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Apologia

This second book in the Bertram & Gertrude series is again narrated by the author from a story that emanates from Agent Bertram Mainwaring, the main protagonist. Bertram has a quirky manner and his unfailing ability to state the blindingly obvious or to say the wrong thing at the most inappropriate moment is a recipe for inevitable disaster.  Bertram is the man who would offer friendly advice to an Amsterdam prostitute such as, "You aren't going to spend the day dressed like that are you?  That underwear is never going to keep you warm!" or "If you get chafing from that thong, I can recommend some excellent ointment that's really quite good on the whole" or "Do you know my friend Ku Chi Koo?  She was a lowly prostitute once upon a time but now, with the application of some jolly hard work and meticulous attention to hygiene, she is the CEO of her own business - The Amsterdam Mobile Dildo Masseuse.  So there's hope for you yet!"

Bertram remains a good natured fellow... but he is a walking, talking, social disaster waiting to meet you.  He is much happier in himself nowadays, since he and the love of his life got together after twenty-five years of living apart.  Being with Gertrude has changed his life for the better and she is knocking him into shape nicely.

As was the case in the first book, there may be phrases within this book that may cause offence.  They are all attributable to Bertram and the author wishes to distance himself from them with alacrity.

The author apologises unreservedly, in advance, for any offence that may be felt in the reading of this narrative, especially to the Chinese, the French, the Welsh, the Dutch, the Irish, the Italians, the Germans, the Americans, the Russians and even some Scousers.  A sterling breed, every man Jack (and Jill) of them!  In short and to cover all bases, the author wishes to apologise to everyone not living within a one mile radius of Bertram's flat in Gower Street, Bloomsbury, London and within two kilometres of his apartment in Hoogte Kadijk, Amsterdam.  And not to forget, of course, The Netherlands Secret Service, the Netherlands Police Service, The Netherlands Fire Service, The Amsterdam Ambulance Service, The Ministry (London), The Netherlands Ministry Of Internal Affairs, Masseuses, Sex Workers and last but not least, members of The CIA, The FSB, Calvinists and Lesbians.

Most of the settings around and about Amsterdam are real but any similarity or resemblance to real people or institutions is entirely fictional and unintended.

Chapter One

Zwaard Calls

It was a winter's evening, cold and still.  From the study window of his ground floor Gower Street flat in the heart of Bloomsbury, Bertram stood looking out across the barren and leafless vista.  Visible from behind the high brick garden wall were mature trees, denuded of leaf during these bitter winter months.  Their branches, and those of Bertram's own few small trees dotted here and there, were silhouetted by the yellow lights illuminating Ridgmount Gardens and Torrington Place.  As Bertram's gaze moved, a thick crust of hoar frost covering everything, sparkled.

"Bloody Hell it's cold out there,"  he said, shuddering, as he pulled the curtains closed with a tug.  Throwing a few more coals on the fire, he snuggled up on the couch with Gertrude, the love of his life.  They were doing what we all do on evenings like this, keeping warm, watching the telly and munching on a bar or two of Green & Black's organic chocolate.  Later, as an emergency measure, thick Spanish hot chocolate would be spooned from the cup into eager mouths, in order to keep the cold out when they retired to bed.  Bertram and Gertrude were allowing a bottle of Saint-Émilion to breathe, one of a few that Tarquin, his only chum and colleague at The Ministry, had given them.  The cork and the corkscrew lay on the tray, whilst the bottle and glasses basked in front of the fire.  Not too close, but close enough for some warmth to insinuate itself into the wine as it slowly mingled with the air, allowing its flavour to soften and mellow.  Tarquers, as he had become affectionately known, had bought in a dozen cases to prop-up his cellar.  The Saint-Émilion was for immediate consumption, which eased off on the pressure to break into the more important wines that had been laid down for a future date.

Bertram was in harmonious mood due, in the main, to a previous bottle of the full bodied red Bordeaux, complete with its confident and forthright bouquet.  A little earlier that evening he had adequately extricated himself from a bit of difficulty regarding Gertrude's sister, Agnes, and the bed in which he and she had both been found by none other than Gertrude herself, in that very room.  The explanation he had given was both truthful and, more importantly, believed by Gertrude and was, he thought, the last obstacle between him and a happy marriage.  Being found in bed with his future sister-in-law was always going to be a source of turbulence beneath the smooth flowing waters of marital bliss had it not been resolved to Gertrude's satisfaction.  It had all been a terrible calamity but luckily, not one made by Bertram, as he had been sound asleep and comatose after a snootful, when said sister had climbed into bed with him, mistaking him for her boyfriend.  He had remained unconscious to the world until the next morning, when he had awakened with a start on feeling someone unexpectedly grab hold of Little Bertram, in all his morning glory.  He still shuddered on remembering Agnes' rendition of the child's nursery rhyme, "Hickory - dickory - dock.  The mouse ran up the cock..."  It was at that point in the poetry recital that Gertrude had walked in and screamed the house down. 

The phone rang and Bertram struggled up from the well-worn leather couch, answered it and smiled.  "Hello, old chap!  How lovely to hear from you.  We've just written your invitation to our wedding.  What's afoot?"  Covering the mouthpiece, he turned to Gertrude and whispered, "It's Zwaard!"

Zwaard was the code name for their friend, the head sherang or Hoofdcommissaris of the Amsterdam division of the Netherlands General Intelligence and Security Service, otherwise known as the Secret Service.  Gertrude couldn't hear the other side of the conversation and could only guess at what their friend in The Netherlands was saying.

Bertram continued,  "My goodness!  But... but he's such a decent chap.  He would never do such a thing!  How has this come about?... Oh, of course.  Walls have ears... Yes, I understand.  You can fill us in when we arrive.  I'll phone for some tickets in the morning, then... Oh, by courier?  That's awfully decent of you, old boy... Car waiting at the airport... 19:30 hours... p.m... evening time.  We'll speak then.  Okay Wouter-Zwaard, old chap.  Keep your chin elevated at all times!  Do not fear, we will be with you tomorrow."

"What's happening, Bertie dear?  That didn't sound good.  Are we going to Amsterdam?"

"Yes, my dear, we are.  Post-haste.  Young Agent Dolk has gone and got himself into a spot of bother.  He's been accused of murder and they've suspended him from duty!  By the sound of it, their Minister is masking his disconsolation by performing some chipper little back-flips of triumph.  Reading between the lines, it looks like Agent Zwaard is going to be next if we don't do something to help them."

"That Minister is completely off his onion!  I'll get the bags packed.  Be a dear, phone Mrs. Creevy next door and ask her to feed the cats while we're away.  Sir Binky, Mr. Patch and Master Henry will need someone to come in and read them an uplifting story each evening.  We'll leave the heating on for them during this cold snap.  It'll also help to stop the pipes freezing."

"Oh, ah, yes, the pipes..." said Bertram, as he tried to weigh the cost of what he considered to be an unnecessary burden on his gas bill against the cost of repairing a burst pipe.  He could not understand why Gertrude wanted both the central heating to be switched on and to have a coal fire as well.  Apparently it was something to do with visual focal points and the beneficial effect that sitting around a fire has on the human psyche, a hang-over from our caveman days.  But, thought Bertram, cavemen didn't have to pay gas bills, did they?

