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The Vulture
I BELIEVE that story of yours, senhor. You tell me that while you two North Americans were far out on the great ocean, steaming southward on your way to explore our Amazon headwaters, a vulture came speeding from nowhere and settled in the rigging of another boat near you; and that soon afterward a terrible storm swept that vessel to her doom. Yes, I believe it. For I know, as all Brazilians know, the fiendish power those ugly birds have of scenting death even before death strikes. And we rubber-workers of the wild Javary region, who see much of death, see much also of those vile things which live on death. Sometimes, senhores, we see vultures without wings, which walk about in the shape of men. Yes, human vultures, who scent human weakness as do their foul brothers of the air, and come from afar to prey on that weakness until they have stripped their victims to the bare bones. And now, while we stream on down the Amazon, I can tell you the tale of one of those creatures—a tale of the bush but yet not of the bush; for these things came about not in the depths of the unknown jungle but in a jungle town on the banks of the Javary. That town is Remate de Males. In your language Remate de Males means “culmination of evils.” Yet it is not a bad town, as these upper Amazon towns go. It got its name, I have heard, from the sufferings of the first people who settled there—fever and famine and other misfortunes which attacked them until out of twenty settlers only four survived. Even now it is no real town like Manaos and other places on this great river. But to us seringueiros, who toil for months among the dangers and diseases of the swamp-lands, it is a place where we can go and amuse ourselves when the floods drive us from our work. And when men have labored long in the wilderness with Death always lurking at their backs, any town where they can play is not a bad town at all. At the time of high water I came into Remate de Males with a young comrade, Pedro Andrada, who, like myself, worked on the big seringal of Coronel Nunes. We were more than fellow workers; we were comrades. Recently we had been out on a long roving trip along the Brazilian-Peruvian frontier, and had come back so gaunt and tired that we were glad to rest for a time at the headquarters of the coronel. But after a few days of ease we found this very dull, since most of the other men had gone out to spend their time and money at their homes, or, if their homes were too far away, at Remate de Males. So, after drawing some money from the coronel, we paddled down the river for several days until we reached the town. There we hitched our dugout to one of the posts before the door of a trader named Joaquim, whom we knew well, and went inside. Several friends of ours were loafing there, and for a time they kept us busy telling of our adventures on that rambling trip. Then we asked what we could do to enjoy ourselves. They grinned. “If you have a pocketful of money you can do anything you like at the house of Urubu,” answered one. “The house of the Vulture? I do not understand,” I said. “You are behind the times, Lourenço,” another man laughed. “You have not been here since the last flood; is it not so? We now have a real urubu, and he will give you any game you like and pick you clean.” “This sounds interesting,” said my comrade Pedro, his brown eyes twinkling. “Remate de Males is becoming quite a city. What sort of thing is this Urubu of which you speak?” Then spoke Joaquim the trader, and his tone was sour: “He is a remate de males in himself. If there is anything worse than he I have not yet seen it. He takes the life from honest men and devours their bodies afterward.” The men looked at one another. Then one said: “That is a hard thing to say, Joaquim. I think you are jealous because we spend money there instead of here. Urubu is no cannibal.” “Where are Ricardo Bautista and Alberto Alencar?” demanded Joaquim. “Each was drunk at his place, and the next morning each was gone. Gone where? No man has seen them since.” Nobody spoke. Joaquim went on. “I would not say that he actually ate them. But there is a jacare-assu—a huge alligator—living under his house, and perhaps that reptile could tell things if he would. A jacare does not live where it finds no food.” Again there was silence. Then Helio Alves said slowly: “I have been wondering what became of that girl Januaria. You remember her, friends—the big girl with the very red mouth. I liked her. The last time I saw her she said she was going to quit him. That was nearly a week ago. Has any one seen her lately?” The others shook their heads. A fellow named Miguel said: “There has been no boat this week. She must be here still. Perhaps she is sick.” “Ask that jacare under the house where she is,” sneered Joaquim. “I will ask Urubu to his face where she is,” growled Helio. “And I will ask Maria, my own sweetheart, what has become of her,” added Miguel. I BROKE in then and told them we were still waiting to learn who and what this Urubu might be. Miguel told me: “His name is Aracu. But some man who was half-drunk in his place, so that his tongue got twisted, called him Urubu, and the name fitted him so well that he has been Urubu