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  A cold pampero swept across the bay-like mouth of the La Plata and showered the streets of Montevideo with a mixture of sand, dust, and large raindrops. It was impossible to linger on the street, so I sat in my room at the Hotel Oriental and passed the time with a book whose contents pertained to the country I wished to explore. It was written in Spanish, and the passage I was reading at that moment would translate roughly as follows:


  “The population of Uruguay and the Argentine territories consists of descendants of the Spaniards, a few not very numerous Indian tribes, and the gauchos, who, although they are mestizos, nevertheless consider themselves white and take pride in this title. They usually marry Indian women and thereby contribute to bringing the country’s population closer again to the indigenous peoples.”


  “The gaucho possesses in his character the wild determination and independent spirit of the indigenous peoples, while displaying the decorum, pride, noble frankness, and refined, graceful demeanor of the Spanish caballero. His inclinations draw him to a nomadic life and adventurous journeys. An enemy of all constraints, a despiser of property, which he regards as a useless burden, he is a lover of glittering trinkets, which he acquires with great zeal but also loses again without regret.”


  “He is also a bold, death-defying protector of his family, whom he treats just as harshly as he treats himself; distrustful because he has been betrayed countless times, cunning by instinct and caution, he respects the stranger without loving him, serves the city dweller without respecting him, and has never learned to understand how one could come to his homeland to exploit the herds that had become his own and from which he demanded nothing but his daily sustenance, without worrying about the day before or the day after.”


  “Since a propertied class has formed in the country, the gaucho, who fought bravely for liberation from the Spanish yoke, rests on his laurels; he has never demanded a reward and is content with the modest role of protecting the property of others, for which he asks nothing more than that people never forget that he is a free man and performs his services voluntarily.”


  “The gaucho’s armament consists of the lasso, a long leather strap with a noose; the bolas; and, in the event of war, a lance.”


  “The gaucho’s fame lies in the skill with which he throws the lasso. A strap more than thirty feet long is attached at one end to the rider’s thigh; the other end forms a movable noose. This noose is swung around the head and thrown at the fleeing animal. If it strikes the neck or the feet, it is pulled tight by the animal’s resistance. The horse’s task is now to withstand the strain of the rope, sometimes yielding, sometimes resisting. Meanwhile, the rider attempts to pull the animal to a place where he can bring it down. This type of lassoing, known as laceara muerte, is very dangerous and requires great practice. There are many examples of riders having their legs broken by becoming entangled in the lasso. The lasso hangs constantly from the gaucho’s saddle. Unruly horses, oxen, sheep—everything is subdued or captured with the lasso.”


  “The bolas are three lead balls connected by a strap. Two are swung around the head, while the third is held until one is certain the throw will reach the animal. The balls then wrap around its legs and bring it down.”


  “The gaucho’s greatest passion is gambling; cards mean everything to him. Crouching on his heels, with his knife stuck in the ground beside him so he can immediately punish a dishonest opponent with a stab to the heart, he throws the most precious thing he owns onto the grass and gambles it away in cold blood.”


  “On the estancia, the gaucho works only when it pleases him; he gives his employment a stamp of independence and would never tolerate his master being so rude as to fail to recognize in him the qualities of a caballero, which he makes himself worthy of through his modesty, his decent, indeed noble, behavior, and his calm, commanding demeanor.”


  “If he happens not to feel like performing the work demanded by his master, he says that he can only set to work at such-and-such a time and under such-and-such circumstances. If the master then shows some dissatisfaction, the gaucho, without becoming rude, demands his wages, mounts his horse, and seeks out another estancia whose owner is less imperious. Although he loves comfort, he always finds work because he is sensible and has an excellent understanding of the care of livestock, which constitutes the main wealth of those regions."


  “Such is the gaucho, whom one must not confuse with the bold but unscrupulous adventurers who abduct women, girls, horses—in short, everything they fancy—and steal it, living carefree into the future.” – – –


  So it was written, what I read. I had arrived in Montevideo that morning and therefore knew nothing at all about the country and its inhabitants. Nevertheless, I dared to harbor some doubts about the truth of what I had read.


  First of all, the population in question does not consist solely of gauchos, Indians, and descendants of the Spaniards. There are also thousands, indeed tens of thousands, of English, Germans, French, and Italians, not to mention the Swiss, Illyrians, and many others.


  I did not agree at all with the way the gaucho was supposed to use the lasso. What rider, for example, who wants to catch a half-wild bull, would fasten the lasso to his thigh! The bull would certainly tear him from the saddle and drag him to his death.


  At the first opportunity, I took the liberty of inquiring about the author of this remark. His name was Adolphe Delacour, and he had been editor of the *Patriote Français* in Montevideo. Well, this gentleman must have known the circumstances better than I did. I had to content myself with waiting to see if his views would be confirmed, which, fortunately, was not the case.


  Incidentally, there was no need for me to continue reading any longer. The Pampas wind had died down, and the bustling life of a major port city was once again taking shape on the streets. I wanted to observe this for myself and, to that end, go out for a walk.


  I had just put on my hat when there was a knock at my door. I called out, and to my great astonishment, a gentleman dressed in fine French fashion entered. He wore black trousers, a matching tailcoat, a white waistcoat, a white neckerchief, and patent leather boots, and held a black top hat in his hand, around which a white silk ribbon was wrapped. This ribbon, from which two wide bows hung down, gave me, an inexperienced man, the brilliant idea that I was in the presence of a christening or wedding guest. He made a deep, indeed reverent, bow and greeted me:


  “I offer you my respects, Colonel!”


  He repeated his deep bow twice more in a demonstratively respectful manner. Why this military title? Did they perhaps have the same custom here in Uruguay as in dear Austria, where waiters call every portly guest “Mr. Baron,” every bespectacled person “Mr. Professor,” and every man with a thick mustache “Mr. Major”? The man had such a peculiar face. I didn’t like him. So I replied briefly:


  “Thank you! What do you want?”


  He waved his hat back and forth twice and explained:


  “I have come to place myself at your disposal with everything I am and have.”


  As he spoke, his eyes turned sideways toward me with a sharp, probing gaze. He didn’t have honest eyes. So I asked:


  “With everything you are and have? Then please tell me first who and what you are.”


  “I am Señor Esquilo Anibal Andaro, owner of a prominent estancia near San Fructuoso. Your Grace must have heard of me.”


  It sometimes happens that a person’s name is indicative of their character. Translated into German, my visitor’s name was Aeschylus Hannibal Schleicher. That did not bode well.


  “I must confess that I have never heard of you,” I remarked. “Since you have told me who and what you are, may I also learn what you have—that is to say, of course, what you own?”


  “First, I possess money, and second, influence.”


  He paused before the two words to make them stand out more clearly and pronounced them with sharp emphasis. Then he looked at me from the side with a sly, expectant wink. His face now bore the look of a cunning, brazen man.