"Bertie, dear, I know what you're thinking.  Remember that you are on expenses in Amsterdam, so there is absolutely no additional cost in leaving the heating running for the cats.  Do try and stop being such a tight arse.  If you remember our discussion of yesterday, where I outlined areas of your life in which I can see room for improvement?  Well, this is one of them!"

"I'm sorry, dear, I must have forgotten that one.  There was such an abundance of them..."  Bertram picked up the phone and called Mrs. Creevy, wondering how his beloved could identify so many areas of his life in which he could be improved.  There were far too many to be attributed to one man in just five and a half decades of ambling around this mortal coil.

. . .

Gertrude had two cases packed within the hour and was wheeling them into the hall when there was a knock at the front door.  She answered it and a bustling Mrs. Creevy entered.  "I was out in the back garden making sure that my bees were snug and warm in this nasty, cold weather.  I've put extra insulation around the hive and given them some nice sugar-syrup in case they get hungry.  They'll need the extra energy in this cold."

"Thanks for calling around Mrs. Creevy, we're most grateful.  I'm afraid that Bertie's business commitment is likely to be a little open-ended.  We really have no idea how long we'll be away in Amsterdam."

"That's not a worry, my dear, as I'm not going anywhere for the next few months.  When the boys run out of food, I'll just add it on to my shopping list and we'll settle up when you return.  Now, where are the little rascals?"

They went through to the living room where, lying right in front of the fire next to the wine, were three somnolent cats.  There was Sir Binky, an all-black retired gentlecat of some standing amongst the local feline community: Patch, a ginger chap who was as loving as a cat could be to his staff; and Henry, a very private black and white confirmed bachelor type of chap, who seemingly couldn't quite get up-to-speed with current events.  Mrs. Creevy fussed over them lovingly, "Don't you worry now, boys, I'll be in twice a day to prepare your meals and I'll read you the latest in the adventures of Sir Humphrey, the Downing Street Cat, during the evenings.  You like to hear about him."

"Knowing this lot, they probably knew him personally," smiled Gertrude.

"Well if they hopped on the Northern Line at Goodge Street and got off at Embankment, its just a hop, skip and a jump over to Downing Street, so they very well may have known Sir Humphrey.  But of course, he had to move when the Blairs took up residence.  Cherie had an allergy, apparently..."  She said the last sentence with a disapproving look.

The cats gazed at Mrs. Creevy as though they were thinking, 'Oh goody, more treats!  And a story each evening!'  They remembered well that Mrs. Creevy was a good and reliable source of nice, fishy nibbles and they would be sure to get far more cuddles from her than from Bertram and Gertrude, their usual servants.

After being appraised of current cat food stocks, Mrs. Creevy returned to her home, next door.  She was obviously looking forward to spending time with Bertram and Gertrude's moggies as, like Cherie Blair, her own husband was allergic to cat saliva and sadly they could not have any pusses in their flat.  This was a cause of constant frustration in their ageing relationship, as now the passion had dwindled, it needed to be replaced by something else - and what could be better than cats? 

. . .

Shortly afterwards, a motorcycle courier knocked on the door.  This time Bertram answered, carrying his wine glass with him to avoid it being confiscated by Gertrude.  The courier, who was riding a vintage Moto Guzzi motorcycle, introduced himself as Pete and nodded courteously, handing Bertram an envelope.  "Thanks, old chap.  I say, it's not the best of nights to be out on two wheels, surely?"

"It's my job, sir.  Well, I’m only a stand-in motorcycle courier really.  You see my main job is at night time, so they dovetail quite nicely.  It can mean that I'm out in all weathers but I love riding so it's no problem, especially wearing my heated gloves."  He pointed to wires hanging from his gauntlets and explained, "I just plug my gloves into the bike and the heating elements within keep my hands quite toasty and the engine keeps my legs warm enough.  I'm off to Sydenham now.  I'll be home in half an hour."

“So what’s your main night time job, then?”

“I’m a Separation, sir!”  

“Oh really... well, take care old boy and watch out for ice,” said Bertram wondering if any further questioning might lead him into the twilight zone, so he did not pursue it. 

With that, Pete the courier hopped on his bike and roared off into the darkness.

"Who was that, dear?"  asked Gertrude.

Bertram closed the door and opened the envelope whilst trying not to spill his wine.  "It was a motorcycle courier, dearest.  Pete, by name... Ah, yes... He was sent with the airline tickets.  KLM.  Zwaard must have sent them through official channels as the envelope has a Ministry stamp on it.  I must telephone my office first thing in the morning and let them know that we're off over to Amsterdam for the foreseeable."

"They'll already know won't they, dear, if Zwaard has procured the tickets with their assistance?" 

"Oh, yes dearest, but one should always observe the niceties.  The day may arrive when we are no longer needed by The Netherlands General Intelligence and Security Service, so I don't want to queer my pitch by not making a respectful phone call every now and again."

"Yes, you're right of course, Bertie.  Are you doing anything important at work at the moment?"

"Not really.  Certainly nothing that can't wait for a couple of weeks.  I'm looking into a way to get rid of that ghastly French diplomat, Monsieur Didier Canard, without causing ructions on the international stage.  The Palace agree that he is a problematic little pest but they are concerned not to upset the French any further.  You may remember that Her Majesty forced them to eat beef yet again on the last Presidential Visit.  Apparently, Monsieur le Président was most put out at her contumacious gesture."

"Just what has Monsieur Canard done to be cast into the realms of deepest darkness, accompanied only by the sobs of the bereft?" 

"He goosed the Permanent Secretary's wife a short while back, so the greasy little oik has simply got to go.  The Perm. Sec. is known for his ability to play the long game so there will not be any real sense of urgency as long as the knife goes in eventually... well and truly to the hilt and preferably with a good twist of the diplomatic blade."

"Wasn't Mrs. Perm. Sec. that robustly-built woman wearing a blue velvet tent at your last Ministry shindig?  A woman of her size should be able to put diddy Didier in his place, surely?  She even makes me look petite."

Bertram thought better of mentioning to Gertrude that their difference in size was not that great.  "Apparently, she did only what protocol allowed under the circumstances and merely spilled her drink down his front before driving her heel into his foot.  The Perm. Sec. wants him out so out he will have to go by hook or by crook."

"What time's the flight tomorrow, Bertie dear?"

"Ah, let me see now... Oh, it's quite civilised.  It's at five p.m. - and we're travelling business class!  Well, I suppose at this point in one's career, one must become accustomed to travelling in a little more comfort, in accordance with one's standing in the professional spy world..."

"Bertie dear, if one doesn't shut one's mush pretty damned smartish one will find oneself falling right into it as it increases in size, trying to contain the flood of pomposity that one's so called standing is causing one to exude."

"Oh, sorry Trudie.  I suppose that I was getting a little carried away at the thought of travelling with the nobs and the big-wigs."

"Perhaps it's best that I'm here to keep your feet on the ground, sweetie.  That way, we can avoid you making a complete embarrassment of yourself.  Besides, the nobs and big-wigs all travel first class with the pop stars."

