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To Dima, Masha and Tanya – always




PART 1


T for Tepee, Tube, Train and Taxi
O for Odessa
NY for New York
S for Strasbourg


Only those who leave will return.


If you want to come back,


You have to leave first . . .


Gypsy song




T FOR TEPEE, TUBE, TRAIN AND TAXI


T for Tepee


Tony


Parramatta, Sydney, Australia


The evening sun flickers through mosquito screens, making the shadows fluid, the gestures incomplete.


I check everything again – tickets, passport, keys; hesitate for a moment, wondering whether to hide both photographs in the drawer, put them in my bag or let them wait for me here, on the side of the desk, still aspiring to freedom. Those images have been a part of my life for too long. In fact, they have become my life.


There is too much grass in the first photograph, too much sky, and the three boys looking into the camera seem smaller, younger than sixteen.


It is the last day of school. Their ties are loose, their jackets are off, but they are not relaxed. There is something in the way one has put his hand on another one’s shoulder, gripping it tightly; something in the expression of the third boy’s brown eyes, in his raised eyebrows – as if he is trying to ask a question – that makes them look anxious and uneasy.


I am not in the photograph. I am taking a picture of the day that divides our lives into ‘before and after’. The day that they might have buried deeply into the boxes somewhere in the attic, might have torn, crumpled, shredded a long time ago, but which is engraved into their memories just as it is into mine.


The second photograph is one of my most treasured possessions.


It is not an official version, not one of the many published on the front page of the newspapers, in textbooks and academic volumes, not the one my father has on his desk – every nod, every glance scrutinised and interpreted by scholars worldwide.


It was taken over six decades ago by somebody short, snapping from behind the first row of official photographers – an amateur who has caught history slightly off guard, giving it a different perspective.


The backdrop is cluttered with dark suits and heads, with the odd face looking at the lenses of official cameras higher up. These are not the stern, concentrated expressions of advisers from the official versions: there is a lot of pipe-smoking, hair-adjusting, turning away . . . The image is framed by the white archways of the palace, lit by the chandeliers of the hall behind.


Three men sitting in the foreground form a separate group – like the schoolboys, waiting for their history lesson to begin, each one of them with his own expectations.


It is a warm day, and the winter sun over the bald head of one of the men makes his thinker’s forehead even larger. He is clutching a heavy fur hat and smiling into the camera, ignoring his adviser, who has leaned over to whisper something crucial.


A pale man in the centre is looking beyond the camera lenses, as if he can see something on the horizon, in the future of the world he is going to leave in less than three months. His prominent chin and thin lips are the features of a man with huge willpower, diminishing fast.


The third man looks composed, in total control. His hands are firmly clasped, his legs in shiny army boots are tucked under the seat. The peak of his cap is covering his eyes, casting a dark shadow, but I can see that he is hiding a smile, though his lips underneath the moustache are not smiling. He knows why they are all here, and not in Constantinople or Athens.


The caption under the photograph reads: Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin. Crimea Conference, Yalta, 4 February 1945. It is the beginning, the first of eight days that would divide the world.


I am the only one who knows what connects those two photographs: the three great men who changed the course of history, and the three schoolboys who are about to change it again.


Long shadows are sliding down towards the stacks of books now, taking the light and the life with them, making the images static again. I realise that I have been stroking the photographs absent-mindedly, as if trying to iron out the past, with no avail – yet . . .


I have decided: I am taking the boys with me, but the three leaders can wait for my return here, on my desk, slipped under the files. If I ever get back to this clearing between the mountains of books, of course, to those summits of knowledge left unconquered. I have won over the rest of the house, though it is hardly a triumph. It has been a year since Ruth left, and my possessions are gradually capturing her space. They started tentatively at first – a shirt on her chair, a newspaper on her bedside table – before spreading over the sofa, seizing her side of the bed . . .


At the moment, my house does not live up to its official name, proudly displayed outside: it is more of a tip than a chief’s tepee.


The name, which became such a permanent joke, is hardly a joke any more.


‘Tepee? Why, Tony? You can’t dismantle your house and take it with you, if you ever decide to move back . . .’