  “Those are indeed two quite fine, useful things, money and influence. Have you come here for the purpose of making both available to me?”


  “I would be delighted if you would be so kind as not to reject my offer!”


  That was surprising. This man was offering me his social connections and even his purse! For what reason? To find out, I said:


  “Very well, señor, I accept both, especially the former.”


  “So, capital first! Would Your Excellency be so kind as to tell me how much you require?”


  “I need five thousand pesos fuertes at the moment.”


  He broke into a satisfied grin and said:


  “A trifle! Your Excellency can have the money within half an hour, provided we agree on the minor conditions I shall be permitted to impose.”


  “Name them!”


  He stepped close to me, gave me a very confidential nod, and asked:


  “May I first ask whether this money is intended for private or official purposes?”


  “Only private, of course.”


  “In that case, I am prepared not merely to lend you the sum, but—if you will permit me to do so—to present it to Your Excellency as a gift, as a token of my esteem.”


  “I have not the slightest objection.”


  “I am extremely pleased. However, in that case, I would ask you to sign your name to two or three lines that I will draft immediately.”


  “What should these lines say?”


  “Oh, it will be nothing more than a trifle, a mere formality. By signing your name, Your Excellency will confirm to me that I, Esquilo Anibal Andaro, am to supply your corps with rifles by a specified date and at a very specific price. I am in the fortunate position of being in possession of a sufficient number of Spencer rifles in a few days.”


  Now it was clear to me that this Señor Schleicher had mistaken me for an officer whom I perhaps resembled a little. He likely had the laudable intention of bribing the person in question with the gift of five thousand pesos to enter into the rifle trade. At the end of the American Civil War, approximately twenty thousand Spencer rifles had been in use. One could well believe that the Yankees had sold a portion of these weapons to the La Plata states, where such arms were in demand at the time. In this trade, the señor could have made ten times the amount of the gift he was offering me.


  He had called me Colonel. How did a colonel come to decide on the purchase of rifles over the head of the Minister of War? Did the man in question perhaps intend to act as a Libertador? In the La Plata region, this term—which means “liberator” in English—is used to describe the bandit leaders who rebel against the ruling regime. The history of those South American regions has many such figures on record.


  The matter was of great interest to me. No sooner had I set foot on the land than I had the opportunity to catch a glimpse of its innermost workings. I was very tempted to play the role of my doppelgänger a little longer, but I thought better of it. Of course, before coming here, I had informed myself as much as possible about the local conditions, and so I knew that it could be very dangerous for me to limit my visit to his tower of madness merely to learn about circumstances that were bound to remain unknown to me. Therefore, I said to him:


  “Unfortunately, I cannot sign such a document. I wouldn’t know what to do with the guns, since I have no use for them whatsoever.”


  “Not?” he asked in surprise. “Your Excellency could gather over a thousand men within a week!”


  “For what purpose?”


  He took two steps back, narrowed one eye, and smiled slyly, as if to say: Come on, don’t play games with me; I know exactly where I stand with you! and asked:


  “Must I really be the one to tell Your Grace? I heard that you were coming to Montevideo, and now that you are here, I know exactly the purpose of your presence. There is, after all, only this one purpose.”


  “You are mistaken, señor. It seems to me that you take me for a very different man than I am.”


  “Impossible! You’re hiding behind this veil because my demand regarding the rifles may not be to your liking. So I’m quite willing to make other proposals to you.”


  “Those, too, would not achieve their goal, for you are truly mistaking me for a person with whom I seem to bear some resemblance.”


  But that did not confuse him. He maintained his confident expression, to which an almost superior smile was added, and said:


  “As I gather from your words, you are not at all in the mood to discuss this or any similar matter at the moment. Let us therefore wait for a more suitable time, Señor. I shall take the liberty of calling again.”


  “Your visit would have the same result as before. I am not the man you take me to be!”


  He grew more serious and asked:


  “So you do not wish me to repeat my visit?”


  “It will always be a pleasure to me, provided that you no longer persist in the aforementioned error. Can you tell me who the gentleman is with whom you are confusing me?”


  Now he scrutinized me sharply from head to toe. Then, shaking his head, he said:


  “I have known Your Grace until now as a brave, highly distinguished officer and a promising statesman. The qualities I now discover in you convince me that you will make a rapid career in the latter capacity.”


  “You mean I’m pretending to be someone else? Here, take a look at my passport.”


  I handed him the passport from the wallet I had lying on the table. He read through it and compared the description word for word with my appearance. His face grew longer and longer as he did so. He found himself in an embarrassment that grew by the moment.


  “Damn it!” he exclaimed, throwing the passport onto the table. “Now I don’t know where I stand! Both I and two of my friends have recognized you quite clearly as the very person I expected to find in you!”


  “When did you see me?”


  “When you were standing in the doorway of the hotel. And now this passport is quite capable of throwing me completely off track. Are you really from New York?”


  “Certainly. On the ‘Seagall,’ which is still anchored there. You can ask the captain.”


  Then he shouted angrily:


  “Damn you! Why didn’t you say so right away?”


  “Because you didn’t ask. Your demeanor made it clear that you knew me. It wasn’t until you mentioned the rifles that I realized what was going on. Then I immediately pointed out your mistake to you, which I hope you will confirm.”


  “I’m not confirming anything, nothing at all! You should have told me who you were immediately and without delay the moment I entered your presence!”


  He became rude. So I replied in a very measured tone:


  “I ask you for the courtesy that anyone can expect from anyone else! I am not accustomed to having someone tell me to my face that the devil should take me. Nor am I omniscient enough to be able to tell, the moment a person enters, what he wants from me. Besides, you must have asked the innkeeper or the hotel staff before you came to me, and they must certainly have told you that I am a stranger.”


  “That is indeed what I was told; but I did not believe it, since, given the circumstances, I had to conclude that the señor I took you to be was staying here incognito. Added to that was your pronunciation of Spanish, which does not sound like that of a stranger, an Alemano.”


  The latter was very flattering to me. When I came to Mexico several years ago, I had been guilty of the most dreadful mangling of the language. But life is the best teacher. During my long journey through Sonora and southern California, I had gradually had to find my way into the Lenguage Española, but I had no idea until today that I had become such a Sancho Panza.


  “And finally,” he continued, “why do you wear your beard exactly the way it is worn by the inhabitants of our Banda Oriental?”


  “Because when I travel, I tend to adapt to the customs of the local people and do not wish to be recognized as a stranger everywhere and at all times.”


  “Well, then you are to blame for my mistaking you for someone else. No foreigner has the right to imitate us. There is a certain kind of animal known to possess this imitative instinct to a high degree, and any sensible man would be wary of being compared to them.”


  “I am infinitely grateful to you for this hint, Señor; yet I urge you not to extend the lesson any further. Until now, I have received it free of charge; but if you make any further effort, I would be compelled to pay you a fee commensurate with your services.”


