
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Avignon Gold

 


By Michael Bernard

 


 


Published By Michael Bernard at
Smashwords

 


 


Copyright 2011 Michael
Bernard

 


Smashworks Edition, License
Notes :

 


This ebook is licensed for your
personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given
away to other people. If you would like to share this book with
another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.


 


Prologue

 


Mirror, mirror on the wall,

Who is the richest of them all
?

Why…,who
has two palaces,

Surrounded by one wall…?

 


 


A Papal Treasure lost for
ages…

 


 


 


Don’t let the brief historic
background fool you…

 


This is the exciting tale of
treasure, mystery, and cruel murder;

 


Love of country, humanity and
each other, entwine.

 


Twentieth century war at its
most daring, subversive and vicious…

 


The year of discovery, dawn of
the Second Millennium,

 


Opens new avenues of
possibilities…for three of today’s Europeans, Siegfreid, Simon and
Helena…

 



 


Origins

 


The Great Schism in the Catholic
Church is historically dated from shortly after the beginning of
the First Millennium AD.

 


 


The Papal finances were in
considerable disarray before 1316 whenJohn XXII, the second of the
Avignon Popes, took office. Although politically troubled, Pope
John XXII, by judicious reorganisation of the Curia and the
institution of several far-reaching policies, vastly improved the
position of the Papal Treasury and based it in the Papal Palace,
the Chateauneuf du Pape, in Avignon.

 


Stories of vast hidden wealth
began to circulate from this period.

 


 


Almost a Millennium later,
visitors to Avignon tour the Palaces. They are shown some of the
places, discovered in the twentieth century, that were used to
store hidden hoards of gold.

 


As many of the records have not
been discovered, no-one knows how much was there in the first
place. Who knows, if all the vast treasures, in gold and silver,
have even yet been found….The investigation continues….

 


One family’s story deserves
attention…

 


The potential remains to be
discovered in the Millennium.

 



 


1.

 


 


The final conscious image
flashing through his expiring brain was a vision of Irena standing
in the garden reading the letter he had so carefully
hidden…………….

 


 



2.

 


Drought and a blocked drain.

 


Moving across the dried up grass
Simon gently touched an apricot to see if it was ready to eat.The
tree was laden with golden fruit, just starting to show traces of
red. He touched several more before he found one that was soft and
came away in his fingers as he reached for it through the low,
thin, straggly branches.The sweet juice was oozing down his chin as
he quenched his thirst.

 


Suddenly something heavy and
metallic apparently ricocheted off rock, resounding through the air
above the house. He ducked instinctively and then looked cautiously
around.

 


Crack !Crack ! Zing ! Three in a
row, a pause between each, metal reverberating off stone, the noise
echoing in the narrow valley. Large calibre bullets ? - The sounds
definitely came from above. It wasn’t even the hunting season !What
the Devil was going on up there?

 


 


Although he had heard a car
arrive in the early hours of the morning, he had not thought much
about it. Normally, when any of the Muller family come they always
arrived during the night, reckoning it was more comfortable to
drive most of the twelve hours from Munich in the dark when
motorway traffic was light and the summer air cooler. They would
then sleep late the next day.Simon had not expected to see or hear
anything of them before midday at the earliest…………

 


*

**

Like a drowning man facing
imminent death brief pictures flashed through his mind.

 


Much as he loved his native
Scotland, he had always delighted in coming here.Southern France,
deep in the Languedoc, region of living history...The Ancient
Greeks had planted the first vines here. The present international
generation had instigated the hi-tech industrial revolution taking
place in modern yet ancient cities like Toulouse.

 


Twenty-four years old. He had
now been coming to stay in his parent’s small modernised mas since
they bought it, seven years ago.Walls of rough-hewn pale grey
stones, red Provencal-style tiled roof, a modernised goatherd’s
cottage located in one of the small valleys between Moureze and the
Garrigue.Hidden in the evergreen ocean of scrub oak, broom and
heather covering the two hundred miles of sparsely cultivated hills
linking Montpellier and Carcassonne, it had become home from home
for him as he matured.