here ever since. He looks like a king vulture. “He came first, they tell me, to Nazareth, across the river there in Peru. He wanted a house here in Remate de Males, where more people come; but he could not find one empty and he would not build one. Instead he got Domicio Malaguetta to drinking and gambling in his place in Nazareth. Domicio owned the finest house here, except the hotel. Before long that house and everything in it belonged to Urubu. “Domicio and his family had to go and live in a mean little barracao, where he and his wife died of fever. The place that used to be Domicio’s home is now a house of entertainment run by Urubu. Perhaps you remember Domicio.” I did remember Domicio. He had been quite a prosperous trader, and a steady sort of man, though fond of his drink. I was sorry to hear of his miserable end. As I thought of it I remembered something else. “Domicio had a pretty young daughter,” I said. “What has become of her?” “She is in the house of Urubu. She had no money, and a girl must live. She is not so pretty now.” At this we scowled. The daughter of Domicio was nothing to us, but this thing displeased us. Miguel went on: “There are other girls. Where they come from I do not know, but they come here with Domengos Peixoto. Domengos is a great friend of Urubu, and he seems quite prosperous now. He wears a gold watch and chain, travels up and down the big river, and does not drink so hard as he did.” This was surprizing news to us. When we had last been here this Domengos Peixoto had been a low, ragged drunkard whom nobody liked and nobody would trust—a hanger-on at places where card-games were played, and always thirsting for a drink. It was hard to imagine him sober, well dressed and traveling about like a gentleman. “I see,” said Pedro, his voice hard. “Domengos travels on the river—and brings girls here. I see. I think I will go and look at Domengos. I am curious to know how he looks with his face washed.” “He is not here now,” said some one. “He has been away for a time.” “Then I will look at this Urubu who owns Domengos. I suppose I shall not offend you by offering to buy you all a drink?” Every one sat up as if he had suddenly heard a voice calling him. “To show you how much offended I am,” Miguel laughed, “I will allow you to buy me two drinks.” We trooped out, leaving Joaquim looking after us sourly, but wistfully too. After what he had said, he could not well go to the house of Urubu and drink. Perhaps he consoled himself with some of his own cachassa when we were gone. In our dugouts and montarias we paddled up the street, where the water was several feet deep, to the house of Urubu. Pedro and I had never been in it before, for Domicio Malagueita had not invited seringueiros to be his guests. Now we found it fitted with the furnishings of a comfortable home, but with some partitions taken out to make a long room across the front. In this room, around several small tables, sat a few men and girls quietly playing cards. Another girl, lolling in a richly colored hammock at one end, was picking idly at a wire guitar. A sort of bar ran half-way across the room beside the farther wall, and on it were a liquor-jar and a few cups. “Wake up!” shouted Miguel. “Here are Lourenço Moraes and Pedro Andrada, with a six-months’ thirst and pockets full of money. Where is that Urubu? We want drinks!” They woke up. The men, most of whom knew us, shouted greetings. The women swiftly looked us over and then smiled and called to us. The one in the hammock sat up, and I saw that she was the Malagueita girl. She had been rather proud and shy, but now she was as bold as any of them. She made eyes at my handsome partner and asked if he would buy her a drink too. “I buy for all, little one,” said Pedro, as if he did not remember her. “My thirst is long and my pocket strong. Boys and girls, let us see who can empty his cup quickest. Who fills the cups?” “I,” said a deep voice behind the bar. A door had opened there, and beside the jar and cups stood Urubu. AS MIGUEL had said, the man looked like a king vulture—that bird which drives the common buzzards from their feasts to gorge himself. Bulky and squat, with humped shoulders, he had also the vulture’s head and face. His head, blunt as a bullet, was red and bare except for a little short black hair. His nose was a hooked beak. His eyes were cold as those of the bird of death. His mouth was a hard slit. His hands, curled around cups on the bar, looked like claws. Looking at him and remembering what I had just been told, I felt that the drunken man who named him Urubu had been only drunk enough to speak truth. He watched us with a cold stare. His mouth stretched into a smirk. “What is your pleasure, senhores?” he asked. “What have you?” Pedro wanted to know. “Anything you like. Cachassa, of course,” and he pointed a thumb at the jar, “or aguardiente, cauim—all those things. There is also fine liquor from Europe and North America—cognac, whisky, gin, cordials— whatever you wish, senhores.” “I have drunk no liquor but cachassa for months,” said Pedro. “I want something fancy. Make me a tail of the cock.” Urubu stared. So did the rest of us. “A what?” demanded Urubu. “A tail of the cock. An American whom I knew an Santarem

epub/images/cover.jpg