‘Your garden is so overgrown, mate, this place should be called a tree house . . .’


‘You’re a Pom, whatever you try to pull! Wear moccasins, put on the war paint, but your accent and your blond hair will give you away!’


‘Hey, Black Eagle, you should stop drinking KC – not a Chieftain’s beer. Here, I brought you a bottle of Khan Superdry, that’s the lager to go for . . .’


I am sticking with The Tepee, whatever they say – it’s the only connection I have with my past and with the first photograph. With the game we played then and the one we are about to play now.


It has taken me months to plan it all. To visit locations, to set up the clues. I sent the letters over a month ago, and though I don’t expect any response, I know they will come. Blackmail? No need. They will play, I am sure of it. They don’t know what I am going to say, what I am going to do, so they will be there.


The game will not work without all three of them, and they know it as well as I do – I need Levi’s analytical genius, Jonty’s bravery. As for Max . . . How could we ever play any game without Max?


Will I recognise them? I wonder. Jonty will be looming over the crowd, still stooping slightly, aware of his height; Levi will be late, I am sure, and wearing old-fashioned glasses – I can’t imagine him without them.


I can still see them now, at our last Tepee Council – Levi puffing, diving into the safe dark space inside the mulberry branches hanging all the way to the ground, crossing above us, creating a tepee-shaped haven; Jonty bouncing impatiently on one of the split trunks outside the tepee; Max spread on the grass, his eyes half closed, humming, sun playing on his face . . .


I get up and close the window, saying goodbye to my garden, to the path that leads past overgrown bushes, past a mango tree, to the old mulberry at the bottom.


This tree was the reason I bought the house in the first place. Mulberries are almost human – I thought it then, and I am sure of it now: their leaves are heart-shaped; their berries turn the colour of flesh and then of blood, before covering the grass with purple stains. And when the berries are gone, the autumn leaves curl, hiding their sharp edges in the final act of self-protection, as if they are in pain – just as I want to do sometimes . . .


I put the photograph into my travel wallet, lock the bag and stride out of the house, never looking back – it is only ahead from now on. It is going to be a long flight and a long game, but I cannot get on with my life without playing it again. It’s time.





 


T for Tube


Levi


London, Northern Line


I am surprised it took him so long. I expected his letter earlier, maybe ten, fifteen years ago, not now. Twenty-five years, after all.


An envelope with a koala stamp was sandwiched between the invitation to yet another bar mitzvah (where do I find the gift money?) and a letter informing me that I am lucky prizewinner N7345 (maybe that’s the answer to the bar mitzvah gift).


Koala equals Australia, I thought. I don’t know anybody in Australia, except Tony – though what do I know about him now? That he lives in Sydney, managing his father’s mining companies no doubt; what else?


It was only when I heard Sami banging on the bathroom door, shouting ‘Raya, get out, you’ve been in there for ages – I’ll be late for school! I’m bursting, honestly . . . Do something, Dad, tell her, she doesn’t care!’ that I realised I’d been staring at the letter for a while. One line was dancing in front of my eyes (were my hands really shaking?), in his familiar, still so familiar handwriting, sharp and decisive: We haven’t finished the game, gentlemen. The meeting is under the clock at Waterloo on Sunday, 23 September, 10.30 a.m. Just like that – blue ink, bold letters, as if we stopped playing yesterday. No contact number, no return address, no ifs or buts. I don’t need to ask why.


Of course I am going. It’s so easy: Northern Line, thirteen stops. Unlucky number – not that I am superstitious or anything. I can’t wait to see him, the boy who gave me my first chance . . . my only chance so far to be special.


I loved everything about him. The way he would hide an invitation to the Tepee Council in the most unexpected of places – in a shoe, inside a maths book. The way he would give me his broadest smile in front of all ‘Tony’s hangers-on’, stopping me in the corridor during break – ‘Hey, Levi, got a sec?’ I had a lifetime for him.


I was always late for the Tepee Councils, panting across the rugby field to the mulberry tree, my pulse racing, my brain clicking: the scale of punishment if . . . the consequences of . . . the long-term effects when . . .


