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SYNOPSIS


On Christmas Eve, a young student staying with relatives in Rio de Janeiro during the Imperial era waits for the traditional Midnight Mass. As the city sleeps, an unexpected conversation transforms an ordinary night into a moment charged with subtle tensions and unspoken emotions. With his characteristic irony and psychological insight, Machado de Assis explores desire, ambiguity, and the mysteries of human connection. 
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NOTICE


This text is a work in the public domain and reflects the norms, values and perspectives of its time. Some readers may find parts of this content offensive or disturbing, given the evolution in social norms and in our collective understanding of issues of equality, human rights and mutual respect. We ask readers to approach this material with an understanding of the historical era in which it was written, recognizing that it may contain language, ideas or descriptions that are incompatible with today's ethical and moral standards.


Names from foreign languages will be preserved in their original form, with no translation.


 




Midnight Mass


 


I
could never make sense of the conversation I had with a woman many years ago; I
was seventeen, she was thirty. It was Christmas Eve. Having arranged with a
neighbor to go to midnight mass, I chose not to sleep; I agreed that I would
wake him at midnight.


The
house where I was staying belonged to the clerk Meneses, who had been married,
in his first marriage, to one of my cousins. His second wife, Conceição, and
her mother welcomed me warmly when I came from Mangaratiba to Rio de Janeiro
months earlier to study for my preparatory exams. I lived peacefully in that
two-story house on Rua do Senado, with my books, few social connections, and
the occasional outing. The family was small: the clerk, his wife, his
mother-in-law, and two slave-women. Old-fashioned ways. By ten o’clock at night
everyone was in their rooms; by ten-thirty the house was asleep. I had never
been to the theater, and more than once, hearing Meneses say he was going to
the theater, I asked him to take me along. On those occasions, his mother-in-law
would pull a face, and the slave-women would laugh on the sly; he wouldn’t
answer, would get dressed, go out, and only return the next morning. It was
only later that I learned the theater was a euphemism in action. Meneses was
having an affair with a woman, separated from her husband, and slept away from
home once a week. Conceição had suffered, at first, from the existence of this
affair; but, in the end, she had resigned herself to it, grown accustomed to
it, and ended up thinking it was quite right.


Good
Conceição! They called her “the saint,” and she lived up to the title, so
easily did she bear her husband’s neglect. In truth, she had a moderate
temperament, without extremes, neither great tears nor great laughter. In the
chapter I am discussing, she was almost like a Muslim woman; she would have
accepted a harem, while keeping up appearances. May God forgive me if I judge
her wrongly. Everything about her was subdued and passive. Her face itself was
ordinary, neither pretty nor ugly. She was what we call a likable person. She
never spoke ill of anyone; she forgave everything. She did not know how to
hate; it may even be that she did not know how to love.


On
that Christmas Eve, the clerk went to the theater. It was around 1861 or 1862.
I should have already been in Mangaratiba on vacation; but I stayed until
Christmas to see “Midnight Mass in Rio de Janeiro.” The family retired at the
usual hour; I slipped into the front room, dressed and ready. From there I
would go out into the entryway and leave without waking anyone. There were
three keys to the door; one was with the clerk, I would take another, and the
third remained at home.


“But,
Mr. Nogueira, what will you do all that time?” Conceição’s mother asked me.


“I’ll
read, [1]Dona
Inácia.”


I
had a novel with me, The Three Musketeers, an old translation, I
believe, from Jornal do Comércio. I sat down at the table in the center
of the room, and by the light of a kerosene lamp, while the house slept, I
mounted D’Artagnan’s lean horse once more and set off on my adventures. Before
long, I was completely intoxicated by Dumas. The minutes flew by, unlike how
they usually do when one is waiting; I heard the clock strike eleven, but
almost without noticing it, by chance. Meanwhile, a faint sound I heard inside
roused me from my reading. It was footsteps in the hallway leading from the
parlor to the dining room; I raised my head; soon after, I saw Conceição’s
figure appear in the parlor doorway.


“Haven’t
you gone yet?” she asked.


“No,
I haven’t; it seems it isn’t midnight yet.”


“Goodness!”


Conceição
entered the room, dragging her slippers from the alcove. She was wearing a
white robe, loosely tied at the waist. Being slender, she had an air of
romantic vision, not at all out of place with my adventure book. I closed the
book; she went to sit in the chair facing me, near the sofa. When I asked her
if I had accidentally woken her up by making noise, she replied promptly:


“No!
Not at all! I woke up just because.”


I
stared at her for a moment and doubted her claim. Her eyes weren’t those of
someone who had just woken up; they seemed not to have fallen asleep yet. That
observation, however, which might have meant something to another mind, I
quickly dismissed, without realizing that perhaps she hadn’t slept precisely
because of me, and was lying so as not to distress or annoy me. I’ve already
said she was good, very good.


“But
the time must be near,” I said.


“What
patience you have to wait awake while your neighbor sleeps! And to wait alone!
Aren’t you afraid of spirits from the other world? I thought you’d be startled
when you saw me.”


“When
I heard the footsteps, I was surprised; but you appeared right away.”


“What
were you reading? Don’t tell me—I already know—it’s the novel The Three
Musketeers.”


“Exactly:
it’s very beautiful.”


“Do
you like novels?”


“I
do.”


“Have you read [2]Moreninha?”


“By
Dr. Macedo? I have a copy back in Mangaratiba.”


“I
like novels very much, but I read little, for lack of time. What novels have
you been reading?”


I
began to tell her the names of a few. Conceição listened to me with her head
reclined against the backrest, peering through her half-closed eyelids, without
taking her eyes off me. From time to time she ran her tongue over her lips to
moisten them. When I finished speaking, she said nothing to me; we remained
like that for a few seconds. Then I saw her straighten her head, cross her
fingers, and rest her chin on them, her elbows on the arms of the chair, all
without taking her large, intelligent eyes off me.


“Maybe
she’s bored,” I thought.


And
then aloud:


“Dona
Conceição, I think it’s getting late, and I...”


“No,
no, it’s still early. I just looked at the clock; it’s half past eleven.
There’s plenty of time. If you stay up all night, are you capable of not
sleeping during the day?”


“I’ve
done that before.”


“Not
me; if I lose a night’s sleep, the next day I’m so exhausted, and even if it’s
just for half an hour, I have to get some sleep. But then again, I’m getting
old.”


“Old?
Not at all, Dona Conceição!”


Such
was the warmth of my words that it made her smile. Usually she had slow,
deliberate gestures and a calm demeanor; now, however, she rose quickly,
crossed to the other side of the room, and took a few steps between the street
window and the door to her husband’s study. Thus, with the honest dishevelment
she bore, she gave me a singular impression. Though thin, she had a certain
sway in her gait, as if it were a struggle to carry her body; that feature
never seemed so distinct to me as it did that night
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