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Introduction




These three
short stories are about life-changing moments in the lives of three
fairly flawed and unheroic characters. There is our Steve, lacking
self-esteem, but finding Atahualpa’s Treasure in the Andes of
Ecuador; there is our sex-bomb Freda with her Damascene moment in
York Minster; and, finally, there is our self-centred Mike who
meets his destiny at the Millennium Hour in the Bear at Bisley.
Read how these moments changed their lives for ever.
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Steve opened his eyes,
stretched, and yawned to stop his head splitting. Where am I? he wondered as he turned over in a
seemingly rickety bed to confront a girl sleeping on the other
pillow. And who is she? His brain tried to
reach back, his heart pumping loudly in his ears. Then his mind
suddenly woke up to where he was: in a scruffy
hotel in Baños, Ecuador; and who she was: the girl from the hotel; and why on Earth was he here:
this is the day I am to set off to find
Atahualpa’s Treasure. Steve groaned, his mind clearing a
little more: I had planned it all so well and now
what a bloody mess I’m in.

He staggered out of
bed to the toilet and then flopped back in again, trying to
remember how it had all started: it was after his divorce when he
had decided to get a new life: new friends and interests: he had
gone to an Adult Education session in Loughborough where the
speaker, a Dr Kelvin James, had talked on the geology and history
of the Llanganates mountains of Ecuador and the possibility of
finding King Atahualpa’s treasure in a cave in the limestone
mountains. After the session, Dr James had explained to him that
many people had tried to find the treasure and many had died as a
result, but, if he was interested, it was far easier to research
the subject now, with the aid of the Internet.

He recalled how his
imagination had been sparked: how he read of the last Inca king,
Atahualpa, who had been treacherously captured by Pizarro and his
Spanish conquistadores in Cajamarca, in
modern-day Peru; and, seeing how the Spanish lusted for gold,
Atahualpa had offered to fill a room with treasure in exchange for
his freedom. Pizarro had agreed, but before the room could be
filled, his distrust of Atahualpa caused him to have the Inca king
garrotted on July 26, 1533. Meanwhile the Inca general Rumiñahui
was on his way from Quito to Cajamarca with an enormous amount of
gold artefacts for the ransom. When he learned that Atahualpa had
been murdered, he had hauled the llama train up into the
Llanganates mountains where he hid the treasure, either in a cave,
or by throwing it into a lake.

Steve recalled vividly
how he had researched the many cases where the treasure had
reportedly been found only for the finder to die a horrible death.
There was Valverde who wrote his famous derrotero (trail guide) who brought up gold statues
from a lake; and there was Captain Blake who, in a letter,
described the treasure in a cave. What fascinated Steve was that
Kelvin James, who he had met many times since, was, in 1987, the
first geologist to survey the area, and he had mapped a great
limestone or marble mountain and noticed that the main lake flowed
out into a socovon, or great cave, which
married Valverde’s guide with Blake’s letter. Kelvin had told him
that he had recognised what he called a limestone karst country,
such as found in the Carboniferous Limestone of Yorkshire,
Derbyshire and South Wales: full of underground rivers, potholes
and caves.

Steve started: the
girl, aware that he was awake, had nestled up to him, and forced
Steve back to the present: his daunting trip would have to start
today! Kelvin James had prepared him for this great hike to the
Llanganates: those mountains which boast some of the most
treacherous terrain and extreme weather conditions in the country.
At about 14,000 feet up, it rains or sleets so frequently that
thick cloud banks shroud the peaks throughout the year. Rainfall is
in the region of 200 inches per year, four times that of Borrowdale
in the Lake District: the highest rainfall in England. The ground
is saturated; rivers are swollen; and such conditions had made the
treasure virtually inaccessible.

Steve lay on his
pillow, his mind in a whirl. He remembered how his great aunt had
left him the money he needed for his expedition; then he had
prepared for this trip by spending wet winter weekends in a tent in
the nearby Peak District. Steve had taken time off work and arrived
in Quito the previous week, choosing November as the least wet
month in the Llanganates. He had hired a Land Cruiser, bought three
two-man igloo tents, one for him and two for the four peons (labourers) he required. He had also bought rice,
sugar, lard, flour, salt, pinol (ground
maize), chocolate powder and tins of sardines: Kelvin had said that
the peons could carry enough food for only
ten days. He had also advised the purchase, in the UK, of four
ex-Army aluminium frames for carriers, as well as basic climbing
gear, waterproofs and wellington boots. Kelvin also suggested he
start his adventure from El Triunfo which, he said, was closer to
the Llanganates than Pillaro, where Valverde and many others had
begun their trips.

Then again it clicked:
This is why I am in Baños; I arrived yesterday and
asked the lady of the hotel if she knew anyone who could guide me
to El Triunfo to hire the peons for today. She said that María, the
chambermaid, was from El Triunfo.

Steve remembered it
all now: getting to El Triunfo; finding four peons, two of whom were María’s cousins; having too
much chicha to drink; negotiating the road
back to Baños with María all over him; eating and drinking in the
evening; and waking up just now. To his horror he vaguely
remembered drunkenly promising her a place on the trip if she did
the cooking. Steve’s Spanish was OK, having had an intensive course
with a beautiful Mexican teacher in Loughborough; and he could
remember saying ‘tu puedes cocinar por
nosotros’, (‘you can cook for us’.) in answer to her pleas
to go with him.