But then how could one calculate the blast of excitement that swept over me when he said: ‘Why don’t we . . .’ that electrifying thrill of our first tasks, the fun of yet another game?


Tony’s games made the world more manageable. They were proof that if you planned carefully and played smartly, you could get away with anything in life. And we always did, didn’t we? Until that last game . . .


Under the clock at Waterloo . . . 10.30 a.m. . . . His choice of meeting place is spot on, I think – hardly original, but perfect for a blind date. And this is a true blind date, this meeting. What if I don’t recognise him? More importantly, will he recognise the plump Jewish boy in the balding man in a slightly crumpled suit? True, I am still chubby, and I still wear glasses, and there is an eternal Jewish melancholy reflected in my eyes, as Dana keeps telling me.


It is a different type of sadness, Dana, I think but will never tell her. It is not the despair of an outsider, of an immigrant’s son any more. Now it is the doomed expression of a permanently exhausted man with zero expectations.


‘You are not just letting yourself down, Levi, you are letting all of us down . . .’ Dana and my mother don’t speak for weeks, but somehow they have both got the same phrases honed to perfection.


Will Tony ask me about my life now? I wonder. If he does, I’ll tell him that I am a GP in a respectable north London area, a proud father of three teenagers, that my wife is a Sophia Loren lookalike, even though her nose is slightly longer and a touch more crooked.


I am not going to confess to him that after three births Dana’s nose is the only reminder of that likeness to Sophia Loren. Her nose, and the arguments in true Neapolitan style. She always wins them, of course she does – her name means ‘judge’ in Hebrew after all.


Tony won’t need to know about the interminable coughing children I see day in day out, about Mrs Rosenblum, who shuffles into my surgery at least twice a month for her life-saving one-to-ones. On the days of her appointments I dish out apologies to other patients, stay after hours filling in records, only to come home to Dana’s ‘Mrs Rosenblum again?’


I might, just might admit to him how much I am looking forward to playing, how I have already accepted his new plans, yet unknown . . .


‘The next station is Waterloo . . .’ The tube is surprisingly crowded for a Sunday. A weird bunch of people in my late-morning carriage: tourists lugging heavy suitcases with labels you can study geography by; builders, their scuffed heavy boots splashed with paint, talking to each other in languages made of consonants; pensioners with trolley bags, mums with prams . . . When was the last time I did Sunday tube travel? And on weekdays I am already somewhere by this time of the day – treating, visiting, striving, completing. Not enough, apparently, as I get home to the regular ‘You are letting all of us down . . .’


I want to adjust my walk as I step off the escalator, so that I look confident and relaxed, but my shoulders betray me and stiffen, my legs turn soft, and I end up dragging my feet – a successful family man of forty-two walking like a seventy year old. I am early, eight minutes early, and relieved – he probably won’t see me walking. Or maybe he will – is that him, at a Costa coffee table, smiling? No, far too young, and his smile is not for me – a girl in a bright red jacket has just waved back.


I turn to look at the crowd around me, but none of them looks like Tony: a grey-haired oversized American arguing with his wife; a girl with panda eyes, her mobile glued to her ear; a taut, strained woman, studying the departure board; a tall man in a North Face jacket, absorbed in his copy of the Guardian . . .


I look up at the clock and start counting the minutes, trying to ignore the panicky thoughts hitting me now at the speed of a commuter train. What if it is going to be just me and him? Gentlemen, he wrote, but what if the others refuse to come? It happened such a lifetime ago that sometimes I wonder whether it happened at all.


‘Put these events and your fears into this envelope, gentlemen, and we’ll come back to the game when you are ready,’ was what he said. What makes him think we are ready now?


I turn my head to look at the far entrance to the station, and I see Tony. He is walking straight at me, grinning, as if somebody has stretched his skin too much and it has cracked, leaving creases around his eyes. It is definitely an older, more tanned version of him: his open smile, his straw hair, just as unruly, bleached by the sun. But it is the way he walks that is so instantly recognisable – a nonchalant strut that drove all our teachers mad. I take in the way he is dressed – an open-necked shirt, jeans and a well-cut navy blazer – and wonder if it is Australian formal or British casual. But there is no time to decide, as he is only ten . . . seven . . . five steps away, and I don’t know what to do – shake his hand or hug him.


