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SYNOPSIS


In a tale shrouded in mystery, a young man finds himself enchanted by the enigmatic figure of a woman dressed in black. In the midst of encounters full of passion and secrets, he discovers that there is more to this connection than meets the eye. Between glances and revelations, Machado de Assis explores the nuances of human intrigue, where desire and the unknown intertwine in a surprising outcome.
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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.


 




I


 


The first time Dr. Estêvão Soares
spoke to Deputy Meneses was at the Teatro Lírico at the time of the memorable
fight between the Lagruists and the Chartonists. A mutual friend introduced
them to each other. At the end of the evening, they parted ways, each offering
their services and exchanging business cards.


It wasn't until two months later
that they met again.


Estêvão Soares had to go to a
minister of state's house to check on some papers relating to a relative in the
province, and there he met Deputy Meneses, who had just had a political
conference.


There was sincere pleasure in both
of them meeting for the second time, and Meneses extracted a promise from
Estêvão that he would come to his house in a few days' time.


The minister quickly dispatched the
young doctor.


Arriving in the corridor, Estêvão
was surprised by a tremendous downpour of water, which at that moment was
falling and beginning to flood the street.


The young man looked around to see
if any empty vehicles were passing by, but he searched to no avail; everyone
was busy.


Only at the door was an empty coupe
waiting for someone, who the boy assumed was the deputy.


A few minutes later, the
representative of the nation came down, and he was surprised to see the doctor
still at the door.


"What do you want?" said
Estêvão to him. "The rain prevented me from going out; I stayed here to
see if a trolleybus was passing by."


"Of course it won't, and in
that case I'll offer you a seat in my coupe. Come along."


"Excuse me, but it's a
nuisance..."


"A nuisance! It's a pleasure.
I'll drop you off at home. Where do you live?"


"Rua da Misericórdia..."


"Well, go on up."


Estêvão hesitated for a moment, but
he couldn't help going up without offending the dignified man who was doing him
a favor so willingly.


Up they went.


But instead of sending the coachman
to Rua da Misericórdia, the deputy shouted:


"João, go home!"


And he went in.


Estêvão looked at him in amazement.


"I know," said Meneses,
"you're surprised to see that I broke my word, but I just want you to get to
know my house so that I can get back there as soon as possible."


The coupe was already rolling down
the street in the pouring rain. Meneses was the first to break the silence of a
few minutes, telling his young friend:


"I hope the romance of our
friendship doesn't end at the first chapter."


Estêvão, who had already noticed
the deputy's helpful manners, was completely stunned when he heard him talk
about the romance of friendship. The reason was simple. The friend who had
introduced them at the Teatro Lírico said the next day:


"Meneses is a misanthrope, and
a skeptic; he doesn't believe in anything, nor does he esteem anyone. In
politics as in society, he plays a purely negative role."


This was the impression with which
Estêvão, despite the sympathy that swept him away, spoke to Meneses the second
time, and he admired everything, the manners, the words, and the tone of
affection they seemed to reveal.


To the deputy's language, the young
doctor responded with equal frankness.


"Why are we finishing the
first chapter?" he asked. "A friend is not something to be despised,
it is welcomed like a gift from the gods."


"From the gods!" said
Meneses laughing. "I can see you're a pagan."


"That's true, but in a good
way," replied Estêvão, laughing too. "My life is a bit like that of
Ulysses..."


"He has at least one Ithaca,
his homeland, and one Penelope, his wife."


"Neither."


"Then we'll understand each
other."


Saying this, the deputy turned his
face the other way, looking at the rain falling on the window pane.


Two or three minutes passed, during
which time Estêvão had time to contemplate his traveling companion to his
heart's content.


Meneses turned around and started
on another subject.


When the coupe entered Rua do
Lavradio, Meneses said to the doctor:


"I live in this street; we're
close to home. Do you promise to come and see me sometimes?"


"Tomorrow."


"Good. How's your clinic
going?"


"I've only just started,"
said Estêvão. "I work very little, but I hope to do something."


"Your companion, the night you
introduced me to him, told me that you were a very worthy young man."


"I want to do something."


Ten minutes later, the coupe
stopped outside a house in Rua do Lavradio.


They both jumped in and went
upstairs.


Meneses showed Estêvão his office,
where there were two long bookcases.


"This is my family," said
the deputy, showing the books. "History, philosophy, poetry... and some
political books. I study and work here. When you come here, this is where I'll
welcome you."


Estêvão promised to return the next
day, and went downstairs to get into the coupe that was waiting for him, which
took him to Rua da Misericórdia.


