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Cover text

What's the chance that an elderly lady by accident overhears a terrorist's plans? What's the chance that this lady meets a spy, whose job it is to save the world? What's the chance that you pick the ace of spades from a shuffled deck, five times in a row?

Coincidence doesn't exist. Good and Evil play a deadly game of cards. Evil is winning. One gang is responsible for over three million mortal victims each year, with their numbers rising fast. What's the chance that Watson, The Runner of the LSD, and Shirley, an old petite woman from Villach, can stop them? If you have faith, you can beat the odds.

* * *
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Shareware book

This is a shareware book. You have permission to download, own, print, copy, and read it, send it to others, and use the texts within it for free. You can do almost anything with this book file and its texts, except make money with it, as that is the author’s right. 

This book is free, but not for nothing. With our free books and board games, we raise money for real aid to the world's poorest people. If you enjoyed this book and found it useful, please donate the shareware contribution of 1 GBP or 1 USD to bank account NL13 INGB 0000 004 054 in the name of Doctors Without Borders. We also appreciate it if you leave a review on Goodreads or Kobo, or help us spread the word through social media.

* * *
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About the author

Ronaldo considers himself «the funniest writer in Dutch literary history». The rest of the country laughs about that, which automatically confirms the statement. After a long traumatic experience in his childhood (the six years of the 1st grade of primary school, when he had to learn the alphabet), he escaped reality and plunged into the world of fiction. He studied laughing stock in Orcsford (England), dark humour in the Black Forest (Germany) and dirty jokes at Club Oh, La, Lá (Place Picardillas 69, Paris, France). He graduated in Tonterías and won a licence in Cachondeo from the University of Málaga (Spain). 

His novels and poems are full of his philosophy: smile every day, because no one gives literary prizes to writers who make their readers cry (otherwise he would have written this book on onion skins). He lives everywhere and doesn't work anywhere, because making up jokes while floating in the pool, with a drink in one hand and a snack in the other, "That ain't workin', that's the way you do it".

* * *
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The LSD-series:

1. The Swiss Suitcase

2. The Polish Program

3. The French Formula

4. The Spanish Spotlight

5. The Austrian Aroma

6. The Maltese Manuscript

7. The Swedish Sex Bomb

8. (you'll have to read the others first)

9. (and we're not giving away this title either)

For more info, news and free downloads: www.editorialperdido.eu

* * *
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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents and dialogues are drawn from the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. At least, that's what my lawyer says, that I should tell you these lies so you don't believe all the other lies in the rest of this book. The truth is that the situations in this book, no matter how much you like them to be true, are fiction. The people in this story, no matter how likely you want them to exist, are fiction. Truth is stranger than fiction. That's why we write fiction: so you can learn to find a better truth.

The grammatical and spelling errors in this work are on purpose. 

The first reason for this is commercial. Studies show that readers feel superior when they find errors in other people's writing. That's why we instructed our editor, Miss Take, to make sure our readers feel special when they enjoy our books. Only Editorial Perdido gives this glorious feeling of happiness to their clients.

The second reason is political. Every error is a protest against the Grammar Nazis, who complicated the language so the average educated person cannot put hor thoughts on paper without errors. Even the magic spell checker doesn't understand it anymore. Language is communication. It belongs to everyone, not only to the diehards who dedicated half their lives to studying it.

Villach - Friday, 19th of January 2018
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Relight My Fire
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This mission requires all my strength. It's heavy, having the future of the world in my hands: five enormous shopping bags, three of them filled with bottles of wine and liquor, and the other two with beer. Here in Austria, beer goes in bottles of half a litre, and wine in bottles of two litres, so I have to put the bags on the ground every two or three minutes and take a break. I have to go on. #3 (read: number three), The Diplomat, counts on me. He has an important meeting tonight about secret affairs, which can't be done without alcohol. #1, The Boss, has ordered me to prepare the battlefield, and #2, The Nerd, sent the shopping list to my spiPhone. I use all my qualities, all my skills, all my training, all my knowledge, and all my senses to fulfil my mission: doing the shopping for the professionals who'll save the world during next week's European Refugees Conference.

