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Prologue

1 January 2025

The new year was only a few hours old by the time Robbie turned the corner onto Epworth Street. It was cold but bright, the sort of early morning that London in January so rarely provided, and all was quiet. Across the city, those who hadn’t decamped to whatever other place they were from originally would be sleeping off hangovers for several hours to come. There was a time Robbie would have been doing the exact same thing.

As it was, he found himself on a deadline. Even across the festive season, every moment he hadn’t been working had been ruined by the guilt of not working, and his desk – a nondes­cript corner of a nondescript office in Holborn – was calling to him.

Before that, though, this little pilgrimage. This stupid, sentimental thing.

He walked across the street, right up to a squat building of yellowed London stock brick. He took in its familiar narrow doorway, attempted to peer through the single window to the left. Quite why, he didn’t know. There was, notoriously, nothing to see here. A purple velvet curtain, now thick with dust, concealed every centimetre of what was inside. And of course, there was no sign above the door. The whole ‘no sign’ thing had been a big deal, back in the day.

Still. Those who knew where to look had always found exactly what Robbie’s eyes settled upon next. It was still there, below the number on the door, the paint faded but visible.

Half a heart melted into half a skull, the whole image no bigger than a handprint, and it made things so obvious, really. A say-what-you-see situation.

Love and Death.

Robbie almost did speak the name aloud. How ridiculous. He tamped down the urge and exhaled a little laugh instead, watching his own breath appear in the cold air in front of him.

That logo had been his idea, as it happened. Not in specific design but in notion. ‘I think we just need to give people something,’ he’d implored Otto, all those years ago. A breadcrumb, a promise, some little whisper of yes – you made it; you’ve come to the right place.

After all, Shoreditch had felt like such a schlep to get to back then – positioned, as it was, right inside a Venn diagram of the unsavoury and, much worse, the unexciting. Plus, nobody had maps on their phones by which to navigate themselves in those days; they didn’t carry whole communities of strangers around in their pockets.

When he thought of his youth and early adulthood in those terms – thought of how vastly everything seemed to have changed in the blink of an eye – it always made Robbie feel positively geriatric. A part of him knew that was crazy talk. He knew that there were some upsides to an urban, contemporary existence, and one of them was that, at least among all the other almost-42-year-olds he knew, the general consensus seemed now to be that 42 was young, actually.

Young-ish.

He hadn’t been feeling young lately, though. He definitely didn’t feel it this morning, looking at the facade of Love and Death. What was it that journalist had called the place? The most influential bar of the century. Now there was a sentence to make a man feel ancient.

The journalist’s name was Esther, and Robbie had spoken to her reluctantly, via Zoom, just before Christmas. She was putting together a ‘long read’, she’d said. Something of an ‘oral history’. On account of the upcoming anniversary and all.

‘Did you always want to be a bartender?’ she’d asked him, by way of opening gambit.

Robbie had just chuckled, reclining a little in his desk chair. He’d booked out a meeting room specifically, prepared himself an underwhelming coffee from the fancy machine.

‘I don’t know if anybody grows up wanting to be a bartender, do they?’

He sure hadn’t. Even if he had, he wouldn’t have used that term – it was one of the many things that Otto had brought with him across the Atlantic and, by sheer force of personality, managed to transpose onto London’s nascent craft cocktail scene.

‘So, then, what prompted you to get into the industry?’ Esther had continued.

‘Uh …’

Robbie had found himself faltering. He supposed that what had prompted him to get into the industry, if he wound that tape all the way back, was Anna-Claire. Ironic, really, given how things panned out. But not an irony he’d felt remotely like sharing with a head and shoulders on his computer screen.

‘Oh, you know. Just kind of … fell into it, I suppose.’

‘Always the way,’ Esther had replied, her voice still warm and buoyant. Evidently, this was not her first rodeo. A taciturn subject hadn’t seemed to faze her in the least. ‘So, take me back to the beginning. If you can remember that far! I’m just pulling up some photos of the opening night right now, in fact – looks like quite the party.’

Robbie hadn’t needed to see the pictures to know exactly the ones she was talking about. At one point in his life, he’d all but studied them. New Year’s Eve, 1999. Absinthe and rum captured mid-pour behind the bar. People twirling, clinking glasses, kissing one another on the lips. For static images, there was just such a sense of movement to them, such a sense of life. A new millennium was beckoning, and the small crowd of hand-selected guests at a tiny Shoreditch speakeasy didn’t seem to feel one iota of fear, about Y2K or anything else. They were in feathers and sequins, bow ties and braces, drunk on the idea of something spectacular ahead. The very next night, apparently, Otto had instituted his notorious photography ban. Those pictures now felt all the more precious, all the more iconic, as a result. 

‘What do you remember most about those early days?’ Esther had prompted then, and Robbie had realized with a start that he’d let himself get lost in thought. Nostalgic, suddenly, for a night he hadn’t even been present at, swept right back up in the lore and the legend of Love and Death. Hadn’t that always been part of the problem, really?

He’d cleared his throat a little, tried his best to refocus on the screen before him, tried to sound casual in his response.

‘I showed up five years in, so I couldn’t tell you,’ he’d answered, and who could say why he’d added what he did next. ‘You’d need to ask El.’

Apart from anything else – apart from the strangeness of her name on his lips – he’d quickly realized that his statement wasn’t even entirely accurate. Time was funny that way. These days, he seemed to find it harder and harder to really trust his own memory. 

He’d hurried to course-correct: ‘Although, actually, she didn’t start herself ’til … I don’t know. 2002 or 2003 maybe. She was Otto’s first hire. Before that, it was just Otto himself behind the bar. Solo.’

Robbie couldn’t recall what Esther said in response, or indeed what he said himself for the remainder of their allotted thirty minutes together, beyond it being as little as humanly possible.

However, standing on Epworth Street now, he was all too aware that the article was due to be published today. Up and down the country, it would soon be spread across kitchen tables, to say nothing of the clicks that would follow around the world. Probably many thousands of eyeballs, all told.

He remained unsure whether his own would be among them.

Still, he found he was glad that he had come here this morning. It felt right, having done some small thing to mark the birthday of this place. Not to mention, of course, its deathday.

With that thought, Robbie reached out to trace his fingers across the symbol on the door, that little heart-skull. It was an instinctive act, and he watched his own hand as though it belonged to someone else. Thoroughly embarrassing behaviour on his part, no doubt, but along with that awareness – along with the melancholy that suddenly threatened to overwhelm him – there was undeniably a certain enjoyment to all of this, too. A certain sense of the cinematic, somehow. 

