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Savonarola's Bones

THE plainclothes policeman had a broad back
and a narrow waist and his tailored suit had plainly been cut to
enhance the look – plainly not plain clothes, Laura thought idly as
she trailed along behind him. If he hadn't been arresting her she
might have flirted with him – in a bar, or a nightclub. She liked
to keep those skills sharpened – survival skills, she thought of
them. But she could see they were useless with this one. He was
arresting her, and she could tell, with that sixth sense she
supposed many women have that sums up a predicament in an instant,
that flirting would get her nowhere – even worse than nowhere: it
could be held against her, whatever she was meant to have done
wrong...the man was used to women coming on to him, to get
themselves out of whatever scrape, and it bored and maybe irritated
him.

He had been waiting at the rail station, had
known what she looked like, had thrust his identity card in her
face as she'd dragged her suitcase from the carriage onto the
platform, grabbed her case and told her to follow him.

It wasn't exactly the welcome she'd expected
on the first day of her great adventure. She hadn't been expecting
any welcome at all, in fact. Julius' words flashed into her mind -
“others will be looking”. Could someone be so powerful in this tiny
German village that they could have her arrested to keep her from
looking for the box?

She asked herself if this was all a big
mistake – selling up in Edinburgh, leaving Patti, embarking on a
hunt for a lost treasure chest with the slightest of clues – the
next big mistake even, to add on to all her previous mistakes in
life. Looked at coldly, she knew it was foolish. But she couldn't
look at it coldly. She had been over it a million times in her mind
- “coldly” wasn't the way to live. She felt – she knew - she owed
it to Julius, to herself, even to Art. And after all, not
everything she'd done – even or especially on impulse - was
foolish, or had been a mistake. It depended on how one looked at
life.

“Fraulein.” She started out of her reverie.
The detective was holding open the door of an unmarked Audi. She
got in, and he shut the door, put her case in the boot, and got
behind the wheel.

He started the engine and pulled out into
the street facing the rail station. There was a park on the far
side, with a promenade lined with tall broadleaved trees. The trees
looked peaceful, as the park beyond. She wished she could just get
out of the car and go sit somewhere among the greenery, close her
eyes...it had been a long day, up at 5 am to catch the flight from
Edinburgh to Luton, then to Zurich and from there the train to
Tuttlingen for the connection to Sigmaringen. Her thoughts seemed
idle, careless. She knew she should be keyed up, alert and aware,
even frightened by what was happening to her. Instead she just felt
exhausted.

She did close her eyes, fell asleep till the
car stopped. She woke with a jerk, to be staring at the plain green
concrete block walls of the police station. How long had it been? A
minute? Five? She was groggy, barely took in the few uniformed men
standing outside the plate glass window of the office, and the
large blue and white “Polizei” sign fixed to the front beneath
peephole-sized windows.

“Komm.” The man got out of the car, heaved
her case from the boot and walked inside without looking at her. He
could have held open the door, she thought, and corrected herself –
no more Mr Nice now. I'm a criminal, and I'm in the net.

She trudged – yes, that was the right word –
into the station. The room was large and brightly lit by overhead
fluorescent tubes, with a counter neatly dividing the space in two.
It was clean, antiseptic, anonymous – the kind of unpleasant
contemporary environment that had helped Laura move into antique
dealing a decade before.

The plainclothes detective put her case next
to a line of orange moulded plastic chairs and pressed a buzzer on
the counter. A minute later a very striking tall woman with
close-cropped black hair came through a door behind the counter.
She was also wearing plainclothes – a dark blue suit with a white
blouse that buttoned high on her neck. She looked at Laura as if
she was surprised to see her, spoke to the detective for a moment,
and then came over to her.

“Fraulein White.” She stuck out her hand.
Laura shook it dumbly.

“My name is Katrina Weiss – yes, it means
'white' in German. Will you come with me please? Do not worry about
your – your case. It will be seen to.” The woman smiled – warmly.
Up close she was if anything more beautiful than from a distance,
with high cheekbones and a straight narrow nose, very pale skin,
and flashing dark eyes jumping out from under dark eyebrows. She
looked to be in her mid-thirties, a bit younger than Laura but not
much. She moved very sensually, was so beautiful – why was she a
policewoman? Surely she should be an actress, or a model...

A minute later they were in a small
blue-painted interview room bare apart from a desk and chair and a
steel stool. \

“This is ridiculous,” the woman said. “Wait
a moment, please.” She left and in a minute returned with a proper,
though still moulded plastic, chair.

“Please.” She gestured for Laura to sit, and
she did. Then she walked around to the other side of the desk,
pulled out a yellow foolscap writing pad from a drawer in the desk,
put a pencil on it, and walked around for a minute with her hands
behind her back. Laura watched as if in a dream. Maybe she was.
Would she wake up, suddenly, to discover herself back in Edinburgh,
in bed next to Patti?