. . .

They were awakened the next morning by Mrs. Creevy fussing around in the kitchen, feeding the cats and discussing the news from her beehive with them.  Apparently, her bees had spent a quiet night in and were glad of the breakfast syrup that she had left for them.  She had decided that her feline-care services were to start at the first available opportunity as she was a huge lover of puss-cats and had become quite cat-starved due to circumstance.  She admitted to Gertrude on one occasion that she had looked into the possibility of renting the first floor flat in their building for her husband to live in, so she could have cats in their current home.  Unfortunately, though, her finances would not stretch quite that far, not unless Ronald, the husband, died suddenly and she was in receipt of his life insurance pay-out, which would be unlikely and under such circumstances would render the upstairs flat unnecessary in any case.

Bertram made sure that he was wrapped up in his thick, plaid, winter nightgown before venturing forth in search of coffee.  Mrs. Creevy had once caught him walking around the flat in only his voluminous Y-fronts, which had given both of them quite a fright.

"Good morning, Mrs. Creevy.  Could I interest you in a coffee?  I'm making a pot for Gertrude and myself..."

"Oh, no thanks, Mr. Bertram, not on this occasion.  I can't stop as I have to take Ronald to the doctor's this morning.  His... little problem has recurred, I'm afraid..."

"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that.  Please wish him a speedy recovery from us."  Bertram had no idea just what Ronald's little problem was but hoped that it was nothing contagious.

He made a pot of coffee, poured himself a mug and popped the tea cosy over the cafetière to keep it warm for Gertrude.  After cutting a loaf into something approximating slices - or, as Gertrude would later put it, doorsteps, he forced them into the electric toaster and switched it on.  The cold, solid slab of butter went into the microwave for exactly seven seconds and came out, exactly liquid.  When the toast was done, he took a knife and proceeded to dig said toast out of the now jammed toaster, with smoke billowing out into the kitchen.  Gertrude's hand shot past him and switched the toaster off at the wall.  

"For goodness sake Bertram Mainwaring, you're going to kill yourself before I get you down the aisle, you damned fool!"

"Oh, I hardly think so, Trudie, old thing.  There is a sensitive circuit breaker thingy in the fuse board.  If I slip up, it will simply cut the power."

"Didn't you see what happened to the screwdriver when you tried to mend the lawn mower, back in the autumn?  It melted the bloody thing!  What would happen to your heart if it became an integral part of the circuit?  Think man!  Cable-heating element-knife-arm-heart, blurghhh!"

"Well, oh, well... hmm..."  Bertram had no answer for this.  "Sorry, Trudie dear, I just wanted my breakfast."

"And how would you eat it, lying stunned on the floor with your heart quivering like a jelly?"

"Ah... Yes... I'll not do it again, dear.  Now that you have put me straight... I'll use the handle of a wooden spoon."  He saw the look and realised that he was still in trouble.  "A nice, dry one... Oh, and of course, I'll switch it off at the wall first... and pull the plug out.  That goes without saying... now.  I have signed the flat over to you in the case of my untimely demise, so you'd be comfortably-off and in funds once the insurance paid out."

Bertram poured the butter over his charred toast and spread it around, wondering why he had just been lightly slapped on the back of his head.  Chomping away, he headed for the telephone and dialled his Ministry office number.

"Morning, Tarquin, old chap!  Look, I'm not going to be around for a while.  I've been seconded by the Dutch again, on an emergency job... Oh, you've heard already, have you?...  Ah, the Assistant Secretary's taking the entire office to lunch again, is he?  I thought that I'd best check-in with him.  Is he in?"

Tarquin's voice crackled down the line, "He's in Bertie but before I transfer you, I heard a rumour that he is soon to be given a temporary promotion to the post of Under Secretary.  I can't say where this has come from, as it was pillow talk..."

"That sounds a little iffy Tarquers old boy.  It can only have come straight from the horse's mouth via your good lady, Portia, the Perm. Sec.'s niece.  What's going on?  Whatever it is I don't like the sound of it..."

"I don't know anything officially, Bertie, but I think that we can both read between the lines on this particular topic.  The Perm. Sec. is getting a little long in the tooth.  I'm sure you know what I mean..."

"Well I shall worry about that at another time.  Thanks, for the warning old boy.  I'll see you soon, I hope.  Regards to Portia.  Oh, and please tell her that I promise to stay away from your Amsterdam apartment... Yes, they are providing accommodation for us this time.  It's an old two storey flat.  It's the ground and first floors of one of those two-up, two-down, Amsterdam town houses.  A bit basic but one has to do one's bit.  By the way, that was a splendid Saint-Émilion that you gave us, an absolute topper.  Thanks awfully, old boy."

Bertram was transferred to the secretary to the Assistant Secretary.  "Hello, Mrs. Keeler.  It is I, Bertie Mainwaring, here.  I would like to respectfully request a leave of absence.  The Dutch want me for a while.  There's a bit of a flap on... Oh, Assistant Secretary Philpot knows already, does he?... And I can take all the time I like as far as he is concerned?  Okay, thank you, Mrs. Keeler.  Please pass on my thanks and regards to the Assistant Sec." He put the phone down and muttered, "The old bugger.  He'd have me chucked out if he could get away with it..."

"Everything alright, dear?" came Gertrude's voice from the hallway.

"Yes.  As expected, he's glad to be shut of me and is celebrating by giving lunch to the entire office - again.  My success with the Dutch has caused only irritation in him.  He has one more obstacle in his path to my destruction."

"That's nice, dear.  Remember that The Queen now knows about your exploits in Holland and she's good chums with the Dutch Royal Family.  Her Majesty and Queen Beatrix have many interests in common - power, wealth, land ownership and shooting animals.  They had them over to Balmoral for a spot of shooting last month.  You remember, when Prince Philip shot that gillie?  You've been mentioned in dispatches - your Assistant Secretary will find it very difficult to get rid of you now, Bertie."

"Aha! Now there's a case in point.  It's perfectly alright when Prince Philip shoots a damned gillie!  Those in the know treat it as a source of mild amusement and everything gets covered up and it all goes away.  However, when I shoot my Assistant Secretary in the bottom with a twelve bore, you would swear that I'd done it deliberately!  It's so unjust!"

"And who was it that made it all go away, Bertie?"

"It was me, of course.  That's my job, to keep Phil The Greek Teflon-coated."

"Well, they won't allow you to massage the evidence when you were the chap with the gun, Bertie.  Are things still strained between the two of you?"

"Even more so since I captured the Chinese drugs gang and got myself shot.  He considers getting shot to be his own personal domain in the realms of martyrdom."

"Well, I don't like to remind you, Bertie, dear, but you did shoot him in his intergluteal cleft with that shotgun, the one that you were supposed to be reloading.  Remember?  The poor man will have to use a colostomy bag for the rest of his days.  Perhaps you need to try a little harder to build bridges between the two of you..."

"Well, I bought him a nice new feather cushion to sit on, last Christmas!"

"Hmm... Tact isn't one of your strong points, is it Bertie?  We'll work up a plan and try to get him back on board.  By the way, how do you intend getting us to Heathrow?"