 


At seventeen, a callow youth who
knew everything there was to know, he had felt like the lord of the
manor when his father Robert, and mother Mairhi, had first shown
him round the garden terraces. The house was built of, and on, the
local honey-coloured limestone that turns almost white after short
exposure to the burning southern summer sun.The greenery of the
evergreen oaks enclosed the three terraces, one above the other, in
such a way as to seemingly cut it off from the rest of the
world.

 


However, there was life here.
Simon’s fleeting musings took him back to the time when he had
first met Siegfreid and Helena Muller on the second day of his
first visit, all those years earlier, when Siegfreid was eighteen
and Helena a mere schoolgirl of sixteen.Siegfreid had seemed so
much older in those days – a year’s difference at that age was the
difference between man and boy, to the boy ! At that time,
Siegfreid was already nearly six feet tall, with close-cropped
fair-hair, showing just a hint of a reddish beard if he didn’t
shave his delicate skin closely enough, always dressed in off-white
cotton shorts, no shirt and “roman” brown leather sandals tied at
the ankles.Despite the apparent pallor of his skin he carried his
golden suntan well.His pale blue eyes were forever darting
protectively over to meet those of his “ little “ sister.

 


Helena was every bit of five
foot nine, almost up to her brother’s forehead. Dark straight hair,
swept back from her forehead, swung at the neckline just above the
shoulders of the floral cotton blouse her mother insisted she wear
above her navy shorts. Blue trainers completed her regular garb. At
that time she was preparing to go into her final year in an
all-girls school in Bavaria, before following her brother to
Heidelberg and the University.To Simon she seemed amazingly shy for
her generation.At first meeting, and ever afterwards, Simon had
felt her soft brown eyes expressed more than she could ever say.He
was attracted by her fine features, high, usually flushed,
cheekbones and soft halting English spoken with a burred
accent.Meeting her only two or three times a year whilst here on
holidays he had always felt she was just what he would have liked
as a sister.

 


Being the only young adults in
the sparsely populated country district, a familiarity had grown up
between the three of them since they first met as “ the neighbour’s
children “.Nowadays they looked forward to meeting each other and
telephoned each other at irregular intervals. Siegfreid, an
engineer with a large mining company, Helena, an infant school
teacher in her home town, Munich, and Simon, a computer centre
controller with a large multinational construction firm in London.
Language had become less and less of a problem over the years as
their careers and their friendship developed.

 


*

* *

Another sharp “Cra-ack “ brought
him quickly back to the present.

 


Simon looked round the garden
more carefully.Robert and Mhairi had gone to Beziers for the first
July Friday flower market and to do the “ petites commissions “ as
their French neighbours Rene and Iliane called the weekend
shopping. It was hot – maybe 32 degrees centigrade. The yellow ball
of fire that was today’s sun was about halfway up its morning arc
in the intense blue sky.The roses were wilting, despite Robert’s
gallant efforts the previous evening, sousing the ground with
precious water.The crickets were chirruping, but it was too hot for
the birds and they could neither be seen nor heard – Simon
half-smiled to himself, just like good little children, he
thought.

He glanced over at the other
side of the small valley just to make sure the noises were not
simply echoes from something on the Vernet’s property. That seven
acres of terraced hillside was quiet as the grave and nothing moved
in the oppressive heat.Rene and Iliane were, like his parents,
probably walking through the market under the cool tree-lined
square in Beziers. He briefly imagined them strolling, arm in arm,
past Paul Riquet’s magnificent statue - the huge bronze man in
flowing cape and musketeer’s hat - admiring the reminder to the
present generation of the past’s creativity, whilst choosing the
best bunches of blooms for the vases that would adorn the house for
the next few days………

 


Back to reality, but now with
Nature’s quiet tranquillity re-imposed - “Nothing for it”, he
supposed, but to climb the winding stony track leading through the
tangled bramble and brushwood verges, up to the next house above:
the Muller’s.Someone had to investigate and he seemed to be the
only person within earshot.

 


As he climbed the hundred or so
yards of steep schist donkey track, only just wide enough for a car
to drive up, silence reigned.He couldn’t have been mistaken…but
should he continue, or was he just being nosy? Hardly had the
hesitant thought crossed his mind when he caught the sound of
voices talking. Halting for a moment, the crunching of the small
stones under his feet ceased.Then he heard Siegfreid, struggling in
French :

“ Do…you…really…think,
that it could possibly have been there a long time…without causing
a… block…aaage before today ? “

 


As he approached, Simon realised
that the voices were not coming from near the house, but from the
other end of the grassy terrace on which the house stood.