My senses tell me there's nothing wrong with this little part of the world where I'm right now: Austria is a beautiful country, Kärnten (the province in the middle-south that borders Slovenia and Italy) is a paradise of mountains, forest and lakes, the city of Villach is open and green, the Austrian people are friendly, the birds are singing their evening sonata, and the smells of cooking tell me to hurry because it's dinner time and I'm hungry. Kärnten is the centre of the Culinary Triangle, combining the German meat with the spices and vegetables from the Balkan and the Italian pasta and sauces. Austrians are excellent cooks, and their food is spectacular.

Between the delicious smells, there's also the exception, the proof that one should never generalise: it's a mistake to assume that every individual of a certain group has the same qualities or character as all the others of that group. I condemn racism, sexism, nationalism and religionism. The proof is here in this street, where at least one awful cook lets hor Wiener schnitzel burn black. It's not even hard to find out which cook it is: she draws the attention with heavy smoke signals.

I put my bags on the ground and look at the house. That's not bad cooking. That's a fire. The kitchen is at the back. If I can smell the burning here, there must be something terribly wrong on the other side. 

As a spy, I'm trained for situations like this. When all the alarm bells go off, I don't panic; I act. In a split second, I think: «POMAN», the emergency checklist. Personal safety (okay), the safety of Others (that's my next step, over the stone fence, running around the house to see if anyone's in trouble), Mark the spot (Einbahnstrasse... I can't see the number, but a fire at night is easy to find), Alarm (I shout to my spiPhone: «Lovely Sweet Dear. Call 112. Fire. This location. Action»), and the final N stands for Necessary help to save lives and treat victims. 

When I enter the back garden, the flames are everywhere. The open back door gives me a sneak preview of what hell is like. It's clear that the fire started in the kitchen. The skeleton of the little house is concrete, but the outside walls, the first floor, and the roof are made of wood, burning like a torch. A wet rag from the clothesline covers my mouth from the smoke while I try to get closer to the flames. I hope there's nobody inside. I hope they can reach the front door to escape. I hope they do it fast because there's hardly any time left; the flames already leak through the roof.

What's that? Over there! On the floor.

The heat makes it hard to get closer, but I HAVE to get closer. I have to get inside. There's someone there. I see a hand. Somebody's lying there, not moving, but perhaps still alive. The fire dance grows wilder every second. It's a kitchen. In the middle of those flames, there might be one of those bottles of butane gas for cooking. I don't want to think what will happen if that bottle explodes. If I don't act fast, it will be too late. I'm thankful for my hunch of grabbing the wet rag. It's dirty, but it's big enough to protect my head and my hair. I duck and go in. I wasn't mistaken. Someone lies on the kitchen floor. It's an elderly woman. She's petite, and she's unconscious. I grab her, drag her over the floor as fast as I can, we have to get outside, out of these flames, away from this hellfire that tries to taste the wool jacket of my uniform. The woman isn't heavy, hardly 50 kilos. No time for politeness. I throw her over my shoulder and run back to the front of the house, through the entrance gate, back to where I left my shopping bags, on the other side of the stone garden wall, our best protection in case of an exploding butane gas tank.

As gently as I can, I put her on the pavement. I wonder where I found her handbag and I wonder why I took it without noticing, but I don't think about it and put it under her head as a pillow.

She's not breathing.

She has no pulse.

How long has she been there on that floor?

Is she dead already?

Am I too late?

No time to waste. Thinking is useless now. I must act. She must breathe. Her heart must start pumping. I need to relight her fire. I'm doing what I can, filling her lungs with my hope, touching her heart with all the love I have inside. Don't turn away, baby. Listen to what I have to say: "No matter what happened, I'm here with you. You have to get hope in your soul. You've seen day on the other side, but I need you here with me tonight. Fight for your life; you only have one! Come back, soldier! Nobody dies on my watch!"

Was it because of those magic words? Because I hammered her heart with all this desperate anger, for lacking the power to decide between life and death? Or was it the explosion that destroyed the kitchen, the shattering glass, the flying bricks and burning wood? It doesn't matter. It worked. Her heart beats again. She grasps deeply for breath, opens her eyes, coughs, and sputters: "I'm back. Who are you? We have to go."

"You're not going anywhere, ma'am, except to the hospital in an ambulance. Are you okay?"

"Of course I'm okay. We have to go. It's urgent."

"The only urgency around is you, ma'am. Half a minute ago, I found you unconscious in a burning house, a house that exploded two seconds ago. You were not breathing, and you had no pulse. You're not going anywhere. We stay here and wait for the doctor, the firemen, and the police."