"Now, dearest, I know what you are going to say.  As the trip is on expenses, you will want to go by taxi but if we do, we will spend all afternoon sitting on the M3 and in all probability, will miss our flight.  It's always snarled up.  If they made it six lanes both ways, five minutes later it would be blocked solid.  In short, it's a dud, a non-starter."

"Actually, sweetie, I rather thought that we'd go by tube.  Didn't you know that they had put a link over to the airport?"

"Ah, yes, it came to my attention when Her Majesty opened it in 1977.  Since then, I have used it every time that I've passed through Heathrow.  You may remember that we used it when you flew to Istanbul... Of course I know there's a blooming link!"

"Hmm... A tad touchy, aren't we?"

"No, I'm not!  If you would stop stating the blinking obvious!"

"Like I said... touchy."

Bertram took a deep breath and tried again, "We will take the tube, dearest, as you have intimated.  That way, we stand a much better chance of getting to Amsterdam on time.  Zwaard is having us picked up from the airport by car, as you will have heard."

Gertrude had by this time, softened in her attitude towards him and was starting to become excited in anticipation of another adventure.  "If we leave early, we can read our new books whilst we wait for the flight.  I'm just embarking on reading My Life With d'Artagnan by that new author fellow, Amos Kateer."

"That sounds fine, dear.  I would love the opportunity to sit and read.  It's very relaxing before a flight.  You know how I so dislike travelling.  It's a most inconvenient way of getting from one place to another.  That's why I don't have a car.  That, and the London traffic."

"Really, dear?  And there was I, thinking that it was because you were such a liability on the roads.  That, and the fact that you are too tight-fisted to buy a car.  Every time a car advert comes on the telly, you get up and pretend to look for something in the sideboard drawer."

"You know full well, dearest, that's not the case at all.  It's the advertising that I object to.  Every time you see one of these damned car advertisements, the car is being driven up a mountainside or on narrow girders across a ravine or over a desert or atop the polar ice cap or through a raging river or a muddy bog.  If I buy a car, all I want is something that will start reliably at Point A, get me both safely and economically to Point B and then stop.  That's all.  If I want to drive up a mountain or through a bog... I'll arrange to borrow someone else's car."  

Shortly after lunch, they said a fond cheerio to their three cats and headed for the tube station.  Before they left, Bertram insisted on checking that his life-long travel companion, Teddy Odd-Ears, was packed and well hidden in his suitcase.

They trundled their wheelie cases along Torrington Place and down Tottenham Court Road to the Goodge Street tube station.  It had been a walk of only fifteen minutes but Bertram was already irritable by the time he prodded the buttons on the ticket machine, for passage to Heathrow.  "You need a blooming first class honours degree in ticket machines to work these damned things," he complained bitterly.

"I thought that you'd have plenty of practice going to work each morning, Bertie."

"No, I like to take a brisk walk, weather permitting.  Whitehall is only a half hour's walk from the flat on a good day."

"And on a bad day?"

"Then I take the tube but I transact with a human ticket vendor at the kiosk..."

They took the escalator, wrestling their cases ever downwards to the Northern Line, where they quickly boarded the tube for the couple of stops to Leicester Square.  Transferring to the Piccadilly Line platform, they waited for the train to Heathrow.  Bertram was sure that there would be some sort of glitch, forcing them to abandon their intended train ride but soon they were at Heathrow and the KLM check-in, with an hour and a half in hand.

As luck would have it, the desk had just opened so they were able to rid themselves of their wheelie cases.  There were no embarrassing searches involving Bertram's underpants being dragged from his case and displayed to all and sundry, and they left his portable spliff-making equipment completely alone.  It was a miracle!  He put this unusual stroke of luck down to travelling with Gertrude, who looked pretty damned respectable now he came to think of it.  It was a fairly chipper Bertram who settled down in the departure lounge and started to read his new book, the title of which intrigued him hugely: Sherlock Holmes - Solving The Bloomsbury Murders, the latest novel by the renowned police archivist, Scot Lanyard.  This was no Conan Doyle, but Bertram was delighted to see Holmes putting in an appearance again, even though he must by now be on the frail side of a hundred and forty years old.

Their flight was called, causing Bertram to abandon Holmes for a while, which was unfortunate as he was being attacked by what must have been Professor Moriarty's great-great-great-grandaughter, who was in a state of complete undress and who for some reason, seemed really cheesed-off with Sherlock.

. . .

Their boarding was quick and easy.  They were treated like royalty and were allowed to their seats far earlier than the SPIVs, the non-VIPs.  The seats were wider and more comfortable than usual and Bertram took pleasure in nonchalantly flicking through the pages of his book while he watched the poor people scrummaging down the aisle to the cheap seats.

"You're enjoying this, aren't you?" whispered Gertrude, as a particularly portly woman squeezed past.

"Absolutely and most definitely," smiled Bertram.  "Let's see how they deal out the seatbelt extensions.  I bet they make a fool of her as she's in carriage class."

"Bertie dear, I really don't think that they do carriage class any more."

"Well the equivalent, then.  Now, if you wouldn't mind, my darling, I'd like to sit here, observe the hoi polloi and sneer contemptuously at the great unwashed.  I've waited many years for this."

As everyone settled down into their seats, the cabin crew passed along the aisle, shutting the overhead lockers and stowing loose items of luggage out of harm's way - in other words, at least half-a-plane-length away from where its owner was seated. A rather tasty-looking crew member, a blonde-haired girl of the opposite sex to Bertram started to sashay down the aisle, holding a couple of bright orange seatbelt extensions high above her head.  As she passed Bertram, he let out an audible sigh of relief before he was tapped on the shoulder from behind and asked in a loud voice, "Excushe me, shir, wash eet you that wanted thish fatty belt?"  The sniggers from the rest of the passengers could have been heard back in London.

The flight was as uneventfully smooth as one could imagine.  There was little or no turbulence except for a slight rumble as they crossed the Dutch coastline.  The engines worked perfectly, the pilot was sober and apparently knew the way as forty minutes later, they touched down gently at Schiphol.

. . .

Chapter Two

Agent Maartje

Bertram and Gertrude, being business class travellers, were allowed to disembark before the other passengers and were met at the end of the umbilical access gangway by a well-built and neatly groomed, uniformed Airport Security Officer.  He was fit-looking, stocky and muscular and looked to Bertram as though he might well have been hewn from something solid and marble-like, possibly Dutch cheese.

"Mr Mainwaring and Madame Wusser?  If you would accompany me, I will take you through to the luggage hall and from there to your waiting car."

He pointed to an electrically operated airport buggy and assisted Gertrude into her seat then offered Bertram help, which he politely declined.  The security man hopped nimbly into the driver's seat and waited for Bertram to clamber aboard, facing at first in the wrong direction.  As he drove them the kilometre or so to baggage reclaim, Gertrude spotted Bertram gazing speculatively at the controls and quickly diverted his attention from what, in all likelihood, would have become a major airport disaster of prodigious proportions if he had gotten hold of the steering wheel.  

"Well, Bertie, it would seem that you are not going to be waylaid by security guards on this trip, after all."