Steve finally got into
the cold shower; glancing at the cracked mirror he saw a fit
looking thirty year old with a fine set of golden red curls, which
confirmed his Scottish ancestry. His white skin gleamed in the
mirror. At least there will be no sunburn problems
in the Llanganates, he thought ruefully to himself.

María then joined him
in the shower. What could he do except hug and kiss her:
She is quite beautiful out of her rags: a bit of a
Cinderella, Steve thought. He told her that she would be
working at the hotel while he was away. She then burst into tears
saying that he had promised her a place on the trip. Steve’s heart
then started to rule his head: Let’s do it her
way, let’s have a proper adventure: wine, women and
treasure! Then his head told him to be more sensible, but it
was too muddled, so Steve ignored it. Maria was happy, and,
grabbing him playfully, led him back to bed, where, despite his
hangover, he was able to love her again.

Of course the reality
hit home very soon: it was raining in El Triunfo! Steve parked the
Land Cruiser at María’s uncle’s adobe house: really a miserable
hut. The four peons, young campesinos (peasants) of mestizo (mixed) race, started arranging the cargoes on
to the carriers. Pedro took the three tents and the kitchen
utensils, whilst the other three, Jesús, José and Andrés, carried
the food wrapped in plastic fertiliser bags to keep it dry. Steve
remarked to María’s family that he was lucky to have the holy
family and two apostles with him, but it seemed that this was lost
in translation.

After leaving the
spare keys taped to wheel of the Land Cruiser, they set off for the
Llanganates on their great climb across the paramos, or moors. José and Andrés had been before and
knew the way. They were a cheerful bunch, carrying their loads and
machetes; Steve with his personal rucksack, whilst María also
carried her bag. José had a .22 rifle; and Steve had bought some
ammunition in Baños, along with boots and waterproofs for María. He
knew that the area was now a National Park, and hunting was
prohibited.

That first afternoon
they trudged north-eastwards alongside the Río Muyo and then had to
start making camp around half past four in order for the boys to
collect firewood, pitch the tents and start cooking before
nightfall. They had packed a small tarpaulin for shelter from the
inevitable rain. The following day, after a breakfast of hot
chocolate and rice, they carried on towards the mountains. The
terrain was slow and boggy with groves of frailejón plants with their characteristic
silver-leaved coronas. Some had had their centres torn away and
María tried to indicate, with her fingers as eyeglasses, that this
was the food of the Andean spectacled bear. Steve grinned: he was
getting on well with the boys and María. They stopped for lunch,
which consisted of pinol mixed with water and sugar in a cooking
pot, which fortified them for the afternoon struggle.

They spent a second
night by the Río Muyo, and on the third day struck east over the
watershed. By early afternoon the rainclouds had lifted enough for
them to look down at a huge rugged bowl: the heart of the
Llanganates, and spy the small lakes that Kelvin had indicated as a
base camp. He had said these lakes were corries, ground out by the
last glaciation. There was a large one, about two hundred yards
across, named Laguna Walther Sauer on Kelvin’s map, after Ecuador’s
pioneering geologist, which has steep sides; and a much smaller one
perched higher up surrounded by a flattish grassy area ideal for a
camp site. These were the headwaters of the great Río Verde Grande.
They made their way down the mountain arriving just as the clouds
were lifting to show the glorious peaks of Cerro Hermoso: the
highest mountain of the Llanganates. Kelvin had waxed lyrical about
its bare, twisted and folded rock strata, and Steve was equally
impressed.

Round the campfire
they were in good spirits, especially as María was cooking some
sweetbreads with flour, sugar and lard, to follow their customary
rice and sardines. The wet clothes were drying over the fire; María
was fussing over her gringo, but Steve
still did not know what to make of her. She seemed too innocent to
be a gold digger; after all she was a campesina and utterly uncomplicated and
unsophisticated. In the tent at night she would share his sleeping
bag along with his flask of Glenlivet and fruit-and-nut chocolate
bar. Romance was still possible despite dirty bodies and campfire
odours. Above all, she appeared to genuinely adore him.

No one had ever adored
Steve before. He had grown up an orphan; at school he was teased
for his red hair; and he was unsuccessful in both his job and first
marriage. He lacked self-esteem, and his trip to Ecuador was, deep
down in his subconscious, really an excuse to achieve something in
his humdrum life. María seemed to sense this saying, in Spanish, ‘I
already I have my gold’, as she caressed his golden locks. She
called him Esteev in the way all
Spanish-speaking people can’t pronounce English words starting with
‘S’ and another consonant. Steve would look into her big brown eyes
and start to feel adoration himself.

He hadn’t said much
about the treasure, treating the subject as a bit of a joke, and
talking only about finding caves; but the following morning was
different: they were about to start their work. As they looked down
at the Walther Sauer Lake, Steve pointed out the river exit and how
that water was seen by Kelvin to plunge into the rock. He
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