"We won't wait for the firemen. This is too important. Do you have something to drink for me? Some water, perhaps?"

I look at my five bags, my contribution to saving the world: "I have seven different bottles of Schnapps, five bottles of white wine, two bottles of red wine, a bottle of 12-year-old whisky, a bottle of Cuban rum—"

"Cuban rum? Why do you buy that imported candy cane water? Austrian Stroh rum is the best in the world! Okay. For this being an emergency, I forgive you. Hand me that bottle of Cuban rum. Quickly. I'm in a hurry."

She doesn't even wait for me to help her, grabs the nearest bag, takes the Cuban rum out, and opens the bottle. In her handbag, she finds a little glass. She fills it with rum, lifts it to me while saying: "Gesundheit", and lets it disappear with an approving smack: "Lovely. Not as good as Austrian rum, of course, but not bad at all. Perhaps I'll have another one after dinner. On second thought, it's better to have it now; my dinner just went up in smoke... You can't walk on one leg, as they say, and it's quite a walk to the police station."

After the second Schnapps has followed the first one, she stores the bottle of rum in her handbag, prepared for the next emergency. Experience comes with the years; I admire it when I see how it works.

"Are you going to stand there any longer? We have to go. We have to save the world. Can you please help me up?"

I can't believe this. But neither can I resist. This woman doesn't take "no" for an answer. I help her stand up. She seems fully recovered, but it's always good to confirm what you see by asking some questions: "Are you alright, ma'am? Don't you have any broken bones or internal bleedings?"

"Just a small headache, that's all. I slipped, and I fell. I must have hurt my head. When I was cooking Wiener schnitzel for dinner, I went to the back garden to hang a damp floorcloth on the line. And then I heard this voice. A remarkable voice. I would recognise it out of a million other voices. Someone telling somebody else about the bomb he was preparing. He mentioned the day too: Sunday, the 28th of January. That's... nine days from now. I was shocked and ran inside, but I slipped on the tiles and fell. I must have bumped my head and lost conscience for a second. But now I'm fine. We have to go to the police and tell them about the plans I overheard. They can take precautions and find the terrorists. I can help them solve the case. That remarkable voice, I'd recognise it out of a million other voices. We have no time to lose. I have to save the world."

"You can do a lot of things, but you won't do them now, ma'am. You're not Sherlock Holmes. Leave saving the world to professionals. First, we're going to the hospital, so the professional doctors can find out if you're okay. Then we'll find you a place to stay until the professional carpenters and masons rebuilt your house. And if all that isn't too much for a lady of your age, we're going to find a restaurant where professional cooks can prepare you your dinner; your Wiener schnitzel just went up in smoke..."

"Professionals? You should read more books, my dear Watson. Sherlock Holmes was an expert in solving mysteries, but he was an amateur and didn't work for the police. The professionals can't possibly find this man without my help. How can I explain that remarkable voice to any professional? There's only one person who can identify this man and prevent a disaster, and that's me. And don't treat me like I'm some kind of silly child. I was already a grown-up woman before you were born, and I have far more experience in life than you, my dear Watson. So take your bags and come with me. We have a job to do."

"But... ma'am..."

"And stop calling me ma'am. I'm not your mother. My name is—"

Quickly, I put my hand over her mouth, lower my voice and say: "Hush... No real names... You might not be a professional in this business of saving the world, but if it's true what you told me, about the terrorists and the bomb, it will be better if we don't know each other's real names. We don't want to give an unnecessary advantage to our enemies, do we? You can call me Watson and I will call you... Sherlock? No, that's a man's name. What's the name of Sherlock's mother? I will call you... Shirley. Okay? If you help me deliver these bags with bottles, then I promise to help you and go with you to the police station. But we have to cooperate here, as a team, not by giving orders, but by helping each other. Okay? Do we have a deal?"

"Lovely. We have a deal, my dear Watson. Hand me my handbag and give me your arm. I'm still a little unstable, dizzy from hitting my head."

She grabs her handbag and my arm; I grab all five bags with my other hand, and we leave towards the Luxembourg Ambassador's villa, where #3, The Diplomat, and I have our temporary residence during this mission.

Two blocks later, my arm feels twice as long. I'm glad I can drop off the shopping bags at the Ambassador's front door. The police station isn't far either. Although it's January, the evening isn't cold. Shirley doesn't mind walking: "Walking is good for us. If you walk between thirty minutes and one hour every day, you keep your body fit."

