


    Toggle navigation


ThomasStone
	Home
	Download Pdf Books





    
                
    
    
        Read The Pot Thief Who Studied Pythagoras Online

                Authors: J. Michael Orenduff

                        Tags: #Pot Thief Mysteries

            

    
    The Pot Thief Who Studied Pythagoras

    
    
    
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	20
	...
	30
	»

        

                
            
The Pot Thief Who
Studied Pythagoras
J. Michael Orenduff
Oak Tree Press
Taylorville, IL

THE POT THIEF WHO STUDIED PYTHAGORAS
, Copyright 2009, by J. Michael Orenduff, All Rights Reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations used in critical articles and reviews. For information, address Oak Tree Press, 140 E. Palmer St., Taylorville, IL 62568.

Oak Tree Press books may be purchased for educational, business or sales promotional purposes. Contact Publisher for quantity discounts

First Edition, January 2009

Cover by MickADesign.com

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

ISBN 978-1-892343-30-7

LCCN
2008938462


Acknowledgments
I wish to acknowledge the assistance of my family of readers - my son Jay, my daughter (and proofreader extraordinaire) Claire, and my sister Patricia Orenduff Zimmel.

Thanks also to my talented and tireless agent, Barbara Bitela of the ES Agency in California.



Dedication
This book is dedicated to my mother, Billie Louise Grisham Orenduff, who gave me a love of books and to my lifelong gencon partner, Lai.

1

The two best things about being a shopkeeper are that your income isn’t limited to some corporation’s idea of what a salary should be, and you get to set your own hours.

The two worst things are that you don’t have a salary to depend on every month, and… well, it doesn’t really matter what the other worst thing is if there’s no money coming in.

Which was my situation in April. My shop is in Albuquerque’s Old Town, and the last time any money had passed over the counter was during the Christmas rush, which was actually more of a Christmas mosey since December had seen no more than a dozen shoppers and only one buyer. He carried away a beautiful antique Santa Clara pot that had been on my shelves for a dozen years, and I felt a twinge of regret when I handed it to him.

Of course, my remorse was salved somewhat by seeing ‘Hubert Schuze’ in the ‘pay to the order of’ line of a fifteen thousand dollar check.

The fifteen thousand had paid the light bill and kept food on the table and champagne in the fridge, but it was now nothing more than a fond memory, so I was happy to see a potential customer lingering by my door. At least I hoped he was a customer. The way he was looking furtively up and down the street, he might have been a hold-up man. Or maybe he just didn’t want to be seen entering a disreputable establishment.

I don’t think of my business that way. It’s not an opium den or a Frederick’s of Hollywood, but I do have a bit of a reputation in some circles.

He eventually worked up the courage to step inside, whereupon he removed his fedora, introduced himself as Carl Wilkes, and gave me a card that read “New World Antiquities.”

“Sounds like an oxymoron,” I commented.

He offered a half smile. I offered him a cup of coffee and a warning about my brewing skill. It had been steeping for hours, but he drank it unflinchingly. No milk, no sugar.

Wilkes wore a dull green flannel shirt buttoned all the way up to his neck and tucked into taupe gabardine trousers. The hat was moleskin. He was so thin, his clothes were so neatly pressed, that he could have been wearing the outfit during the pressing.

“If you’re looking for old pots,” I said to him, “you’ve come to the right place.”

“Are you perhaps familiar with this one?” he asked.

I looked at the photograph he handed me. “Yes, I know it. A beautiful piece, a thousand years old and almost perfect except for a small chip in the rim. If you want to see it, it’s on display at the Valle del Rio Museum at the University of New Mexico.”

“I’ve already seen it,” he said. “What I want to do is buy it.”

“Well, you could make them an offer I suppose, but I don’t think it’s for sale.”

He shook his head slowly. “I’ve already tried that. Museums seldom sell things from their collections. But you’re in the business of selling pots, so perhaps I can buy it from you.”

“And if I owned it,” I assured him with a smile, “I would sell it to you gladly.”

He looked straight into my eyes. “Perhaps you could acquire it.”

I stared at him across the counter while I thought about that remark. Small arroyos laced his tan skin, and his thick beard was trimmed neat and close to his face. The leathery skin pegged him around fifty-five, but perhaps he was only forty and had spent too much time in the New Mexico sun. His dark, deep-set eyes gave him a shifty look until the warmth showed in his smile.

After thinking about it for a few moments, I gave the only response that came to me, “How?”

“I imagine there are ways,” he said, “but that’s no concern of mine.” He glanced out into the street and then continued. “If I bought one of the pots in here today, I wouldn’t ask how or where you got it. And if I were to come back in a few days and find a new pot in your shop, I wouldn’t ask how or where you got that one either.”

“Mr. Wilkes…”

“Call me Carl.”

“Carl, are you trying to suborn a felony?”

The lines around his eyes lifted into another half smile. His eyes seem liquid and lighter when he smiled. He said nothing.

“Suppose,” I said, “I could somehow acquire the pot in question— legally of course—and offer it for sale. What price do you think it would fetch?”

“Twenty-five thousand dollars,” he answered.

Now I was smiling too.

In addition to selling traditional Native American pottery, I’m also a pot thief. I don’t like the term, and I don’t think it’s a fair description, but that’s what I am. At least that’s what I’ve been since 1980 when Congress passed the Archaeological Resources Protection Act extending the definition of thievery to cover buried pots on public lands—and who knows more about thievery than Congress?