Even as he turned to walk away, Robbie couldn’t help but pause at the corner, twist his neck to give the street one final glance.

And that – the very last moment available – was when he saw her.

A woman with a dark pixie cut, her whole body dwarfed by a bright cerise Puffa coat, walked towards the bar from the other direction.

Robbie’s breath hitched in his chest, his brain struggling to put the pieces together. Partially that was for obvious reasons: she looked different, and he hadn’t been expecting her. Plus, there was the other thing: that initial half-second’s worth of surprise that he used to feel quite frequently, upon seeing her in the daylight.

After all, he’d seen this woman so often in silhouette; all the way back to when she was really just a girl, he’d stood beside her in the flicker of streetlights or candlelight or the sepia lowlights of some bar or other. Was it any wonder that she’d come to exist that way in his mind’s eye?

At least, mostly she did. There were a few notable exceptions.

From the other end of the street, she spotted him now, too, literally stopping in her tracks when she did. She stared across at him, agog, her lips parting slightly.

It’s you, her expression said, and he watched the very second that it shifted into something more droll, something slightly self-deprecating. Of course it’s you.

We must stop meeting like this.

Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, etc.

Robbie let himself follow her gaze back towards Love and Death. It was not what it once was. He and this stranger were not what they once were, either.

But they were here, together, after all this time. They’d each woken up this morning, in their separate beds, and had found themselves compelled to make the exact same journey.

Didn’t that count for something? In the deepest, most vulnerable and least trustworthy parts of his own mind, Robbie thought it had to count for something.




Part One




Chapter One

The third time Robbie ever came to Love and Death was at the beginning of summer 2005. It was 3 a.m. on a Wednesday morning. Or was that still considered Tuesday night – in spirit if not in fact? Either way, leaving his flat stone cold sober in the wee hours, everything in Robbie’s body told him that he should rightfully be heading to an airport, not a secret cocktail bar in East London. However, it had become a needs-must situation.

By then, he’d at least learned how to easily identify the correct street, the correct building. He’d discovered that, in a nod to the old American Prohibition-era speakeasies, admittance required all prospective customers to ring the doorbell and then give a password. Or rather, in this case, a passphrase: ‘Saint Bibiana, pray for me.’

(He’d had time to research that one by then, too. Bibiana, he’d learned, was the patron saint of hangovers.)

Robbie didn’t have to think too hard to come up with any number of people in his life who would balk at such an utterance. It was sacrilegious. Much worse than that, there was the suspicious ring of Catholicism about it. Nonetheless, when a disembodied greeting came from the intercom at Love and Death that night, Robbie couldn’t say the words fast enough.

The next thing he knew, a buzzing sound rang out, and he was able to push the door open, show himself inside.

That was new. It felt like progress, compared with his two prior attempts. Equally, however, the change was disconcerting. The jitters in his stomach ramped up a notch, and he could no longer tell if they were the good sort or the bad.

When he stepped into the warm, dark cocoon of Love and Death, he barely registered the smoky scent of incense or the jazz music still playing quietly. Certainly, he did not notice any bodies beyond the one right in his line of vision.

Because sitting on a stool at the bar – sitting right there – a lowball glass in front of him, was a lean, straight-backed figure. Robbie found it impossible, at least in the current lighting, to estimate the man’s age, but he had an ostentatious handlebar moustache, and he wore a perfectly tailored bottle-green three-piece suit. Somehow, these facts in combination were enough for Robbie to know: here was Otto Kettinger – the person he’d been looking for.

Third time lucky.

For a beat, Robbie just stood there, mouth slightly agape, as though in the presence of a deity. Then, he rushed to shake himself out of it, stepping forwards and extending a hand.

‘I’m Robert,’ he said, because, back then, everyone called him Robert. He called himself that.

‘Well, hi,’ Otto drawled, meeting his handshake. There was something cartoonish about the drawl, the way there often seemed to be when an American was out of context (in other words, out of America). He took in every inch of Robbie, not bothering to hide the quizzical expression on his face – exaggerating it, if anything. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked.

Robbie took a deep breath. This was it. The moment.

‘I’d like to work here,’ he replied. Politely, but confidently. He’d had some practice in this domain, after all. If he hadn’t learned to push through – taught himself to believe that he was just as deserving, just as capable, just as good as other people – he probably would never have left Belfast.

Before him, Otto immediately lost interest. ‘Sorry, kid. I’m not hiring,’ he said, and it was strange how the very air in the room seemed to change. Just seconds ago, Robbie had been able to feel Otto’s curiosity, the force and the fizz of it. Now, the flatness of its absence was equally obvious.

‘I don’t want paying, if that helps,’ he rushed to add. ‘I understand that you wouldn’t … that is, I’ve heard you only offer actual jobs to people if they’ve come by personal recommendation. Plus, I’ve already got a job. Or, come September, I do.’

‘Is that so?’

Robbie nodded. ‘At Citibank. It’s like a grad scheme thing, you know? I’ve just finished a history and economics degree. At Oxford.’

People normally had some sort of reaction to that information, whether it was positive or negative, whether it was one they expressed or one they rushed to conceal. 

From Otto, however, there was nothing. He took a lingering sip from the amber liquid in his glass. ‘Well, alright. And so, cocktails come into this whole thing where?’ 

Otto set his glass down again on the bar, leaned back a little, as though to regard Robbie anew. ‘Let me guess. You knocked up some Mojitos for a bunch of dorks, and they liked ’em, huh? Look, I got nothing against hobbyists, kid. I mean, I kind of do, but whatever. Point is, I wish you well with the economics or whatnot. You want some place to hang for the summer, drink some drinks, meet some girls – cool. Good for you. But this ain’t it.’

‘What?’ Robbie spluttered in response. ‘No! That’s not … I mean …’ He found himself trailing off helplessly. Nothing of Otto’s assessment was anywhere close to the truth. He should have made that obvious from the outset, he thought, cursing himself internally. He’d started this all wrong. He pushed his glasses – plain, rectangular frames – up his nose a little, out of habit.