"I know. I like to run twice a week and work out once or twice in the gym."

"Working out and jogging is not bad, but taking a walk is much better. While running three miles or 4,8 kilometres in 30 minutes, an average man burns 300 kilocalories. If he'd walk that distance, he would burn those same 300 Kcal. The walking takes an hour, but Jogging Joe has to change clothes twice and take a shower, so his 30 minutes of running will cost him an hour too. Jogging Joe is exhausted and spends the rest of the evening on the couch in front of the TV, while Johnny Walker charged himself with energy. Johnny Walker can easily exercise daily and burn 2.100 Kcal per week, while Jogging Joe usually limits himself to once or twice per week, like you just confessed, and burns only 450 weekly Kcal. Who's doing his health a better favour? Have you ever thought about all those injuries people get while doing sports? That's not healthy at all."

I don't want to object. She's such a sweet lady. But retired people are never short of time, and during our walk towards the police station, at least I have the time to mutter an excuse: "You are right with everything you say, but daily walks take time and most people aren't retired like you. We have jobs to do and families to take care of, and we have our social life too. Time is a valuable thing."

Shirley shrugs: "All those youngsters run for an hour every day to live 10 years longer, but they forget they waste 20 years of their fife, running. And how many hours do we spend sleeping, eating, watching TV, and chatting with friends? There's the time you need to keep fit."

"We eat and sleep and chat because we enjoy it.", I mutter.

"Okay. Life is there to enjoy. Making exercise a part of your daily life motivates you to enjoy it at the max. When you go jogging, you go alone, and you torture yourself to burn energy as fast as you can, so you have time left to chat and drink with your friend. When I take a walk, I take my friend and a bottle of water with me, so we can chat and drink on the way, and we go often because we enjoy it so much. We can do our shopping once a week by car, which makes it feel like an obligation, or we can enjoy our daily walk to the shops to buy fresh food for dinner. Especially when you're a little older, like me, daily exercise is important to keep your body in shape. It's like an old tap: you have to open and close it several times each day, to avoid it getting rusty. Feel free to have your own opinion, my dear Watson, and feel free to find as many excuses as you like, but I've worked my whole life in the Villacher hospital and I know what I'm talking about. I'm right and I'm the living proof myself."

"Yes, ma'am... I mean... yes, Shirley, you're right."

"And you like taking a walk with me and having a chat together, don't you?"

"Yes, Shirley, I like that too. If I'd have more time, I'd like to walk and chat with you more often."

"And do you like Villach too?"

"I love Villach. The food is good, the night is bright, and the people here are... not like anyone I've ever met."

"Well, thank you, my dear Watson. I love it too. Is it your first stay here?"

I'm a professional spy. Even when I'm having a good time, chatting with a friend, I'm alert and sharp, ready for action in case an emergency shows up, always looking, listening, feeling, smelling for danger. That's why I notice something shiny, just after I stepped on it, slipped, and landed on my butt: "What's that?"

I pick up the thing that caused my close encounters of the third kind with the high-quality Austrian pavement. It's a white, metal cross with V-shaped arms and a red border, hanging on a chain.

Shirley recognises it immediately: "A Maltese cross. The eight points stand for the eight qualities of the Maltese knights: truth, faith, humility, justice, mercy, sincerity, repent one's sins, and endure persecution. Are you such a noble knight? Are you worthy to receive such a gift?"

"I don't think it's a gift. It's not mine. Somebody lost it. When we're at the police station, I'll drop it off. If I were the owner, I would appreciate it if someone did the same for me. Don't you think so?"

Shirley counted on her fingers: "In those few lines, you show sincerity, truth, faith in the police, justice, humility... You should keep it, my dear Watson. Someone left it for you to find, as a reward for saving my life. Perhaps you were a Maltese knight in a former life, or perhaps you will be one in a next life, who knows. All I know is that coincidence doesn't exist."

I put the cross in my pocket. The police will know what to do with it. I'm not going to Malta, not in this life, and not in the next.
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Der Kommissar
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When we arrive at the police station, der Kommissar is still at his post, even at this late hour. He has a lot on his mind, and even more on his desk, but nevertheless, he listens to Shirley's story.

