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It was strange being back. He was changed, there was no other way to describe it – the same man with the same personality but as if parts of his psyche had been rejigged, reordered, to the point where he wasn’t sure he entirely recognised the emotion he was feeling right now, walking through the dusty Kensington apartment, the curtains still drawn, the books sitting in exactly the same position he’d placed them two months earlier. The midsummer air was stuffy. London was experiencing a rare heatwave. August could feel the sun beating at the curtains, the light a bar down the centre of the carpet that seemed to him, looking down, to separate the past from the present, love from loss, life from death.

 He pulled the curtains open and pushed one of the windows up, letting in the breeze and the sound of children playing on the street. Their laughter floated in and caught in his throat like sobbing. When he buried Izarra he’d finally buried Charlie, but something else had died with that first spadeful of earth thudding down onto the coffin lid. It was the idea that he would ever find another woman like her; that unspoken acceptance – the instinct of kindred souls and with it, profound love. Then there was Gabriel’s unexplained disappearance, which had shaken the very foundations of his rationalism. There was no solace in the youth’s vanishing, only a kind of mystical symmetry that had uprooted his atheism and left him in a wonder.

‘Enough,’ August told himself as he glanced about the room trying to find a familiar object that would anchor him back in London, back in his own home. On the desk sat a pile of unanswered mail, bills mainly – for the electricity, the telephone, a notice from the library. He opened up the telephone bill that was a month overdue. Worried he might have been cut off, he lifted the receiver. As he did he noticed a strange click on the other end of the line and a rattle in the head of the receiver. It was a sound he knew instantly. 

‘Hully,’ he said, in a dry ironic voice, ‘you are wasting not only your time but the British taxpayers’ money. Just so you know.’ 

August put down the receiver, unscrewed the head and pulled out the bug he recognised as being a descendant of the type of listening devices he’d been trained to use in the SOE. The lack of technological development was thoroughly disheartening – the American agencies were now light years ahead of the British, he observed grimly.

 He checked his watch – by his calculations he had just under five minutes. The time it took to fix a whisky soda. 

August pulled up the leather armchair and sat, glass in hand, under the opened window, allowing the billowing curtain to caress his hair and cheek. He closed his eyes. ‘The future be damned.’ The words, spoken out loud, were swept quickly across the room by the incoming breeze, but before he had a chance to sip the whisky there was a knock on the door. His five minutes were up.

Flustered, Hully pushed past him into the flat. Bemused, August followed. Hully went straight to the telephone still sitting on the desk.

‘I really did train you well, didn’t I?’ he said, as he ripped up a hidden wire that ran down the back of the desk to disappear into the skirting board.

‘You did indeed.’ August couldn’t help smirking. ‘And I’m a damn good poker player as well.’

Malcolm Hully studied him for a moment: to Hully’s chagrin he still couldn’t get a read on the man. But, in retrospect, did it really matter? One thing was indisputable – August Winthrop had made a great spy and he would make a great spy again, and men like that were in short supplies. Hully pulled a piece of paper out of his breast pocket and handed it over. August glanced at it in surprise.

‘Had the lads over at decoding take a look – completely stumped them. A good poem, though – if you like that kind of modern stuff. Not the kind of thing the KGB normally go in for,’ Hully said, only very slightly embarrassed. 

‘Malcolm, you didn’t think …’August couldn’t finish his sentence without bursting into laughter – a fit that had him bent double and brought tears to his eyes, while Hully looked on stiffly.

‘When you’ve finished I have a proposal to make.’  

Wiping his eyes, August composed himself, then sat back down into the leather armchair. There was a great liberation in caring about nothing and having nothing to care for, he now realised. He took a long swig of his whisky soda.

‘I’m listening.’

‘I want to recruit you for Five. You’re exactly the kind of man we need on the ground now.’ Malcolm pulled up a chair and perched on the edge of it leaning towards August – it was the first time in their long relationship he’d ever yielded anything to the American. ‘Think on it, August, you’re a wasted talent in the tittle-tattle world of academia. With us you could really be doing something.’

‘And Five would have me, after all of this?’

‘Precisely because of all of this – you outsmarted everyone. Even that maverick Tyson.’

‘How long will you give me to decide?’

Malcolm smiled. ‘Until tomorrow morning, old chap, but I wouldn’t leave it any longer, I have an extradition order sitting on my desk. Wouldn’t want to throw you to the competition; as much as the CIA would love that. It wouldn’t be the Oxbridge way now, would it?’

August finished the whisky. ‘Indeed not.’ 

Standing at the window August watched as Hully pulled away from the kerb and drove off in a black car he now realised looked familiar from all those months before. On the pavement just below his window a small skinny girl in pigtails played hopscotch, chanting as she hopped from one chalked stone to another. Summer days, life, normalcy. August reached into his pocket and pulled out a small sprig, a tiny branch of herb from which curled the distinctive yet utterly exotic green leaves.  
Future be damned indeed.