But he saves me, because he nods and pats my shoulder, mine and the shoulder of the man who is standing next to me – the lean man absorbed in his newspaper. Yes, he nods to us both – to me and . . . to Jonty! – and says the words I have been waiting to hear for the last twenty-five years: ‘Morning, gentlemen. Glad to see you both. It’s time we finished our game.’





 


T for Train


Jonty


Ha, ha and ha. No way am I going. No way. Technically I am not even in Britain, I only come home for the weekends. OK, and for holidays and meetings, but he doesn’t need to know that. I could offer dozens of excuses – can always say that I didn’t receive the letter, or had a speech to make, or was travelling to . . . Anyway, why should I even justify myself? This whole story is so deep in the past that there is absolutely no point in reopening it again.


That’s what I thought when Lucy handed me the letter three weekends ago.


‘Australia . . . who is it from?’ she asked.


What could I tell her? About the game and about our oath? About the secret from all those years ago, which would threaten our organised family life, rotating around Minnie’s ballet classes and her pony club, weekend dinner parties and other mandatory, routine things?


I’m not surprised he has found my address after all these years. Not difficult, given my high profile. If he’s trying to blackmail me . . . Totally laughable. What for? He doesn’t need the money, surely – he has always been the wealthiest of us all.


Power? Lobbying for some European project, maybe? But then he doesn’t realise my influence is pretty limited, and things tend to be decided without me – even at home, where the family reorganised itself to regard me as a ‘weekend daddy’.


I was still searching for an answer when Minnie’s squeaks saved me.


‘Mummy, take that angry pepper away from me! I wanted to see how it gives “a bit of a kick”, as you said, but it doesn’t kick, it bites my tongue, it’s really nasty!’ She was banging a toothmarked chilli on the table, tears streaming down her face. What a relief it was when Lucy rushed to her rescue, leaving me with my thoughts.


Unless Tony sent this letter to all of us. Then it is even more laughable. He doesn’t really expect us to play after all those years, does he?


We haven’t kept in touch, and I had to dig out our school photograph just to remember the faces.


Here is Levi, a step away from me and Max. He was always treading behind us, as if expecting to be shooed away any minute. His myopic eyes are made larger and sadder by thick lenses, his shirt ends are hanging out, a button in the middle is missing, revealing flabby whiteness to the world. Only his clenched fists, held tight against his trousers, betray the worry and the fear of that day. I wonder if he is still as scruffy now. I heard he had become a doctor – a profession too tidy for a mathematical genius.


I am frowning at the camera, looking fretful and forlorn. My fingers are locked on Max’s shoulder, tighter than necessary, as if I am trying to support him. Max is the reason I did not invent any excuses when I received the letter. That’s why I am going – to protect Max again from whatever Tony may come up with. How often have I thought of finding Max, contacting him? I was following his career for a while, read about his appearances at Ronnie Scott’s, about his tours, even went to one of his concerts ten years ago and hid in the back rows with the cognoscenti, but then I stopped tracking him – what’s the point? My Max is in the past, not in the present. In that sunny day when he played on the lawn, eyes closed, his saxophone shimmering in the sun, the day that changed our lives for ever.


The meeting is under the clock at Waterloo . . . Tony could have suggested something less clichéd, less predictable, but knowing him, there must be a hidden agenda, something along the lines of: ‘Four clock faces showing the same time . . . and our four faces showing at the same time.’


That was a big part of the game’s attraction then – his play on words, his ability to fascinate us. We never knew what he would come up with next. He would raise his brows, his piercing grey eyes looking for some end goal in the distance – something invisible to us but so obvious to him – before saying dreamily, unhurriedly: ‘Why don’t we . . .’


He would stop there, not raising his voice to get our attention, not interrupting our banter, just being silent for a moment before coming up with something mischievous, dangerous. Tony always managed to dress up the plan, cover it in layers of temptation, frothy like the skirts of a cancan dancer.


Evil is always more fascinating than kindness. Where have I read that?


