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I

NIGREDO


Another day came, dressed in widower’s black, to lead Tristram along too-familiar streets, past people blank and severe as the stone buildings crowding closer with each step, day again prodding Tristram down that long road to the post office. Today, I’m sure, Tristram had told his landlord, one hand, guilty as any sneak thief, straying towards his jacket pocket, although it knew well what rested there. Today, he had assured himself as he left the tall rooming house, day’s black as black as the sun overhead, sun watching him make this journey through the rattle of tram and shrill of motorcar horn, past men hurrying from the news in the daily papers folded neatly under their arms, past stately Grande Dames wafting along the boulevards like dreams of old empire, and young children, alone or shepherded by nannies, stranded on street corners, unsure whether to go forward into futures uncertain or back into pasts that hardly laid claim over them. Tristram, through it all, walking slowly, day a black armband only he could see. Tristram clasping one hand in the other as he waited for horse and dray to plod aside.

It was, amongst other things, the feast day of Saints Cyril and Methodius, 1930, although Tristram was no longer sure of time and date, only place—the post office ahead, all futures opening with the parting of its doors.

The young man behind the grill gave no sign of recognition, although Tristram had spoken to him several times before, come to this place each day it was open. Young man listening without expression to broken Hungarian giving way German, to a smattering of French, as Tristram made request, counted coins—one, two, five, denominations small yet mounting to the right total. The floor of the post office was hard and cold through thin cardboard soles, cheap shoes one day old.

Don’t think of these things, Tristram reminded himself as he waited for the operator to dial the number, phone booth haunted by a faint perfume-ghost of its last occupant, which pressed close to listen to whir and tick on the line, her expression unreadable when the operator finally returned.

‘Ja, danka.’

Outside, the widower day pressed its face against the glass.

Tristram closed his eyes and felt the weight of four months bear down on this one point—post office, phone booth, the telephone ringing at the far end of the line. His free hand touched the breast of his jacket, feeling through the cloth for a trace of what rested in the pocket beneath. He almost missed the voice repeating, ‘Hello?’

‘Oh, Villiers,’ he stammered. ‘My heavens, it’s good to hear— Yes, old man, that’s right, it is me and it has been a long— Hm? Well, that’s, that’s something of a tale and I’d be happy to tell—’

Villiers. Images overlaid: a man so young he was hardly old enough to grow the moustache he spent so much time grooming; a man, his age unimportant, hardly able to support himself against the trench wall as they waited for the whistle, their terror shared; a man older, no longer gaunt but full and confident, affluent.

‘No,’ Tristram managed to interrupt, ‘I’m afraid I’ve not kept up with the news and that’s rather why I’m telephoning… Bank, yes, yes, and— No, Villiers, Hungary, but if I may—’

Four months. Each day passing under the gaze of a sun turned black and each night barren. Each day given an extra taint by the forestalling of this call. All futures paused, breaths held while this voice, grown thick on brandy and cigars, spoke over a long distance telephone line. Spoke without listening, certainly without understanding.

‘Pardon me, Villiers, but truly, old man, if I had… I grant that these are difficult times, which was why— Which was why…’

His voice caught, pleading as he never imagined he would have to. Hand straying to jacket breast as his mind strayed back, to a wedding day, Villiers still a young man in years, Tristram self-conscious in morning suit, eschewing the medals some guests chose to sport, a black armband almost invisible on the sleeve of his coat. Handing Villiers the ring that would go on the bride’s finger. Tears buried so there was no chance they might spoil his friend’s great day.

‘A small loan—’ Tears ran down Tristram’s face as he held the receiver tightly against his ear. ‘Villiers? Villiers…?’

Dial tone. Good shoes pawned to pay for nothing more than this broken connection and an end to all futures.







There was once a tall house that stood at the end of a small road tucked inside Báthori utca, in Budapest. War and uprising, occupations and liberations, the hardships between: each has helped erased road and house so well, no trace of either remains, as if they had been nothing but dream or a cloud’s shadow. To Tristram, that February morning, the house was hard and reproachful, its many windows unblinking as he walked from Báthori down the small road that had no name and little claim on the map. The house guessed his secrets.

Passing the latch key from hand to hand; a deep breath when he at last eased open the door, the hinges silent—tall house still. Tristram ducked inside, gently closing the door and stealing past the landlord’s ground floor rooms to mount the stone stairs. An urge to run climbed behind him, pushing at his back. At last, the door to Tristram’s room appeared over the lip of the very last landing. Urge to run transforming the last few steps into a single, ungainly bound. Key turning—Quietly, Tristram urged—and the door beginning to open. He relaxed.