Shirley tells him about the conversation she heard, about the man with the remarkable voice: "I was in the kitchen, cooking dinner, but I'm a woman, multitasking is my middle name, so when the Wiener schnitzel was on the stove, I mopped the floor and hung the floorcloth on the line in the back garden. There, I heard two men talking. One of them had a remarkable voice I'll never forget. He spoke about a huge seven-course dinner. At first, I paid little attention, but then I heard him say: «The dinner is on Sunday, the 28th. In the end, I'll serve all the world leaders a shattering surprise: La Bomba! Das Fest wird der Knaller...» And then they laughed and walked on...

» I was paralysed with fear. I thought terrorist attacks only happened on TV, in other countries, far away. Nobody expects suicide bombers to cook up plans in the park behind our back garden. Immediately, I ran inside to call the police, but I slipped and fell. I was unconscious. The Wiener schnitzel burnt on the stove and caused a fire. Mister Watson here, he saved my life. And now I'm here to help you save the lives of all the world leaders, perhaps even the lives of everyone in Villach. Who knows how big the masses are that those weapons of mass destruction destroy?"

Der Kommissar doesn't say much. He nods and hums now and then to encourage Shirley to go on, but his real attention is with all the paperwork on his desk.

Shirley loses her temper. She bangs her fist on the desk: "You don't even listen to what I say! All you do is move papers from one side to another!"

Der Kommissar stops moving his papers from one side to the other and looks at Shirley: "I do listen, and I do understand what you say, ma'am, but, as you see, my desk is full with real problems of real people. This is my job and this is my responsibility. You might call this «paperwork» but I call it «Friday». Terrorists cause less than 1% of our everyday problems, so I dedicate less than 1% of my time to terrorism, giving more important issues the interest and action they deserve. Today, I had five traffic accidents, three cases of domestic violence, a mortal victim of a gang war, three youngsters beating up a homosexual man, a drugs dealer who tried to sell his merchandise on a schoolyard, two armed robberies, and one break-and-entry in the local shoe factory where someone stole five hundred pairs of shoes..."

"Lovely. Arrest a centipede with shoe-size 43 and listen to me. The world is in danger, and you—"

"The world is always in danger, ma'am, but I'm not responsible for the world. I'm responsible for this town; that's a lot of work for a little salary. Safety is all about statistics. The numbers of crimes and accidents need to decrease, and someone has made it my job to fix it. We've had 0% terrorist attacks in Austria in the last decade. If you can't measure it, it doesn't matter. If you want me to change my mind and my agenda, please, convince your neighbours that it's better for every one of us not to fight each other, not to get drunk and drugged as much as we can, to work for our money instead of stealing it, and, please, to pay a little attention to each other, especially in traffic. It would solve my problems and give me more time to solve yours. As long as that's not happening, I'm afraid I have other priorities. I'm not the one who's causing the trouble; I'm the one who tries to solve it."

Shirley loses her patience: "You don't understand. We're losing precious time. You should send out your men, order them to look everywhere, before it's too late."

"And what exactly should they be looking for, ma'am?"

"For evil, of course. It's obvious. Good creates. Evil destroys. Creating is difficult; it requires skills and patience. Destroying is simple; all it requires is stupidity."

"So we're looking for stupid people?"

"No, we're looking for people who do stupid things. There's a difference."

Der Kommissar bends over his desk, bringing his head closer to Shirley, sniffs like a bloodhound and grumbles: "Do I smell Cuban rum here? Have you been drinking, ma'am?"

He accepts Shirley's healthy colour as a confession, sits back in his chair and grumbles, while he goes on with his paperwork: "I'm sorry, ma'am. I have no time to chase the wild fantasies of old alcoholic Alzheimer patients who've watched too many episodes of that violent soap series, called «The Eight O'clock News». Bigger problems than you cry for my attention. I'm sorry."

I feel sorry for Shirley too, but in my dictionary, «being sorry» is a synonym for doing your best to help the one you feel sorry for, not an excuse to turn your back on her, or to justify your arrogant, passive behaviour. Shirley deserves better. I take a bullet for her by correcting Der Kommissar grammatically: "Your conclusion is not correct, Sir. The lady has not been drinking. She had some black stains on her face, caused by the fire and the smoke, so I used a handkerchief and some alcohol to clean her face; I will not allow a distinguished lady like Miss Shirley to walk the streets, looking like a chimney cleaner. You were correct, though, to recognise the alcohol I used: it was indeed Cuban rum, cheap imported candy cane water; I would never use your fine Austrian Stroh rum to clean anything else but my throat."