I don’t know why we called our meetings a council – it wasn’t one really. Tony was slowly, skilfully dragging us into the net of his ideas. He would light up the plan with neon funfair signs (come with me, boys, let’s go for a ride!), and leave us to step into the game.


Looking back, I was always the first one to take the bait. Levi would still be thinking, doing his usual analysis-conclusion thing, before saying: ‘Yes, let’s.’ Max would be in his dream world, humming something, missing the whole idea, only to wake up and say: ‘Great, I’m in.’


But I was the one who was already in, always first, body and soul. Was it because of my boundless energy then, only controlled on the rugby pitch? Or because I didn’t want to be left out, didn’t want to miss Tony’s plotting, watching his plans developing in the darkness of our den, our mulberry tepee, like old photographs – a smile, a note, a hiding place – before the whole picture would almost reveal itself, still lacking lustre, waiting for its glossy finish?


Almost, as we never knew what the final goal was. It was up to Tony to focus the camera and shoot.


I often wondered why Tony started the Tepee Councils, why he invented our game. Now, looking back, I understand.


We all had our different worlds outside the tepee, worlds with clear rules, already set by others.


I had my rugby team, where it was enough to know who played as flanker, fly half or full back. You knew their positions and accepted that they would be there to support you, no conversation needed. Levi had his streamlined existence of maths formulae, Max was testing the laws of harmony with his jazz, but Tony . . . what world of rules outside the Tepee Councils did he have?


He was too small for rugby, not as smart as Levi, not as musical as Max. So he created his own world, with rules crafted by him alone, the reality reflected in his games as in a hall of magic mirrors, becoming ugly, twisted and funny.


What sort of psycho game has he invented this time? Will he punish us for the past by trying to change our future? Not that I am going to surrender to his powers now . . .


I have to come clean. I am not going just to see Max; I am going to face Tony as well. I need to show him that I am a leader now, not a follower. I am out of that dark tunnel, just like the train is out of it now, swishing across the Kent fields, taking me to face my past. It would have been so easy a few years back – straight to Waterloo. I have to get the tube and change lines now. Still, I arrive so early that I end up marching round the perimeter of the station twice, and still have plenty of time to linger under the clock. The only escape from this absurd situation is to hide in a newspaper. I’m not really worried, am I? Apprehensive, maybe, about what he is going to tell us. I am trying to concentrate on an article in the Guardian about the pros and cons of the new waste-processing unit in Sheffield, but end up staring at the page, absorbing announcements, voices, accents in the surround sound system of the big station:


‘Platform nineteen for the ten twenty-three Southwest Trains service to Richmond . . .’


‘Unattended . . . removed without warning . . .’


‘Mum, can you, like, pick me up from the station? I don’t know what time yet, I’m not on the train, but can you pick me up? It will be today sometime, like in the next hour or maybe two, I don’t know yet . . .’


‘Honey, what do you mean, there is no train to Windsor? Check the board again. The guidebook said Waterloo. If you had found the Hertz parking lot at Heathrow, honey, we would’ve been on the freeway by now . . .’


My hiding place doesn’t work, because when somebody touches my shoulder, I know that it is not a rushing passenger, bumping into me in his desperate last-minute race for the train. It is a different sort of nudge: between a friendly pat and a steely grip, reminding me of that hold he always had over us.


I look up, and there he is, his grey eyes smiling. He is as detached and laid-back as ever, nodding to me and to the balding, round-shouldered older man who is standing right next to me (God, is this Levi?). And then he says the words I’ve been dreading to hear all these years, the words I convinced myself he would never say again: ‘Morning, gentlemen. Glad to see you both. It’s time we finished our game. Shall we wait for our last player? I am sure he will come.’





 


T for Taxi


Alex


It’s not me they’ll be waiting for, not me at all, so I can be invisible under that clock – watching their encounter, listening to their stories. I’ll be a silent observer of their tense laughter, of their hugs and embarrassed silences. I’ll have the luxury of making the decision – whether to step in or not.


‘Where to, Alex?’ Joyce turns to me.


‘Waterloo, please.’