‘Ah, my young sir, I am happy to see you. Are you well? Have you had news?’

Tristram startled back.

His landlord stepped from the empty room next door, face benign as he nodded greetings, excusing himself as he locked the door to the untenanted room, before turning his attention back to Tristram:

‘Good news, I trust?’

Tone never less than kindly, as unchanging as the landlord’s dove grey, double-breasted suit, impeccable and incongruous for someone who looked after such a modest boarding house. Always a single smirch on the landlord’s white spats. Always the left cuff of his shirt was frayed.

‘I…’

‘Yes?’ His landlord smiled encouragingly, one eyebrow raised in polite enquiry.

‘I’m sorry to say…’ One hand clung tightly to the other, both hidden behind Tristram’s back. He coughed, glanced away. Aware of how this might appear, he shook his head and stood straighter, thinking of the silence after the last artillery shell had detonated, and the certainty that the whistles would sound at any moment; and so thinking of Vivien, wanting to remember exactly the sound of her laugh and finding only a silence into which Tristram said, ‘I’m afraid I’ve heard nothing, mein Herr. Sadly, nothing. But I am sure my employers will be in touch any day now. And let me say once again how grateful I am for your tolerance and forbearance—’

‘Please, please, not at all, young sir.’ The landlord waved away Tristram’s words, seemingly embarrassed. ‘The world in turmoil, banks and fortunes vanishing overnight, and you caught up in it all, unwillingly, as you are—what, young sir, what more can one do?’

‘Still, I am awfully grateful, sir, and I’m very aware—’ Tristram felt his hands tighten— ‘that I owe you rent in addition to gratitude and I—’ He swallowed. ‘And I can only apologise again that my superiors have not been able to offer anything beyond reassurances so far.’

‘Yes, yes, of course, young sir, of course.’ The landlord in dove grey suit, frayed cuffs and dirty spats, patted Tristram’s arm as he turned towards the stairs. ‘Trying times,’ he repeated several times as he started downwards.

Tristram sagged against the door to his room, sweat prickling forehead and palms. How many more times? But called down the stairs, ‘Thank you, sir, I’m sure tomorrow…’ and tried to believe in nothing so much as another day’s dawning under a sun as black as iron.

‘Of course, young sir.’

‘I’m sure tomorrow,’ Tristram repeated, opening his door.

‘Of course. And yet, young sir—’

No time to slip into the room. No time to close the door and pretend he had not heard, landlord reappearing on the landing.

‘I thought, perhaps, the other day, these four days past, in fact…?’

‘I’m… sorry?’

‘You remember, dear young sir. You returned from your daily trip to the post office in a state of some emotion. I saw you.’ Expression not wavering and his tone no different to moments ago, yet the smile appeared harsh on the landlord’s face and there was an edge to the words that spread a chill through Tristram’s stomach. ‘I watched, from my window at the front of the house, as you paced up and down, talking to yourself, words only sounds through the glass but I heard their tone and I thought you had word from your employers and that word carried bad news. Yet here we are, days and several more visits to the post office later and you tell me you have heard nothing, not word nor telegram, simply nothing.’

Smile no longer kindly.

Tristram wanted the safety of his room, to slam the door in the landlord’s face. But there was no retreat. There was only to advance and survive.

‘It was a memory, sir. I was afflicted by memories of the War and of my Vivien, brought on by the uncertainty and waiting. It was nothing more than that. You understand.’

‘And yet you told me your employers had given you assurances, that there was no uncertainty. Weeks past you told me this: that your bank needed time to secure their position, order their affairs, but that they would pay your passage home, your expenses. Your rent.’

‘Yes, of course.’ Of course Tristram had said this, had believed this would be so. No turning back, only to look straight ahead. Into the guns waiting on the other side, or into the bottom of her grave. ‘I have not lied to you, mein Herr.’

‘Then explain, please, young sir, the telegram in your pocket.’

No smile.







One hand sought out the other, fingers knotting.

He would say nothing, admit less. But light welled around the doorframe of that unoccupied room, the landlord and the hallway cast into silhouette before being consumed by the light as the door opened wider, light leaving only space enough for her to step from the room and come towards him.

Tristram could not turn away.

The hiss of her skirts was deafening.