"Yes, I do believe that you are right, old thing.  It would seem that our friends have asked for us to be ushered through without hindrance.  This is fun.  Did I mention that I had once been searched coming through Schiphol?"

"Only about a dozen times, sweetie, and you mentioned that you were going to put it in your book."

"Oh yes, I did mention it, didn't I?  The thing is, I'm not sure which book to put it in.  There's my original book A Gent in Amsterdam and there's the adventure book that I'm writing at the moment about our Steamy Amsterdam Weekend."

"I would put it in the adventure story, Bertie.  You don't need to be telling your chap-type gentlemen that you, a chap of some standing in the world of chaps, are a chap who got stopped and questioned like a common-or-garden bloke!  That would set the wrong tone... for your chaps."

"A good point, well made, my dear.  Into the adventure story it will go, then."

A few minutes later, they descended by lift down to the baggage reclaim level where, after a short wait, their bags appeared on the carousel.  Bertram grabbed the luggage and the driver stowed it aboard their buggy.

"I could drive for a while if you're tired," offered Bertram helpfully.  There was a sharp intake of breath from Gertrude, who couldn't believe his audacity.

"No Bertie!  If you got hold of the controls of this buggy thing there would be carnage.  Your driving ability is matched only by the aerobatic skills of the average dense-concrete, building block."

The driver interrupted, "I am sorry, sir, but I am not allowed to let non-airport personnel take the controls.  It's the insurance, you see.  That, and I have a note from Hoofdcommissaris Zwaard of our General Intelligence and Security Service."

"What note?  I was unaware of a note from Zwaard.  What does he say?"

Bertram was duly showed a note which read:

	Re: Agent Bertram Mainwaring...

.................

blah blah...

.................

Under no circumstances are you to allow Agent Bertram to drive any vehicle, either within the airport campus or between the airport and Police Headquarters... Or anywhere else for that matter.


"Well, of all the nerve!  I may not be the world's best driver but I'm improving all the time."

"Bertie dear, you're a rotten driver and you know it."

The buggy driver unfolded the note to reveal more writing which read:

	Headquarters... Or anywhere else for that matter.

- - - - - - - - - - Fold Line - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

He's a rotten driver and he knows it.

Zwaard

(Hoofdcommissaris)


Bertram sat back into his seat, looking sad and dejected.

The buggy trundled from Baggage Reclaim through Customs, where they were waved through by a grim faced young woman who nodded to the driver in passing.

When they arrived in the main concourse area, the driver spoke.  "I have orders from Hoofdcommissaris Zwaard that you are to be brought past all security checks and be delivered here."  He said this as the buggy came to a halt, just by the main entrance door.  Here, in the lengthy glass wall that fronted the terminal building, there were revolving doors and a pair of automated swing doors for buggies and wheelchair users.  He pressed a square pad-switch embossed with a wheelchair symbol and the doors opened, allowing them to pass through.

Outside the terminal, standing with her back to the wall and all but hidden by one of the steel stanchions supporting the roof, stood a stocky female figure wearing a taupe-coloured, silk tunic-suit shot with a thin, gold thread; the uniform of Zwaard's Secret Service people.  The woman had short, dark copper-red hair and had not previously been introduced to Bertram and Gertrude but they knew immediately who she was by her reputation.

"Hello, sweetie.  You must be Agent Maartje.  That would be Field Agent Maartje if I remember correctly.  How are you enjoying your new role, my dear?"

"I am enjoying it very much, thank you, Assistant Agent Gertrude.  My new role is far more exciting than the boring office work that I used to do.  What's more, I came to it sooner than I had expected, when someone ruined our office with thick, sticky, black smoke and we could no longer work there."  She looked sideways at Bertram, who had been secretly responsible for the smoke, and smiled warmly.

"Ah... Hmm, smoke you say... I'm sure that I have no idea how that happened," said Bertram, scratching his head and remembering in detail their exploits whilst working closely with Zwaard on his first mission for the Netherlands Secret Service. 

Agent Maartje signalled to the Airport Security Officer and pointed towards a black sports car standing in a parking space that was marked For Official Use Only.  He nodded, drove the twenty metres to the car and proceeded to stow their luggage in the car boot.  It was a tight squeeze as the car, a Spyker D8, was built for power and speed, not for touring with suitcases.

Once the Security Officer considered his duties to have been executed, he nodded to Agent Maartje and Bertram, bowed curtly to Gertrude and drove his buggy back into the terminal building.  Maartje signalled that they should get into the Spyker and they should not talk.  She went around to the back of the vehicle and took out her mobile phone which she passed over the cases a few times.  Muttering something rude in Dutch she removed a small button-sized bugging device that had somehow attached itself to Bertram's case.  The bug was tossed into a nearby waste basket, "Let them listen to the rubbish for a while," she muttered, climbing into the driver's seat and firing up the engine.  Bertram felt a familiar feeling of being squashed backwards into his seat as Maartje gunned the Spyker out of the airport and onto the motorway.

"It was not safe to talk at the airport but I scanned the car first thing this morning so we can talk in here."

"Are there enemy Agents at the airport, Agent Maartje?  I'd guess that there's a comprehensive range of surveillance equipment available to the security people."

"There is a wide range of camera and listening equipment but the main problem is that the Security Officer who was driving your buggy used to be a member of the Kik-Squad.  As far as he is concerned, he still is.  Remember that they were the Minister's brainchild and got disbanded after your last mission?"

"Ah, so they are still around are they?  And no doubt, the Minister has seen to it that his Kik-Squad chums all got placed into useful positions."

"Exactly, Agent Bertram.  That cheeky bastard stuck a bug onto your suitcase.  I removed it and dumped it in a waste bin.  They are just taunting us.  As if I'd miss a thing like that!  Bloody amateurs."

"Are you able to tell us anything about the current situation, Agent Maartje?"

"I'm sorry but I don't know very much.  All I have learned is that Agent Dolk is in trouble and has been suspended pending an investigation.  I think that Hoofdcommissaris Zwaard is also in danger.  The Minister does not like him and wants to replace him with his own man.  Anything else would be guesswork, so I will not say any more for now if you don't mind.  Well, maybe one more thing... Dolk and Zwaard are both good colleagues and I will do whatever I can to help them, even if it means breaking a few rules."

"As will we, sweetie,"  offered Gertrude from the back seat, patting Maartje on the shoulder.  "Together, we will win through."

"I have been instructed to take you to your apartment on Hoogte Kadijk.  Hoofdcommissaris Zwaard says please don't worry, he does not expect you to reside there until you have it decorated and furnished, but it will be a safe place to talk as so few people know about it."

"Oh, thank goodness for that, sweetie!  There was no bed there when we last visited.  Should we book into a hotel in the meantime?"

"There will be no need.  Agent Grietja has you booked into the Hotel Ibis for a week.  She said that she had chosen the room especially with Agent Bertram in mind."

"What do you mean, sweetie?  What's so special about this room?"

"I don't know really... All I can tell you is that it's at the rear of the building, directly overlooking the canal and it's on the top floor of the hotel.  Other than that, it is only a couple of hundred metres from where you stayed last time.  When you and your decorators have made the apartment habitable, we will help you to move in if you wish.  Agent Grietja has also left a stack of home furnishing catalogues for you to look at and she can help you find the right shops when you are ready."