The woman sat down and looked at her with a
smile.

“This is not such a fine introduction to our
little town.” Her voice was smooth, velvet. Laura found herself
wondering again why she was in the police.

Instead she agreed. “No.”

“I think there has perhaps been some – some
misunderstanding,” the woman said. “Something we can get clear. And
then you will be able to enjoy our place.” She smiled her warm
smile again. “It is not so bad.”

“I don't know what this is about,” Laura
complained. “No one has told me. I haven't done anything
wrong.”

“Someone thinks you have.” The policewoman
looked at her thoughtfully, but didn't seem at all hostile. “We
have been told that you – you stole a great deal of money, from
your business associate in Edinburgh. And that you plan a fraud on
a bank, here in our little village.”

Everything fell into place. Patti. It would
have to be her, wouldn't it – her “business associate”.

“That cow,” she hissed.

“Please,” the policewoman smiled. “You will
have to explain. It is no good swearing at your - your associate.”
The woman picked up the pencil. “Now...”

“I – I – it's personal,” Laura protested.
She didn't feel like washing her dirty linen with a complete
stranger, even a beautiful one – and especially not with a
beautiful stranger who was also a policewoman.

“You might as well tell me everything” the
woman purred. “It is the best way, even if it is very hard for you.
Start from the beginning. If you leave things out – yes, these
personal things – we will find them out anyway. We are police. This
is what police do.

“Tell me. You're going to have to do it.
Your associate says you have taken – I think it is half a million
in sterling, your currency. And she has outlined remarkable plans
you apparently have for our bank – our tiny Landesbank, here in
Sigmaringen.”

“That's nonsense!” Laura was finally flushed
out of her self-pity and fatigue. “I – I have never had half a
million pounds in my life! And – and I don't even know what a
Land-landesbank is.”

The policewoman burst out laughing. It was
rich, appealing laugh. Laura found herself wondering if this was
all some kind of elaborate joke – or seduction ploy. But how could
it...?

“Yes,” the policewoman grinned. “It sounds
like nonsense to me also. But she produced some papers for your
police in Edinburgh to suggest you had taken this money. We have
facsimile copies, if you would like to see them.”

A minute later she was staring at email
printouts of bank deposit slips to an account in her name at a
Glasgow branch of the Clydesdale Bank. There were fifty of them,
all for ten thousand pounds, and they all bore what appeared to be
her signature. They had been made in the past three months.

Then there were withdrawal slips from
Patti's Edinburgh Royal Bank of Scotland account, well over two
hundred of them, for sums anywhere from five hundred to two
thousand pounds. It was Patti's signature – but it looked as if it
had been self-conscious. Forged.

Laura sat back, stunned.

“I – I don't understand,” she said at last.
“Patti – she has plenty of money; her father is very wealthy and
gives her whatever she asks for. But this – this other account; it
isn't mine. I don't know anything about it. The deposit slips - it
looks like my signature, but it isn't – it can't be. My account
anyway is with Lloyds Bank. And the others...” Her voice trailed
off. “I don't understand,” she said again.

The policewoman smiled.

“Well, I do.” She held up her hand. “Or I
think so. But I would like to hear from you, please – everything.
Start with today. Tell me what you did – and then tell me why you
are here.”

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and
began...

xxxx

It was a dull day to flee. Outside the shop
the paving stones glistened from the quiet rain that was
Edinburgh’s trademark, that Laura had loved when she’d come to the
city from England ten years before. Today she didn’t know how she
felt about it. It was early – just on six – so Candlemaker Row was
quiet, empty of the cars that during the day and late into the
night bumped along the stones towards the bars and clubs in the
Grassmarket below. She had packed the night before, carefully
stowing what she would take into the kind of rucksack that could
double as a soft suitcase – clothes, makeup, camera, notebooks, the
precious folder she hoped would ring in a brighter future…there
wasn’t much really, but she had done it several times, as if
repeated attempts would somehow lighten the load – and bring her
luck.

“The airport, please,” she said to the
driver.

She had plenty of time – but she told
herself she needed lots of it. She had written Patti a letter – a
final, no doubt futile attempt to persuade her, nicely as Laura
wanted to be, that her madcap adventure, as Patti put it, was not
the reason for their split.

Laura felt she needed to do this. It was a
madcap adventure. Patti was right about that, even if Laura had a
lot more confidence than Patti that it would somehow work out. But
the reasons for their parting went much deeper.

As the cab pulled away she could see Patti
through the window, sticking out her tongue at her, playing the
spoiled little rich girl. A few minutes earlier she’d been
snuffling and dabbing at her hankie, her round face a turned-down
moon among the Royal Doulton plates and vases on display - tears
had become a commonplace in Patti’s vast emotional arsenal in the
three months since Laura had first broached an end to their
relationship. Patti was wearing her favourite nightgown, pink
flannel trimmed with white lace, with a little blue floral pattern
scattered here and there on the fabric, tiny daubs. Patti thought
it made her sexy; Laura thought all that could be said for it was
that it was loose, and hung down over her enough like a sack to
hide her bulk.