I could have easily taken the train – there is a direct one from Richmond – but I need these forty minutes in my secure, comfortable world, created by Joyce. She has been driving me for five years now, through traffic jams and everyday dramas, to presentations and clients’ meetings, to dinners and the divorce proceedings. And to the funeral. Her cab is my only refuge now; her cockney ‘Orright?’ has been my pick-up in the morning and my lullaby for months.


Joyce’s courageous back absorbed all the shocks of the custody battle, as she listened to my stifled account of the proceedings (‘not the best for the children, not a responsible parent . . . travels all the time . . .’). But I am a responsible parent, and I am paying for the schools, and finally, hopefully, we have found a lovely au pair. I am the best parent they have got, I am sure of it. And I have the court decision to prove it. The kids are all I have got after the divorce, and after the funeral . . .


‘Nearly there,’ Joyce shouts.


I have decided. I’m not going to join them. I’ll watch them meet and then quietly slip away, unrecognised: I am the last person they will expect to be there. Only thanks to Joyce’s skilled manoeuvring around a newly erected ‘Road Closed’ sign, I am not the last. I think I am the first one to arrive, actually, as I don’t see anybody remotely familiar under the clock yet.


Sunday stations have a lingering rhythm, not the fast-moving flow of the weekly commute: American tourists, teenage girls geared for shopping crusades, roast lunch guests . . . So Jonty, marching past me waving his long arms, really does stand out. It is definitely Jonty, his rugby shoulders still broad, with a jacket and a rucksack to match. I watch him doing his second station tour, wondering whether he will at least give me a quick glance. When he eventually stops under the clock, I hear loud puffing in my left ear. Only one person I used to know produced those noisy whale sounds. Now they belong to an overweight man in a crumpled navy coat covered in dog hairs. Levi. I knew he would come. I glance at him, taking in the way he looks now – his black hair receding, brown eyes panicky behind the lenses, stepping nervously from one foot to the other – still clumsy, still lost.


Good peripheral vision is something I am blessed with. Though my eyes are glued to the departure board above me, I am watching Jonty and Levi, both of them refusing to recognise the teenage boy in each other, absorbed in their anxious waiting for Tony. As the screen changes to page three for the fifth time, a new sound joins Levi’s puffing. I hear ‘Morning, gentlemen’, and it takes all my willpower not to turn my head and look straight at him. Because I hope, just for a fleeting moment, that Tony will notice me first, recognise me, and it will become a very different meeting then.


But I am still invisible, watching them and the departure board, taking in every detail. They are standing there, greetings and graces done, joined together by their waiting for the boy who was the heart of their gang, the soul of their game. They will not leave until he is here. I should really move away, buy myself a coffee, sit at a table and watch them from a distance, but I can’t. They are the magnet for my grief. I have to share it with somebody who does not yet know. Because they were his friends, after all.


I cough – not to clear my throat or attract attention, but to stop myself from choking. I don’t want them to see me crying.


They turn and look at the tall, blonde woman with revealing grey roots standing too close to them, already a part of their group. I am aware that I have probably swallowed most of my lipstick, licking my dry lips, that my hair is tousled and my black coat is hanging off me shapelessly, a couple of sizes too big for me now.


I had planned to be theatrically casual. ‘Hello, boys,’ I was going to say, but instead it all comes out in blurted, blunt blobs: ‘Morning, guys. You must be waiting for Max. I’m Alex, his twin sister. Remember me? Max won’t come. He died six months ago. I found Tony’s letter in his post. If it’s OK with you, I’ll be playing instead of him.’


I am getting used to this now – people not knowing what to say, what questions to ask, what words to offer. I have lost count of how many times I have felt guilty over these last six months, as if I am the one putting everybody through this embarrassing situation.


‘Let’s talk somewhere else,’ says Tony finally, turning and leading the way, as if he already knows where this ‘somewhere else’ is. We follow him in an uncomfortable, broken single line, not looking at each other. But as he struts down the stairs and out of the station, crosses the road, dives under the bridge and turns to look at us, as if checking that we are still there, we all know where we are going. When was the last time we came here – twenty-three . . . no, twenty-five years ago. It was Jonty’s idea then, to try out this new jazz bar, where single women mixed after work with older concert-goers, where the younger student crowd was welcome too, with a free flow of alcoholic drinks. Jonty invited Max, and we all went along, the hangers-on, an addendum to their outing.