 


The Muller's house was a fairly
typical old stone mas, on two floors.It was built on a terrace,
which in the eighteen-hundreds and early part of the twentieth
century probably grew vines and supported piglets or goats on it.
The mas stood at one end of a piece of grassy, yet stony, ground,
about seventy yards long by twenty wide, running round the curve of
the hillside.The u-shaped tiles on the roof used to be red, but
nowadays looked as if they were camouflaged with moss to have the
house blend in better with the vegetation on the rising slopes
behind the dirty whitewashed ( maybe twenty years ago )
building.

 


An ancient looking battered
white Renault van was parked, teeteringly close to the edge of the
winding path up to the house, next to Siegfreid’s red Audi. Mike,
Victor’s woolly Alsation was sleeping with his head and front paws
hanging down over the rear number-plate.The back doors of the van
lay propped open by a rusty toolbox on one side and a
sand-encrusted shovel on the other.

 


At the far end of the terrace
was a small bleached stone building, about eight feet square and,
like a cube, almost the same in height at the front.It too was
tiled with moss-laden clay Provencal tiles, sloping slightly to the
back.However, while the house had the remains of galvanised thin
metal gutters and down-comers in evidence, there had obviously
never been any such modern aids to comfortable living on the
smaller building.This was the “ cludgie “, as it would have been
called in Scotland a generation or two back, the outside toilet
!

 


But, there was no-one in sight,
and the voices had fallen to an indistinct muttering emanating from
behind the little toilet building.

 


Simon called out:

 


“ Hallo…oh ! Anyone there
?Where are you ? “

 


Mike scampered out of the van
and rushed to jump on him, nearly knocking him over with the eager
force of the welcome.Simon rubbed the dog's ears and pushed the
black and gold ball of energy gently away:

 


“ On you go Mike, good boy
! Good boy ! “

 


Two voices from behind the
toilet blockhouse shouted in unison :

“ Here ! Over here, behind
the WC ! “Siegfreid and Helena !

 


Pushing through the broom and
scrubby oak bushes at the sides of the little “ convenience “,
Simon found the two of them.Along with Victor, the local builder,
plumber and general handyman, they were standing over a trench, all
of six feet in length and two feet deep, cut a spade’s width into
the bone dry, solid red clay and rock that was the earth in these
parts.

 


Victor was a small gnome of a
man, nearing fifty but with the dark sun-tanned physique of a
miniature weightlifter in his prime, in torn jeans, dirty white
vest and boots.The dark black shadow of his beard was splashed with
fast drying muddy patches. He had apparently just finished digging
this incredible trench with an adze - the source of the "gun-shot "
sounds.Siegfreid told Simon later that “ Victor dug the lot in less
than an hour !”

 


The reason for the trench had
yet to be explained, but from the stench arising at the farthest
end from the building, where Victor had now reached, it seemed
fairly obvious – a blocked sewage outflow !

 


And right at the bottom of the
pit, in the corner, at the far end, was the subject of the
discussion he had heard as he climbed the hill.A box, approximately
the size of a shoe-box, wrapped in some kind of material that was
shiny where some dampness had touched it, was standing up on one
corner, like an advert for an ochre Rubik’s Cube standing on its
point.The actual end, and about half the box, was still buried in
the ground.

 


More gently now, Victor was
digging round the box with a plasterer’s trowel, using the point
delicately to scrape away the earth from the box.The more he dug
round the box the more a brown-black sludge oozed up round it and
the more potent the smell emanating from the trench became.

 


Slowly, once he saw the box was
freed from the cloying grip of the sludge, he lifted it towards the
top of the trench. The box came away with a plop ! There was a
surge of brown thick liquid to fill the hole left by the box’s
exit, but that was soon sucked down with a loud slurping noise as
the exit drain for the toilet felt itself free of the
obstruction.Victor laid the box down on the topside of the trench
and said to Helena :

 


“ Pull the toilet handle
please. “

 


She brushed past Simon.For the
first time in all the years he had known her, despite the odd
circumstances, perhaps even because of the contrast in odours, he
noticed her as a woman, warm, perfumed, beautiful even.