Der Kommissar doesn't believe a word of my statement, but, as I expected, he doesn't say anything: noble motives can never be questioned. His (grammatically correct) body language indicates this conversation has ended: he stands up and turns towards the coffee machine in the corner for a refill. It's clear that «caffeine» is higher on his alphabetical priority problems list than «terrorists».

Shirley doesn't want to give up yet: "Drah Di net um. Der Mann werd auch dich umbringen. Er hat die Kraft, und wir sind klein und dumm." 

Der Kommissar doesn't even turn around: "Du weißt warum. Dein Lebenslust bringt dich um. Dieser Frust macht dir Stumm. Mach mal Urlaub; wunderbar in Scheveningen. Alles klar?"

It's clear. This conversation is over. I answer: "Alles klar, Herr Kommissar.", and leave der Kommissar alone. At the door, before we step outside, Shirley launches a warning index finger and a final word: "I'll be back."

* * *
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Shirley is furious. Outside, she turns to face the office, shakes her fist and shouts the names of quite a number of vegetables to the closed door. I put my hand on her shoulder and try to calm her down: "Please, Shirley. The man can't hear you, and even if he could, he wouldn't be interested in your opinion about him. If you spit upwards, it always ends in your own face."

"That might be true, but shouting to the top makes me feel better. I can't believe they put someone like him in charge of public safety. That's not leadership; that's moral bullying. He doesn't even listen. If you can't measure it, it doesn't matter? Try this, mister: if you can't measure it, it must be really, really important! Bah! All Leos are the same: arrogant, stubborn, authoritarian leaders who think only about being important."

"Please, don't discriminate, Shirley. You should not judge people for their race, their gender or their religion, and most of all, you should not believe that every individual of a certain zodiac sign has the same qualities. He's just doing his job, which has nothing to do with his birthday."

"You're hilarious, my dear Watson. Next weekend, I'll laugh about you. It's not his job to waste the valuable time of others. And I bet you a cup of coffee he's a Leo, born between the 23rd of July and the 23rd of August."

I hesitate, but not long. It's not fair. Shirley has only a small 1-on-12 chance to win such a bet. I'll win it and offer her a cup of coffee anyway, so we can say goodbye like good friends after I've helped her find a hotel. No hard feelings. I've had a busy day and I can use a cup of coffee too.

I smile at Shirley: "Don't underestimate me. I'm good at this game.", and then I enter the police station again. On the other side of the front door, I find the receptionist. I give him my friendliest smile and say: "Pardon me, Sir, but I hope you can tell me the birthday of Der Kommissar. He helped us so nicely. We want to send him a little present for his birthday, and we want that to be a surprise, as you can imagine."

The receptionist smiles himself into the conspiracy, looks in the agenda and answers: "It's the 16th of August. He likes Austrian Stroh rum, by the way."

I thank him and step outside.

"Pure coincidence, of course, but you won the bet, Shirley. Over there is a Conditorei, and it's still open. I invite you a cup of coffee and a piece of Sachertorte, so you can tell me what's bothering you."

"How do you know something is bothering me?", Shirley asks.

"Am I wrong?"

Shirley doesn't answer. We pick a table near the window. I order two Wiener Kaffee and two pieces of fabulous chocolate cake with apricot marmalade, which should be forbidden for being too irresistibly delicious.

I try to guess why she feels so... Troubled? "You won your bet with me. You should be happy."

Shirley opens her mouth, but not to reply, just to let a piece of Sachertorte disappear. I make another guess: "You complain you have no right to speak. The truth is: it's polite not to talk with your mouth full. And when you have enough to eat, you have nothing to complain about."

No reply either. Why is she so bitter? I make another wild guess: "Do you know why we put so much sugar in our food? To make up for the bitterness of life... Don't feel bad when somebody doesn't treat you like he should. Injustice is like the weather: if you can't stand it, you move to a place with a sweeter climate."

"I'm not bitter, my dear Watson. I don't have time to stay bitter for too long, or angry, or disappointed. Sometimes things don't go as you expect... But later you find out why... Do you believe there's something...? Or someone...?"