Prior to that, it was legal to dig up old pots for fun and profit. Those of us who did the digging were once called something a lot more exotic: we were known as ‘treasure hunters’. It was an honest profession, even an honorable one. Most of what we know about the ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome we owe to treasure hunters who unearthed their artifacts. If it were not for that most famous of treasure hunters, Howard Carter, Tut would still be under the desert sand and his funereal loot would not be touring around the world for us to enjoy in all its splendor.

Selling old pots is quite lucrative providing you don’t get caught digging them up, but that’s only part of the appeal. The real reward is in the thrill of the find, the sudden connection with the ancient past when you hold in your hands a pot that has lain unknown and untouched for a thousand years. Carter himself said it best when, after years of searching, he got his first glimpse of Tutankhamen: “The youthful Pharaoh was before us at last. An obscure and ephemeral ruler had reentered the world of history.”

Of course, I’ve never dug up anything quite as significant as an Egyptian Pharaoh, but I have brought some beautiful pottery back into the world of history and profited handsomely from doing so. I may have even quickened a breath or two when I paired the right buyer and purchase. But the pots I placed in their hot hands were taken from the ground, not from a museum.

I don’t apologize for digging them up. They belong to whomever finds them, and I refuse to let Congress make me out a thief. It’s more than just being denied the fruit of my labor as a digger, more than merely losing the benefits of my talent for reading the land and knowing where to look for artifacts. Sure I like the money, and there’s nothing else I want to do to earn a living. But what’s just as important—maybe even moreso—is the spiritual connection I feel with those ancient potters. It’s like reaching back through time. When I finally feel the cool smooth clay beneath the sand, I’m touching the hand of the potter.

I know why she was there, because I found my way to that same rise or that sheltered dune using knowledge of the land she possessed a thousand years before I was born. I’m holding the pot she took with her to carry water or gather juniper berries. When I find that pot, I find her, someone like me who knew the feel of wet clay between her fingers.

Taking a pot from a museum wouldn’t give me that same thrill. I knew that. Someone else had already experienced the moment of unearthing; the pot in the Valle del Rio Museum was no virgin.

So what if the thrill wouldn’t be there. Twenty-five thousand dollars can be thrilling in its on way, especially since it was April and I had neglected to set aside from last year’s adjusted gross income the thirty-one percent that was now due to the Internal Revenue Service.

I also owed a penalty because my quarterly estimated tax payments weren’t large enough, which is a ridiculous rule because it’s impossible to estimate my income. I admit its petty, but I was feeling frustrated and maybe a little sorry for myself. The same government that wants to ban me from making a living also wanted me to know in advance that I’d have a fifteen-thousand dollar sale at Christmas and send them the tax before I collected the money.

But there’s no arguing with Uncle Sam. I owed the tax and I owed the penalty, and the twenty-five thousand Wilkes was proffering would more than cover both.

When he asked me to think about it, I said I would. He told me he would be in the Hyatt for the next few days and invited me to come visit him after I had thought it over. What he didn’t know was that I had already thought it over. I wish I hadn’t.

2

Thinking about the Museum wasn’t getting me anywhere. I even went so far as striking the pose—elbow resting on the knee, wrist curled back under the chin, but that made me think of Rodin, not pots, so I gave up and walked down the street, across the Plaza, and over to Dos Hermanas Tortilleria where my best friend Susannah and I can be found almost every evening unwinding from work with our mutual friend Margarita, the delightful daughter of Jose Cuervo.

Susannah’s in her late twenties and unwinds easily from working the lunch shift at La Placita which starts about ten in the morning for table setup and menu review and ends about three when the dining room has been restored to some semblance of order. I’m forty-something and don’t unwind as easily as I used to even though the only thing I was unwinding from was sitting behind the counter failing at thinking, succeeding at reading, and occasionally glancing up to ascertain there were still no customers.

We use the cocktail hour to talk about our day, Susannah’s bumpy road to love, her studies, my illegal treasure hunting, and anything else that needs talking about. She was telling me about her day.

“Food coloring!” she almost shouted, her big eyes wide with disbelief. “Can you believe it?”

“Well,” I replied, “you did say he was from Texas, and…”

“It was a rhetorical question, Hubert. And even Texans should know that blue corn tortillas come from blue corn. What kind of a restaurant uses food coloring anyway?”

I assumed that was another rhetorical question, so I just licked the last grains of salt off the rim of my glass and waved for a refill while Susannah continued to berate the customer who had asked her if blue corn tortillas had food coloring in them. I won’t bother you with the whole story, but in the end he had cleaned his plate and she had put him in his place by pointing out that there was no blue residue anywhere to be found.

After she told me about some of the other interesting diners she had served that day, our second round arrived, and it was my turn, so I told her about Wilkes’ visit, and she asked me if I was going to steal the pot from the Museum.

“I’m not a thief, Susannah.”

“You steal pots, Hubert.”

“Well, technically. But that’s just the government’s view. In my mind, it’s not stealing because the pots I dig up don’t belong to anyone,” I said.

“Maybe the government’s view is the one that counts, Hubie. After all, they’re the ones with the police.”

“Good point,” I conceded, “but there are very few police wandering around the desert looking for treasure hunters, and even after you dig something up, who’s going to call the police to report it?”

“Whereas a pot missing from the Museum would definitely be reported.”

“Especially this one; it’s one of only two intact Mogollon water jugs ever found.”

“So that’s why Wilkes is willing to pay twenty-five thousand for it?”

“Yeah, and it’s obviously worth more than that. He probably has a collector he can sell it to, and I assume he plans a hefty markup.”

She took a sip of her margarita and gave me her enigmatic smile. “I bet I know what you’re thinking, Hubie. You’re thinking that if you had dug up that pot, it would be yours. So if you take it from the Museum, it will be like you dug it up and the Museum just served as the middleman. Am I right?”
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