 


Victor watched, nodding with
satisfaction, as the clear water from the cistern swept away the
last of the blocked sewage and remnants of soiled toilet paper.Next
to where the box had been lay most of a half-round, mud-spattered,
clay roof-tile.Victor placed it over the exposed hole in the sewage
pipe.Then he sprinkled a mixture of sand and soft powdered cement
that he had fetched from his van, after the flushing exercise was
seen to be successful, on top of the tile and started to refill the
trench with the earth heaped up on the far side.

 


Simon asked :

 


“ Will that work ?
“

 


“ With this dry weather,
and the moisture from the sewage pipe, that’ll be hard as a rock by
morning ! “ Victor replied grinning up at him out of the
hole.

 


Helena was eyeing the box
somewhat disdainfully.

 


“ What are we going to do
with that ? “ she asked the world in general, nodding at
it.

 


“ If Victor will put it on
his shovel and carry it up to the side of the house, I can hose it
down before we have a look inside, “ Siegfreid volunteered
gesturing towards the house.Both of them were now talking in
English for Simon’s benefit and Victor was looking on bemused, not
speaking anything but French and d’Oc, the local
dialect.

 


However Victor understood the
import of the conversation and the gesticulations and nodded.
Carefully balancing the box on the shovel blade, he carried it up
to the place where the outside tap fed a thick green hose-pipe.

 


Spraying revealed that the box
was wrapped in some kind of old-fashioned yellow oilcloth material,
sealed at all its edges with something closely resembling crumbling
candle-wax. Someone had wanted this box to survive !




 


2.

 


The box

 


The box didn’t seem very
heavy.No noise could be heard as Siegfreid deliberately shook it
when he lifted it from the wet ground before placing it on the very
old slatted wooden table on the terrace at the front of the house.
The dark wooden front door of the mas stared wide-open to the
world, seemingly watching them.

 


The sun was already doing its
work, drying off the outside very quickly, and although the package
had been cool to the touch when lifted, it was now showing signs of
the wax-like seal softening on its upper edges.

 


Victor put his tools back in the
van and shut the rear doors tightly, Mike well trapped on the
inside. He came back to where the three friends were standing
looking at the find, held out his hand to each of them in turn and
said slowly, in the hope of making them all understand:

 


“ Je m’excuse, mais c’est
midi – ma femme m’attend. Il me faut de partir.…Je regret…
“

 


It was lunchtime, sacrosanct to
any real Frenchman.His wife would be wondering where he was – 12
noon and all that…

 


They watched him turn his
Renault on a sixpence.Then they waved him off, down the track past
Simon’s parent's house to the public road – a single lane bumpy
track.It wasn’t much better than the stony track up to the houses,
except it had been given a coat of tarmac and small chippings at
some time in the past few years by the local public works
department.That same department of local administration also cut
the verges and swept the three passing places clear of obstructions
some twice a year, and sometimes even four times in years when
there was a local election for Mayor, when every vote counted !

 


Whilst curiosity was bothering
them all, and Helena was noticeably wanting to pick off the wax
with her fingernails, Siegfreid said :

 


“ Look, it’s still a bit
wet underneath. Let’s leave it a while, it’s not going to
disappear. We were up most of the night coming here, and, we
haven’t even had breakfast yet…I’m starving ! When I found the
toilet blocked, I ‘phoned for Victor who, thankfully, was able to
come right away, and arrived within about ten minutes of my call.I
still haven’t had a proper shit yet, either !How about us having a
bite of lunch and then opening the “thing “ after that ?What do you
two think ? “

 


Simon and Helena looked at each
other quickly, and turned to Siegfreid almost simultaneously :

 


“ Well… OK… But what will
we do for lunch ? “ and both burst out laughing – two old friends
with but a single mind as healthy young appetites made themselves
felt.

 


After a brief discussion, the
two of them walked down the slope to Simon’s house.The latter
having offered his friends to eat whatever they could find in the
fridge, along with some bread and a glass of wine from the
ever-open bottle on the table in the shade of the veranda.Siegfreid
followed ten minutes later.