There was a time when Patti had truly been
sexy, really sexy - shapely, with narrow hips and a flat, hard
stomach below large breasts with big nipples that when she was
excited stood up hard. And she'd been often excited back then. But
that was a long time ago, before she’d taken to eating “organic”
biscuits by the barrel, and otherwise stuffing her face – and the
rest of her – with whatever came to hand. Laura wasn’t like that at
all. Laura kept fit, went for walks, swam, cycled…for a forty year
old woman she was still attractive, her skin was still smooth, her
trim auburn hair its original shade, her body still shapely, her
full breasts unsagged…but while she was keeping fit Patti stayed in
the flat above the shop, eating. Now she was so overweight she
waddled rather than walked. Laura couldn’t remember the last time
they’d had sex; she could scarcely bear to look at Patti nude.

Laura would have left long ago, but Patti
had her ways. She could be very clever. She knew how to entrap
people, and Laura had been her prize catch, though Laura didn't
really understand why. She wasn’t going to let go easily. She would
remind Laura without seeming to that she had put up the money to
open the shop, had made the whole thing possible, and that Laura
had had to rely on her largesse for several years, till things
finally picked up. “The business” as Patti called it was thriving
now, with money in the bank – around 10,000 pounds – and at least
that much worth of stock. Every penny Patti had laid out had been
repaid, and Laura had given her interest – and as a parting
sweetener was leaving her all the stock, the goodwill, and the
contacts she’d worked so hard to build up. Patti could make a go of
it if she wanted to; she wasn’t stupid. Or she could just sell up,
which was what Laura expected. After all she was independently
wealthy and had never really been interested in antiques,
especially not in china and porcelain and pottery. She didn’t
understand what could make a plate or a jug or a vase beautiful,
didn’t get the richness of understanding the techniques that were
used to manufacture them, much less the personalities who peopled
the history, from Josiah Wedgewood to Clarice Cliff.

What Patti had put into the shop besides
money was a certain skill at arranging – nay more: she was an
artist at display, melding vases and plates and saucers from a
hodge-podge of periods and styles into an organic whole all the
more impressive for her lack of knowledge and empathy. Otherwise,
she didn’t care about the beautiful things Laura winkled out of the
market or took out of deceased estates, or bought at auction. Apart
from putting them out for show, they didn’t mean anything to
her.

Amazing as it sometimes seemed to Laura,
what mattered to Patti was Patti. Despite or perhaps because of her
“weight problem”, as she put it, she spent hours doing herself up,
turning her head this way and that in front of the mirror to check
her frizzed brown hair, some sort of take on an Afro. She bought
clothes carefully to conceal her shape, and would adjust and adjust
till everything looked just so before going out. Her conversation
with friends appeared to be all about Laura, but anyone listening
to it for long soon got the picture – it was about her, Patti,
reflected in Laura’s glory, not that that amounted to much. But not
having a life of her own beyond herself, it seemed wonderful to
Patti as she told anyone who would listen how Laura had done such
and such while Patti had been carefully keeping everything together
back home, making it all possible, somehow pulling strings from
behind the biscuit barrel.

Laura had waited and hoped for a change in
her partner, but finally accepted it wasn’t going to come. She’d
tried to be gentle about breaking it off, but nothing seemed to
work. Patti made scenes, pulled out emotional blackmail cards from
a bottomless deck, wheedled and whinged, pleaded, cried and raged –
anything but do something about the things that had dried their
relationship into a withered petal from a long-dead flower. Laura
felt guilty about it, but knew she had to do it. She felt trapped,
and desperate. Patti was suffocating her, was obsessed with her,
and while Laura felt she was an attractive person, and yes, an
attractive woman, Laura didn’t feel worthy of being an object of
obsession any more than she enjoyed it. Every day that passed made
it harder to break free. Taking so long to be strong had hurt and
exhausted her, and made her feel guilty, though she knew it the
right thing to do for Patti even more than herself.

Anyway, she knew Patti to be a survivor; she
would bounce back. She didn't need the money she'd get from the
shop but if she didn't want to dip into her capital it would keep
her for a while, long enough to find something else, someone else.
And while it seemed crazy in one way to Laura, in another it was
logical that Patti would find someone else, one of the many lonely
souls in Edinburgh’s thriving lesbian scene who suffered like Patti
from a “weight problem”. She had that way about her that would pull
some naïve woman into the web, till she found Patti the spider
licking her lips, lavishing deadly attention on her prey…that’s
what Laura imagined would happen.

She told herself she was being unfair to
Patti, that there was more to her. There was, but it had been
buried somehow, submerged under a sea of self-pity fed by endless
plates of food.