"Oh, how very nice of her!  How is she doing during this... difficult period?"

"She's okay.  She is upset that Dolk and Zwaard are in trouble but she is made of stern stuff, as you English say.  I work with her and she is my friend!"  They noticed that her last few words were pronounced with some vehemence.  "She also asked me to give you a message but I don't think that I should, as it could compromise her."

"Well, my dear, we could always pretend that you forgot to tell us, so that it couldn't incriminate either you or Grietja, now could it?  Sorry... that's Agent Grietja.  I must remember that we are at work just now."

"Thank you Assistant Agent Gertrude, that works fine for me.  Agent Grietja said that you were... most accommodating."

Gertrude whispered, "Perhaps if we work well together, I could ask Agent Grietja to have a girls' massage evening.  Then you'll see just how accommodating I can be..."  Her words hung in the air just like an elephant.  "Now, what was her message, Agent Maartje?  Remember, this could be of national importance.  Out with it my girl!  How can we analyse this information if you don't give it to us... before you... forget... to give it to us."

"Okay, but now I think that you are getting concerned over nothing, really."

"I think that you'd better let us be the judges of that, my dear.  Come on, spill the beans."

"Agent Grietja said that her brother is a good decorator and he could do with the work."

"Oh, I see, sweetie."

"Not really of national importance, then, old fruit."  Bertie was most amused until Gertrude gave him a dig in the ribs.

They soon turned off the ring road into Kadijksplein and turned sharp left onto Hoogte Kadijk.  Maartje drove slowly and carefully along the narrow street, the engine rumble echoing off the houses looming above them on each side.  Soon the street widened and she pulled into the reserved parking space outside their apartment.  As he clambered from the low slung sports car, Bertram glanced up and noticed that there was a face looking at them from the living room window but it quickly faded back into the gloom.

Maartje escorted them into the apartment, handing Bertram two sets of door keys.  "These keys are for you, a set each.  There are three sets in all but Hoofdcommissaris Zwaard has the third set hidden somewhere safe.  They are not kept in the office."

"Thanks, Agent Maartje.  I hope that you and Agent Grietja will be regular visitors once we have moved in."

They walked through to the living room where Zwaard was waiting for them.  Gertrude walked up to him and immediately enveloped him in a full-blown, Gertrudian bear-hug.  "Wouter, dear, how lovely to see you!  You have lost weight since we last saw you and that's only three months.  I must see to it that you are fed some proper food while I'm here, young..."  She noticed a look of embarrassment on his face, as did Maartje, who discreetly remembered something that she had to do in the car and left the room.  "...Hoofdcommissaris... Zwaard... sir.  Sorry, I seem to have erred."

"No, it is alright, Madame Gertrude... Trudie.  While my Agents are present, I must observe protocol but Agent Maartje has a good sense of discretion and has given us some personal space."  He returned Gertrude's hug with some enthusiasm and then gave Bertram a hearty hand shake, followed by some mutual back slapping.  "You are a sight for sore eyes, my friend," he added.

"Are you able to tell us what is happening, Wouter-Zwaard, old boy?  It sounded like you are in some considerable difficulty."

"We have two problems, Bertie.  I'm really not sure where to start.  I know that this does not sound very professional, coming from a Hoofdcommissaris of the Netherlands General Intelligence and Security Service, but I am in trouble.  We are all in trouble if we don't get this sorted out soon."

"Well, Wouter, sweetie, I find that starting at the very beginning is a good place to begin.  Take your time and do tell all.  We are both your friends as well as your colleagues and we're here to help."

Zwaard checked that Agent Maartje was sitting outside in the Spyker and then began his narrative.  "I'll start with our more immediate mission and then move on to a secondary problem which is unfolding here in Amsterdam as we speak.  I think that there may be a tertiary problem, too, but I need more evidence before I bring that to your attention."

"So, the primary objective is to prove the innocence of Agent Dolk of whatever trumped-up nonsense that some blighter has accused him of."

"Correct, Bertie, and the blighter that you allude to is none other than the Minister himself!"

"Good Lord!  Can nobody be trusted nowadays?  I mean to say, he's the Minister!  He should be beyond reproach.  However, in my experience, political animals are a treacherous bunch, at best.  They get appointed to their jobs with no prior qualification and will do anything to maintain their position or further their lot.  Civil servants may well have sharp elbows but at least they tend to adhere to a code of honour.  Except for my Assistant Secretary, of course, who would spray me in blood and throw me to the sharks if he could."

"Quiet now, Bertie, sweetie.  It's time to let Zwaard tell his tale."

"You mean, shut up Bertie, don't you?"

"Yes, dear.  I mean, shut up Bertie."

Zwaard smiled and continued, "You will remember meeting the Minister at the ceremony when you were awarded your medal and given the Key to The City of Amsterdam?... That was when you, Trudie, persuaded the Minister that he should promote me to my current position..."

"Yes, Wouter, dear.  I remember it well but I've not told Bertie.  It wasn't so much persuasion as out-and-out blackmail... He's a horrid little squirt of a man with a terrible past, who got himself arrested for child sex abuse in an Istanbul brothel.  He insisted that he thought it was an orphanage but he was still caught in bed with a young boy."

"Good grief!  So he really is a dirty rotter of the lowest order!"

"Well, it turned out that he did not like being reminded of his past and he most certainly did not like being coerced into promoting me to the post of Hoofdcommissaris as he had one of his cronies lined up for the job and now I am in his way.  Ever since then, the Minister has been trying to discredit me and find a reason to kick me out of my position.  In short, if I go down, then we all go.  There will be no more secondments to The Netherlands for you two.  The whole Department will be shut down, Dwarves and all."

"Have you threatened to dish the dirt on him, sweetie?  The information I gave you was pretty strong stuff, if you remember."

"I tried but the Minister and my predecessor seem to have successfully erased all but the fact that he had been arrested and questioned in Istanbul.  There are no records remaining as to the nature of the arrest.  It would seem that security data in Istanbul can be laundered for a price.  I think that he has paid a hefty fee to have the record removed from every archive.  I’ve checked through Interpol, the newspapers, the television news agencies and all local radio stations.  The records show that he was on a fact-finding mission and there's a Police Ledger note of an arrest but there are no other details and he knows it.  In short, unless we can come up with some decent evidence, we have no leverage on him."

"Hmm, your Minister sounds like a slippery eel, Zwaard, sweetie.  I'll have to have a think about this... Surely he can't have erased everything?"

"There must still be some records but I have been unable to retrieve them through official channels."

"Okay, Wouter-Zwaard, old boy, we'll put the arrest on the back burner for now.  Can you fill us in as to how Agent Dolk got caught up in this mess?"

"It would be better if you heard it straight from the horse's mouth," said Zwaard, taking his mobile phone from his pocket.

"I didn't know that he had a horse..."

"Do shut up, Bertie dear," said Gertrude.

