weddings. It began with the river as a line across a blank field. It layered in sounds one by one: bicycle bell, crosswalk chirp, the hush before train, the snap of a flag on laundry line, a distant chapel bell, rain tapping a parasol. A caption declared in friendly font: Tonight, Dublin listens to itself. The last frame contained two words: with care.

Nan Cáit made tea and peeled tangerines again as if citrus had become the official fruit of right-sized ambition. Niamh named the bells in her notebook like saints. Producer Kavanagh tried not to clap and failed politely, allowing himself three quick taps and then a quiet hands-in-lap.

“They asked if we’d put the bridge chime in.” Rían pointed to the line on the timeline that marked the chime like a tooth in a grin. “We can do it with the train schedule. We just have to do it right so the Dads don’t have a panic about people going onto tracks.”

“Absolutely,” Director Shea said, visions of liability swapping out for a gleam of pride. “We put safety copy on the screen and in the captions. We tweet it dull. We publish it thorough.”

“Dull!” Niamh said with the fervour of someone who had seen too much of the opposite in the world. “Please make adults dull.”

They built the silent episode like people build a room for a baby—practical, tender, slightly ridiculous in the attention to detail, and completely unashamed of their hope. Eoin wrote a guide that would play at the top: brief sentences naming what would follow so that anyone with hearing aids set to favour speech would be able to tune differently for non-speech sound. Talia went to the church and stood far away with a long mic and asked permission twice and left a small donation without making content of it. She came back with a bell that did not want to be a character and therefore was perfect.

On the way back to studio, he and Talia passed the bridge with its own small orchestra of commuters. She touched the railing in greeting. “Do you think we can stand here after?” she asked—no trap, real question.

“Yes,” he said. The answer arrived without detour. “I think we can stand here and be people who love a sound and do not need to tell anyone.”

They looked down at the water like teenagers learning how to be serious about a small thing. A pair of students walked past with umbrellas, arguing about whether a certain K-drama ending was brave or a cop-out; their debate was an education in how love is pronounced differently across strangers. A child insisted to a parent that the train would sing in exactly two minutes because he could feel it. Niamh would have liked him.

— — —
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The night before the silent episode, Eoin slept badly and woke with a clarity his grandmother would have called expensive. He went into the station early and brewed coffee with more care than any priest putting on a collar. He ran the audio through his headphones and then turned them off and listened to the room instead, letting his chest learn what the city would sound like when the mics paid attention without comment.

Talia came in wearing a hoodie that had seen three continents and a denim jacket over it because identity likes layers. She put a paper bag on the desk. Inside: two buns with red bean paste done right and a napkin with a drawing by Niamh of two notes joined by a smile. He felt the need to sit to arse himself. She set her recorder near the faders and then, with a deliberation that made the act not gauche, touched the back of his hand with two fingers. Contact, like switching on a light. A small transmission.

“Niamhute to air,” she said, and he knew she meant tomorrow, and also now, and also that a life is one long minute if you live it like this—with attention, with care, with a promise not to put a camera where your heart should be.

They went on that night with a gentleness that made the most impatient callers rise to meet it. Someone tried to coax them into a coy reveal; they let the request drop the way you let a leaf fall. Someone wanted to confess to a love affair and had no plan for the person listening. Talia said, “We don’t do that here,” in a tone that made the person thank her. Rían and Niamh sent a photo of themselves holding their stickers in front of a blank wall like prisoners of kindness. Nan Cáit brought tangerines again. The city, as if to bless or challenge or merely continue its own busy vow, offered them a brief power flicker at 23:59, twenty seconds of emergency lights and a hush so whole you could feel the furniture listening. He laughed in the dark, low, and it sounded like a secret handshake with the building.

After, on the roof, the laundry line was still. He wished for a wind and accepted the stillness for what it was—rest. Talia put her hood up not for rain but because sometimes a little cave helps your head be good to you. “Tomorrow is a lot,” she said.