‘I’ve been working at The Randolph Hotel,’ he began again. And suddenly, the issue seemed no longer to be that he couldn’t find the words, but rather that he had far too many of them, tumbling out of his mouth almost of their own volition. ‘It’s a hotel in Oxford, like a five-star kind of place? I just mention that so you know that the customers are … y’know, let’s say they’re kinda fussy about their drinks. Anyway, I needed to save up to buy my girlfriend an engagement ring – we’re actually getting married at the end of August, so I’m definitely, uh … off the market, so to speak. When I applied for the job at The Randolph, it really was just a way to make some money for the ring. I didn’t know anything about drinks – as in, zero. But then I started behind the bar and … have you ever just felt … I don’t know, like kind of obsessed with something?’

Otto said nothing for a moment, just regarded Robbie. ‘I have.’

‘I don’t think I ever had, before then,’ Robbie replied earnestly. ‘They trained me from nothing at The Randolph, and pretty soon, I was working all the hours I could, just because I loved being there so much.’

In the end, he’d had enough in savings not just to buy Anna-Claire’s little diamond but to see him through the summer after his final exams, too. And so, like many a 21-year-old before him, and many that would come after him, Robbie had set off for the big city with a dream.

That was a month ago. Since then, he’d been making his way around London’s cocktail bars, for research purposes. There had turned out to be surprisingly few places of any great note to get through. Intently, Robbie had studied the ways that different places did things. He’d sampled from their menus and tried to figure out the ratios of ingredients. He’d struck up random conversations with bar staff like – it had to be said – a bit of a weirdo. Through all this, it had quickly become clear that across the city, there was one name on everyone’s lips: Otto Kettinger. The Yank. Inventor of the Clementine, the Ludlow and – of course – the Cecilia, to name but a few. In the American Bar at The Savoy, the barman had told Robbie that those who were part of the scene asked for the Cecilia more than for any other drink.

There’d been something delicious about the sense of initiation that came with all of it: the tidbits of information collected slowly, both in real life and via various arcane corners of the internet; the mangled, conflicting instructions he’d received from different sources as to how to find Love and Death; the knowledge that even looking for it in the first place required knowing someone who knew someone.

Mercifully, he managed to convey all of this to Otto only in abbreviated form.

‘Anyway, I have this summer before I start at Citi,’ he continued. ‘Practically everyone I know is in Indonesia right now. But I don’t want to scuba dive or sunbathe. I don’t want to build ­Habitat for Humanity houses, to be absolutely honest with you, or repopulate the rainforest or whatever. What I want to do, more than anything, is just perfect my Vieux Carré.’

For a second, Otto seemed to take that in. ‘What kind of rye are you using?’ he asked then.

‘Rittenhouse.’

Otto clicked his tongue against his teeth. ‘There’s your problem. Try Sazerac. And don’t be scared of the Bénédictine liqueur. Lot of people chicken out after five mils, but trust me, you’re going to want to do ten. Really gives you that earthiness.’

Robbie gulped, trying to commit every word to memory. ‘Okay. Got it.’

‘So, what do you like about it? Making drinks,’ Otto prodded then. 

What didn’t Robbie like about it? He struggled even to know where to start. He had some sense of the question, though, as a test. And if he said so himself, he was pretty good at tests.

‘I like the history of it. I’ve been reading this book, The Bon-­Vivant’s Companion by Jerry Thomas. Do you know it?’

A hint of a smile tugged at Otto’s lips. ‘I sure do.’

‘I mean, pretty crazy, isn’t it? When I found out that book was first published in 1862, my mind was pretty much blown. I’ve been doing all the digging I can into the whole history of cocktails. I couldn’t believe how much, like, social history is built into every single drink.’

Robbie paused for breath, powered now by sheer enthusiasm. ‘I love how cocktails connect us with the past that way – and they connect us with each other in the present, too, obviously. Making good drinks is kind of like playing an instrument or speaking a language. It brings people together. Except those other things require natural born talent. Whereas with drinks, a lot of the time, it’s actually just maths. Science. I suppose maybe that’s what I like about it most, in the end. Any given cocktail in the world … okay, I might have to get it wrong and get it wrong and get it wrong, but all the while, I know that eventually, I can get it exactly right, forever.’

He stopped, suddenly aware that he seemed to have been talking for some time. For a moment, the silence felt very loud indeed.

And then, from somewhere, a crash. At the other end of the bar, a girl was lifting a tray from the glasswasher, plonking it on the draining board with a clatter that might – uncharitably, but accurately – have been deemed deliberate.

‘Sorry!’ she said, as soon as Otto and Robbie turned towards her. She didn’t sound particularly sorry.

It was then that Robbie realized he actually knew this girl. Or at least, he knew her to see – that’s how people would have put it back in Belfast. He still often, in his own mind, put things the way people did back in Belfast. The girl was tall and slender, a dark-brown fringe all but covering dark-brown eyes, her hair falling practically to waist-length. Robbie recognized her because, on not one but two previous occasions, she’d been the person to send him packing from Love and Death.




Chapter Two

The first time, he’d come before the bar opened.

After he’d buzzed and spoken the magic words into the intercom, the door had cracked just enough for the girl’s head and torso to appear in the gap.

She’d been wearing a loose, minimally present top that he’d wondered whether she might have crocheted herself. It had that look about it.

‘He’s not here,’ the girl had said, after Robbie had asked for Otto.

‘Oh. Do you know when he might be around?’ Robbie had replied.

‘I don’t.’

‘You don’t,’ Robbie had repeated, enunciating the words slowly. His delivery, he’d thought, made it clear that he was awaiting further explanation. However, in the silence that followed, the girl offered him zero. Zilch. Nada.

‘It’s just I’d really love to have a quick word with him, if that’s possible,’ he’d continued, undeterred.

Alas, she’d been even less deterred.

‘Otto … he likes to keep quite a close circle, you know? He’s very private. But thanks anyway for your interest,’ she’d said. 

And, with that, she’d promptly shut the door in his face.





The second time around, Robbie had come to Love and Death during service. After a twenty-minute wait on Epworth Street, the doorman had eventually ushered him inside, directed him towards a seat at the bar. Robbie’s eyes had darted around, taking in every detail hungrily. Or thirstily – maybe that was the more appropriate term.

