
Paititi (The Treasure of the Lost City)

By Charles A. Mills

Paititi (The Treasure of the Lost City)

Copyright 2010, Charles A. Mills


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Paititi (The Treasure of the Lost City)

TITLES BY THE SAME AUTHOR

CHAPTER 1

“The bid is three thousand”, intoned the finely modulated voice of Christie’s auctioneer.  “Do I hear four?”

I raised my paddle

“Four.  Do I hear five?” said the auctioneer, who was about my own age, forty one.

Christie’s didn’t usually auction in Washington.  This was a special auction.  Georgetown.  Lovely things, dating from the American Revolution.  And of interest to me the very fine collection of Greek, Roman and Egyptian antiquities.  I would bid in the best of these and resell them to my worldwide clientele of collectors.

“The bid is four.  Do I hear five?”

I noted that the chubby little fellow in the third row who had been bidding against me made no effort to raise his arm.  Now this was very satisfactory, very satisfactory indeed.  It looked as if I was just about to walk away with an XVIII Dynasty Egyptian necklace for a trifling four thousand dollars.  I could turn that around within a week at a two hundred percent profit.  Very satisfactory indeed.

“The bid is four.  Do I hear five?”

Silence.

“The bid is four.  Fair warning.”

“Five”, chipped in a female voice from the back.  I turned around automatically and saw a delightful young woman of perhaps thirty one, with shortish brown hair, dressed stylishly in a long black leather coat.

“Six”, I shot back as the auctioneer looked in my direction.

“Eight”, rejoined the woman.

“The bid is eight to you sir”, said the auctioneer, “do I hear nine?”

I nodded.

“ Twelve,” she said.

I turned around again and smiled.  You can’t outbid a determined collector and make any money I thought as my profit margin vanished.

“Fair warning.  Twelve thousand to number 221”, the auctioneer intoned as he crashed down the gavel.

She beamed a sprightly smile at me and shrugged.  Not a bad sort really, nothing harshly victorious and in your face, just an avid and eager collector.

“Our next item....,” said the auctioneer.

Number 221 was making her way to the back aisle, bent, no doubt, on claiming her prize.  I glanced at the catalog and saw there wouldn’t be anything of interest for a while.  I made my way to the back too.

“Congratulations”, I said, extending my hand, “Philip Wade.  That really is the most exquisite XVIII Dynasty necklace I’ve seen in quite some time.”

“Ellen Ellsworth”, she beamed back.  “Is that what it is?  I didn’t pick up a catalog.”

“I thought you were a collector.”

“Oh, no.  Not really.  I just thought it might go nicely with a new evening dress I bought.”

My face must have given me away.

“You don’t approve,” she said.

“Well, it isn’t really for me to say, is it.  But it seems a little odd to spend $12,000 on an ancient necklace without even knowing if it is ancient.”

“Can’t you admire beauty without knowing everything...or even anything about it,” she said, “except that it is beautiful? ‘Beauty is truth.  Truth beauty. That is all ye know on earth and all ye need to know.’”

“Keats”, I said, “Yes, well perhaps, but sometimes knowing makes a beautiful thing even more beautiful.  Perhaps you will join me for dinner and we’ll discover if I’m right.”

Several days later we found ourselves having cocktails and dinner at the Four Seasons.  Among other things, I learned that Ellen Ellsworth was one of the Connecticut Ellsworths.  The Ellsworth family had made its money in the usual ways, building ships for slavers smuggling slaves across the Middle Passage, railroads, exploiting the Irish, and then real estate and the stock market.  Generation after generation of Ellsworths piling up “the stuff” so that this and all future generations of Ellsworths could turn their attention to liberal causes and New Age philosophy.

Our ancestors could not have been more different.  The Wades arrived in Virginia before the Revolution, and by the time of the War of Northern Aggression (which you may know as the Civil War or the War between the States) had been living in “the Valley” (the Shenandoah Valley to outlanders) for over a hundred years.  They were doing quite nicely too, thank you very much, until “those people” invaded.  Why, I was ten years old before I knew that “Yankee” wasn’t a hyphenated word...usually being pronounced “damn-Yankee” by the older members of the Wade clan.  But time heals all wounds.  The past is past.  And Ellen Ellsworth was most delightful.

