
2. True or False

by Carla Zaccagnini

 Between the kitchen and the dining-room, there was a hall with a beige, pinkish floor (or maybe 

light green with black corners) from where one could enter five different doors. On one side, the door 

to the kitchen and that of my room, the windows of which had a view towards the garden. On the other 

side, the doors to the dining room and my parents’ bedroom, with windows looking out to the central 

patio. In the middle was the door to the bathroom, in front of which were two stairways. One was big, 

full of light, made of white marble and leading to the second floor. The other one was dark, narrow, fin-

ished in raw cement and leading down to the basement.

I was once coming down from the second floor, when I heard my mother’s exalted voice arguing with 

the woman who then worked in the house some days a week. I think she had lost a silver armband and 

was accusing the closest suspect, probably without reason. Offended, I suppose, to be accused of this 

and who knows how many other reasonless imputations; cornered, or perhaps impotent for being unable 

to prove her innocence; the woman said, quite calmly: “If I would want to, I could make your daughter 

fall down the stairs.” I took a false step and rolled down the last six or five steps, surrounded by white 

marble. We never saw her again. The armband, on the other hand, reappeared a few days later.  

The other stairs, the ones I almost never used, led to a basement with a persistent smell of mold. I didn’t 

like the place at all. I sensed it to be lonely and full of ghosts. Only once I remember going down the 

whole way, accompanied by the familiar voices and laughter that raised from the underground. I saw my 

father’s back and his friend Jorge, who was almost like another uncle, looking at him with the face he 

used to wear for parties. In every basement or cave, ghosts are compensated with treasure trunks.

In this case it was cardboard boxes. And they were not filled with precious stones and noble metal, 

carrying the brightness and the sound they carry on films. What was inside the boxes were these little 

black machines: personal, portable, and newly fabricated. Each came in a leather case designed to 

be easy to access, they could be quickly opened and closed with velcro, and worn on one’s belt. The 

machine set comfortably in an adult hand and could be turned on and off with a simple movement of the 

thumb. When running over bank bills with the ideal pressure and speed, they would react to the minus-

cule metal particles present in the ink used to print dollars, and reveal, by means of a robotic little light, if 

this paper treasure was true or false. 
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The Argentine tourists who have invaded Brazil for the past two years are giving a headache to the 
federal police, despite being eagerly awaited by merchants and tourist authorities. 
 
It’s rare the case in which one of these tourists is not carrying false dollars in their pockets with-
out even knowing. This practice is well extended in Argentina because of the country’s support of 
currency exchange and now is finding fertile ground in Brazil. This is a country in which international 
counterfeiters promote cold dollars. This year, however, the headaches could spread to those who 
produce the fake money. Two hundred agencies of the Banco do Brazil and over 400 hotels and 
tourism agencies already got the Dollar-test, an electronic device no bigger than a matchbox ca-
pable of detecting counterfeit dollar bills. The inventor is an Argentinian engineer named Guillermo 
Zaccagnini. 
 
After three years of good sales in which over 5000 units were produced, the market was exhausted, 
so Zaccagnini followed the same path as the fake dollars and moved to Brazil. After six months of 
fundraising, he convinced a Brazilian industry, Sociedade Alpha, to get interested in the manufacture 
of his device. 
 
The dollar test mechanism is based on the electronic detection of a metallic mixture that contains the 
same ink used for fabricating real dollars. The device needs to be rubbed on the banknote, so the 
metal of the ink turns up a small red light automatically. If the bill is false, the light remains off. In Bra-
zil, only the notes of 500 cruzeiros contain that ink, so if in the future the government approves the 
Dollar-Test, notes of 5000 and 100000 cruzeiros should be made with this special ink. If it depended 
on the Head of the Exchange Control Department’s decision at the Bank of Brazil, Roberto Martins 
Carrijo, the device would be already approved. “It really works,” Carrijo guarantees.