Laura had decided to have one last attempt
at easing Patti’s grief. She’d written her a letter, saying all the
right things. It was in her bag; she would post it at the airport.
Then that would be that – ten years of her life, ten years of
Patti’s life.

She decided to stop thinking about Patti.
She wanted to drink in the elegant somber stones of her adopted
city, Edinburgh; she might not see it again for a while.

xxxx

She flew to Zurich via EasyJet with a change
at Luton outside London. The flights were no more than short hops
really, but there was a wait of two hours at Luton…She left going
over the contents of the folder till then. Not that she really
needed to look at it again – she had pored over the material many
times before, secretly at night after Patti had gone to bed, or at
the library when she was supposed to be out scouting for stock,
each new scrap of information – gleaned from the library or off the
internet – treated as a jewel.

Most of what she’d found herself didn’t
amount to much really. It was background material, but it had
seemed exciting at the time. What was really important was Julius’
“memorandum” as he’d called it in the letter he’d enclosed with it,
left to her in his will. The memorandum had been a complete
surprise; she hadn’t realised Julius had thought that much of her,
or that much of her in that particular way – that he admired her
taste and her hunger as a dealer…and Julius was a dealer to the
innermost core of his being. The desire, ultimately unquenchable,
to find and acquire rare and beautiful things…and then to find the
right person, who had the right amount of money, who would buy
it.

Julius liked placing his best finds with
museums, where they could be seen by everyone; it was a kind of
public duty with him. He was on another level really, and she’d
been thrilled when the older man had taken an interest in her,
showed her around, introduced her to collectors and other dealers
in London…that’s how they’d met, at a trade fair.

Then she discovered that it wasn’t quite
like that, not then, in the beginning – he wanted her, that was
what it was, desired her body…and was using the trade to have his
way with her. He was very gentlemanly about it, didn’t try anything
on, just mentioned it one night at dinner, very quietly, even
shyly…how much he liked her, how they might make something of their
relationship…

She hadn’t known what to say. She liked him
– he was different, kind…and he really knew antiques, was a walking
encyclopedia about just about everything, though his specialty was
Renaissance furniture, a really rarified calling in the antique
world. He dealt in other things, had to – there wasn’t that much
Renaissance furniture around – and she thought that was how he
picked up so much about so much.

But he was – well, old, probably 60 when
they met. And he was a man, and while Laura actually enjoyed men
coming on to her because it told her she was still attractive in
her thirties, when many women weren’t, she’d sworn off them after a
bad relationship with a doctor, who’d used her and cast her aside
like chaff. She’d been picked up by a strong woman who introduced
her to sex with women, and then into the lesbian feminist circles
she’d never realised existed but seemed to be everywhere in
Edinburgh. Eventually she met Patti. And when she met Julius she
was with Patti.

Still, Julius tempted her. She wasn’t
against men like some of the women she knew. She just didn’t want
them. Julius was nice, really nice. But even if he hadn’t been
older, he wasn’t good looking, had never been. Short, bald and
short-sighted, his thick-lens spectacles made him look like an owl.
Still, he wasn’t like other men, or other dealers either. He cared
about what he did, cared about the things he found and sold, went
out of his way to find the right place for his pieces. She’d been
with him when he’d lied to collectors he didn’t like, told them
something was already sold when he was still looking for a buyer,
just because he didn’t think they should have it. And he didn't
seem to be rich, though he wasn’t poor either – he always seemed to
have enough to take her out for a meal at a good restaurant
whenever they met, usually at a fair, sometimes when he was in
Edinburgh or Glasgow.

And, she admitted to herself, she was afraid
he would cut her off, stop helping her, and she didn’t want that to
happen. She learned oceans from him. So she tried to postpone a
decision.

But when she said, “I’d like to think about
it, Julius,” he’d laughed.

“That means no.” He smiled. “It’s all right,
Laura. I understand. You are young and beautiful, and very
intelligent. And I – well, I am not young and beautiful.” He’d
looked away then, and she was startled to see moisture in his eyes;
he really had hoped…but when he looked back, he was smiling
again.

“At least,” he said, “we can have a
beautiful friendship.”

That’s what it had been, from then on. He
never mentioned sex again, and was beyond courteous with her. She
felt comfortable with him, and he seemed relaxed too. They were
informal without being intimate.

It was a shock when he died – suddenly, from
a heart attack in London. A dealer they both knew had rung her with
the news. There wouldn’t be a funeral; Julius hadn’t wanted one. He
was being cremated and his ashes sent back to Germany. The dealer
said he would send an obituary when it had been printed.

She had realised then how little she knew
about Julius. Germany? He had had an accent but a slight one; she’d
always assumed he was Jewish, and knowing few Jews thought the
accent came from that background. What if he wasn’t Jewish, if the
accent was just from Germany? What had his life really been
like?

The obituary made her ashamed. Julius had
indeed been Jewish; the obituary was from a Jewish newspaper. He
had been in a series of concentration camps as a child, and had
come to London as a young man, starting from nothing. He’d been
married for a while, and had a daughter in Israel who would be
about her age; his wife was dead.