  “Señor, are you threatening me?”


  “No. I am merely bringing it to your attention.”


  “Do not forget where you are!”


  “And consider for yourself that you are not standing in a room of your hacienda, but in a room that currently belongs to me! And now, enough is enough. Please, do me the favor of allowing me to bid you farewell!”


  I walked to the door, opened it, and, with a bow, invited him to make use of this opening. He stood there for a few moments longer, staring at me wide-eyed. It seemed to him, in any case, to be something utterly outrageous to be shown the door by me. Then he shot past me and out, but called out to me as he did so:


  “Goodbye! We’ll have a reckoning with you!”


  He shook his fist threateningly at me and then hurried down the stairs. That was my first conversation with a native, a beginning that by no means filled me with enthusiasm. Of course, it didn’t occur to me to harbor any fears. The man had insulted me and had therefore been shown the door by me—something so simple and self-evident that there was absolutely no reason to give it any further thought. Nor had this hacienda owner made any impression on me that I should pay him any further attention or even fear him.


  Before I went to see the town, I took out the few letters of recommendation I had brought with me. I am, in principle, opposed to this practice of imposing obligations on strangers or even becoming a burden to them. One’s own actions and movements are greatly hindered. For this reason, when I travel, I prefer to make acquaintances of my own accord, move about and choose entirely according to my personal taste, and only hand over any letters shortly before departure. A hundred times I have observed how satisfied the parties concerned were that there was now no more time for social obligations and demands. Today I had four such letters in my hand. One of them was from the head of a New York export firm to his partner, who managed the branch of this business in Montevideo. I had had the opportunity to do the Yankee a not entirely insignificant favor, and had received a promise from him that he would recommend me to his partner in the very best possible light. I had to deliver this one letter immediately, since the check, the amount of which constituted my travel money, was to be honored by the partner.


  I put the other three letters back in my wallet; but this one I placed on the table—or rather, I meant to toss it onto the table. It hit the edge and fell onto the floor. When I picked it up, I saw that the thin seal had cracked and the flap of the envelope was open. I could not possibly hand over the letter in this condition. I had to close it again, and in such a way that no one could tell it had been open; otherwise, I would have been suspected of having opened it on purpose and then read it.


  Read it? Hmm! Couldn’t I do that anyway? It was a wrongdoing, a violation of the privacy of correspondence, a grave indiscretion, but perhaps I had a sort of right to do so, since I was the one to whom the contents referred. So I took the sheet out of the envelope and opened it.


  Apart from the salutation, the contents read as follows:


  “I have received your last letter and am in complete agreement with your proposals. The venture is a risky one, but if successful, it will yield such a high profit that we can risk the loss. The powder is coming with the Seagall. We have mixed thirty percent charcoal into it, and since I hope you will succeed in smuggling it ashore and thus avoid customs duties, we are making an excellent deal.


  "I hereby authorize you to draft the contracts and send them to López Jordán for signature. The latter is a highly dangerous matter, for if the Nationals catch the messenger and find the contracts on him, it will be all over with him. Fortunately, quite by chance I can point out to you a man who is excellently suited to this errand."


  “The bearer of this letter has been roaming among the Indians for several years; a daring fellow, yet also as dumb as a post and gullible, as one would expect from a Dutchman. I believe he intends to go to Santiago and Tucuman and will therefore pass through the province of Entre Ríos. Pretend to give him a letter of recommendation to Jordan, which will, however, contain the two contracts. If they are found on him and he is shot, the world will lose a fool whom no one will miss. Of course, the documents must not bear your signature; rather, you will sign them only after you have received them back via one of Jordan’s messengers.


  As for the rest, the Dutchman won’t cause you much trouble; he is of a downright silly modesty. A glass of sour wine and a few sweet words are enough to make him happy.”


  This was, so far as it concerned me, the substance of that remarkable “letter of recommendation.” Had I not read the letter, I should in all likelihood have fallen into the trap. It was a genuine Yankee trick, the like of which was at work here. The German “simpleton” was to play—without so much as suspecting it—one of the leading parts in bringing about an uprising. For that it was nothing else, the mention of gunpowder and the name of the notorious bandit leader López Jordán told me at once—he whose unscrupulousness had gone so far as to have his own stepfather, the former general and president Urquiza, murdered. He, at any rate, was to be supplied with powder and with money as well, and I was to be the bearer of the contracts relating to this business!


  I put the famous letter back in the envelope and used a match to repair the broken seal. Then I set off to see my dear partner, who was of Spanish descent, named Tupido, and lived on the Plaza de la Independencia.


  When I stepped out onto the street, there was no trace left of the pampero or the rain. Montevideo lies on a promontory that slopes like a saddle toward the bay on one side and the sea on the other. Consequently, the water drains so quickly that the ground dries out in just a few minutes, even after the heaviest rain.


  Montevideo is a very beautiful, indeed splendid, city in the Central European style. It has good streets with excellent sidewalks, stately houses with lovely gardens, and palaces housing clubs and theaters. The architectural style of the private homes is quite distinctive. There is almost a lavish use of marble, which is imported from Italy, even though very good marble can be found within the country itself.


  Anyone who, upon arriving in the capital Montevideo, expects to see the typical inhabitants of the interior is very much mistaken. No gauchos ride through the streets; Native American features are rarely seen, and one encounters Black people no more frequently than, for example, in London or Hamburg.


  The traditional dress is exactly like ours in France, for both men and women. Days may pass before one even catches sight of a lady wearing the Spanish mantilla. Over half the population is of European origin.


  This mix of nationalities gives rise to a striking multilingualism. People who are fluent in three, four, or five languages are far more numerous here than even in Europe’s major cities. In short, as long as one remains within the city limits, there is nothing to indicate that one is on South American soil. One might just as well be in Bordeaux or Trieste.


  I, too, felt quite disappointed as I now strolled along slowly, looking around with curiosity. I saw only European attire and faces, the sort one finds everywhere, unless one regards their dark complexion as something peculiar.


  The only thing that struck me were the white or red ribbons that many gentlemen wore on their hats. Later I learned their significance: those wearing white ribbons belonged to the political party of the “Blancos,” while the “Colorados” wore red markings. Señor Esquilo Anibal Andaro had therefore not been a wedding guest, but a Blanco. It was therefore highly likely that the colonel with whom he had mistaken me belonged to the same party. Perhaps I would succeed in finding out his name.


  Upon arriving at the Plaza de la Independencia, I recognized from a huge sign the building that housed the branch office of my shrewd Yankee. Its façade made a most impressive impression. It revealed only the ground floor and the first story. On the ground floor was a door of exquisite, openwork ironwork. Behind it lay a wide hallway paved with marble slabs, which led to a courtyard paved with the same material. There, in large tubs, stood flowering plants whose scent reached me.