I try to help her out: "I believe there are Higher Powers; I believe things happen with a meaning, but I also believe we decide the course of life, both our own lives and the lives of others. I prefer to speak of Higher Powers, by the way, to show respect to anything holy for many people without calling the A B C of religion by their names: Allah, Buddha and Cristiano Ronaldo. I don't want others to feel uncomfortable because of something I said."

Shirley stirs her coffee, slowly, and finally replies: "Higher Powers. That's a nice way to say it."

"I also try to avoid swear words, related to anything holy for other people; I say «Rostov!» when I want to express strong emotions."

"Rostov! That's nice too. All children have their stage of being fond of vulgar language. My little Arnie liked to say «Scheiẞe!» all the time. It dies when they learn they're not attracting attention with it, but forbidding never works as good as giving an acceptable alternative. Rostov! I wish I heard that one before."

"I also prefer non-sexist language. I use words like «hor» and «horself» instead of «his-or-her», and I always say «she» when I refer to someone in general. She includes he."

"Nice.", Shirley replies, but I'm not sure if she refers to what I just said or to the chocolate cake.

We eat in silence. Apparently, Shirley needs some time to think about what she wants to say and how she wants to say it. When she has finished her cake, she has found the right words: "I believe life is a seven-course dinner. The Aperitif is our mother's milk. Our childhood is the Appetiser, the Antipasti as the Italians call it; at school, we try a bite of everything and get hungry for the main course of life. Then follow the Three Main Dishes: the plates of fish, poultry and meat (the elements of Water, Air and Earth) stand for our family, our social life, and our work; three diverse activities for energy and fulfilment. Dessert is the sweet moment of retirement, the satisfaction of looking back at a wonderful route from start to finish; each stage is different, but together they make the trip complete. And the final course, black coffee with liqueur, chocolates and a cigar, is a metaphor for the bitter and sweet memories you leave behind when you go up in smoke, with the help of Fire, the fourth element.

» Some people don't make it until the end; others skip one or more plates; some hate fish or prefer a vegetarian life; others can't eat sugar or their body doesn't accept dairy products; some never grow up and refuse to leave the stage of their childhood. Only a few enjoy the complete seven-course dinner. I shouldn't complain. But now, while I eat the last crumbs of my dessert, looking back with pleasure and satisfaction at every splendid plate I had, my childhood, my job with the Villacher hospital, my friends and the community of my church, my happy years with my late husband and my little Arnie... I should be satisfied, but... 

» I missed the salt."

I look at the last crumbs of my Sachertorte: "I never knew salt was an ingredient of this sweet sugar cake."

"The secret ingredient of the cake is not visible on the outside. Yes, there's a bit of salt in the recipe, and also the coffee you drank was prepared with a tiny bit of salt. That salt is the meaning of life. I feel like my life is not complete without a bit of meaning, without doing something back for this delicious banquet the Higher Powers invited me to. I missed the salt... I don't need much, just a touch, and after such a fantastic seven-course dinner I shouldn't complain about a few grains of salt, but..."

"But you have the idea you've not finished yet. There's something left to do for you, and things happen like they happen, so you can put the cherry on your cake."

Shirley looks me in the eye and nods: "I've heard that secret for a reason. You saved my life for a reason. Der Kommissar acted like he did for a reason. I'm here for a reason. This is something I can not leave to others. I have to do this myself. The Higher Powers try to tell me that something terrible is about to happen, and they wrote a final chapter on my menu: I have to save the world."

"You don't have to save the world, Shirley. You can leave that to professionals. Some specialists made saving the world their everyday job. They are younger than you, stronger than you, and better prepared. We can inform the Austrian secret service."

Shirley finishes her coffee and waves my good advice away: "That wouldn't work. Like Der Kommissar, they're busy with papers and statistics. I could call my son. He's young, strong and prepared. For him, saving the world is easy. He does it all the time. But he has his family, his friends and his work. Der Kommissar is a specialist who gets paid to protect our society, and he just told us he has other priorities. No, my dear Watson, I've made my decision: I have one final mission here. I have to find the man with the remarkable voice, and stop him before he does terrible things to our world. The Higher Powers gave humanity the task to serve and protect this planet. I'm here, available to serve and protect, I have nothing better to do, and I'm going to do it. And don't tell me I'm too old or not strong enough: I believe something terrible will happen, and I believe I'm here to avoid it or die in the attempt."

"You are... How much? 68 years old...? [basic training LSD, lesson 418b: never overestimate the age of a woman]. How tall are you? 1 metre 60?" 