The space felt sultry and intimate, with room for around thirty patrons in total. Sumptuous velvet upholstery and tasselled lampshades made a shabby London side street feel like a little piece of what he imagined Havana or New Orleans to be. The perimeter was lined with booths, and in the middle, half a dozen candlelit tables were dotted around. The real showstopper, though, was the bar itself. Robbie had never seen such an array of drinks as he took in along the back wall. They’d been immediately fascinating to him, not so much in their volume as in their variety – their rarity. Overhead, a bronze semicircle surrounded the bar, filament bulbs positioned all the way along it, jutting from both the top and the underside of the structure. And on the ceiling, an elaborate Art Deco mirror reflected the light, casting all of Love and Death in a warm golden glow.

Less than ideally, the girl that Robbie had encountered previously was working behind the bar. Another person was there that night, too – a muscular young man with dreadlocks to his shoulders. Immediately, Robbie was disappointed to note that this guy didn’t match any description he’d heard of the mysterious owner of the place. Nonetheless, of the two options presently available, he knew which person he’d prefer to serve him.

Alas, within moments, the girl made a beeline for him, her expression shifting quickly into recognition.

An interaction of a frustratingly similar flavour to their previous one had followed, though she had at least concluded matters this time by offering him a drink. And Robbie had figured, what the hell? Why not try to salvage the expedition? He might as well have something to show for his twenty-minute wait.

As it happened, what he’d got was the best Pisco Sour he imagined he might ever find outside of Peru.

He looked over at its maker now, giving her a little wave.

‘Hi,’ he offered.

She said nothing, just raised both of her eyebrows, tilting her chin upwards a little in greeting.

‘That’s Eloise,’ Otto filled in.

‘Just El is fine,’ she corrected immediately, and in the glance between them that followed, Robbie had the sense of an old exchange here, something of an inside joke. Evidently, Otto knew how to elicit a response from her when he wanted one.

‘El here’s my girl Friday,’ he continued.

‘And every other day,’ she muttered. She couldn’t seem to help the affection creeping into her voice, though, fighting to show itself on her face. 

Otto smiled, too. ‘So whaddya reckon, El? Could we use a barback around here this summer?’

She shrugged. ‘Not really.’

Otto leaned towards her in a conspiratorial sort of fashion, lowering his voice. ‘I know, right? If we needed one, we’d have one. But what can I say? I kinda like this kid.’

From his spot less than a metre away, Robbie couldn’t figure out whether or not he was supposed to have heard this. Or even if he was supposed to act like he hadn’t.

In any case, Otto soon turned towards him once more. ‘Do you know what a barback is?’ he continued, before throwing his hands up dramatically. ‘Ugh, what am I saying? Of course you don’t! Baseball, barbacks, and cheese in a can – three things your fine country is just going to have to embrace sooner or later, and if you ask me, it should be sooner.’ He paused, took another luxurious sip from his drink. ‘A barback, in simple terms, is a bartender’s assistant. I started as a barback myself, many moons ago, and let me tell you, I ain’t ever learned more than I did that year. For you – I don’t know – you might even think it’s a step down from whatever you been doing at your fancy-schmancy hotel. I mean, it won’t be, but you might think it is. We’re talking slicing twists, cleaning glasses’ – he gestured towards the ice wells – ‘keeping these babies nice and topped up. If there’s one thing I will not compromise on here at Love and Death, it’s the ice programme.’

Robbie nodded readily, like he agreed nothing could be worse than a subpar ice programme. He wasn’t entirely sure anything they’d done with ice at The Randolph could have been considered a programme.

‘… You’re telling me you wanna do all that for probably the last real summer you’ll ever have in your life, Robbie?’ Otto asked. 

Just like that, Robert was Robbie. And in fact, he was only too delighted to be. 

In the years to come, he’d retell the story of this moment, compare it to the one in which he learned that he – a boy born and raised in the shadow of the shipyard in East Belfast – had been admitted to the University of Oxford. He’d play it for laughs, and people would indeed laugh in response every single time. But in some sense, the analogy was a true one. 

Robbie took in the scope of the opportunity before him and found he didn’t mind at all that he would obviously have to become a little different in order to avail of it.

‘Late nights, long hours?’ Otto continued. ‘For, in your case, literally no money?’

His voice rose with each new question, and Robbie felt an energy stirring inside him, felt the intensity of the older man’s gaze. El, too, was looking intently at him. 

Then, with a smile spreading across his face, he uttered the words that would – at least arguably – ruin the rest of his life: ‘When can I start?’




Chapter Three

Eloise Tippett had always been a night owl. By the age of 17, she was working in a shitty bar full of shittier men, and even as she ushered them out the door at closing time – you don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here – she’d known that she herself would definitely not be going home. The night was young, and so was El; she was all too ready to set about making some bad decisions.

At 22, she lived in a three-bedroom house in Hackney Wick, occupied at all times by between five and seven people. It was a fluid sort of situation, total acceptance of which was the main condition of residence. There seemed always to be someone in the first throes of romance (loudly), while another was in the midst of a protracted break-up (loudly). One housemate had recently taken up the Atkins diet on the very same week that another had committed suddenly and passionately to vegetarianism. The whole place was full of rickety, threadbare furniture and the clutter of other people’s lives, a dehumidifier in the living room fighting a losing battle against rising damp. From behind the sofa, a large, discarded placard had found what appeared to be a permanent home. WAR CRIMINAL, it read, above a close-up photo, and El often felt that George W. Bush’s blue eyes were following her wherever she went.

She didn’t love that. But she loved almost everything else about the place.

Her parents, of course, would have hated it – her father in particular. And while El had just about ceased doing things specifically because her father would not have approved of them, she certainly still considered it a big bonus.

She was clattering around her bedroom at 4 p.m. when Kat woke, bleary-eyed. She took in El’s appearance for a second, all confusion, watching as El pushed at least ten gold bangles up over her wrist.

‘Are you on a clopen?’ she asked.

‘Mmm,’ El replied.

Kat’s face contorted in sympathy. Closing the bar one night, then opening it again the very next, was the shortest of straws. It meant clean-up duties and prepping duties, and little time between shifts to do anything but sleep. Kat understood; she worked at a bar in Soho herself, and El liked that the two of them shared a broadly similar schedule. She liked having sex that didn’t come with a side of ego-management or a sliver of fear. Their relationship had, by now, gone on for a year, and El had moved into Kat’s house-share, but still she considered it a fairly casual thing between the two of them.

‘How was last night?’ Kat murmured.

El paused, her mouth frozen, in any case, for the application of a dark burgundy lipstick. Even if only in her own mind, she had to admit that last night had turned out to be one of her more unusual shifts. And she’d been there the evening James Blunt came in.