  The door was locked, although there must have been busy business premises behind it. I moved the knocker. A mechanical device opened it without anyone appearing.


  In the hallway, I saw a door on both the right and the left. A brass plaque told me that the one on the right was the one I was looking for. When I entered, I found myself in a fairly large ground-floor room, which received its light through several doors that stood open onto the courtyard. Clerks were busy at several tables or desks. At a long table, a gaunt man stood at the back of the room and spoke in a very harsh manner to a poorly dressed man.


  I turned to the person sitting nearest me to ask about Señor Tupido. The answer was a silent, brief nod toward the tall man. Since he was occupied with the man in question, I stood waiting and became a witness to the conversation between them.


  The señor’s Spanish ancestry was evident from a distance, for he had sharp features and a proud, sly expression. He wore his dark beard in the local custom, with the mustache and goatee joined at the bottom to form a pointed tip.


  The man with whom he was speaking seemed to belong to the poorest class of people. He was barefoot. His trousers, torn in many places and patched together haphazardly, barely reached halfway down his calves. His jacket, equally tattered, might once have been blue, but was now completely faded. Around his waist he wore a tattered poncho, from which the handle of a knife protruded. In his hand he held a straw hat that had every shape except its original one. His face was deeply tanned, his skin leathery, and his slightly protruding cheekbones suggested that some Indian blood flowed in his veins, an impression confirmed by his dark, unadorned hair, which fell long and straight down to his shoulders.


  Tupido seemed not to have noticed my entrance at all. He stood with his back half turned to me and spoke harshly to the others:


  “Debts and more debts! When will this ever be paid off! It seems it will never be. Work harder! The yerba grows everywhere. It can be found anywhere; you just have to reach out and take it. A slacker will certainly never amount to anything!”


  The other man furrowed his brow slightly, but replied in a polite tone:


  “I have never been a slacker. We have worked hard for months on end. We had to live in the primeval forest with the wild animals and like them; we had to fight them for our lives and have been at work day and night. We were looking forward to the fruits of our labor and the hardships we imposed on ourselves, but now you are ruining our joy because you are not keeping your promise.”


  “I don’t need to, because the shipment arrived here two days late.”


  “Two days! Señor, is that such a significant amount of time? Have you suffered any loss because of it?”


  “Of course, because as a result, we’re also delivering late and will therefore have to accept a deduction of up to twenty percent.”


  “Am I really supposed to believe that?”


  “Of course!” Tupido roared. “You should be grateful to me that I’m not deducting more than exactly that amount. I promised you two hundred and forty paper thalers for the bale of tea. Twenty percent is deducted, leaving one hundred and ninety-two; two thalers for writing fees, leaving one hundred and ninety paper thalers. Multiply that by the number of bales you delivered, and you’ll find that you still owe us exactly two hundred paper thalers. You haven’t delivered to us the value of the advance and provisions you received.”


  “If you make such deductions, Señor, then your account is indeed correct. But I ask you to consider that I can get an ox for one hundred paper thalers, while you have charged us one hundred and fifty per head. You have applied a similar markup to all the other items as well; so we cannot agree on the account. Instead of receiving payment, we remain in your debt. I don’t have a single, measly peso in my pocket. I’m supposed to collect here on behalf of my companions and bring them the money. They’re waiting for it with great anxiety; but instead of money, I’m bringing them new debts. What is to become of this!”


  “Don’t ask such a silly question! You’ll have to work it off!”


  “We no longer feel like doing that. We’ve decided to look for another contractor.”


  “That’s fine by me. I can find plenty of tea pickers who’d be happy to work for me. In that case, however, you must pay the two hundred paper thalers—and immediately!”


  “I can’t do that. I’ve told you that I’m completely broke. And I ask you to consider that we can never get far enough to pay off our debt the way things have been. What you supply us with is charged at the highest prices, and when we bring in the fruits of our hard labor—in which we constantly risk our lives—there are regularly such significant deductions as today’s. We are leaving your service.”


  “I have no objection to that; but the two hundred thalers must be paid immediately. The cashier is sitting right there! Anyone who wants to present themselves like you do must also have money!”


  The poor devil looked down at the floor, embarrassed. I felt pity for him. He was a tea gatherer. I had read what a difficult and dangerous life these people lead. He and his comrades were to be deprived of the wages for their labor and left to destitution with their families, just to make them more dependent on the rich entrepreneur. This Señor Tupido was, in any case, a very worthy partner for my treacherous Yankee.


  The tea collector pleaded his case. He used the finest words to ask that the small amount be forgiven. In vain.


  “The only thing I can agree to is granting you a grace period,” the hard-nosed businessman finally declared. “If you pay the two hundred pesos by tonight, so be it; but if not, you must remain in my service until further notice to work off the debt. That is my final word. Now go!”


  The poor man slunk away, dejected. As he passed me, I whispered to him:


  “Wait outside!”


  He cast a quick, pleasantly surprised glance at me and left; but I walked up to the shop owner. He scrutinized me sharply and searchingly, then took a few steps toward me, bowed very deeply, and asked:


  “Signor, to what do I owe the unexpected honor of such a surprising visit?”


  It was clear that he, too, mistook me for someone else. I replied in a tone that was not overly polite:


  “My visit is no more of an honor to you than any other. I am a simple man, a stranger who has come to deliver this letter.”


  He took the letter, read the address, looked at me again, and said with a smile meant to be diplomatic:


  “From New York, from my partner! Are you already in a business relationship with him, Señor? I would have been infinitely pleased to have been informed of your arrival beforehand.”


  “When I first saw your partner, I knew nothing at all about you.”


  That, however, shook his conviction. He shook his head, opened the letter without noticing that the seal had already been broken, and read it. His face grew longer and longer; his gaze darted back and forth between me and the lines. Finally, he folded it back up, put it in his pocket, and said:


  “Most peculiar! So you really are a German? The one this letter of recommendation refers to?”


  “I may indeed assume that this letter refers to me.”


  “You are most warmly recommended to me in it, and I place myself at your disposal in every respect.”


  “Thank you very much, Señor! But it is not my intention to cause you any trouble.”


  “Oh, please, there’s no question of any trouble! You looked somewhat surprised. That was due to a very striking resemblance you bear to a gentleman well known in high society.”


  “May I ask who this gentleman is?”


  “Certainly. I am referring to Colonel Latorre, of whom you may have heard or read.”


  “I am indeed familiar with the name of this officer, to whom certain hopes for the future seem to be attached. Rest assured that my resemblance to him is merely superficial. I am a simple tourist and possess neither the slightest inclination nor talent for politics or the art of war.”


  “That is your modesty speaking. My partner informs me that you have spent years among the Indians: you must therefore possess some sort of martial spirit. I hope to have the pleasure of hearing about the adventures you have experienced. Would you do me the honor of dining with me this evening?”


  “I am entirely at your disposal.”