Zwaard tapped the screen of his phone a couple of times and muttered something in Dutch as he walked to the front door.  Bertram looked out of the window and saw the back door of a van parked across the street and a few houses down, open and a figure climb out.  It looked as though it might be a man but that was all Bertram could tell.  He wore a large, heavy overcoat and a long, hand-knitted scarf with a woolly hat to match.  The figure walked slowly towards the apartment and stepped inside quickly as Zwaard opened the door.  As he passed her car, Agent Maartje looked attentively at something in the opposite direction.

Zwaard returned with the man who, indeed, turned out to be Agent Dolk.  He quickly removed the winter wear and shook hands with Bertram and Gertrude.  "Agent Bertram and Assistant Agent Gertrude, thank you so much for coming over to help.  Things are so bad that I no longer know who to trust - with the exception of my own close colleagues..."

"Now, Agent Dolk, as you know, that is for me to determine," corrected Zwaard.  "But on this occasion, I am inclined to agree with your assessment.  It feels as though we are swimming in a sea of sharks."

"Then I will trust only my own sharks," said Agent Dolk resolutely.

"I want you to tell Agent Bertram and Assistant Agent Gertrude what happened in your own words.  They can then make their own assessment of the situation..."

. . .

Chapter Three

Agent Dolk's Story

Dolk started to relay his story and spoke at some length without a break.  This was unusual for him as he was normally quite reticent to reveal anything about himself.  It soon became obvious to anyone watching that he was hugely upset by the whole debacle.  

"It all started last Friday evening.  I was in Hoofdcommissaris Zwaard's office at Police Headquarters, attending to some paperwork when, at about 19:30 hours, the email binger binged to announce the arrival of mail.  It was Hoofdcommissaris Zwaard's personal, desk-station computer, which was a little unusual as most of his emails get dealt with by office staff at AIVD Zoetermeer, The General Intelligence and Security Service Headquarters.  But this one was flagged as Eyes Only - Top Priority.  As I have eyes, I took a look at it and immediately contacted the Hoofdcommissaris.  The email said that a foreign Agent had been spotted breaking into the Archive Office at The Ministry for Internal Affairs."

"I see, old boy.  This is starting to look like the thin end of a ruse!"

"It sounded strange as the Archive Office down in the basement is no longer used as an office and has been downgraded to the status of a store room.  This should have warned me that whoever sent the email was unfamiliar with the recent reorganisation.  Since we became computerised, the room is used only to house old paperwork from cold cases.  I thought that maybe someone was interested in a cold case and was doing some digging.  When I signed in at the security desk, nobody had heard of any problem downstairs, so I began to smell a rat.  I had agreed to meet Hoofdcommissaris Zwaard at The Ministry so we could investigate more safely together and knowing that he would be with me within minutes, I left a message at the security desk telling him to follow me down to the store room."

Zwaard added, "I'd received a copy of the email on my mobile phone.  However, when I went to collect my car, the Spyker that I was using had two flat tyres.  I, too, smelled a rat and phoned Commissaris Caspers, who drove straight over to collect me.  I also messaged Dolk and told him to take a look at what was happening but to wait for backup if he thought there was anyone lurking around.  We are armed as a matter of course and I thought that Dolk would be safe enough."

Dolk continued, "Oh there was a lurker, alright.  After all that expensive training, I had been set-up like a great, big fool.  I passed a cleaning lady who was mopping the floor just down the corridor from the store room and nothing looked out of place.  When I got to the door I found that it had been forced open, probably with a large crowbar, so I entered with care.  Immediately, an arm appeared from behind me and sprayed something in my face.  I had been disabled by the cleaning lady!  That is all I remember for half an hour or so.  My next memory is of Hoofdcommissaris Zwaard and Commissaris Caspers gently slapping my face to bring me round."

Zwaard filled in the gaps.  "We found Dolk unconscious and tied to a chair, seated at a wooden table.  Facing him, sitting on the table was the body of a junior research assistant who had been killed by strangulation.  It was most unpleasant.  They had stripped him naked, poured oil all over him and stuffed his mouth full of Oliebollen.​[i]  They'd propped him into a grotesque sitting position, with his testicles hanging into a bowl of cornflakes... We get to see plenty of bodies in this job, Agent Bertram, but this one was unusually macabre and callous.  Most bodies are just left on the floor where they fall but this one was set in a pose, to taunt the onlooker.  Dolk had been sprayed with a muscle relaxant and had no idea where he was."

"Oh, yes, I remember just how effective your muscle relaxant is, Wouter-Zwaard, old chap.  Your chums in the Kik-Squad sprayed me with it some months back, if you remember.  Very effective stuff indeed."

"We called in the police and got our man out of there as soon as they arrived.  We knew that was not going to be the end of it, though.  Photos were emailed to all the news agencies the next morning.  The sender, of course, cannot be traced."

"Do I take it that the sender of the original binger email turned out to be untraceable as well, old boy?"

"Yes, our system traced the sender to a cyber cafe, which had been well chosen.  The proprietors didn't remember who used the computer involved and their establishment has no security cameras."

Dolk cut in.  "I was photographed eating a bowl of cornflakes from between the legs of a dead research assistant, who had his mouth stuffed full of Oliebollen and his well-oiled testicles hanging in the bowl.  They are calling me The-Oily-Balls-Cereal-Killer!  I mean, I ask you, how lame can you get?"

Zwaard stepped in to placate Dolk.  "Remember, Agent Dolk, it was me that they were after but instead, they got my top man in the field... The Minister is now making a lot of noise about a bungled investigation and, of course, general incompetence.  In short, he is pressurising me to resign."

"General Incompetence?  I'm pretty sure that he works for Her Majesty's Army, back home.  However, I see what you mean, old boy.  Of course Agent Dolk, here, was led into an obvious trap.  Erm... when I say obvious, I do mean obvious with the gift of twenty-twenty hindsight.  It could have happened to any of us."

"Not you, though, sweetie.  It couldn't have happened to you, now, could it?"

"And why would that be, my dearest?"

"You'd still be lost in the basement trying to find the store room, wouldn't you, Bertie dear?" chuckled Gertrude, attempting to lighten the mood.

Bertram ignored this unwelcome jibe and continued, "If young Dolk had got himself shot in the line of duty, you'd be getting blamed for that, instead.  It was a win-win situation-setup-scenario as far as your Minister is concerned.  We'll find a way out of this, but it's not going to be easy.  The evidence would suggest that your Minister is a nasty, little weasel.  Is there any background information on the research assistant?  What a way to die, the poor chap..."

"Agent Grietja and Commissaris Caspers are investigating the research assistant as we speak.  Grietja should report in this evening and if there is any news, we'll know then."

"Okay, Wouter-Zwaard and young Dolk, I think that I now have the measure of this man and in my opinion, we need to play him at his own game.  He has to be shown up for the cad he is and be removed from Office.  We will work up a plan.  There must be no half-measures.  We have arrived at a TMMG situation!"

"I'm sorry, Bertie, I have not heard that mnemonic before."

"That, Wouter-Zwaard, is because I have only just made it up.  It stands for The Minister Must Go!  We already know he has a penchant for bumming young, orphaned, rent boys and unless I'm wrong, this research assistant has been caught up in your Minister's evil web.  A great number of the research assistants that I've met in London are shirt-lifters.  Still, it takes all kinds... Most of them are very pleasant chaps!"