It turned out he’d been an expert in more
than furniture, art, porcelain, china and pottery – he had
published learned articles on Cabalist philosophy in prestigious
German journals. He was a genuine Renaissance man. And he was
generous in a way Laura felt she could never be. Not only had he
arranged for many of the wonderful pieces he’d discovered to find
their way to museums, he had donated a number of Renaissance
articles, including several priceless marriage chests known as
cassone, to museums in England, Scotland and Wales. There had been
so much to him, and she’d known so little. He’d never discussed his
past; she had no idea that he’d narrowly escaped death at the hands
of the Nazis - he gave no hint of bitterness. Nor had she known
he’d had a family…she’d burst into tears after reading the
clipping, and found herself wishing she’d taken up his offer. She’d
been selfish, a small fish in his big, wonderful sea of life, when
he had been so giving to her. She wished she could have it all back
again.

Then came the aftershock. One day a large
envelope came to the shop, from a firm of solicitors in London.
Inside was a letter explaining that Julius had left her the
enclosed parcel in his will. In accordance with his wishes the
parcel had not been opened.

It was a manuscript and had a cover letter
from Julius to her.

The words leapt out off the page and seared
themselves into her heart.

“You are too clever to spend your life
trading bric-a-brac,” he had written. “You should aim higher. This
memorandum of mine is about something I never managed to find;
perhaps you can do it. That would make me very happy, Laura. You
know how much joy you gave me in life; this would be different –
for both of us. J.”

“What is it?” Patti was curious. Patti was
always curious about whatever she did. She couldn’t go to the
toilet without Patti wondering what she was doing. She hadn’t told
Patti much about Julius.

Laura had instinctively shoved the
memorandum and cover letter back into the large envelope.

“Nothing important,” she murmured, and then
made up another lie, or a kind of lie. “Julius – you know, my
friend who died – he left me an article he’d written…in his will.
Strange.”

“Oh.”

It wasn’t till the following day that she
could get away to the library with the envelope, pulling out the
manuscript furtively even there, as if someone would notice and
come over and rip it out of her hands before she could read it.

She was familiar with Julius’ handwriting –
a fine, narrow script from a fountain pen; when Julius had had to
use biros he turned his nose up in distaste. He had written his
memorandum on yellow foolscap paper, filling page after page – over
thirty of them - with people, places, events…as first her head swam
to read it; she couldn’t take it in. She didn’t understand
completely till she’d been through it a second time.

It was about a box, a reliquary – a
container for the bones, or scraps of them, of the departed. Laura
didn’t know anything about reliquaries, didn’t know there was a
market for them, but she knew about the man whose slivers were in
the one Julius had searched for in vain – Girolamo Savonarola, “the
great Florentine religious reformer”. He'd been a feature of her
university studies in art history, and not a nice one – Savonarola
had been credited with the destruction of great paintings by
Botticelli and other renaissance masters. Julius' potted biography
gave him more credit; according to Julius, he was much-maligned and
was a precursor of Luther and other anti-corruption religious
campaigners. “If he was a fraud in some respects, he was a sincere
fraud,” he wrote. “Many people admired him, but his enemies
included the most powerful in the church, and the Medici.”
Eventually he'd lost his power struggle with the notorious Borgia
family and had been hung and his remains burnt.

Some scraps of his bones had ended up in a
box specially made by one of his followers, Gianfrancesco Pico
della Mirandola. Gianfrancesco, Julius wrote, “was the nephew of
the great philosopher Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, and wrote
biographies of both his master and his uncle”. Laura had heard of
Pico, who wrote the famous Oration on the Dignity of Man,
but didn't know about his nephew.

“The box was painted – on the lid, and the
front,” Julius wrote. “I believe the paintings were by Sandro
Botticelli.” Botticelli, he explained, had also been a follower of
Savonarola, who had veered away from humanist subjects under
Savonarola's influence and “after the Friar’s execution” had become
something of a recluse; his paintings took on a religious flavour
that had earlier been missing. “I have been told the box was also
chased in silver and gold, and had a concealed compartment. It is
my belief that Gianfrancesco hid papers by his uncle Giovanni in
the compartment – possibly the philosopher’s masterwork on the
Cabala.” Cabala – a word she hadn’t understood when she’d read it
in the obituary. She kicked herself for not being more
thorough.

Laura was touched by Julius’ style. It was
formal, stilted even, but she felt she was closer to him reading
it, understood how this way of writing was consistent with his
sensitivity and courteous way of treating others, grew out of it
even.

But she was even more impressed by his
learning…she really had thought he was into antiques for the
aesthetics alone when she’d met him, the way he went on about how
beautiful things were, and had only come to realise over the years
that he knew a lot, liked the knowledge for its own sake. But this
was something different – something really special. There were
depths in Julius she’d just never appreciated.