“Meanwhile”, I said, “on the other side of the Atlantic, America was making its supreme contribution to world culture...the Martini.”

She sipped her Martini, smiled, and waited.

“The Martini,” I continued, “is said to have originated in San Francisco just after the gold rush.  It was invented by famed bartender Professor Jerry Thomas at the bar of the old Occidental Hotel in San Francisco.  Thomas made the drink for a gold miner who was on his way to the town of Martinez, some forty miles to the east.  The citizens of Martinez deny this account.  They say that around 1870 a miner from San Francisco stopped at a local saloon tended by one Julio Richelieu.  The miner plunked a small sack of gold nuggets before the bartender, asked for a bottle of liquor, and as a bonus received an unusual drink in a small glass with an olive dropped into it. ‘What is it’, asked the miner.  ‘That’, replied Richelieu, ‘is a Martinez cocktail.’”

Ellen laughed, “I never met a man who knew so much about nothing.” 

She laughed most agreeably.  Tingling silver bells moved by the wind and all that.  Certainly her dress didn’t make her any less agreeable or delightful.  She wore a low cut black dress that displayed a dazzling cleavage.  I had to glance away periodically or, like starring at the sun, risk being blinded.

“You seem entranced by my necklace”, she said.

“Ah, yes.  Quite spectacular,” I focused, “Not the Egyptian from the auction though.  Peruvian I’d say. Inca. 1553. Am I right?”

“You know me and dates,” she said, “you’d better have a look.”  She slipped off the necklace and handed it to me.

I took the pendant from her.  There on a contemporary gold chain sat a small golden oval.  The likeness of a snow-capped mountain rising from an eternal spring was etched on the smooth surface.

“Do you know what it is?” Ellen asked.

“Well, it is Peruvian and it is old,” I said, trying to contain my excitement.

“And it is unusual and valuable?” she asked.

“I’ve seen the design before”, I answered, “once.”

“Really?” she waited for more.

“Ten years ago, in Peru.  I was trying to forget my divorce when I heard this story of treasure and a lost Inca city.  It came along like a windfall, a reprieve, and I let myself be snatched up by the wild implausibility of the thing.”

“You have my complete attention,” she said, leaning forward.

“It is a tall tale, part history, part myth, part wished for dream, but if you really want to hear it....”

“Oh, yes.”

“In 1553, so the legend runs, fleeing the Spanish conquerors, some forty thousand elite refugees of the crumbling Inca Empire, laden with golden religious treasures and the sacred mummies of their kings, fled into the remote jungle of what is today Peruvian Amazonia.  Here they established a great city called Paititi.  A Jesuit missionary named Brother Lucero wrote that the city lay behind the forest and mountains...what today we call the Peruvian Cloud Forest...eastward from Cuzco in the general area of Madre de Dios.  The Spaniards tried to pursue the fugitives, but turned back, stopped by the climate, the harsh terrain and the Indian ambushes.”  I warmed once again to the story. “Supposedly the Incas hid seven hundred tons of gold from the plundering conquistadors.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“I know, it seems rather improbable, but there’s more...even more improbable,” I said hesitantly.

“Go on,” she said, “I love romantic legends.”

“That’s a relief,” I said, “because that’s what I’m all about.”

She smiled encouragingly, and I began to fall in love with her at that moment.

“The Yaminhuah Indians, a primitive jungle folk, who were distant vassals of the Inca, welcomed the young boy king and showed him their most cherished sanctuary, “The Sacred Spring of Life.”  Brother Lucero wrote of the spring’s miraculous healing properties and was later burned at the stake by the Inquisition in Lima for claiming the water from the spring could raise the dead.  It is clearly the inspiration for the “Fountain of Youth” for which Ponce De Leon searched.”

“What a wonderful story,” she beamed, flicking her hair provocatively, her eyes wide, “and you went searching for it?”