Aside from Otto, there were a total of seven people working at Love and Death. Leon and Cormac handled the door on alternate nights. And behind the bar, the rotation included herself and four others. All of them were required to operate under certain rules. There was a certain way things were to be done.

Number 1. Within ninety seconds of a customer’s behind meeting its allotted seat, he or she was to be offered that month’s menu – a lean dozen drinks, ever changing, with classic cocktails available on request. The menu was to be accompanied, always, by a miniature glass of something Champagne-adjacent, compliments of your host. (El sometimes wondered whether anything she produced for the entire remainder of a person’s night at Love and Death came close to beating the delight of that first free mouthful of fizz.)

Number 2. Absolutely no food of any description. Cocktail garnishes aside, not so much as a cashew nut crossed the bar on Otto’s watch, and woe betide the customer who complained within his earshot.

Number 3. No star-fucking. On the occasions that a celebrity showed up, staff members were under strict instructions to treat them like any other patrons. Not better, and not worse. Lining one’s pocket via a quick phone call to the paps, as happened routinely at any number of other London hotspots, was a sackable offence. (There was nothing, of course, to stop El keeping her own mental tally of the famous faces she’d served thus far: beyond Blunt, there was also Keira Knightley, and, on a separate occasion, Alan Rickman. She’d quickly developed a hope of collecting the entire cast of Love Actually, purely for the pithiness of the anecdote.)

Number 4. No guitar-driven music. Otto’s judgement on what constituted guitar-driven was final, if often contested, and carried out on a song-by-song basis.

Number 5. No jeans.

Number 6. Absolutely no sportswear.

Number 7. No drugs.

Number 8. No cameras.

Number 9. No mobile phones.

And, on top of all that, there was one more thing:

Number 10. Otto was never, ever to be identified.

There were times he identified himself, of course. Very much so. There were times, of his own particular choosing, when he was all flamboyance, when he commanded the entire bar like it was his living room and everyone present had been personally invited to his birthday party.

Equally, however, there were nights – there could be whole weeks – where he wanted to see and speak to nobody. With the exception, sometimes, of El. If the problem was a creative one, if he was mixing ingredients like some sort of mad scientist, she was often the only person he seemed able to tolerate. Or perhaps it was that she was better able than most to tolerate him when he was in one of his moods.

It was a funny thing, really. El knew that she was Otto’s protégée. But somewhere along the way, she seemed to have become his protector, too. More and more, over the last few months, people had been coming into Love and Death looking for him, wanting a sighting of him, wanting to be served by him. That had to be a lot of pressure, El thought.

It was also, sometimes, very evidently a lot of fun. She’d watched on many a night while Otto sat with his nose buried in a book, his lips twitching with amusement as people enquired as to his whereabouts. She’d heard him have lengthy conversations with unsuspecting customers, delightedly tossing out increasingly outlandish theories about the owner of this place.

Was his desire for anonymity really all about privacy, then? About a certain intensity that just didn’t always mix with meeting other people’s needs? Or was it something more calculated than that? Did Otto know that, in the end, there was nothing more appealing than elusiveness?

El couldn’t always say for sure. But one way or another, in giving Robbie Saunders the heave-ho – twice – she had only been doing exactly what Otto wanted of her. It really had been nothing personal.

Robbie’s outright refusal to take no for an answer … that felt a little personal.

Part of El was not surprised – or at least, she knew that she shouldn’t have been surprised. She’d met plenty of guys like Robbie in her life, after all. The phrase ‘Oxbridge prick’ sprung quite naturally to mind.

In her bedroom, El could see her girlfriend reflected in the mirror now, and briefly she considered offering up all of this: the whole story, a real answer. She was short on time, though. And Kat, even when half-asleep, often wanted to discuss the underlying psychological root of El’s woes in a level of depth that El herself really did not.

So, back to the basic question: how was work last night?

‘It was alright, yeah,’ she replied. ‘Good. No rest for the wicked, eh?’

And then, with a final, quick swipe of black eyeliner – she was entirely convinced that the less time spent, the better the result – she was out the door again. 

It was like that, in those days. She sometimes felt she spent more time at Love and Death than she did away from it. However, she wasn’t complaining. Houses, she thought, were one thing. Before the age of 12, El had lived in Chicago and Geneva and Doha. She’d lived in Birmingham, Alabama and Birmingham, England. There were cities – entire countries – that she didn’t even remember. She’d slept and eaten and watched TV in at least a dozen houses. 

Home, though?

El wasn’t entirely sure how or when it had happened, but somehow, when she conjured up the concept, the only place that came to mind was an unmarked door on Epworth Street.




Chapter Four

By the time El got there, Marcus was already in motion behind the bar, biceps flexing as he hauled and shovelled ice. Slightly annoyingly, Robbie had beaten her to it, as well. But then, timekeeping had never been El’s strongest suit.

Generally, she began each shift in the little kitchen that they all referred to, generically, as ‘the back’. This evening, however, she let herself linger by the side door she’d just slipped through, let herself observe the two men before her. They could not, visually, have been more different. Marcus, resplendent in dreads and a loose silk shirt, versus Robbie’s beige chinos and crisp short-sleeved number. He was brandishing a notebook and pen, and appeared to be already expounding on some topic or other. There was, she thought, a degree of entitlement there – a degree of arrogance.

‘I actually have kind of a list,’ El could hear him saying. ‘Just in my head, you know? Of the people I’d consider to be really leading the industry at the moment. The greatest living drinks creators.’

El rolled her eyes.

There followed a series of names – including Otto’s, of course, plus various others that El would have claimed sounded familiar. Some really did sound familiar. Sasha Petraske, Dick Bradsell, Dale DeGroff … she was sure they were indeed all very good at whipping up a Martini, and top blokes to boot.

She couldn’t seem to help what tumbled out of her mouth next. ‘How many of them are women?’ she called out loftily.

Both Marcus and Robbie turned to meet her voice.

‘What?’ Robbie asked, confused.

‘On your list. How many of them are women?’

There was, she felt, an obvious mischievousness to the enquiry, to the lilt in her tone. She was still young enough that the lack of female representation in her industry – at the creative level, the history-making level – didn’t make her sincerely angry. It didn’t seem like something that was actually destined to affect her, a woman. It was just a fun jibe to toss out here and there, when the opportunity arose.