Tristram pressed back against the wall.

She did not speak. The rustle of her long white dress was voice enough. He wanted to pretend, say it was mistake or misunderstanding. He would go straight ahead, through to the other side, and then he would be in his room again, lying on that narrow cot, waiting for tomorrow and the black sun’s returning to watch him, post office and back, to lie on that narrow cot, in his room, waiting—

Her hands trailed shadows.

Amidst the light, Vivien’s face was a blackness. Still, Tristram reached out, wanting to hold her again.

She passed between his arms, her white hands cool as they parted his jacket and let the fold of paper flutter to the hallway floor.

His landlord spoke. Tristram watched Vivien, shadows crossing her mouth, sculpting her face with a sweep of a delicate blade. Everything, in fact, he had imagined from her last letters.







‘How long?’

His landlord repeated his question. Tristram looked away. Through the window on to the narrow road tucked into Bárthori utca. Around this room, neat and orderly, unlike his own. Hard to believe his landlord lived here at all: always, it felt as though the apartment stood empty except for his infrequent visits, this interview, so neat, so tidy, so—

‘How many more times?’

Tristram would have evaded that question, too, but the answer came: for as long as necessary. For as long as it took until there was someone willing to lend money, a…

He faltered over the word ‘friend’, imagining Villiers at the other end of the phone line. Villiers, his last resort. He found himself staring at his cardboard shoes. Seeing himself in the form master’s office at school, gazing at the toes of his shoes as a way of weathering a reprimand. Drawing a breath, he straightened his shoulders, stood erect. Wanting to save some scrap of dignity.

His stomach grumbled loudly. There was no bringing himself to meet his landlord’s gaze as, no longer kindly, the landlord read out the slip of paper again—the telegram that had finally arrived four days ago, its lines terse—stop—hopeless—stop—and final—stop.

‘Was there never any hope? Your assurances, young sir, always worthless?’

He had almost left Budapest within days of last October’s Stock Market Crash. But his employers had been quick to assure him there was no need. When the bank began to dissembled and draw out the time between each reply, Tristram had clung on to the belief that events would turn out for the good. Even as his employer’s silence lengthened well beyond anything that allowed a benign explanation, he had held on to his belief. At least, a part of him had. It offered justification for everything he did that upheld that belief. Cheap lodgings. Pawning cufflinks, watch. Later, overcoat and suitcase and fountain pen. Finally his shoes. Each could be justified as easily as lying to his landlord to hold on to the room for one day more. Just in case. Because there was no saying when his employers might get in touch, when a friend might loan him what he needed, when… But all possibility had collapsed into this moment, a moment when there was no possibility at all.

Tristram felt the words, almost gave them voice. Instead, he sighed.

‘I thought I was telling you something not entirely beyond the truth.’

His landlord remained silent, frayed cuffs and dirty spats lending him an odd dignity and a deeper sense of hurt. Tristram could summon nothing else to say and, little by little, allowed himself to become angry.

‘What was I supposed to do? When the next day, or one after that, someone may have been willing to help? When there was still a chance the bank had not collapsed? No definite word, only doubt—’

‘Be quiet,’ his landlord murmured. Mild words as sharp as any blow, Tristram fell silent.

The telegram rustled. ‘You have nothing?’

‘Only what I’m wearing.’

Justification and belief. Tristram had tried to cling to the bank’s own vision of itself—of an institution, small, oblivious to the ways of the world because it had its own way of doing business and those ways were older, more established and more sensible than everyone else’s. Better hold on to a false dignity than have no dignity at all. Tristram’s father had been much the same. Theirs was an old family, a proud family. It made no difference how little money they had. The family’s dignity would see them through. And so Vivien had come into his life.

‘I must have settlement.’ His landlord folded the telegram—in half, into quarters—and tucked it into an inside pocket. ‘This is intolerable. Simply intolerable, young sir.’

Tristram smoothed down his hair, touching at the stubble on his face (razor and hairbrush gone the way of suitcase, shoes and the rest) as his stomach groaned and knotted.

Dignity.

‘Will it be the police, sir?’ he asked, standing straight, shoulders back. At least being in custody should put a roof over his head, along with four stout walls and food. A future more certain than this.

‘You are long past shame, my young sir?’

He thought of Vivien, of the final letter from her mother, its black border all the news he needed to hear. Another path closed.