  “Then I ask you to come to my private residence at eight o’clock; you will find it marked on this map. Is there anything else I can do for you at this time?”


  “Yes, if I may ask. I would like to give you this paper.”


  I took his business card and handed him the check. He examined it, wrote a few numbers on the slip of paper, and returned it to me with the words:


  “There’s the cashier, señor. I’ll take my leave for now, but see you tonight!”


  He turned to disappear through a door, the sly fellow. One glance at the note was enough to convince me that I was about to be swindled.


  “Señor!” I called after him. “Please, just for a moment!”


  “What else?” he asked, turning back around. His face had lost all friendliness, and his voice sounded sharp and commanding.


  “There seems to have been a small mistake. The bill is for a higher amount.”


  “You’re most likely forgetting the discount fee?”


  “It cannot be forgotten, since there is no question of discounting at all. You are deducting five percent from me, while the bill is payable at sight, not at a later date.”


  “This deduction is standard practice here.”


  “A tea collector may have to abide by your personal customs because he is at your mercy; but I have no need to do so. Your partner did not accept this bill to please me, but I paid the full amount to him and therefore demand it back in full, whereby, incidentally, I have to bear a loss of interest anyway.”


  “I won’t pay any more.”


  “Then keep your money, and give me back my bill of exchange!”


  “It is in my custody, and you have received the payment order for it. Consequently, the bill of exchange is my property.”


  “I’m putting the payment order back on the table here, since I won’t be making use of it.”


  “Do as you please. But the bill has been honored and remains in my possession!”


  “Not for long, in any case, for although I am leaving now, I shall return within five minutes with the police chief. Until then, I take my leave!”


  I gave him a brief bow and turned to leave. His subordinates had put down their pens and watched the scene with bated breath. I already had my hand on the door when he called after me:


  “Wait, señor! Please, just a second!”


  The man had become afraid of the police. His business reputation could suffer, and moreover, if he let me go, there would be no question of carrying out the intended plan. He pulled out the letter of recommendation again and pretended to read it more closely now. Then he said in his earlier polite manner:


  “I must indeed ask your forgiveness. My partner writes to me at the end—which I unfortunately overlooked earlier—that you are to receive the full amount paid out and that, out of consideration for you, we should in this case refrain from our usual practice. I will therefore credit you the entire amount. Are you satisfied then?”


  I nodded casually.


  “Let’s forget this little, unpleasant disagreement, señor,” he said. “I can certainly count on you for tonight, can’t I?”


  “Certainly! Provided, of course, that there isn’t also a custom in your household against which I would have to protest.”


  “Oh no, no, no!” he blurted out with a friendly face but a voice hoarse with rage, and disappeared through his door.


  I received my money, put it away, thanked him, said goodbye, and left. Outside, I saw the poor tea collector standing across the street on the corner. I walked over to him and asked him to come with me for a short while.


  In Montevideo, there are no restaurants in the sense we know them. The coffeehouses aren’t much to speak of, quite apart from the fact that you don’t get coffee there, but mate—that is, Paraguayan tea. Better are the so-called confiterias, where one enjoys fine pastries, ice cream, and the like.


  In the inns, you pay fifty paper thalers a day for lodging and board, not including wine. That sounds like a lot, but it amounts to only eight marks, since such a paper peso is worth about sixteen German pfennigs. A bottle of beer costs six thalers, or nearly a mark. You pay the barber “ten thalers”; I paid “three thalers” for a thimble-sized glass of rum. That is how devalued paper money was at the time. One had to be very careful in the La Plata states back then if one did not want to lose a significant amount of money—even in daily life—due to the various types of inferior paper currency. The locals exploited the stranger’s ignorance in a downright despicable manner.


  I led the tea collector into one of the confiterias.


  The place was full of guests who, judging by their attire, belonged to the upper classes. The collector drew everyone’s attention; but what did I care! People moved so far away from us that we would have had room for five or six people. That was very comfortable for us, and so it did not even occur to us to be angry with them about it.


  By no means, however, can I say that the tea collector behaved in any way indecently. His attire did not match that of the others; but in terms of his demeanor, his movements, and so on, he was every inch the caballero, as anyone with a little Spanish blood in their veins tends to be, at least outwardly. In this respect, the South American bears no resemblance whatsoever to a member of the so-called working class of European countries. The former, even when clad in rags, always behaves with chivalry. The latter, however, has so many rough edges and brusqueness in all his movements that one would unerringly recognize him as an ordinary laborer, even if he were wearing a general’s uniform.


  His bearded face was quite interesting. His eyelashes were usually modestly lowered; but when they lifted, they revealed a clear, sharp, piercing eye, whose gaze suggested self-confidence and strength of character. The man seemed to unite two entirely different natures within himself: the oppressed, humble laborer and the courageous, level-headed runner of the pampas and jungle, who, when necessary, could also display a high degree of cunning.


  He selected his favorite among the available sweets with an air as if he had frequented such pleasant establishments since his earliest youth. He enjoyed it with the elegance of a lady accustomed to such things, and gave no sign that I was the one who would ultimately pay. At the same time, he spoke in the manner that seemed characteristic of him, using well-chosen words:


  “Señor gave me a signal to wait for you. I have obeyed and am now ready to hear your orders.”


  “I do not intend to give you orders,” I replied. “Rather, it is a request I would like to make of you. I witnessed the conclusion of your conversation with Señor Tupido. From what I heard, I gather that you are in a position of dependence on this gentleman?”


  “Hm! Perhaps!” he replied with the smiling expression of a man who can give away a thousand thalers without harming himself.


  “At the same time, I heard that by possessing two hundred paper thalers, you would be able to free yourself from this servitude. Would you now allow me to place this sum at your disposal?”


  He looked at me in astonishment. The amount was not significant, only thirty-two marks in German currency, but for a poor tea collector it was certainly not insignificant. The man’s situation had aroused my sympathy, and following a happy instinct, I wanted to give him the money, even though I myself was by no means a wealthy man.


  “Are you serious, señor?” he asked. “What is your purpose in doing this?”


  “None other than to help you gain your business independence.”


  “So, pity?”


  “No, but sympathy. The word ‘pity’ has a connotation that would not be fitting for the chivalrous impression you make on me.”


  His face, which had darkened, brightened.


  “So you consider me a caballero despite my poverty?” he asked. “But how does alms fit with the word ‘caballero’?”


  “There is no question of alms.” “A loan, then?” “If you wish to call it that, yes. Will you accept it?”


  “Perhaps, perhaps not. What are your terms?”


  “You pay me three percent interest on the sum. The term is one year. Either of us has the right to terminate the agreement at our next meeting, at which point you must repay the money to me after one year has elapsed.”


  “And if we don’t meet again?”


  “Then you keep it, or after five years you give it to a man who is poorer than you.”