"Bertie!  Sweetie, nowadays you just can't say things like that.  Shirt-lifters indeed!  Not even here, amongst friends.  It's not politically correct and it's really homophobic."

"No dear, you may believe that it's not politically correct, which is a moveable feast at best.  It is, however, factually correct.  So, once we have stopped posturing, we may accept it as an observation.  I shall not be pilloried for making an accurate observation, in private, to my close colleagues.  The fact that it may be unpalatable does not preclude its accuracy.  I can provide you with an official list, if you wish.  I drew it up myself... We, at The Ministry, have once again found our inner circle penetrated by gay chaps!  They used to be called Burgess, Maclean and Philby some years back.  There is a school of thought within The Ministry that history is repeating itself.  I have no problem with gay chaps, of course.  I've said it before and I'll say it again, they are usually very good-looking men and are invariably immaculately turned out so if they aren't interested in girls, fat, unkempt chumps like me are still in with a chance, present company excepted and all that.  It's a different world nowadays, of course.  Now it's all SIM Cards, iMacs, iPods, iPads and iPhones with little Androids running around with their Tablets to add to the confusion.  The nearest that I've ever got to all that technological nonsense is my trusty iRon made by Philips, that I bought twenty-seven years ago and with which I remove the creases from my trousers to this very day."

"You mean that Gertrude bought for you twenty-seven years ago with which she removes the creases from your trousers, you lazy chump!" 

"That's as maybe, my dearest, but it doesn't alter the direction or thrust of my narrative..."

"Pah!"

"Putting your "Pahs" to one side for the moment, dearest, what, Wouter-Zwaard, old boy, was your other emergency?  You mentioned that there were two..."

"You are right, Bertie.  The other investigation is of much greater importance to the Netherlands than Dolk's or my career and as such, I need to pursue it with all urgency."

"Okay, Wouter-Zwaard, old chum, let's hear all about it, then."

"I'll start at the very beginning."

"A very good place to start, my friend.  When you read, you begin with A,B,C..."

"Bertie!  Don't you dare break out into song!"

"Honestly, dearest, I had no intention..."  

Zwaard cut in before Bertram could remember the rest of the lyrics and start skipping around the room.  "Have you heard of a thing called Remote Viewing?"

"Erm, if it's what I used to get up to on dark winter evenings when I was a lad, on the railway embankment behind the nurses' home with my binoculars... and some Kleenex.  How on earth did you know?"

"No, Bertie, you unutterable dullard!  It's that ESP thingy where the viewer meditates and can see what's going on in a locked room hundreds of miles away."

"Well, apart from the distance, it amounts to pretty much the same thing if I'm not completely mistaken..."

"No, Bertie, you overstuffed pillock, this is done for less base and dishonourable reasons.  There are no binoculars and certainly no Kleenex involved, you great big perv."

"Well, I was young and desperate back in those days..."

"So what's changed other than your age?"

Zwaard attempted to move the conversation along.  "Yes, Assistant Agent Gertrude, it is what you call the "ESP thingy".  Have you ever noticed the way that your mind can, on occasion, uncouple itself from your body when you are smoking strong weed?  Yes?  I see by your expression that you have experienced something of the sort.  Well, one of our Scientists has been working on a formula based on Cannabis, or more specifically, Cannabinoid components of Cannabis Resin and they have met with some level of success."

"What, old chap?  Why would your country want to promote such a practice?"

"Oh, it all started out quite innocently.  The Scientist who had the big idea and decided to isolate and refine the elements within the Cannabinoids that promote mind separation was in all probability doing it so that he did not have to trudge down to the nurses' home on cold evenings - though he'd never admit it.  I'm sure that you have met scientists in your own country, Bertie..."

"Scientists?  You mean chaps with bushy beards wearing woolly cardigans with leather elbow patches?  The sort of chap that doesn't know how to interface with women and dreams of having sex with someone other than himself?"

"Yes, I see that you have them too.  However, our guy soon found that he had come up with a hugely useful idea and went to his group-leader with it.  She realised that it would be very useful to our military as they are always getting upset that the Americans and the Russians are spying on them and they would want to get their own back if it were possible."

"This is all starting to sound depressingly familiar, old boy.  My people are always hacked-off that the Americans and the Russians know what they are up to, usually before they do themselves."

"Exactly, Bertie.  So, the laboratory group-leader flagged up the idea to the powers that be and quickly received exactly what all scientists spend most of their time trying to achieve."

Zwaard was joined by Bertram, Gertrude and Dolk saying in unison, "More funding for further research!"

Bertram added a caveat that resonated with all concerned when he said, "...and not forgetting, sex with a person or personages other than themselves!"

"The research has been going on for over two years now and our scientists are close to coming up with a simple pill which, together with a training course in meditative techniques provided by guess who, the scientists, will enable Remote Viewing at maximum minimal expense."

"They do like to keep themselves in the loop don't they, old boy?  If only they realised just how dangerous that loop can be."

"As you will know, it is a matter of record that the Russians and the Americans, amongst others, have been interested in Remote Viewing since the 1950s or even earlier.  The Russians were particularly keen on it until the Americans started a campaign of rubbishing their Psi-Gamma investigations in order to embarrass them into ditching the whole area of paranormal research."

"I'll wager next month's wages that you are about to tell me that the Americans have kept up this research ever since then.  However, the anti-Cannabis lobby over there is so manic that researching into the efficacy of Cannabinoids would be a complete no-no, unless the scientists in question wanted to spend a long time in chokey." 

"Yes, that's exactly what I was going to tell you.  What's more, it would certainly reduce our surveillance budget if Remote Viewing could be achieved.  We need more Ground Dwarves, who are hard to come by and their training is very costly.  If we could get someone to flip a pill and meditate, that would ease the strain on Binkij Dwarf and his squad, considerably."  

Bertram smiled as he remembered the bravery of Zwaard's team of Ground Surveillance Dwarves on his previous assignment.  They were a crack team, highly trained in the use of special weapons and covert surveillance techniques such as hiding in treetops.  They were only seen when they wanted to be, which was rare.  Without them, and in particular Brigadier Binkij Dwarf, Bertram would not have made it through to the end of his last mission, capturing the gang of Chinese dildo-cocaine traders.

"It sounds like a beezer of an idea, Wouter-Zwaard and with all such ideas there is always a rub.  So what's the problem here?  Have the Russians or the Americans got wind of your Scientist's big idea?"

"Both of them seem to have twigged to our little plan, Bertie.  As yet, we have no idea how they learned of our research as it was classified but that is their job and in my experience, they do it very well.  And what's more, the laboratory supervisor reports that our Scientist boffin has disappeared."  

"Ah, both America and Russia know... Well, that can be to our advantage.  We can play them off against each other to keep them busy.  The Americans in particular are happy as long as they have something to chase around, preferably in fast cars.  They are even happier if that something is a bunch of goddam Ruskies, as they call them."

"Teams of Agents from both America and Russia flew into Schiphol last week posing as business delegates and are now operating here in Amsterdam.  This totals twelve individual Agents so far and we can expect more if they don't get a result fairly quickly.  My contact in the American Embassy has been forewarned that they should expect an increased level of Asset
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