“The reliquary had great spiritual
significance not only to Gianfrancesco,” Julius went on, “but to
all those who had followed and believed in Savonarola. They had
kept a kind of secret circle after the Friar’s death, and when
Gianfrancesco passed on, he bequeathed the box to one of them, a
certain Salvatore Passati. Passati in turn passed it to the
Salviati family, and it remained in that family till 1944.”

1944 – the war. The war Julius had been
lucky to survive, that he’d never mentioned, much less asked for
pity or sympathy.

“Retreating German troops ransacked the
Salviati home near Florence,” Julius wrote. “A sergeant in the SS,
Axel Muntzler, led a group of SS and Italians loyal to Mussolini to
the Salviati villa, set on large grounds on the outskirts of
Florence. Unfortunately for the Salviatis, there was a great family
gathering that day…every member of the clan, seventy-five in all,
were enjoying their meal when the Germans and their accomplices
broke in. The group grabbed anything that might have been of value
– paintings, silver, porcelain, small pieces of furniture,
jewelry.

“The box was in a niche in the wall of the
elder Salviati's study. Muntzler asked what it was and when the old
man told him, looked into it, then took it. One of the Italian
fascists asked Muntzler by name what he would do with it back in
Germany and he’d replied – “In Sigmaringen? I don’t know.
Something.”

They put their booty in large hessian sacks
– all but Muntzler, who wrapped the box in oil cloth and stowed it
in a rucksack. The Germans left but the Italians forced the
Salviati family outside, in a courtyard by a fountain, and shot
them. None survived.

“A servant girl had however escaped by
hiding in the attic of the house when she heard the gang coming,”
Julius wrote. “She heard everything, and saw Muntzler put the box
into his rucksack through a crack in the ceiling.”

After the war, Muntzler was caught.
Testimony from the servant, Anna Pasquale, led to his conviction in
an Italian court for his role in the murder of the Salviati family.
He was sentenced to ten years in prison. During the trial he
refused to co-operate, named none of those who were with him, and
would not reveal what he’d done with the box.

Released in 1956, Muntzler returned to his
home town in Germany, a small village near Ulm - Sigmaringen. He
resumed work as a chemist, first for a brewery in Sigmaringen, then
for a pharmaceutical company in the larger town of Tuttlingen He
married, and had one child, a son. “He died unrepentant, still
believing in Nazism and Hitler, and never revealing what he’d done
with the box.”

There was however a clue. Muntzler loved
riddles and puzzles, and at his trial when asked the whereabouts of
the box, he had replied, “Wo das Hakenkreuz ist – ist das
Hakenkruez. Where the swastika is – there is the swastika.” Asked
to explain, he’d simply repeat himself.

“When I visited Muntzler’s son, he told me
that everyone in Sigmaringen knows about the box. People have
searched for miles in every direction around Sigmaringen, looking
for a swastika symbol that would reveal where the box was hidden,
and hadn’t found it. People believe it is worth a great deal of
money to anyone who finds it, and of course they are right.
Muntzler’s son, a good man, said he wished to have nothing to do
with his father, or the box, and had never tried to work out the
puzzle. But I think Muntzler the prankster was having a joke with
the riddle, that it is some kind of pun. ‘Haken’ means a snag, or
hitch in one’s plans, and ‘kreuz’ of course means a cross. Together
they make up the word for a swastika, a twisted cross. So I think
there’s some reference there to Savonarola’s bones, to the
Christian nature of Muntzler’s prize. But I haven’t solved the
riddle.”

She was nearly finished…the last page had
what was almost a postscript:

“I have looked for Savonarola’s bones for
thirty years, ever since I read about them in a biography of the
monk,” Julius wrote, “but only when I had time. It took many years
to discover the history I have written for you – everything came to
me piece by piece. Even once I knew what happened in the war, it
took nearly a decade for me to learn where Muntzler lived, and till
a few years ago I didn’t find the time to go to Sigmaringen. That
is my fault. The point is, I have not found them.

“Laura, you may succeed where I failed. You
will have to learn many things, and learn them while keeping your
own counsel. There are other people also looking, and they will use
your knowledge to find the bones if they can. And I would like you
to find them and when you do, I know you will make sure they find a
good home.”

Then, quite out of keeping with the neat
script of the long memorandum, a scrawl at the bottom, as if he’d
written the words as an afterthought – “You know I have always
loved you. Julius.”

She’d put down the paper as if it were on
fire, shoved it into the big manila envelope, pushed that into her
bag, and almost ran out of the library. When she got out onto the
street, she pulled a hankie out of her bag and sobbed into it, not
caring what people thought…she felt as wretched as she ever had in
her life.