Across the bar, Robbie seemed to think about the question for a second. When it was obvious he could come up with nothing – with no one – El took the win.

‘Interesting, isn’t it?’ she proclaimed blithely, and with that, she swept off into the back, letting the door swing behind her.

The hour or so that followed was the same whirl of activity that it always was. There were lemons and limes to be juiced, of course, but also guavas, cranberries, papayas – whatever other weird and wonderful fruits Otto had managed to source in a given week. The proceeds then had to be double-strained and decanted into glass bottles. Pouring spouts were attached to said bottles. Finally, the bottles were placed in the fridge, ready to be brought out to the bar as needed during service. It was a straightforward, if time-consuming and repetitive, process.

As was her routine, El put on some music and got to work. It occurred to her that if Robbie would soon be taking some of these tasks off her plate, that was at least something to be grateful for. They worked on a two-day ‘use-by’ system at Love and Death, and El sometimes had nightmares that involved being consumed by a tsunami of ever-multiplying volumes of juices and syrups.

‘Alright, Emmeline Pankhurst,’ Marcus said, by way of greeting, when he came in to collect something or other.

El just chucked a tomato at him, and he caught it neatly.

‘You’ve met our new recruit, I see,’ she said.

‘Yeah. Otto’s here now, giving him the spiel. Interesting fella, ain’t he?’ Marcus said cheerfully. ‘Sort of intense.’

Not for the first time, El remarked internally on Marcus’s total lack of grandiosity, his natural disinterest in drama. Both were rarities in their line of work. She would know. Didn’t she have, herself, strong tendencies towards grandiosity? Didn’t she have a huge interest in drama? She adored revealing news to people, passing on tidbits of gossip.

To that end:

‘He’s just here temporarily,’ she told Marcus. ‘He’s going to be an investment banker in September, if you can believe that. Or an accountant or something along that line – I don’t know exactly. At Citibank. He went to Oxford.’

Sadly, Marcus took all this news entirely in stride. ‘Oh right. That explains it then, don’t it?’ he said. ‘Explains the outfit, anyway.’ And, with an armful of Tupperware boxes now balanced under his chin, he disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived.

On autopilot, El returned to her own task, feeling more than a little dissatisfied. Of course, generally speaking, she prided herself on a level of looseness – a certain degree of laissez-faire, a capacity to go with the flow, and so on. What was the point in having been schlepped all over the world as a kid if she couldn’t at least say that for herself? Per her own regular declaration, she took people as she found them.

She also called things as she saw them, though. That was another favourite phrase. And the bizarreness, the slight injustice, of Robbie’s sudden presence at Love and Death – however temporary – felt undeniable to her. 

Of its own accord, her mind darted to the dozen or so CVs, including some from the city’s most coveted talent, that she’d personally watched Otto toss right in the wastepaper bin. She couldn’t help but think that at a minimum, any one of those applicants would have promised to stick around for more than three months.

As opening time approached, El re-emerged from the back, this time with half a dozen glass bottles clasped carefully between both hands. The soulful strains of Tracy Chapman were drifting out over the sound system now. Further down the bar, with Robbie hovering beside him, Marcus was topping up the canisters that held an array of different garnishes. Otto was settled at a table, ostensibly absorbed in a hardback novel, his eyes darting upwards every minute or so to take in all the details.

El looked around her with a pleased, anticipatory sort of feeling. This part was what she always imagined it might be like backstage at a theatre, before the curtain went up: everyone gathering their props, taking their places, awaiting their public.

She was making final preparations at her little station when Robbie sidled up to her. The notebook, she saw, was still firmly in hand.

‘El,’ he started. ‘Look, I feel like maybe we might have got off on the wrong foot. I know it’s probably weird for you to suddenly have a new person around, and I know you might not necessarily want me here, but I j—’

Instinctively, El held up a hand to stop him. It irritated her that – on top of everything else – this guy would presume to know her feelings, that he would presume his own capacity to influence them. It irritated her that he was correct on both counts. A heart-to-heart, though? Just because he’d decided they should have one? And right now, of all times? No.

‘Robbie,’ she said, all frankness. ‘I don’t care that you’re here. I’ve been in this game a long time, okay? People come and go. You’re definitely going to come and go. You’ve literally said exactly that. This is a jolly for you, even if it isn’t for the rest of us. And, I mean, yes, I’m sure it would be nice, being able to live without an income for a whole summer. No, if you asked me to guess, I probably wouldn’t bet that your drinks will set the world on fire. But at the end of the day, you’re not even going to be making any drinks here, are you? So, whatever.’ She gave him a smile and held out both arms, before dipping down into a bit of a bow. ‘Welcome.’

What she was expecting in response to this, when she straightened, she did not know. Might he be pissed off? Intimidated? Charmed by her, in some way even he couldn’t totally explain? El would have been fine with any of those options. Together, they represented the typical range of human reaction that she tended to elicit. As it was, from Robbie, she got … nothing.

He just studied her for a moment, and the steadiness of his gaze made her uneasy. She returned to her drinks station and, for lack of anything else to do, began to line up her cocktail shakers with totally uncharacteristic precision. 

Then, at last, he spoke again. ‘So, you’ve worked in a lot of different bars before this, then, have you?’ he enquired conversationally.

El found herself a little thrown by the delivery. ‘Yep,’ she replied. Five, by her count.

Wordlessly, Robbie seemed to take that in.

‘What?’ she prompted.

He offered a little shrug. ‘Nothing. It’s just weird you aren’t better at getting along with people, that’s all.’

He said this like it was a fact, like it was the most neutral observation in the world. From his spot further down the bar, Marcus snorted out a laugh. El elected to ignore him. She had more than enough to deal with right now, so flabbergasted was she by what struck her as the worst insult she could possibly imagine – far further below the belt than anything she’d just tossed out herself.

‘I’m excellent at getting along with people,’ she told Robbie.

Again, he said nothing. But this time, in the tiny raise of his eyebrow, the tilt of his head, he said everything.

Over by the door, Cormac was showing the first customers inside now. One after another, three sets of couples emerged through the thick velvet curtain – taking in the space, getting settled, discussing whether it was how they’d imagined it would be or not.

El looked towards them pointedly, then back to Robbie, a sudden glint in her eye. ‘Watch me.’