 


Simon found some dried, dark red
and white, sliced ham, a local delicacy, in the recess that had
been the cool walk-in larder in days gone by, but where the fridge
stood these days, and laid it neatly in a daisy-petal pattern on a
dinner plate.There was nothing much else, except a little St. Agur
soft cheese, already in a saucer, and butter in a plastic butter
dish.Placing these on a tray with three side plates, three knives
and an equal number of small tumblers, he walked out of the cool
shade of the kitchen, through the glazed kitchen door into the
thick warm summer air on the veranda - a virtual extension to the
house it was an open sided heavy timber framed structure supporting
a glass roof.All pretty much overgrown with Jericho’s Trumpet, it
stood on its eight thick square mahogany coloured legs above a
crazy paving platform some four inches above garden ground level.
Coming out of the house as Siegfreid arrived, Simon called out
:

 


“ Siegfreid, could you
take a baguette out of the bread bag hanging beside the fridge ?I
forgot it. “

 


Siegfreid brought the long loaf
just as Simon finished laying the food out, with a plate and knife
for each of them.They sat down, virtually in unison, and Helena,
who had been at the bottom of the garden looking across the valley
at the vineyards on the opposite hill face, walked back to join
them.

 


Simon poured them each some
wine, and told them to help themselves.

 


After they had eaten, the sun
was at the peak of its heat output. Nothing stirred. The wine, the
sultry air, the Muller’s journey last night with their early
disturbance had made them drowsy, like pensioners after a heavy
Sunday’s lunch...

 


Helena’s curiosity was the first
to stir.

 


Looking over at the two young
men slouched in their chairs, hats over their eyes, sun-tanned legs
stretched out in front of them:

 


“ Come on fellows, you’re
too damned lazy for words ! I’m itching to know what’s in that box…
aren’t you ? “

 


Her rolled r’s had a sensual
effect on Simon. He really had not paid enough attention to his
attractive neighbour ! He would have to rectify that…but, now,
wasn’t the time.

 


“ OK, Helena. Come on
Siegfreid ! Time to open the box !”

 


“ Actually I’m as curious
as Helena !‘Though it’s probably just some old socks someone wanted
to keep dry ! “ he tried to joke, gathering his Jesus-sandle-shod
feet under him.

 


They each carried the remains of
their lunch back into the Ross’s house and Helena washed, whilst
Siegfreid dried and Simon put away.

 


Leaving the kitchen, all three
turned left and doubled back onto the road up to the Muller’s.

 


Arriving at the end of the
track, Helena was first in the house to find some scissors. She
brought them out to the wooden table where the box, looking
slightly soft under the toasting it had been subjected to for the
last hour or two, was the focus of all their attention.

 


“ It’s really quite
exciting, isn’t it ? “ Helena chattered to contain her own intense
curiosity, and then, “ Here, Siegfreid, “ handing him the large
pair of orange handled scissors, “ you do it. “

 


The box looked even dirtier, now
the mud had dried in streaks, than when it was wet straight from
the hose.

 


Siegfreid poked the long side
with the point of the scissors. Although they were sharp, the
scissors did not pierce the tough, slightly shiny, skin-like
membrane.

 


“ I think you should start
with the wax round the edges. “ Simon commented.” If you cut it
with the scissors, I’ll pull the material back. “

 


“ What if it’s a bomb…or
booby trapped ? “ Helena ventured.

 


“ Who on earth would bury
an old box in a place where no-one could find it, except by
accident,… or if the person who buried it went to recover it,… and
then bother to booby-trap it ? “ Simon half scathingly, half
soothingly, tried to calm her fears.

 


“ All right, but be
careful ! “ she instructed, moving herself to the left, to improve
her own view of what they were doing.

 


Simon and Siegfreid looked at
each other questioningly for a brief moment, then both looked down
at the box and Siegfreid made the first incision through the wax at
the top left hand corner of the oblong shape.

 


The blade slipped in easily and
Siegfreid moved it from left to right, with a gentle sawing
movement.Some of the wax was, by now, very soft in the sunlight,
and came away without much effort on his part.The odd bit was very
brittle and seemed mixed with some of the red clay from the
trench.This flicked away in pieces, each less than half an inch
long.