  Then he held out his hand to me, shook mine most cordially, and said:


  “Señor, you are a good man. I accept your loan with pleasure and know that you will not lose a single peso. May I ask who and what this foreign señor is, who is so kindly taking care of me?”


  I gave him my card.


  “An Alemano!” he said in a tone of joy when he had read the name. “Take mine as well, señor!”


  He reached into his tattered jacket, pulled out a very fine, artfully embroidered business card case, and handed me a card from it. It read:


  “Mr. Mauricio Monteso, Tour Guide and Tea Collector.”


  So he was a tour guide and tea collector. That seemed like a good find for me.


  “In which regions are you familiar, Señor?” I asked him. “I want to go to Santiago and Tucumán and was just about to ask around for a reliable guide.”


  “Really? Then I’ll recommend one of my best friends to you. He’s a man you can rely on completely, not some arriero whose sole aim is to exploit the stranger to the fullest.”


  “You yourself probably don’t have the desire or the time to take on the job?”


  He looked at me with a friendly, appraising gaze and then asked:


  “Hmm! Are you rich, señor?”


  “No.”


  “And yet you’re lending me money! May I ask what you’re going over there for? You’re not going to Argentina as a gold prospector or for other speculative reasons, are you?”


  “No.”


  “I see. I’ll have to think it over. But when do you plan to go?”


  “As soon as possible.”


  “I’m afraid I won’t be able to, for I still have some business to attend to that cannot be postponed. Besides, the friend I wish to recommend to you is not here either. I would have to take you to him, and that is a long way into Paraguay. But this detour would certainly be worth it, for he is a man without equal, the most famous and most capable senator there could possibly be. Won’t you at least think it over? Despite the detour, you will reach your destination much sooner and more safely with him than with a guide with whom you could set out immediately, but whose lack of knowledge would cause you significant loss of time and other disadvantages.”


  “When and where can I meet you to let you know my decision?”


  “Actually, I only intended to stay here until tomorrow; but I’ll stay one more day. I wouldn’t want to trouble you to come to my lodging; I’d rather come to you.”


  “Fine! Come to the Hotel Oriental tomorrow at noon, where you will find me in my room. I believe I will have made a decision by then.”


  “I’ll be there on time, señor. May I ask if you have business dealings with Señor Tupido?”


  “That is not the case. I submitted a letter of recommendation.”


  “Did he invite you?”


  “Yes. For eight o’clock tonight at his private residence.”


  “I know that place. It’s on the road leading to La Union. It’s a small, magnificent villa that you’ll like very much. Unfortunately, I doubt you’ll like the residents quite as much.”


  “If they resemble the señor, I won’t be having much fun with them.”


  “Is that so! Hmm! So you didn’t care for him either?”


  “Not at all. There was even a minor altercation between him and me.”


  For the past few minutes, he had mostly been looking out at the street, as if searching for something there. Since I was sitting with my back to that direction, I couldn’t see what had captured his attention so completely. Now he exclaimed in a tone of concern:


  “Caramba! Did you perhaps insult him?”


  “There were a few sharp words, but I don’t think there was any actual, real insult.”


  “And despite the disagreement you had with him, you’ll go to him?”


  “Yes. Why not?”


  “Do it, by all means! But be careful! People here don’t forget insults so easily. Revenge sometimes wears an extraordinarily friendly face.”


  “Do you have a reason for this warning?”


  “I suspect so. Please, turn around for a moment! Do you see the man leaning against the gate right across the street?”


  The man the Yerbatero was referring to stood opposite the locked entrance to the house, completely at ease in the casual posture of a man whose sole intention is to watch the street life for his own amusement. He was dressed in trousers, a vest, and a jacket of dark fabric, wore a wide-brimmed sombrero on his head, and was smoking a cigarette with obvious pleasure.


  “I see the man,” I replied. “Do you know him?”


  “Yes. He is known as one of the most daring agents for certain businesses where a few ounces of blood don’t matter. He is watching you.”


  “Impossible!”


  “Please! I’m telling you, and you can believe it. As I waited for you at the corner of the Plaza de la Independencia, I noticed him standing just as he is now, seemingly quite at ease, but with his gaze fixed sharply on Señor Tupido’s office building. When you stepped out of it, he followed us and positioned himself over there. He can’t possibly be paying attention to me, so he must be paying attention to you.”


  “Perhaps you are mistaken after all. It is merely a coincidence that he walked in the same direction as us.”


  “And a coincidence that he positioned himself over there? No. There are no such coincidences here. Observe him unnoticed when you leave here, and you will certainly see that he has his sights set on you. Tell me again tomorrow whether I was right or not. I really beg you to take my observation to heart.”


  “But, señor, if this really is a matter of revenge, I must say that I have not offended Tupido in such a way that he could send a bravo after me.”


  “Perhaps in your homeland an insult is considered trivial that here can only be washed away with blood. You are dealing with descendants of the old Spaniards, which you must not forget. Or is there perhaps someone other than Tupido whose wrath you have aroused?”


  “Hardly! A very comical señor, whom I received as a guest and who, upon his departure, did indeed threaten me with his fist—I can hardly count him among the dangerous sort.”


  “Hm! What do you call strange, and what do you call dangerous? Do you know the name of the man in question?”


  “He called himself Esquilo Anibal Andaro.”


  “Good heavens! He’s not a strange man at all. He’s one of the most die-hard Blancos there is. He’s capable of anything, anything at all. I know him, I know him! If only you would tell me the purpose of his visit and how it went!”


  I told him the little adventure—which seemed amusing to me—of my being mistaken for Colonel Latorre. The Yerbatero’s expression grew increasingly serious. When I had finished, he said:


  “Señor, I bet that Andaro has assigned the Bravo to keep an eye on you. Be on your guard, and don’t go out without weapons!”


  “Do you know the colonel as well?”


  “I’ve never seen him before; otherwise, your resemblance to him would have struck me as well. But I know there’s a faction that’s pinning great hopes on him. The fact that you bear such a resemblance to him in appearance can, as you see, become dangerous for you under certain circumstances. No party supporter is safe here, and if you’re mistaken for one, a bullet or a knife could easily find its way to you.”


  “On the one hand, that’s fatal; on the other, however, it’s highly interesting.”


  “I thank you for the most interesting part, if it is possible that I must pay for it with my life! What if this Esquilo Anibal Andaro is after your life because he takes you for Latorre?”


  “That’s downright impossible.”


  “Do you think so? Why?”


  “Because they both belong to the same party. After all, he came to offer Latorre a business deal!”


  “I don’t believe that.”


  “But, señor, he did offer it to me because he mistook me for the colonel!”


  An exceptionally sly smile flitted across his face.


  “You can tell you’re a bookworm,” he said. “Life is very different from what’s in your books. Latorre doesn’t actually belong to the party of your Señor Andaro, whom you call ‘strange.’ He does keep his true opinions to himself, for he is not only a bold but also a cautious man; but one knows quite well that he sides with the Reds and not with the Whites.”