I remember that bright evening well – piano music in the background, a syncopated melody echoing in the arches, huge paper sunflowers hanging from the ceiling, the smell of sausages with foreign names – merguez, saucisson . . . and me sitting next to Tony. It was the first time he touched me. Not deliberately, I thought. His knee brushed past my knee once, then again, and then his leg just stayed there, slowly welding me to him joint by joint: the side of my shin, then my knee, the warmth of his thigh until we were fused at the hip. There was no rubbing, pushing or leaning, just a comfortable sense of well-being, and neither the flimsy cotton of my summer dress nor the rough denim of his jeans could stop this feeling, so natural and so inevitable.


I am quietly relieved, as we walk in today, that the bar has a different energy now – it would have been wrong to lead us somewhere jovial. It is modern and trendy, with tall hotel-style flowers, not the place of vibrant primary colours it used to be.


Today Tony is sitting opposite me, slightly sideways, on the edge of a leather chair, hiding in his intangible bastion, fortified by all those years, by our marriages, by the distance between London and Sydney. We are divided by an invisible barrier, cemented by grief, by my news about Max. The marble-topped table is too narrow, making our togetherness incongruous.


We sit in silence, listening to the trains clattering above us. We don’t know what to say to each other. Four strangers, connected by a too remote past. What can we talk about – work, children? Where do we start?


‘So, how is life in Sydney?’ Levi asks finally, to break the silence.


‘Great,’ is all Tony says, then he leans over and pulls his bag on to his lap. It is a battered leather satchel, the kind you see in old war films, or that a seasoned teacher would carry. I am expecting Tony to take out a family photograph: on the beach, or on the balcony of a white penthouse flat overlooking the harbour, or in the garden having a barbie. Most likely with a Barbie wife.


But instead he pulls out a bunch of envelopes and says: ‘Just to remind you, as we haven’t played for a while.’ He is matter-of-fact and methodical, as if this ‘while’ was a couple of months and not twenty-five years. Classic Tony: economy of words, economy of gestures.


‘You are getting two envelopes each,’ he continues. ‘The first you can open now. It sets the location. The letter inside the second envelope sets the task. It is for your eyes only – if you share the task, you’ll ruin the game. I suggest you open that envelope after the meeting, somewhere else . . .’ He stops, as if unsure about what to say next, then adds: ‘. . . somewhere safe.’


What does he mean by safe? I wonder. Behind a locked bedroom door so that nobody can see, or with people around and safety in numbers?


‘I can tell you, that the first stage has to be completed in two weeks and that we’ll finish the whole game on the twenty-fourth of October.’


‘What do you mean, the twenty-fourth of October?’ interrupts Levi. ‘I thought it would be just today, for old times’ sake.’


But Tony carries on, undeterred, as if he hasn’t heard Levi’s question.


‘We will meet twice more. The next meeting is in a fortnight, same time, same place. You remember, I’m sure, how the stages of the game used to be assigned: fact-finding – Levi; distraction – Max; and action – Jonty.


‘However, as the stakes are higher than in our previous games, stage one – fact-finding – has to be played by everybody. When we come back here in a fortnight, the next task will depend on the results of the first stage.’


I look at the boys – Levi is too stunned to comment, Jonty just purses his thin lips tighter. Or maybe they don’t want to talk in my presence. I remember their coded messages, phrases unfinished, knowing smiles exchanged when I was around – an unwelcome intruder from a female world, from a different school, trying to break into their club.


Nobody speaks while Tony hands out the envelopes. Levi is the first to open his location one. The envelope is sealed and I notice that Levi is tearing it hurriedly. Curiosity or nervousness, or both?


I can’t read the text in the envelope, but it is not difficult to read Levi’s face: he doesn’t understand it. It takes a whole long minute before he confirms: ‘I just don’t get it. What does it mean?’ He shows us the note.


Enough water – in French. Say it backwards.


‘Assez d’eau,’ says Jonty glumly. He is obviously annoyed by the childishness of the note.


‘What do you mean?’ Levi looks at him.