Entering the house, Estêvão said to
himself:


"Where is that man's
misanthropy? A misanthrope's manners are ruder than his; unless he, happier
than Diogenes, found in me the man he was looking for."


 





 







II


 


Estêvão was the type of serious
boy. He had talent, ambition and a desire to know, three powerful weapons in
the hands of a self-aware man. From the age of sixteen, his life was one of
constant, in-depth study. Aimed at the medical course, Estêvão entered the
academy somewhat forced, not wanting to disobey his father. His vocation was
all for mathematics. What does it matter?” he said when he heard of his
father's decision;” I’ll study medicine and mathematics. In fact, he had time
for both; he also had time to study literature, and the main works of antiquity
and contemporaries were as familiar to him as treatises on operations and
hygiene.


In order to study so much, he had
to sacrifice some of his health. At the age of twenty-four, Estêvão had
acquired a thinness that was not that of his sixteen years; his complexion was
pale and his head hung slightly forward as a result of his long habit of
reading. But these traces of long intellectual application didn't alter the
regularity and harmony of his features, nor did his eyes lose their sparkle and
expression in books. He was also naturally elegant, I don't mean adorned, which
is a different thing: he was elegant in his manners, his attitude, his smile,
his attire, all mixed with a certain severity that was the hallmark of his
character. You could notice many infringements of the fashion code; no one
could say that he ever failed to follow the good rules of the gentleman.


He had lost his parents when he was
twenty, but he had enough sense left to continue the world's journey on his
own. Study served as his refuge and his staff. He knew nothing about love. He'd
been so busy with his head that he'd forgotten he had a heart inside his chest.
Let's not infer from this that Estêvão was purely a positivist. On the
contrary, his soul still possessed in all its fullness of grace and strength
the two wings that nature had given him. Not infrequently, it would break out
of the prison of the flesh to run through the spaces of heaven, in search of I
don't know what ill-defined, obscure, uncertain ideal. When she returned from
these ecstasies, Estêvão cured himself by burying himself in volumes in search
of a scientific truth. Newton was Goethe's antidote.


In addition, Estêvão had unique
ideas. There was a priest, a friend of his, a boy in his thirties, from the
school of Fénelon, who went with Telemachus to the island of Calypso. The
priest often told Estêvão that there was only one thing he needed to be
complete: to get married.


"When you have," he told
him, "a woman who loves and is loved by you, you will be a happy and
complete man. Then you will divide your time between the two highest things
that nature has given man, intelligence and the heart. On that day, I want to
marry you myself..."


"Father Luís," replied
Estêvão, "then do me the full service: bring me the wife and the
blessing."


The priest smiled when he heard the
doctor's reply, and as the smile seemed to Estêvão like a new question, the
doctor continued:


"If you find a woman as
complete as I demand, I tell you I will marry her. You will say that human
works are imperfect, and I won't dispute that, Father Luís, but in that case
let me walk alone with my imperfections."


From here, an argument was always
engendered, which became more animated and grew to the point where Estêvão
concluded in this way:


"Father Luís, a girl who
leaves her dolls to go and mechanically memorize some poorly chosen books; who
interrupts a lesson to listen to a flirtatious scene; who only knows Parisian
costumes when it comes to art; who leaves her pants to go to the ball, and who,
before sighing for a man, examines the correctness of his tie and the tightness
of his boots; Father Luís, this girl may become a splendid ornament in the
salon and even a fruitful mother of the family, but she will never be a
woman."


This sentence of Estêvão's had the
defect of certain absolute rules. That's why the priest always said to him:


"You're right; but I'm not
telling you to marry the rule; look for the exception you'll find and take it
to the altar, where I'll be there to unite you."


Such were Estêvão's feelings about
love and women. Nature had partly given him these feelings, but he had partly
acquired them from books. He demanded the intellectual and moral perfection of
a Heloísa; and he started from the exception to establish a rule. He was intolerant
of venial errors. He didn't recognize them as such. "There is no venial
error," he said, "in matters of morals and love."


The spectacle of Estêvão's own
family contributed to this rigidity of mind. Until he was twenty, he had
witnessed the sanctity of love maintained by domestic virtue. His mother, who
had died at the age of thirty-eight, loved her husband until his last days, and
only survived him for a few months. Estêvão knew that his parents' love had
been ardent and enthusiastic in the engagement season, during the wedding
morning; he knew it this way by tradition; but on the wedding afternoon he
attended, he saw calm, solicitous and trusting love, full of dedication and
respect, practiced like a cult; without recriminations or regrets, and as deep
as on the first day. Estêvão's parents died loved and happy in the tranquil
serenity of duty.


In Estêvão's mind, the love that
founds the family had to be that or it would be nothing. It was justice; but
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