‘I…’ The words were there but the energy to voice them was not. His shoulders slumped. ‘Really, mein Herr,’ Tristram shook his head, ‘does it really matter?’ He strode to the door. ‘There is no sense in prolonging this.’

The handle would not turn nor the door budge.

‘I have a proposition for you, young sir.’ The landlord opened a bureau drawer, stirring its contents with a finger.

‘Please, mein Herr.’ Tristram rattled the door. It did not move, might indeed be fake, except he had come in through it earlier and times before that, too. ‘I am content to speak to the police.’ He felt hot, sweat making his grip on the handle uncertain. ‘How—’ He gave a hollow laugh. ‘How does the door open?’

The landlord ignored the question and, instead, held out a hand. The locket lay in his palm. At first glance, it might have been ancient Egyptian, one of those cartouche pendants all the rage a few years back.

‘This must be delivered to a particular jeweller before dusk today.’ Large for a locket, resting in the landlord’s palm. ‘Take it.’

Tristram was going to decline but the locket was already in his hands.

The golden metal was badly scuffed and tarnished. Likewise the enamelling on its face was cracked, faded. Tristram could make out a bird—a pelican, perhaps—taking wing, a twig or something else in the creature’s bill. Cheap gimcrack, he thought, locket springing open under his fingers, clasp faulty. The top hinged at either end, a portrait miniature slotted into the backs of the flaps, a man on one side, a woman on the other; faces marred and foxed, the vague impressions of their features as easily suggesting brother and sister as sweethearts, or a married couple. Tristram peered closer, finding no resemblance in either face to the landlord’s features; sure, in one moment, these were paintings; convinced, in the next, they were photographs faded by light and time. Another enamelled image lay across the back of the case, the Sun’s blazing visage dull, the Moon’s profile no longer shimmering, each huddled on the clouded edges of the picture, unwilling to acknowledge the presence of the other. A figure stood between them, nude or swathed in classical robes: the damage to the enamel making it impossible to be sure, just as it made it hard to decide whether the figure was leaping, from Moon to Sun, or in some way trying to bring the two celestial bodies into contact, or balance. Or something else entirely—there was no telling, Tristram decided, assuming the spots on the figure’s ankles were wings and guessing, then, the shape on its head was a winged helmet.

Mercury. No, Tristram thought, attention drawn again to the young woman, Hermes.

‘Take this to be repaired and return, this evening, with the receipt, written in the jeweller’s own hand.’

‘If I do?’ Tristram balance the locket on his palm, trying, for a moment longer, to pretend he had not already accepted the landlord’s terms.

‘If you do, then you keep your room and I see that you do not freeze, nor starve. I might even be able to help find money enough for you to return to your England. But—’ the landlord raised a finger— ‘do not think to fool me, young sir. I know the jeweller’s handwriting exceedingly well.’

Tristram made no reply.

‘You have less than five hours, young sir.’ The landlord produced a slip of paper, the address written on it vaguely familiar. In any case, it would not prove difficult to find.

‘Consider it done, mein Herr.’

The landlord made no reply and when Tristram tried the door, it opened with ease.







The sun wore old gold for its late afternoon appointments. Tristram walked to the end of Báthory utca, telling himself there was no need for haste.

A constable pointed down the long length of Andrássy út. And, confused by the throngs at the Oktogon, where the Grand Boulevard drives a chasm through the middle of Andrássy, one of the flower sellers was willing to peer at the fold of paper and point him southwards, a little to the west: That way.

Tristram, despite no specific idea of where the jeweller’s shop lay, felt sure it could not be much further. Shadows welled in the streets and side roads; rooftops cut slices out of the dwindling sun. He checked the locket was safe, in the trouser pocket he had put it. And the address, still in his jacket pocket. Still safe.

Plenty of time, he reminded himself. And reassured himself locket and address were still with him. Trying to keep calm, because the landlord would wait until the utmost limits of his ridiculous deadline. Because panic might bring a mistake and a mistake might bring—

Plenty of time, Tristram repeated, wiping sweat from his face, air cooler with each step, the streets beginning to smell of a coming night. It was not far— Tristram looked at the address again, picturing a branch in the road, a row of old shops, memory more vague than it seemed right to acknowledge. Glancing at the sky, he told the sun another time that he knew the way, had nothing to worry about, nothing—

But in one doorway sat a woman whose legs were hardly stumps and whose hand, weather-worn, lay open and empty. And in another doorway, a man nodded over a rosary of his dreams, another casualty of time. And what of this man, on crutches, medal on his chest a Cyclops eye? Or this woman, this child, this—

Tristram broke into a run, locket prodding his thigh. He passed a beggar, white hair straggling from beneath a battered felt hat, eyes hidden behind smoked glass. The beggar turned, about to speak. Tristram ran harder. Just avoiding a match seller, scuffing along the line of the curb, tray filled with scraps no one would want. And a street singer, voice cracked and hopeless.