“Well, yes, somewhat tentatively,” I said, “But I certainly wasn’t the first or only.  The lost Inca stronghold became the object of romantic interest in Europe as early as the 18th century.  Intrepid explorers have launched several searches over the centuries.”

“And you are an intrepid explorer?” she said, with the implication that modesty wasn’t one of my more visible vices.

I ignored this cheek.  “In 1972 a Franco-American expedition led by explorer Bob Nichols disappeared and was never seen again.  It is generally believed that this expedition fell victim to the Machiguenga Indians who, at the time, had never previously had contact with the outside world.”

“I thought they were called the Yaminhuah,” she said.

“Same area.  Different Indians.  Both very bloodthirsty.”  I clarified.

“So much for the ‘noble savage’,” she observed.

“The region of the Madre de Dios in Peru is one of the remotest regions of the Amazon.  Many of the tribes of this region have the habit of killing intruders on sight.

“Nice neighborhood,” she said, sipping her Martini and gazing at me intently with those lustrous blue eyes in which a man could drown.

“Quite”, I refocused.  “In 1982, American explorer Phil Miller set out looking for gold in the Madre de Dios.  After hearing rumors of a lost city, the expedition set out in the direction suggested by local Indians.  Just as the party sited the top of two stone towers they were intercepted by a brightly dressed Indian, who signaled the explorers to get out.  The advice was taken.”

“And you went into the Madre de Dios?”

“I didn’t say that.  I said I looked for the city and that I had seen the design on your pendant before.  It was on a piece of pottery.  One of the few artifacts that the Miller expedition brought back to prove its story.”

“How could that prove their story?”

“Have you ever heard of the great archaeologist Flinders Petrie?”

She shook her head.

“Petrie proved that by studying pottery you could date a civilization.  By matching the Miller find with known Inca pots and the crude gourds of the Amazon natives, we quickly discover an artistic artifact unknown in any other part of South America.  You might call it ‘Nouveau Paititi Art’.”

“So you think my necklace came from Paititi?”

“Well it is old and it is unique.  May I ask how you came by it?”

“I bought it from a girl named Julia.  She is Peruvian, I think, or Bolivian.  She works with my hairdresser John in Georgetown.”

“Did she say how she got it?  It’s worth a great deal.  I’d day $20,000 in today’s auction market.”

“Really!”, Ellen shot back, “ I feel terrible.  I only gave her $1,000.  She said she was trying to send money home and this was ‘una pequena cosa’ that her father found while plowing.”

“Tricky business these ‘little things’ that end up in the antiquities market.  The Andes are probably the most intensely looted ancient center of civilization in the world.  Grave robbing is a national pastime and families regularly go to the countryside to picnic atop ancient cemeteries, where both children and adults dig about searching for treasures and trinkets.  I’d like to meet Julia and find out more about her father and his plowing.”

“And if you find the treasure you’ll split it with me,” Ellen said as a matter of fact.

“Partners!” I said, raising my glass.

“Partners!” she said, smiling.

Our glasses clinked.
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CHAPTER 2

“OH, ELLEN WANTS TO save Africa one village at a time,” said Great Aunt Mim.

“Yes, she seems quite a remarkable young woman,” I observed, all the time taking in the very remarkable antiques around me.  Family keepsakes to this crowd meant trinkets from a great grand-pappy named George Washington.  The house itself, “Castle Hill’, was a mate to the Custis-Lee mansion in Arlington and sat on an opposite hill, in Georgetown, across the Potomac.

Ellen’s great Aunt Mim was one of those charming old Georgetown dragons, between eighty and death, who reside primarily now in novels.  Grand, caustic, coiffured...Aunt Mim was the Virginia born widow of Thurston (“Thirsty”) Ellsworth, the sometimes Senator, sometimes lobbyist from Connecticut.

“She’s spent her whole life taking in strays and helping the most impossible people”, Aunt Mim said sipping from a thin crystal goblet.  “When Ellen was in college in Boston she would stand outside the bay windows of the University Club accompanied by an inner city waif and just stare.  ‘To make the members care’ she said.  Well, I tell you it put the members off their lunch.  Finally Arthur Morris, the club Secretary, had to
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