 


The wax removed from all edges
and corners, underneath was clearly what had been a bright yellow
oilcloth such as sailors and fishermen used before plastic was
invented, just as old oil paintings of seascapes portray.

 


Siegfreid held the bottom two
short sides while Simon peeled off the skin from the top long edge
facing him.It was a very well wrapped parcel. Below was a further
layer of the yellow oilskin, sealed in a similar manner.

 


Repeating the procedure, a
cardboard box appeared.As he worked, Helena moved ever closer so
that Simon was aware of her old-fashioned Atar of Roses perfume in
his nostrils. Thicker board than today’s shoeboxes, but in every
other respect identical, even down to a label giving details of a
woman’s shoe, “continental size 39” in French, of course, at one
end.One area of the lid was slightly stained where, despite the
obvious care of the parcel-maker, there must have been a slight
ingress of water sometime in the past. However, that had dried long
ago, and the tissue paper Simon found underneath, when he gingerly
lifted off the lid, bearing Helena’s cautionary instruction in
mind, was dry as the proverbial bone.

 


Picking up a corner of the
somewhat yellowed, presumably from sheer age, tissue paper with his
thumb and index finger of his right hand, Simon flipped it back
onto the slatted table-top. The underside of the tissue glared
white against the dark brown of the wood in the afternoon sun.

 


Exposed to view, a collection of
envelopes, like love letters tied together in a bundle with a thin
red ribbon, was lying in the middle of the packaging.However, there
the resemblance stopped. The envelopes were all brown, heavy
manila, very business-like.

 


Helena, unable to contain her
excitement any longer, stepped forward, brushing close to Simon as
she did so, and lifted the bundle out of the box with her left
hand, reaching for the bow that the ribbon formed on the top with
her long slender right fingers and thumb.As she undid the bow and
reversed the way the ribbon was wound round the centre of the
bundle, she accidentally dropped an envelope at the bottom of the
pile. It fell with a dull metallic “clunk” on the porch paving. The
way it fell had looked heavy.

 


“ Sorry ! “ she exclaimed,
placing the remainder of the bundle on the table, making sure she
laid them across the slats so that no more could fall. “ It was
much heavier than I expected. “

 


As Simon was on the same side of
the table, he bent to pick up the dropped item. At first the end of
the long envelope remained on the ground as he lifted it by one
corner of the other end.

 


“ What do you think it is
? “ Helena’s curiosity beating the boys to it.

 


“ Well, let’s see. “ Simon
uttered as he laid it down, heavy end first, on one end of the
table. “ It’s very heavy for just a letter, there must be a seal,
or something, in it. “

 


“ Open it ! “ Helena
again, leaning forward.

 


Siegfreid put out his left hand
to hold the envelope down on the table top while he slid the points
of his scissors under the glued down flap at the right hand
side.

 


“ Well… Look out ! Booby
Trap ! “ he shouted,… then laughed as Simon and Helena crashed into
each other on the ground, diving for what cover they could get
under the table.

 


“ Mad Idiot ! “ Helena
shouted back, reverting to German in extremis, and then in English
for Simon’s benefit, “ Bloody Hell ! Siegfreid ! You nearly gave me
a heart attack ! What the devil are you playing at ? “

 


“ Only joking. Sorry, I
just couldn’t resist it. You both looked so serious. “Siegfreid
apologised, still half-laughing at the result of his jape, just
like an overgrown schoolboy.

 


The envelope lay open on the
table.A very old, slightly battered, thick gold coin lay gleaming
in the sunlight on the inside of the open flap.

 



4.

 


The letters

 


 


Having decided the coin was old,
looked like gold and weighed about 65 grammes - having weighed it
on the kitchen baking scales -the trio were at the end of their
expertise in the field of numismatics.

 


Ever practical, Siegfreid said
:

 


“ Look, all we know is
that whatever is in the box must have meant a lot to someone –
enough to leave a valuable old coin in it. I think we should sit
down and see if we can find anything in the letters that may be
relevant to the coin, or of interest to us. Unless anyone’s got a
better idea ? “

 


“ I agree, “ Helena
said.

 


“ Yes, so do I.But if
these papers are half as old as they look, the sun won’t do them
much good.I suggest we take them inside and open them there, “
Simon responded in his turn.