Eventually she pulled herself together, at
least a little bit, and walked down George IV Bridge, the broad
avenue that wasn’t a bridge at all but cut across the Royal Mile,
the cobbled thoroughfare that runs from the Holyroodhouse palace at
the bottom up a long escarpment to the top and Edinburgh's crowning
glory, its castle, set on a rock overlooking the city. She went
down the Mile to a newsagents and bought some cigarettes. Off the
Mile there was a café she went to occasionally, the Florentin -
very appropriate, she thought as she pushed open the big door to
the small room where they allowed smoking, and ordered a
coffee.

The waitress, a young woman with a pleasant,
round face, gave her a strange look – she wasn’t very much together
at all, and didn’t care all that much either.

Laura hadn’t smoked in years. When she
inhaled the tobacco made her dizzy, and she crushed out the
cigarette after a few puffs. No, she wouldn’t do that again.

The waitress brought her coffee, and she
stirred it absent-mindedly, thinking of all she read, and what
she’d meant to Julius without realising it. She felt like a fool.
No, she told herself, she was a fool. Julius had offered her a
different kind of life, and she’d turned it down because she was
prejudiced about age, and looks maybe too. She should have known
better.

Now he was offering her that life anyway,
from beyond the grave – something he’d kept to himself along with
all the rest he’d never told her, but something different, special,
a quest he’d never been able to finish…and was asking her to do it.
He’d known she would, she thought, that she would have to. It was
an opportunity, yes – the box as Julius called it would be worth
millions, she felt sure of it. He wouldn’t have chased after it so
doggedly otherwise. But it signified something more than that – the
box meant something on its own, was a treasure beyond worth,
whatever it meant…something about the Cabala, she guessed. It had a
proper home, and she would have to find it. It was a trust, passed
to her. She daren’t let him down, or she’d never feel good about
herself again.

At that moment she’d known she would leave
Patti, would leave the shop – everything. And she would find the
box.

xxxx

“So,” she said. “That's it really. We
weren't getting on, and this – this opportunity I guess you'd call
it – came along and I decided to pursue it. But it was more,” she
confessed. “I knew I had to get out of the relationship.”

She looked at this Katrina Weiss as steadily
as she could manage.

“It – it began well, but it ended badly.
Patti – Patti didn't want to let go. These things you've shown me
today. They aren't mine; somehow she's done this, to get at me. It
makes me sick. These deposit slips; I don't have anything to do
with them. It looks like my signature, but it isn't.”

“Yes?” The woman seemed to be asking for
more. What more was there?

“We came to an agreement and I got it signed
just to be safe – for her and for me. To be honest, she signed it
reluctantly – and at one point she believed I would take more than
was due to me. The agreement is in my case, but I have a letter I
wrote to her…I was going to post it in Edinburgh but I forgot.”

This Katrina Weiss seemed almost amused,
looking at her, but she hadn’t said anything about a relationship
with a woman being abnormal. She seemed to accept it as natural,
normal. Though Laura had tried at first to conceal its true nature,
she suspected it was obvious. The letter would make it clear as
daylight.

She dug the letter out of her purse and
passed it to the policewoman. She opened it, read it, and then
said, “I will copy this. Please also find the agreement in your
case.” She picked up the telephone and spoke to someone; in a
minute a policeman appeared with her bag.

Laura found the agreement just as the woman
reappeared, the letter in her hand. She passed it to Laura, took
the agreement, read it, said she’d copy it, and in a minute was
back in the room. She was smiling.

“I can see you have tried to be very kind to
your partner,” she said. “She has unfortunately not taken things in
a kind way.”

“No, she’s not,” Laura said. She sighed.
“I’ve tried. She is – she is…our relationship was over a long time
ago. I didn’t have the courage to end it, and now that I have she –
she is angry. I never thought she would do anything like this
though. It seems – incredible.”

“Yes. It is incredible.” Katrina Weiss
looked at her with the steady gaze that was now making Laura
nervous. “It' is – very sad.”

She smiled.

“You may be happy to know that everyone here
knows all about Axel Muntzler and his box, and his riddle. No one
thinks much about it any more. People have tried looking. Some now
say that Muntzler made it all up – that the box isn’t around here
at all. He was apparently a great practical joker. He enjoyed
making people look like fools.”

Laura tried to picture in her mind a man who
was an ardent Nazi and a great practical joker and couldn’t.

“Well,” the woman said. “You have been very
honest with me. I can tell. You know it is the best way.”

Laura didn’t know that at all, but wasn’t
going to say so.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“I have a small confession,” she grinned.
“When we received these documents, they seemed too – too convenient
to me, for your associate all of a sudden to discover the loss of
half a million pounds, to have deposit slips to produce to show
this. All today – the day you left her. So I rang the banks and
spoke with them. The person who made the deposits, and the
withdrawals, was an overweight woman. I thought – perhaps you had a
confederate. But plainly we know the culprit. The evidence you've
produced – and the fact that rich women do not travel on EasyJet –
supports your innocence also.”

She paused.