"1 metre 59. Size isn't the only way to be great."

"You should enjoy your retirement. You're no hero."

"I don't want to be a hero. I'm a woman, a she-ro. Didn't you dislike the usage of sexist language, my dear Watson? Imagine you're attending your own funeral. What would you like the speakers to say about you? He had such a nice house with a pool and three cars? He was always dressed according to the latest fashion? He could drink more beer than anyone else?"

"I would like them to say I was a nice kid, always working hard, always willing to learn, always there to help everyone, things like: «He made my dream come true. He gave me back my future. His actions saved my life. He gave me back my father. He saved the world...»."

"Which of those lines require your action before someone will really say them?"

In a flash, my entire life passes my memory like a blockbuster action film: Rostov, Scarlett, Doc, Chelsea...

"I haven't saved the world yet."

"So? Let's get started. I haven't saved the world either. My son did, several times, but that's another story... You like to help people, don't you? So? Are you going to help me? Or are you going to book a one-way trip to retirement on the Chickenshit Express, where you can watch the end of the world on TV?"

A tear of emotion escapes the corner of Shirley's eye, but it's not a tear of sadness: it's a tear of joy. She's made her decision. The sadness is for the terrorists: right now, they should start to worry real hard because this is one woman who will not give up before she found what she came for. No paid professional can stand in the shadow of this small, stout, Austrian shero.

Honestly, I didn't see this coming. I expected this to be a matter of Austrian national security, not a job for the Luxembourg Spy Department. Sometimes things don't go as you expect... But later you find out why...

I put my hand on Shirley's and smile: "World-saving heroes always have a partner, someone they can rely on, someone who takes the blows and clears the path. I offer myself in your service, Shirley. I don't want you to stand alone in this mission. Like you, I believe the Higher Powers had a reason to let me save your life. I believe that saving the world is difficult, dangerous and deadly, and I don't want you to die in the attempt. I'm prepared to take the bullet for you, so you can go on and cut the wire of the ticking time bomb in the last second before it goes off. I believe your story and I believe in you. This Shirley Holmes needs her Watson. I'm Watson."

Shirley looks surprised: "You don't have to take any bullets. Your job is to deliver the groceries to the Ambassador's villa."

"The secret ingredient of the cake is not visible on the outside. Delivering groceries is just my undercover job. Can you keep a secret?"

That little twinkle in her eyes, that slightly uplifting of the right corner of her mouth, that suspiciously looking around if nobody overhears us... I might not be Sherlock Holmes, but there's nothing wrong with my senses: Shirley can keep a secret, and she's curious as a cat in a Croatian cafeteria to find out which secret I have for her.

I bend over and whisper in her ear: "I'm a spy. My employer is the LSD, the Lëtzebuergesch Sécherheet Departement, in English: Luxembourg Spy Department. I'm an expert in finding dangerous terrorists. Since I was five years old, I've studied how to dismantle atomic bombs. You call it «Saving the world»; I call it «Friday»."

It takes only a handful to make a child or an innocent old lady happy. Shirley laughs out loud: "I KNEW it! Coincidence doesn't exist. Things happen for a reason. That second when I opened my eyes, I knew there was something special about you. Don't worry; your secret is safe with me. But there's one thing I'd like to know, Mister Bond... If you're a spy... Does that make me a Bond girl? I always wanted to be a Bond girl. These girls are gorgeous, well dressed and... they do all those amazing things: they jump out of planes and drive expensive cars, and they drink champagne while they dance with all the world leaders at exclusive parties... The name you picked for me... Shirley... It sounds like a Bond girl, doesn't it?"

"Shirley surely sounds like a Bond girl, but don't underestimate this, Shirley. Being a Bond girl is dangerous stuff. There's a reason that every Bond film has different Bond girls: this spy-business isn't very good for your health."

"Eating too much fat and sugar isn't very good for your health either. Who wants to live forever? A little risk is the price we pay for living an adventurous life."

"It's not about the risk. It's about the skills, the training and the knowledge, it's about having the physical fitness of an Olympic champion and the mental speed of a chess computer, it's about everything I did to get this job and all the time it took me to learn it. 

» Don't underestimate what it takes to save the world, Shirley. You have to kick the balls of the biggest criminals, and your boots are just not big enough. You'll get one shot to hit a target the size of a fly's balls at a distance of 100 metres, and
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