“Yes.”

“We’ll do less.”

“Yes.”

She looked at him square and he met it. “Whatever happens, we do the bridge after and we do it without inventing a version of us that a camera would sell,” she said.

“Yes,” he said, again, strangely happy to be reduced by agreement to a monosyllable that meant so much.

The train went over the bridge and sang. The note hung longer than physics allowed and then did what all notes do with dignity—it ended, making a space where another could begin.

They built the day like a hush. Not a vacuum—never that—but a hush shaped by hands. In the morning, the station’s corridors felt like church just after a baptism; doors were open, lights were on, and everyone’s voice wore their best coat. Eoin walked in with tea instead of coffee and the stubborn belief that ritual could tilt a body’s fear into readiness. He didn’t pray; he polished. He lined three pencils parallel on the desk, closed a drawer that had been left ajar, put the consent forms in a folder whose spine made a sound when tapped—tightened, ordered, made gentle.

Talia arrived with breath white in the cooler air and a hoodie tucked under the denim jacket because identities layer smarter than coats do. She put a paper bag on the desk: two buns, the kind with red bean done right. Niamh had drawn a face on one in biro—a bun with headphones, mouth a simple line taking everything in. “They said if you get nervous, eat,” Talia said. “And if you don’t get nervous, eat anyway.”
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CHAPTER 3
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City Sent Kind Weather

The city sent the kind of weather you can’t name without making it either too pretty or too soggy: a clean cold, sky the plain grey that flatters sound, no rain yet, the river acting like a grown-up. The Night Owls knocked at ten with Nan Cáit and patience. Rían had a lanyard he’d made that said PRODUCER in block letters because he wanted to feel how a word can hold you upright. Niamh had a new sticker for the map key: a tiny ear drawn like a clamshell. “Accessibility,” she announced, solemn as a judge. “We wrote a list. Big fonts, captions, simple sentences, don’t say ‘just’, and no one is allowed to clap over singing.”

“We’ll never clap over singing,” Eoin said, which felt like an oath worth keeping outside radio too.

Director Shea ran the last checks like a pilot who loved her plane. She stood in the doorway of the booth and watched the room behave. Producer Kavanagh hovered precisely where he wouldn’t be useful and therefore couldn’t do harm. He had promised restraint. He was doing his best. He held on to it.

A message popped from PRESS—HANLEY at 11:30: we’ll publish after the finale. no images. would like a quote about silence as content. Director Shea wrote back: we’ll give you a line afterwards. For now, listen. He sent a thumbs-up that somehow didn’t feel cheap.

The chapel bell arrived like a guest who knew to sit and not try to impress anyone. Talia had recorded it from far enough away that it still belonged to itself. She took the SD card from her recorder like a midwife takes a baby—efficient, precise, tender. Eoin slotted it in and labelled it with a date and the long dash he likes in filenames because a single hyphen is a trip hazard and the long em makes the eye slow down.

At 14:00, they held a short meeting that was mostly breathing and logistics. “We’ll open with a thirty-second guide,” Eoin said. “Then we’ll step back. If something goes wrong—”

“The kettle clicked,” Talia said, and even saying it out loud in ordinary afternoon light made the back of his neck loosen. The children repeated it as if trying a spell. Nan Cáit muttered, “Well, of course it did,” as if kettles everywhere have always clicked and that was why civilisation continued.

“Phones?” Producer Kavanagh asked. “Do we keep them live?”

“We keep the text line open,” Director Shea said. “We don’t take live audio unless someone’s calling to tell us a sound in their place. No confession. No gotchas. We’re babysitting the quiet.”

“Chaperoning,” Talia corrected, grinning. “Babysitting makes it sound like silence will put Lego in its mouth.”

“Silence would never do such a thing,” Niamh said, outraged on behalf of her new favourite noun.

They rehearsed what can be rehearsed when the point
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