Chapter Five

What Robbie remembered later, about that first shift, was the scramble of it. The nervousness, the uncertainty. The frustration of being close to the action, but not quite in it the way he really wanted to be. The realization (brand new to him) that, somehow, all of those feelings could combine to create what he could only, overall, call a positive thing – what he could only call a thrill.

And, yes, he remembered El, too. In his memory, she was in constant motion. That night, she was wearing a light, unwieldy sort of thing that ended mid-thigh – he thought it might be described as kimono – with a pair of chunky knee-length boots. For almost eight hours straight, she seemed to be everywhere at once. She was magnetic, unpredictable, like a whirlwind. 

She threw her head back and laughed with abandon, and it was impossible to ignore the way her long hair rippled down her spine as she did.

Her body moved instinctively to the music, and those glimpses of bare skin – of pale slender legs where her dress ended and before her boots began – couldn’t be ignored, either.

She mixed ingredients with ease, added the final touches with a flourish, snuck the occasional shot herself along the way. She flirted, as far as Robbie could see, with absolutely everybody.

Four conversations at once seemed like exactly the number she needed to have, just to keep things interesting for herself. ‘Okay, so here’s my question,’ was her frequent starting point. And after that, it was context-specific, it ran the gamut:

‘What’s South Africa like, then? I’ve actually never been.’

‘Are we saying Scientology is like Kabbalah? As in, kooky but harmless? Or are we saying it’s like wow, these people should be in jail?’

‘And do you reckon you have a type, as such? I do know this guy – he’s one of my housemates – who’s actually just been broken up with, so he could be an option. Nice face, good height, not an arsehole. You’d potentially need to be quite into playing Gran Turismo on the PS2, is the only thing.’

Watching her was a bit like watching a performance, Robbie thought. Not in the sense that anything about it was insincere. Quite the opposite. Like all the best performers, El was entirely sincere. She was entirely present. She was funny and attentive, and there was a spontaneity in her, a lack of self-consciousness that Robbie suspected might easily be mistaken for a lack of self-awareness.

The thing about El Tippett is that she just doesn’t see the effect she has on people.

He could almost hear that phrase, looking at her.

He could imagine it being a part of the appeal, even – the notion that she had no clue how talented she was, no idea how beautiful.

In fact, what turned out to be most intriguing to him was the opposite of all that. He lingered in the periphery of the bar as she twirled a bottle of grenadine, licking a splash of it from her index finger, and the reality was so incredibly clear to him. Hadn’t she all but confirmed it herself? Here, in this little bubble, El knew exactly the power she wielded. She loved it.

And, at least on that first night, all but unable to tear his eyes away from her, Robbie had to admit: he loved it, too.





After the first night, a few additional facts about El also became fairly clear fairly quickly.

For one thing, she was messy. Even if it hadn’t been a key part of Robbie’s job to essentially clean up after her, he would have noticed that. It struck him as incredibly sloppy, the way she might shove a bottle of gin back among the vodka bottles if she was distracted. As for the typical state of her workstation, the sheer frequency of the spills and smashes that happened on her watch … Robbie couldn’t help his instinctive response to such things. They scratched at something deeply embedded within him: the belief that there was value in being careful, the sense that there was a proper way to go about things.

How she got away with it was a mystery to him.

Generally speaking, Otto’s standards turned out to be every bit as high as Robbie had expected them to be.

‘That cannot happen again, am I clear?’ he told one of the other bartenders, during Robbie’s second week.

Said bartender, Tom, had served a Bramble with just a slight error in the ratio of liquid to crushed ice. Maybe the crème de mûre hadn’t quite been perfect, either. When it had gone out, Robbie had privately thought it looked a little watery. The customer hadn’t complained, though. Five hours after the fact, it was 3 a.m. in the morning, and Robbie had forgotten all about it.

Otto, on the other hand, evidently had not. His stare was unyielding, his tone sharp as a knife, and the bottom dropped out of Robbie’s stomach in sheer sympathy. The implication – that Tom was now one more screw-up away from finding himself unemployed – was all the louder for not having been directly spoken. 

Meanwhile, for El’s errors and omissions, what remonstration came her way?

‘My God, Eloise, you have to stop charging around this bar like a baby elephant,’ Otto said to her, more than once.

Or: ‘I cannot talk to you again about the garnishes on those Black Demures, kid. I know you think you’re getting it right, but you’re not: you’re getting it almost right.’

In other words, Otto didn’t give her an entirely free pass. However, as far as Robbie could see, he came pretty damn close. His aggravation with her seemed always to be laced undeniably with affection.

‘Can I ask you about those Clover Clubs?’ Robbie asked El, on their fifth or sixth shift together.

It was early on a Tuesday, and the place was dead. Robbie supposed maybe this was a built-in risk factor, with a secret bar. That particular evening, the customers barely outnumbered the staff. Cormac on the door, El and Aziz behind the bar, plus Robbie, made four of them. 

‘Sure,’ she replied. Aziz had ducked into the back for something, she had little choice but to engage.

‘I noticed you went for about thirty mils of sugar syrup,’ Robbie continued.

She offered no response, and Robbie was once again conscious that he – he, who generally got along with more or less everyone – had yet to have a single interaction with this girl that he’d characterize as pleasant. He knew for certain that if he proceeded down his current line of questioning, this wasn’t going to be the first. And yet, he could not seem to help himself. What was that about?

‘It’s just the Bible gives fifteen, I think,’ he said.

‘The Bible’, Robbie had learned, was what everyone called Love and Death’s internal recipe book. It contained the preferred house style for all the classics, plus the methods, ingredients and quantities for any original concoctions. He’d already memorized its contents from front to back.

El just looked at him. Briefly, her eyes flickered downwards, to the hardback he had tucked beside the cash register. It made sense, he thought, to bring something to occupy himself during quiet periods on shift. This evening’s choice was The Savoy Cocktail Book – published in 1930 but still, in Robbie’s opinion, a treasure trove of information; a delicious glimpse inside a version of London he sometimes suspected might suit him better than the present one.

‘I’m not a big reader,’ El said dryly. Then, she nodded over towards her customers, two women in their late twenties or early thirties. They were, at that very moment, clinking glasses happily at their table. ‘Anyway, I knew they’d want them sweeter,’ she said.

And that, Robbie decided right then and there, was bullshit. He would have respected her more if she’d just admitted the mistake. Maybe he didn’t do a great job of keeping his feelings off his face, because El stared at him, as though awaiting his comeback.