  “But why is Andaro offering him a business deal?”


  “Only for show, so he can discredit him. At least, that’s what I think. Just imagine the uproar if the Blancos could say: We have Latorre’s signature, confirming that he received five thousand pesos from us so we could supply him with weapons for the uprising! That would have ruined him for good.”


  “Ah, now I see through this Andaro.”


  “Either he thinks you’re Latorre and is annoyed that you didn’t take the bait, or he’s realized that you really are someone else and is now annoyed that he’s given a stranger insight into his plans, which could be dangerous for him and his party if you inform Latorre of it. In either case, you have nothing good to expect from him and the Blancos. They must be determined to prevent you from speaking. And what is the surest way to achieve that? Answer that question yourself!”


  “Are you really trying to worry me, Señor Monteso?”


  “Yes, I do. The hitman isn’t standing over there just for fun. You can count on that. I know the local situation better than you do.”


  “So right from my first step into this beautiful country, I would have fallen into a hole in which I could very easily get stuck!”


  “That’s a very apt comparison. Get out of there quickly and run away! I mean well by you. But I don’t mean to say that you should leave here today. Just watch out for the Bravo and other traps that might be set for you. I am convinced that by noon tomorrow, when I come to see you, you will have experienced something. Then I would be glad to learn that my warning has not gone unheeded.”


  “I will take it to heart, Señor. And since I see that you are about to leave, allow me to pay you the two hundred pesos now.”


  I slipped five diez pesos fuertes into his hand. He rolled them up and slipped them into his vest pocket with a look as if they were nothing more than a scrap of cigarette paper. Then he shook my hand, gave me a polite, familiar bow, and took his leave.


  Now I took his place so I could observe the Bravo. He gave the Yerbatero stepping out the door a brief glance and then made an impatient gesture. After a while, I too walked away. As I did so, I acted as if I hadn’t noticed the man at all. I walked through several streets, stopped at various shop windows, and made sure that the man was indeed following me constantly.


  About an hour passed in this way, and twilight set in. The sound of bells alerted me to the fact that I was near the cathedral. Upon inquiring, I learned that people were now heading to the church for the daily Ave Maria de la noche, and I joined the congregation in need of prayer.


  The noble, light-filled space was filled with so many worshippers that the congregations of many European capitals could take a lesson from it. A mixed choir accompanied by the organ resounded from the choir loft. The singers were quite well trained, but the organist was a fifth- or sixth-rate player. He did not understand how to register the stops and even made frequent mistakes.


  The organ is my favorite instrument. I went up to take a look at the man who was so spoiling Palestrina’s solemn composition. The cantor stood conducting at the front of the pulpit. The organist was a small, thin, agile little man whose figure appeared even smaller than it was beneath the massive facade pipes. When he saw that I was watching him, leaning against the corner of the organ case, he was clearly eager to impress me. He hastily added the principal, the cornet, and several sixteen-foot stops. This, of course, produced a noise that completely drowned out the vocal parts. Nevertheless, he received no signal from the conductor. The church piece was sung in this manner until the end.


  Then came a short prelude, consisting of a rather clumsy organ trio on two manuals and the pedal, which led into a melody so familiar and dear to me. Unfortunately, however, the organist had drawn out the Vox angelica, Vox humana, Aeoline, and Flauta amabile up above, and for the basses the deepest and strongest stops, so that the beautiful melody vanished like a little stream in the sea of basses.


  I simply could not bear it. Even if the good-natured organist were to pursue me with eternal blood feud for this, I scurried over to him, pushed the resonant voices back in, and changed the stops. He looked at me first in astonishment and then kindly. My arrangement seemed to please him better than his own.


  After the third verse, the preacher stepped up to the altar to read a prayer. The organist used this moment to ask me quietly:


  “Do you also play the organ, señor?”


  “A little,” I replied just as quietly.


  His small, thin face beamed with joy.


  “Would you like to?” he nodded invitingly.


  “Which tune?”


  “I’ll turn to it for you and open the hymnbook as well. It’s only three verses. Are you known here?”


  “No.”


  “Then I’ll signal to you when you should begin. First, a beautiful, sweet prelude; then the melody quite vigorously with soft interludes, and finally, after the third verse, a fugue with all voices and counterpoint. Would you like to?”


  I nodded, even though he was asking for more than I was capable of. A fugue and a pedal point!


  I drew out the gentle voices for the beautiful, sweet prelude; and just then the prayer was over, the blessing had been given, and the organist gave me a mighty nudge in the side, which was undoubtedly the signal he had intended to give me. I began.


  How I played is beside the point here. I am by no means a skilled player, and I have every right to doubt whether my “counterpoint” would have found favor with a connoisseur. But people were accustomed to the art of the little organist, and so my playing stood out. After the service, everyone was still standing in the nave of the church, and up above, the cantor, the organist, and all the singers were gathered around me. I had to play one more fugue, but then I explained that I had to leave. The organist put his little arm around mine and seemed to want to take possession of me. He led me downstairs through the curiously waiting crowd and, when we arrived in front of the cathedral, declared that I absolutely had to go with him and dine at his house that evening.


  “That is impossible, señor,” I replied, “for I am already invited.”


  “To whom?”


  I told him.


  “Of course, I mustn’t impose on you like that. But in return, you must do me the honor of having breakfast with me tomorrow. Will you?”


  “With pleasure.”


  “I’m counting on seeing you at my place at ten o’clock. Then we’ll play the organ together, four hands and four feet. I have some splendid sheet music for it. And we’ll have lunch at my place as well.”


  “I’m already occupied at that time.”


  “Never mind, señor. That can surely be arranged. I’ll go with the one who wants to keep you busy and ask him to let you go. I don’t know your name yet, but we are brothers in organo and will grow fond of one another.”


  “Here is my card!”


  “Thank you! I don’t have one with me. It’s not necessary anyway. I want to learn the stops from you, because, between you and me, I always pull the wrong stops. One must pay attention to one’s hands and feet and look at the sheet music and hymnbook. How can one possibly think about the stops then! That is beyond my comprehension. I hope to pick it up from you. By the way, if you’re heading to Señor Tupido’s quintet, let’s go together. My apartment is just a little off your way.”


  He pulled me along with him and described the location of the Quinta so precisely that I could have found it with my eyes closed.


  Meanwhile, evening had naturally fallen—a wonderfully beautiful South American spring evening. The nearly full moon shone down on the gleaming marble of the houses we passed, and the scent of flowers rising from the gardens and courtyards refreshed all the senses.


  We left the busier part of the city behind us, for the organist lived out in the “countryside,” as he put it. There were villas to the right and left. I had no more than five minutes’ walk to Quinta Tupidos. Then my companion—or rather, my guide—turned onto a rather narrow path that ran between two country houses.


  “Where to?” I asked.