 


Helena gathered up the letters
from where they had spread across the table.Taking them carefully
in both hands, she carried them through the open door into the
shady sitting room part of the one large living- room-kitchen that
the mas boasted downstairs, placing them gently on a coffee table
Siegfreid had cleared as she walked into the room.Simon, who had
been the last to examine the coin, out of deference to his hosts’
putative ownership, placed it on the right hand corner of the
coffee table where Helena had now pulled up a wicker armchair to
sit in front of her small pile of papers.

 


Looking at the face of the
envelopes, she realised that one or two were in a graphic, but
old-fashioned, Gothic German script, one was in copperplate French,
and some, older looking documents on thick parchment-like material,
without envelopes, seemed to be in an old form of Latin
handwriting.Helena dealt the seven items, like playing cards, into
three piles, one for each of them. Simon was dealt the envelope
addressed in French; Siegfreid the two Gothic German envelopes ;
Helena retained the Latin documents.Simon, although he had never
asked, assumed that she had studied Latin on her teacher’s training
course at Heidelberg.

 


“Let’s each see if we can
read anything at all, and, then, swap notes,” she suggested. “
How’s your classic German, Siegfreid ? My Latin is rather rusty,
and was only used for Classical Studies, but I’ll have a go !
“

 


Simon’s written French was
limited to A Level studies finished six years before, and any odd
practical letter he had handled about the house since his parents
had bought it.He opened the letter anxiously.

 


Helena was frowning as she
struggled with the first of the Latin hand-written scripts.She
mumbled, almost to herself, but in English :

 


“ I think these are very
old – the writing is rather shaky and some of the letters look odd
to me.They seem to be addressed to someone important, unless “ My
Lord “ was in more common usage then than it is today. “

 


Siegfreid was looking bemused.
He said :

 


“ This letter I have seems
to be from a Hans Muller to his wife Irena, in 1944, near the end
of the Second World War.Our great grandparents were called Hans and
Irena, I think. He was an Egyptologist, like Granpa, or an
archaeologist or something like that - he disappeared towards the
end of the war.I remember hearing Dad say that he was working in
France on some work to prove that the High Command were the true
owners of some vast treasure given by Charles V, the German Holy
Roman Emperor, to the Church in Avignon.I’ll need to ‘phone Dad and
see if he knows.This writing is clear but not easy to read because
it’s so old-fashioned. Helena, could you be a good little sister
and bring me a piece of paper and a pen – the only way I’ll make
real sense of it will be if I write it down, leaving gaps for the
bits I can’t understand. “

 


Helena ignored the condescension
to which she would normally have objected strongly and crossed
lithely over to a drawer in the oak kitchen units returning to him
with a couple of sheets of paper and a ballpoint in her hands.

 


“ Maybe, if your letter is
a covering letter or something like that, we should concentrate on
it until we see what the whole thing is about.What do you think
boys ? “ Helena asked.

 


“ Fine, “ said Simon, “ my
letter seems to be from some Professor Alexandre, or someone like
that in the Department of Religious History in Montpellier, to Hans
Muller, also written at that time, possibly a little earlier –
there is no date on the letter, as the first page is missing – but
the author keeps writing “ My Dear Herr Muller “ and “ Dear Hans “
and is talking about some “ decouverte magnifique “ made by Herr
Muller in 1944. I think he’s talking about something in Avignon,
but my French isn’t good enough for this – first of all I can’t
read all the writing, and secondly I need a dictionary for half the
words! “

 


“ OK, I’ll take a look in
a minute, but let’s see what we can make out in the letter
Siegfreid is struggling to decipher.Surely between the two of us we
must be able to read a letter written in German – even Old German !
“

 


She moved her chair to sit
beside Siegfreid, both ending up sitting with their backs to the
light coming in the open door.Simon stood up from his white plastic
garden armchair and walked across to look over their shoulders at
the very ordered hand-printed gothic script on the yellowing
paper.

 


“ What have you managed so
far ? “ Helena asked her brother, looking at the papers spread out
before him on the small coffee table.

 


“ Well, I’m sure that it’s
addressed to Irena Muller, at this house in Moureze, and the date
here in the right hand corner is definitely
14
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