‘What?’ she asked then.

‘Nothing,’ Robbie shrugged. ‘Otto obviously just really trusts you, that’s all.’

For a moment, El flushed with pleasure. Then, her expression hardened. ‘I’m not fucking him, by the way. Just in case you were thinking that.’

Robbie blinked. ‘I wasn’t thinking that.’

‘People often seem to, so.’ She paused for another moment, her chin tilting up in defiance. ‘I just wanted to make that clear.’

‘Cool,’ he said quietly. The thought might, in fact, have crossed his mind.




Chapter Six

The truth was that El had never, not once, had to wonder about Otto’s motives. And that was no small thing. After all, when she had first laid eyes on him, if there was any set of people she generally didn’t like, didn’t trust, it was older men.

A psychologist would have said daddy issues.

El said bar work.

On the afternoon in question, she had been at Old Street tube station. Specifically, she’d jumped the barrier, been spotted by a member of the station staff, made a run for it, and been caught nonetheless.

The man’s hands were large. They made her feel pinned down, like an insect, and immediately, the panic rose in her. Something about his snarling face, the roughness of his grip, suggested this might be a tricky one to wangle out of. To say nothing, of course, of the fact that El was very evidently in the wrong here. She’d just – it came as a slight shock to realize – committed a minor crime. All at once, she wasn’t sure how well I’ve seen tons of people get away with this would stand up as a defence. Or, for that matter, I’m completely and utterly skint.

Nonetheless, she gave as good as she got. It seemed the only thing to do, in the circumstances: try to wriggle free of the station attendant, make her own voice louder and bolshier than his, assert herself as a piece of work – the sort of psycho it really would be much easier to simply wash his hands of.

The tussle continued as throngs of other commuters passed by, all focused resolutely on getting wherever they were going. El didn’t blame them. What were cities made for, if not minding your own business?

Still. For all the many friends she’d collected in London, for all the house parties she could reliably liven up, she was suddenly struck by her fundamental aloneness here. She couldn’t deny that it felt like a reprieve when a voice came from behind her, loud and authoritative.

‘Alright, let’s simmer down over here, huh?’

Both El and the TfL man stilled, though he kept her firmly within his grasp.

‘Who are you, her dad?’ he asked, all sarcasm. And his doubts were probably merited. When El really looked at her rescuer – Otto – she could see he was younger than his dapper attire first suggested. Maybe forty-ish. 

Nevertheless, he didn’t miss a beat.

‘As a matter of fact, I am,’ he replied smoothly. ‘So I’ll thank you to take your hands off of her. She was just messing around.’

‘Where’s her ticket then?’ the attendant demanded harshly. He loosened his grip a little, though.

Otto glanced over at El, as if – by some miracle – she might be able to produce one. Silently, she conveyed that she could not.

Something about his expression in response, about the quick flash of amusement she imagined she could see hidden in there, was incredibly calming to El. It made her feel, at once, that this whole thing was essentially a scrape – an escapade rather than a crisis. It made her feel that the two of them were in it together.

‘We realized on the train that she’d lost it,’ Otto said. ‘We were joking that she’d have to make a run for it at the other end. Kid was just trying to make me laugh, is all.’

The attendant cocked an eyebrow, unconvinced. Otto produced a ten-pound note and tucked it into the attendant’s top pocket.

‘How about you keep the change and I don’t report you for manhandling a teenage girl for no reason, huh, pal?’

He tossed the threat out with a casual sort of confidence, and for a long moment, it hung there in the silence, nobody saying or doing anything. El felt the seconds tick by, as though they were in a Mexican standoff right here in Islington. She could practically see the cogs turning in the station attendant’s head, as he weighed up whether this was really worth it. What he now had before him, after all, was a complainer of the worst and most experienced sort: an American.

Eventually, with a huff, he released El and turned away from them. ‘Look after your stuff next time, princess,’ he spat out as he walked away, evidently determined to have the last word.

In the circumstances, El was happy to give it to him.

Standing opposite her, Otto just smiled – he had the twinkliest eyes she’d ever seen – and then, faster than she could even register it, he was on his way, too.

For a moment, El stood, frozen, struggling to compute everything that had just happened. Then, she hurried after him.

‘Hey! Why did you do that?’ she asked, once she’d caught up. They were out of the station now, on Old Street, and he slowed to a stop.

He just shrugged. ‘Power to the people, right? What age are you – 18, 19?’

‘19.’

‘I might have jumped a few turnstiles myself when I was 19.’

With another little smile, with a conclusory sort of nod, he commenced walking again. A second later – there was nothing else for it – El did the same.

She gestured vaguely in the distance. ‘I … I’m going this way, too,’ she said awkwardly.

Again, he just nodded affably. That was what ended up being most intriguing to El: the fact that this guy – the extremely smooth, stylish American gentleman who’d just come to her rescue – seemed to want nothing more from her. Their paces were perfectly in step now, and yet he was clearly content to walk in total silence until they went their separate ways. Naturally, nothing could have made her feel more like talking.

‘Do you live around here?’ she asked him.

‘Work,’ he replied. ‘And live, I guess. What’s the difference? is what it feels like, most days,’ he added, with a little chuckle.

El didn’t know what he meant by that one – not yet.

‘Not today though, eh?’

‘What do you mean?’

She nodded down towards the plastic bag he was carrying. The logo of the V&A Museum was printed prominently across it. ‘Have you been at that tiaras exhibit?’ she prompted.

He seemed to regard her anew, as if reassessing her somehow. ‘What are you, an art student? Or a fashion student?’

As it happened, neither was an uncommon assumption. El wasn’t sure what it was about her.

‘Oh no. I’m not any kind of student. I’m just a barmaid. So you could say I chat for a living. Or eavesdrop for a living. I haven’t actually been to the tiaras thing myself – I just had customers in talking about it a few weeks ago. You’d be surprised the conversations that go on in a third-rate boozer in Dalston.’

A smile tugged at his lips. ‘I bet.’

‘Maybe I will go, though,’ she continued. ‘To the exhibit, I mean. I do actually quite like fashion. And,’ – here, she had the decency to blush – ‘I like free things to do in London.’

He chuckled. ‘Otto Kettinger,’ he offered then.

‘Eloise Tippett,’ she replied, because he was a proper adult. It felt like she should give him her full name.

After that, she wasn’t sure how it happened, but as they walked together, she found herself telling this man
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