  “To my apartment. We must at least have a glass of wine, if you don’t have time to dine with me. I have grown fond of you as quickly as I have warmly. My home is just beyond these two gardens, between which we are now walking!”


  “All right, then I’ll accompany you to your door, where I’ll say goodbye to you. We’ll surely see each other again tomorrow morning at ten o’clock.”


  Soon the gardens came to an end, and then we stood in front of a small cottage, which had no windows on its low exterior, only a door. While we were there, exchanging a few words as we said goodbye, it seemed to me as if I heard footsteps. The faint sound came from the passageway through which we had just come. I looked over.


  A sombrero peeked out from behind the corner of the garden wall. Under that hat there had to be a head, a person. The man saw that he had been noticed. Backing away would only have undermined his purpose, for it would have aroused our suspicion; therefore, he chose the best course of action in this situation and stepped forward. It was the hitman about whom the Yerbatero had warned me.


  “Who’s there? What do you want, señor?” asked the organist in a rather meek tone. He was a tiny little man and didn’t seem to be much of a hero either.


  The man in question took a few steps closer, but in such a way that, despite the moonlight, his face remained hidden in the shadow of his wide-brimmed hat, so that his features could not be recognized. I was instantly convinced that this was an attack on me.


  “Pardon me, sirs!” he replied. “I am looking for Señor Arriquez’s residence, and I was directed here.”


  His voice was unmistakably disguised. The man stood three steps away from me and put his hand in his pocket.


  “No Señor Arriquez lives here,” replied the organist. “You’ve been given the wrong directions.”


  The man took another step closer; but I quickly turned to the side, putting three steps between us again and placing the moon behind me. Now I could not miss the slightest of his movements.


  “I don’t know a señor by that name,” said the organist, shaking his head. “Perhaps they not only gave you the wrong address, but also the wrong name.”


  “I don’t think so. I mean the foreign señor who was playing the organ.”


  “Ah, he’s listed here. But his name isn’t Arriquez either, but—”


  He held my card, which he still had in his hand, up to the moonlight to read the name. The thug took advantage of this by quickly lunging at me. He had pulled a knife from his pocket. Lucky for me that I’d been warned! His behavior would certainly have aroused my suspicion anyway, but I probably wouldn’t have gotten away with it as unscathed as I am now. But as it was, I stepped aside. The glinting blade whizzed past me, and I landed a punch to the guy’s head that made him stagger. Immediately I had him by the neck with my left hand and struck his right elbow from below with my right, so that the knife flew out of his hand. Then I hurled him against the wall of the house; he sank down there and remained lying. All this happened in just a few moments.


  The poor organist had dropped the sheet music in his fright. He stammered something completely unintelligible, wrung his hands


  and gasped for breath; but then he found his voice again and shouted at the top of his lungs:


  “Oh, misfortune, oh, sorrow! Help, help!”


  “Be quiet, señor!” I commanded him. “There is not the slightest danger.”


  “That is delusion, sir! There are murderers here! Such people always have accomplices with them. We must leave; we must flee! But where, where? What am I to do? What—ah, what luck! I have the door key with me; I can go into my house! I am saved!”


  He quickly unlocked the door, stepped inside, and closed the door behind him without inviting me to come with him. He knew he was safe. But whether I was strangled or stabbed to death after all was of no concern to him. He stood behind the grille and called out to me through it:


  “Praise God, I’m saved! Hurry up and get out of here, señor!”


  “Is that so? Why didn’t you take me into your house?”


  “Thank you very much! I don’t want to bring the bravos’ vengeance down on myself. Go, go! I cannot tolerate you in front of my house!”


  “Ah! You say that, even though you called yourself my friend and assured me that you loved me?”


  “When murderers threaten, all love and friendship cease. I can’t very well let myself be slaughtered just to please you!”


  “I don’t demand that either. So I’ll go. See you tomorrow!”


  I turned away from the door. But then he called after me in a tone of horror:


  “What are you thinking, you wretch! You must not visit me. I must forbid it!”


  The little man’s fear amused me. The fellow who had attacked me lay, it seemed, unconscious on the ground. I was convinced that he had no accomplices, and so felt completely safe. Therefore, I stepped back toward the door and said in a tone of surprise:


  “But you invited me so urgently! We were supposed to have breakfast together at ten o’clock!”


  “Have breakfast wherever, whenever, and with whomever you like—just not at my place!”


  “It is not you who need to be afraid, but the hostility is certainly directed only against me.”


  “Originally, yes; but you know these people poorly. You are doomed to die, and they will also murder all your friends and everyone who associates with you. Neither side spares the other. Get out of here as quickly as possible! I want nothing more to do with you.”


  “Very well, then I will go. But don’t you have someone with you who can help me get the thug to the police?”


  “What are you thinking! That would be the greatest folly I could commit. Even if I had a thousand servants, I wouldn’t put a single one at your disposal. I’m far too clever to do anything that would provoke the hitmen’s revenge against me. Leave him lying there and—thank God, here comes my wife! She’s bringing a light, and now nothing can happen to me. Run, run! It’s the very best thing you can do!”


  I saw a glimmer of light behind the door grille and heard a scolding female voice. The good organist disappeared. Perhaps a gentle reprimand for disturbing the peace at night awaited him. I turned to the thug.


  Then I realized that my unnecessary chatter with the little fellow had been a mistake, for I had not yet quite reached the man I thought was unconscious when he suddenly jumped up. He must have regained full consciousness at that very moment and darted toward the spot where his knife lay. I had to beat him to it, for I was unarmed, and if he reached the knife, he could at least inflict a wound on me. So I made a quick leap toward the spot in question, which was closer to me than to him, and at the same time reached out my arm toward him. He threw himself to the side so that I could not grab him, jumped back a few steps, raised his fist menacingly, and shouted at me:


  “I’ll hit you better later!”


  Then he ran off, not into the alley through which he had crept up, but in the opposite direction, toward the open field.


  I could probably have caught him, but I refrained from doing so because it would have required great effort to carry him, and I could not entirely blame the organist, who had assured me that it was advisable to let the thug run away. Since I now knew that someone was out to get me, all I needed was the necessary caution to protect myself from similar attacks.


  I picked up the knife and walked back through the alley, naturally slowly and carefully watching to see if anyone else might be there. Not a soul was in sight. Then I turned left, toward Quinta Tupidos, but walked in the middle of the wide street, where the bright moonlight allowed me to survey the terrain clearly.


  Having reached my destination, I slipped the knife into my pocket. I stood at the gate of a narrow front garden, behind which lay the villa. To my right I saw the doorbell, and to my left a brass plaque whose inscription told me I was in the right place. I rang the bell.


  “Who’s there?” a voice from inside the house asked.


  I gave my name, whereupon a male servant came and unlocked the door. Without saying a word, the man led me into the


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
 ONTHE RIO
DE LA PLATA |

KARL MAY