‘Assez d’eau means “enough water” in French,’ says Jonty. ‘I have been working in Strasbourg for years; I’m supposed to speak French by now.’


Levi whispers: ‘Au . . . dess . . . ah,’ and suddenly his face glows with the delight of discovery. ‘Odessa! I should have known it, of course. That’s a standing joke: a city built on the beach, but where there is never enough drinking water.’


There is another piece of paper in the envelope, full of columns of dates and places – I guess it is a travel itinerary. Levi pouts like a capricious toddler about to cry. His glasses have slipped from the bridge of his nose, but he does not seem to notice.


‘I thought we would have a day of the game in London, just to see each other again, but this . . . this is unreasonable, absurd even, and . . .’ He stops, searching for the right words.


‘You don’t expect me to drop everything and travel there, surely,’ he continues. ‘I am a very busy man with a tight schedule. I save lives, by the way.’ He fidgets under Jonty’s scowl. ‘OK, maybe not always, but I make people feel better. I have a bar mitzvah to attend on those dates you are suggesting, I have family duties . . . We are not sixteen any more! And by the way, if you are thinking of playing abroad, there are some of us, who work for international organisations, who would be better suited to . . .’


‘Why are you looking at me?’ Jonty’s thin lips become a tight thread. He drums his fingers on his crumpled copy of the Guardian, studying the copy of the 1920s poster on the wall. He hasn’t opened the envelope Tony has given him yet. ‘I’m not playing at all,’ he says finally. ‘Silly and childish after all these years, you said it yourself.’


Tony remains silent, looking not at Jonty but at the bar behind him, waiting. I am studying Tony’s face – following the shape of his eyebrows, counting every wrinkle around his eyes, noting the sharpness of his nose. As I get to his lips, he suddenly looks at me and smiles, as if reading my thoughts.


‘I am playing,’ I say hastily. I have already opened Max’s envelope and read the first page: The city of clear answers.


That’s easy; I work it out straight away: clear answers can only be ‘yes’ and ‘no’ – ‘Y’ and ‘N’, or NY. New York – the city I am so familiar with. I wonder what sort of challenge will be given in the second envelope, but remember that I should not open it now. At least I am learning their rules quickly. I look at Tony, and for an instant I wish I had kept that hairdresser’s appointment to colour my grey roots, that my nails were not so schoolgirl-bitten and my coat was a touch more fitting. I want him to see me as a woman, not just as Max’s sister. But this moment passes and I remember why I am here.


‘Is the ticket paid for, then?’ asks Levi. I notice that his pout has disappeared. He has adjusted his glasses as well.


‘Non-refundable.’ Tony looks straight at Levi now.


‘I wish you had asked me first,’ says Levi grumpily, but I can see that he is getting used to the idea. ‘Maybe I’ll play just this bit, for three days, to check it out . . . I always wanted to go to Odessa – and with a free ticket now,’ he adds.


‘I’m not getting involved in this,’ snaps Jonty. He has not touched his envelope. I notice that he has not touched his coffee either.


Tony looks at him and asks: ‘Then why are you here?’


Jonty opens his pursed lips but says nothing. Instead, he stretches, throws the Guardian on the table next to ours and starts on his envelope.


‘A city that unites.’ He reads the first line, then snaps: ‘Christ, it’s like going back to school! Whatever you want me to find out, I am not going to do anything beyond my remit! I am a high-profile politician, after all.’


In a skiing jacket and a yellow tie dotted with elephants, he looks it, too.


‘And then? What’s next? What are we playing for?’ asks Levi.


Tony smiles – no, his eyes smile just a little – and turns to me, ignoring Levi. ‘Thank you for stepping in, Alex. It’s as if Max is playing with us again.’


That’s it. I’m hooked, held prisoner by his chilled charm and that quiet, inscrutable confidence. We all are.


I remember how he does it – he has already worked out the whole game plan, even though he gives out single tasks. We won’t know the purpose of the game, the final outcome, until he decides to tell us. Or rather, if he decides. That’s what made it such fun for them in the first place, all those years ago.


I have no time to comment, because Tony is already fastening his satchel and getting up, scalding us with the sudden open smile I remember so well.
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