“We could charge your – your former
partner,” she said. “It would not be difficult to get a conviction.
She has after all forged your signature. But she was stealing from
herself and more than wasting police time, she has not really done
anything else that is wrong. I think what we will do, if you
approve, is to suggest that the police in Edinburgh caution her
about this, and hope she learns her lesson.”

She coughed apologetically and smiled.

“This has not been such a good introduction
to our little town. I am sorry – and sorry about your…your friend,
that she has taken things so badly. Unfortunately it happens. I can
see you tried. Do you have a hotel?”

That was it. She was free. Laura wanted to
rush around the desk and hug the woman...instead she just answered
the question.

“No. I thought I would have a look
around.”

“Let me recommend one for you. I take it you
wish a reasonably priced room?”

Yes, she did. The woman excused herself and
left her sitting there, trying to be understanding of Patti when
she should be fuming. It was sick, to be like that. She’d had
months to get used to the end of the relationship, yet she just
didn’t want to let go.

When the woman came back she smiled again.
“You have a room in a good hotel. The people there know me. They
will look after you.”

Twenty minutes later she was in the room
with her rucksack cum suitcase. She sat on the bed, thought to
unpack, and then sank back, exhausted. A moment later the tears
came…for Patti, for herself…she lay on the bed and sobbed.

xxxx

She woke early the next morning, still
reeling from Patti’s outrageous behaviour of the day before. She
didn’t want to get out of bed but knew she had to do something, to
stay busy. She had a new life in front of her and had to begin it.
Staying in the room would be the worst thing she could do. She
unpacked her things, hanging her few dresses in the closet and
putting the rest in the small chest of drawers next to the
wardrobe. It was a nice hotel and reasonably priced; the
policewoman had chosen well. She would stay a while.

She was hungry – she hadn’t eaten the night
before. The hotel had a dining room; she wondered if they served
breakfast.

They did. She sat alone in the dining room
while a plump older woman in a print smock who reminded her of
Patti – she would, wouldn’t she – fussed over her, bringing her
juice and toast and muesli. She didn’t speak English and Laura had
trouble telling her she didn’t want more, and that she wanted to
pay. Finally she seemed to understand and brought the bill. Laura
paid, got the change, and went out into a bright sunny day. At
least it was sunny.

She had decided to keep her file with her
all the time, though it was bulky. She had a smaller rucksack than
her “ruckcase” and it would fit in there. She felt she needed to be
careful and cautious about everything, especially as she felt she
was moving in a daze, not able to concentrate. Thoughts jumped
around in her head – of Patti, the last time she’d seen her…she
needed to forget all about it.

She had the detective’s card – her name was
Weiss, Katrina Weiss. Just before they’d parted the night before
she’d told her to call her Katrina “because Weiss is too formal for
me”. Laura was pleased she’d turned out to be friendly. She had
saved her, really and had been very unlike a policewoman.

The day before she had hardly noticed the
town, or where the hotel was located. She decided to let her feet
take her wherever they wanted to go, and headed toward the castle.
That was a landmark impossible to miss. It stood up over the town
as if it was out of a dream, or a fairy tale. It wasn't much like
Edinburgh's. There seemed to be turrets everywhere, and they didn’t
shoot straight up but were twisted, their red roofs reminding her
of pictures she’d seen of the Kremlin in Moscow. She walked along
till she came to the river – the Danube, as she knew from her
reading. Only here it wasn’t huge as it was in Vienna – it was
tiny, really tiny, a brook or a burn as they’d say in Scotland. It
could be swum in a minute, or even less. Somehow it seemed in
keeping with the castle that looked over it.

There was a walkway along the riverbank
below the castle and she followed it, looking up at the magical
building above to a bench in front of some trees shielding the
castle’s rock. She sat down and looked at the river. On the other
side there was another rocky hill covered in trees. She could see a
bench high up on a bluff overlooking the river. Later she’d find
her way there to get a view of the whole town.

It was after nine; a clock in the castle had
struck the hour, and then the quarter-hour. If it went on like that
all day and night, she thought, it would drive the locals to
distraction…

There weren’t many people about. Those she’d
seen and met didn’t look much different from British people; she
supposed that was the result of a common ancestry, way back before
England was England. In the other countries she’d visited people
really did look different – different skin and hair colour,
different build, different clothes...Here she felt as if she hadn’t
gone anywhere – except for the castle towering above her. That was
really different, not like any castle she’d seen in Britain.

She decided she’d like a coffee and walked
along the path to where it seemed she could circle the castle; she
could, and discovered the town. It married the castle’s fairytale
quality; a tiny square nestled safely beneath the turrets and high
walls…the buildings were neat and trim; they seemed freshly painted
in colourful pastel blues and pinks and yellows, and were topped
with red tiles. In the small square there was a fountain made of
cast iron; a knight in armour graced the top. This was different,
not like Scotland or England at all.

There was a hotel on the far side of the
square but she didn’t go in
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