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SYNOPSIS




 




In this collection originally published in 1873, Machado de Assis presents us with six short stories that explore, with sharp irony and keen insight, the dilemmas of human nature, social appearances, and the games of power and desire. In “Midnight Stories”, the author moves between humor, drama, and social critique, showcasing the best of his short prose and anticipating many of the themes that would define his mature work.




The stories included in the book are:




• The Blue Parasite – A gripping tale about ambition and deceit, in which the arrival of a mysterious young woman disrupts the routine of a traditional family.






• The Wedding of Luís Duarte – A story about the twists of fate and the unexpected consequences of romantic and financial decisions.






• Ernesto So-and-So – A narrative centered on vanity and intellectual pretension, in which a dreamy young man seeks literary and social recognition.






• Dayless Dawn – A melancholic story reflecting on the unfulfilled promises of youth and the missed connections in life.




• The Gold Watch – A tale marked by tension and greed, centered around a seemingly harmless gift that unveils uncomfortable truths.






• Point of View – A text that invites reflection on how different perspectives can completely change the interpretation of a single event.






With subtlety and wit, “Midnight Stories” takes us through plots that, though set in the 19th century, still resonate with striking relevance today. A critical and entertaining portrait of Brazilian society through the sharp pen of Machado de Assis.
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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.




 








The Blue Parasite




 




 













I:
Back to Brazil




 




About

sixteen years ago, Mr. Camilo Seabra, a native of Goiás, arrived in Rio de

Janeiro from Europe to study medicine and now returned with his diploma in his

pocket and some longing in his heart. He was returning after an absence of

eight years, having seen and admired the main things that a man can see and

admire there, when he doesn't lack taste or means. He had both, and if he'd had

a little more sense, not a lot, he would have enjoyed himself better than he

had, and he could justly say that he had lived. 




His

patriotic feelings were not helped by the face with which he entered the harbor

of the Brazilian capital. It was closed and meretricious, like someone stifling

something that isn't exactly earthly bliss. He dragged a bored look across the

city, which was unfolding as the ship headed towards the anchorage. When the

time came to disembark, he did so with the same joy with which the defendant

crosses the threshold of the prison. The scaler pulled away from the ship, on

whose mast floated a tricolor flag; Camilo muttered to himself: 




“Goodbye,

France!”




Then

he was enveloped in a magnificent silence and let himself be carried ashore. 




The

spectacle of the city, which he hadn't seen for so long, had always held his

attention. However, he didn't have the excitement of Ulysses when he saw the

land of his homeland. Rather, it was astonishment and boredom. He compared what

he saw now with what he had seen for many years, and he felt the painful

longing that undermined his heart squeeze more and more. He went to the first

hotel that seemed convenient and decided to spend a few days there before

heading to Goiás. He dined alone and sad, his mind full of a thousand memories

of the world he had just left, and to give his memory an even greater boost,

when dinner was over, he stretched out on a canapé and began to unravel a

rosary of cruel misfortunes. 




In

his opinion, no mortal had ever experienced the hostility of fate more

painfully. Neither in the Christian Martyrology, nor in the Greek Tragics, nor

in the Book of Job was there even a pale outline of his misfortunes. Let's take

a look at some of the pathetic features of our hero's existence. 




He

was born rich, the son of a landowner from Goiás, who had never seen any other

land than his native province. In 1828, a French naturalist was there, with

whom Commander Seabra had relations, and with whom he became such good friends

that he didn't want another godfather for his only son, who was a year old at

the time. Long before he was a naturalist, he had committed some poetic

venialities that earned him some praise in 1810, but which time - the old moth

of eternity - took with it to the infinite repository of useless things. The

former poet had forgiven him everything, except for forgetting a poem in which

he had metrified the life of Fúrio Camilo, a poem that he still read with

sincere enthusiasm. As a reminder of this youthful work, he called his godson

Camilo, and Father Maciel baptized him with this name, to the great delight of

his family and friends. 




"Compadre,"

said the Commander to the naturalist, "if this little one succeeds, I'll

send him to your country to learn medicine or anything else that will make him

a man. If he finds a way to work with plants and minerals, like you, don't be

shy; give him the fate that seems to you as if you were his father, which you

are, spiritually speaking."




"Who

knows if I'll live that long?" said the naturalist.