The locket pressed into his leg.

The newspaper seller looked over the slip of paper again, lips moving as he formed each word of the address. Tristram glanced at the sky, suppressed an urge to snatch back the address, to run, biting his lip until finally the newspaper seller handed back the paper and pointed along the street to the mouth of a narrow alleyway.

‘That way.’

‘There?’ Tristram pointed, conscious of the weight of the locket against his thigh. ‘There?’

‘Yes.’ The newspaper seller remained unbearably calm. ‘Yes. To the end—’ He waved his hand.

The first part of the alley was cobbled, each step painful thanks to thin cardboard soles and this race across Pest against the sun. Tristram tried to hobble faster, assuring himself it could not be much further and doubting each word as he repeated them to himself. Perhaps he could forge the jeweller’s handwriting… Or, perhaps he could say the shop was closed, an emergency… Or, perhaps…

The passageway handed him into a lane of shops, men in shirtsleeves pushing laden handcarts between slow-moving motorcars and fast-moving children, shrieking as they ran. Confused, Tristram faltered, shying sideways as a football bounded towards him, a yell from one of the open shop doorways following close behind a child’s laughter.

All in an instant, flinch and football and laughter and momentum picking one of his feet and making him step as, in this second’s fraction already so packed, Tristram caught a glimpse of the limousine.

It gleamed, whitewall tyres riding over ruts and pothole with ease, bonnet pristine and more brilliant than any snowfield, sides and roof polished ebony, midnight dark as the chauffeur’s livery…

Tristram saw the car, saw the driver, chauffeur’s face quite undisturbed, as momentum picked up Tristram’s foot and propelled him from flinch into step. Stumble taking him from pavement’s edge into the limousine’s path.

The lane reared back in shock.

Rooftops and doorways falling one over another.

No breath. Nothing. Not even pain.

The sky blinked. Stared down as Tristram blinked back. Heart stopped and breath forever stilled. The sky peered closer. Tristram stared at it, unblinking, his head filled with a din that reminded him of the last reverberation of an artillery barrage, or the silence in a room after sharp words and a sharp exit, he could not be sure which, although he tried to decide, certain that knowing was important. The low maunder of an engine went unnoticed, just as the reek of exhaust fumes, the taste of blood and the pain from bruises and strains went unnoticed. Until, explosively, Tristram gasped, drew a second breath that became a groan.

The black and white limousine stood a little way off. Afternoon light gleamed from its chrome. Spotless, unbloodied.

Tristram managed to sit, teeth gritted in expectation of a wave of pain that never crested. His tongue throbbed, bitten in his fall. A knee also complained, one wrist aching insistently, palms scraped and red but otherwise unharmed.

One of the curtains hiding the interior of the motor car twitched, revealing a face of alabaster perfection, a curl of ash blonde hair. All gone too quickly, curtain falling closed and the limousine gliding away. Around a bend in the lane. Gone.

It had been hours since the collision, or near miss—Tristram could not decide which—and yet people were only just leaving their doorways and businesses, only just beginning to cross the road towards him, voices raised, some shouting after the lost limousine, others simply standing back to watch.

Two attempts to stand.

Mumbling that he was fine, unhurt, quite fine, thank you, yes, thank you. A hand on his shoulder to steady him as he asked what time it was. Voices in Hungarian. In German. Tristram anxious the afternoon was lost and waving back all other attempts to help him. Assurances forgotten as he demanded the time, as his hand went to his pocket.

He checked again, more desperate this time, barking accusations to the people around him, their frowns transforming as they turned to looking across the road, in the gutter. The boy who had kicked the football apologised again, tears in his eyes, which Tristram ignored as he searched his pockets another time, finding only the address, useless now. He walked up and down, scouring the gutters, stopping every shopkeeper, passerby, demanding they look him in the eye, sure he would know lying when he saw it. No one had seen it. No one had taken it. It was lost.

The locket was gone.







He went to the jeweller’s in any case, unable to shake the conviction that it would be waiting for him there, imagining the jeweller producing the repaired locket from beneath the counter, along with a signed receipt.

Shutters masked the shop’s windows, only darkness nestled in the gaps between the dusty boards. It looked as though it had not been open that day,  nor any day in recent memory. Tristram rattled the padlock and tugged on the bell pull. A chime sounded from deep within the old building but no one answered, no one offered to write a receipt for goods that had not been delivered.

The sun stole behind the hills of Buda and abandoned Tristram to the night.







It was difficult to find the way back to the small road tucked inside Báthori utca. At last, Dob utca appeared out of the night, willing to lead him part way before abandoning him when the opera house came into view, the crowds outside milling, faces redrawn by hard-edged electric light, jewels and cravat pins glittering, gaudy as the reek of cologne and perfume mixed with stale champagne and tobacco smoke, laughter singling him out, jostling, pushing until there was no choice but to hurry down a side road, taking another until the opera house was hidden. Tristram slumped against a wall, breath slowing. Nothing moved, the silence a relief and a comfort.

A soft whimper gently touched his hand, making him turn, mongrel dog poking its nose out of the lee of a doorway to eye him, length of string around the dog’s neck leading Tristram to a cripple, asleep, crutch propped against the door. Homeless. Friendless but for the dog.

Tristram ran.

The entrance to the small road lay between numbers twenty-two and twenty-four, Báthori utca. He was almost at the crossroads with Hold utca before he accepted that he had missed the turning. Path retraced, he reeled out of the opposite end of Báthori, destination unaccountably overshot a second time.

And so once again, and with deliberation, Tristram counted off each tall building, unwilling to admit to the trembling of his hands, the sweat on his palms and forehead. Shadows hid the entrance, his hands expecting to meet mortar and brick, no matter that his eyes suggested the narrow passage was still open to the world.

But if the tall house waited as usual at the end of the small road, it acted as if it did not know him, no matter how loud he shouted, how hard he kicked the door. Its windows remained dark and blank, as closed off as the jeweller’s had been. At last, Tristram remembered his latch key and laughed, at himself and at the once-kindly landlord. But the lock refused to recognise the key—old and tarnished as ever it had been, Tristram positive it had not been changed, yet the key would not turn.

Eventually, he had no choice; pausing to look back for what would be the last time, he left the small road.

The night felt colder. The curb stones spread a chill through his legs. Tristram shuddered, looking along the length of Báthori utca and unable to think of anything but the cold, the first glimmer of ice on the tarmac, new bruises aching more acutely. All of him seemed to ache. Tristram shook his head, sorrows trying to pull him from the edge of the curb to curl up in the gutter, as low as he could ever go. The cold poked at him until he yawned, icy air making his teeth ache, another sorrow, another sigh, sighs obscuring the sound of the engine, a purr moving through the streets nearby, entitled and confident and—as he sat very still—familiar.

A lamp’s light drew a graceful arc over wheel arch, gleaming from a bonnet onyx white, whitewall tyres spinning hypnotist’s passes at Tristram as he staggered to a halt in time to see the limousine shimmer over the crossroads with Hold utca, inciting him to run again, glimpse the car being swallowed by the elegant and ornate mass of the hotel dominating this stretch of Hold.

Hold utca. Moon Street.

Tristram looked up. Moon in first quarter, swelling with light.

A portcullis barred the entrance to the garage by the time he reached it. Blackness beyond. No sound. Tristram clung to the bars, too weak to stay upright without help.

‘A handsome vehicle that, almost as pretty as its passenger. I take it you’ve witnessed the fair Alba for yourself, my friend?’







The restaurant was called A Varangyos Tó—The Toad Pond. It squatted on the corner of Széchenyi and Nádor utca, only a handful of streets away. ‘My name is Voit,’ was all the stranger offered, refusing any more until he had ushered Tristram to a corner table in the restaurant.

‘Please, please,’ Voit soothed as Tristram once again exclaimed over his new acquaintance’s generosity. ‘You are in distress. You must rest, dear sir, yes, rest. Sit, if you please, and gather your resources, I implore you. Do not—’ Voit raised a finger, a pale and bony exclamation point— ‘think you presume, dear sir. No, it is I who invite.’

Voit smiled. With his high forehead and pallid complexion, the effect was reminiscent of a death’s head. Tristram’s stomach rumbled, knotting about its emptiness. He put away his doubts and allowed himself to be convinced.
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