"Oh,

you will!" protested Seabra. "That body doesn't deceive; it's iron

hard. Don't I see you walking through these woods and fields every day,

indifferent to suns and rains, without ever having the slightest headache? I'd

be dead after half your work. You'll have to live with and look after my boy

once he's finished his first studies here."




Seabra's

promise was fulfilled on time. Camilo left for Paris after some preparatory

work, and there his godfather took care of him as if he had really been his

father. The commander spared no expense to ensure that his son lacked nothing;

the allowance he sent him could well be used for two or three people in the

same circumstances. In addition to his pocket money, at Easter and Christmas he

received almonds and treats sent to him by his mother, which he received in the

form of a few thousand francs. 




Up

until this point, the only black spot in Camilo's existence was his godfather,

who kept him restrained in fear that the boy would lose his way on the

precipices of the big city. However, his good star wanted the former poet of

1810 to rest in nothingness next to his extinct productions, leaving some

traces of his time in science. Camilo hastened to write his father a letter

full of philosophical reflections. 




The

final sentence read as follows: 









In short, my father, if it seems to you that I have

the necessary judgment to complete my studies here, and if you have confidence

in the good inspiration that the soul of the one who left this vale of tears to

enjoy infinite bliss will give me, let me stay here until I can return to my

country as an enlightened citizen and fit to serve it, as is my duty. If

your will is contrary to what I'm asking you, tell me frankly, my father,

because then I won't stay a moment longer in this land, which was once half a

homeland to me, and which today (hélas!) is just a land of exile. 









The

good old man was not a man who could see between the lines of this tearful

epistle the true feeling that had dictated it. He wept with joy when he read

his son's words, showed the letter to all his friends, and hastened to reply to

the boy that he could stay in Paris as long as necessary to complete his

studies, and that, apart from the allowance he gave him, he would never refuse

anything that was indispensable to him in unforeseen circumstances. She also

wholeheartedly approved of the sentiments he expressed towards his homeland and

the memory of his godfather. He passed on many recommendations from Uncle

Jorge, Father Maciel, Colonel Veiga, all his relatives and friends, and

concluded by giving him his blessing. 




His

father's reply arrived in Camilo's hands in the middle of a lunch he was giving

at the Café de Madrid to two or three first-rate spendthrifts. He was expecting

just that, but he couldn't resist the urge to drink to his father's health, an

act in which he was accompanied by his elegant kite friends. That same day,

Camilo planned some unforeseen circumstances (for the Commander) and the next

post brought a long letter to Brazil in which he thanked his father for his

good wishes, told him how much he missed him, confided in him his hopes, and

respectfully asked him, in post scriptum, to send him a small sum of

money. 




Thanks

to these facilities, our Camilo threw himself into a loose and expensive life,

but not so much that he sacrificed his studies. The intelligence he possessed,

and a certain self-respect that he had not lost, helped him a lot in this

endeavor; he finished his studies, passed his exams and was awarded a

doctorate. 




The

news of the event was passed on to his father with a request for a leave of

absence to see other European lands. He was granted leave and left Paris to

visit Italy, Switzerland, Germany and England. After a few months, he was back

in the great capital, and there he resumed the thread of his former existence,

now free from strange and boring cares. The whole scale of sensual and

frivolous pleasures was traversed by this hopeful young man with an eagerness

that seemed like suicide. His friends were numerous, solicitous and constant:

some did not hesitate to do him the honor of making him their creditor. His

name was truly popular among the girls of Corinth; not a few had loved him to

the point of delirium. There was no famous uproar in which the key to his

chambers did not appear, no race, no banquet, no stroll, in which he did not

occupy one of the first places cet aimable brésilien. 




Eager

to see him, the commander wrote to him asking him to return to Brazil; but his

son, a Parisian to the marrow of his bones, couldn't understand how a man could

leave the brain of France to come and stay in Goiás. He replied with evasions

and left it at that. The old man turned a blind eye to this first disobedience.

Some time later, he insisted on calling him; Camilo again evaded. His father

became angry and the third letter he sent him was already bitterly reproachful.

Camilo came to his senses and set out with great sorrow to return to his

homeland, not without hopes of coming back and ending his days on the Boulevard

of the Italians or outside the Café Helder. 




An

incident, however, delayed the young doctor's return yet again. He, who until

then had lived on easy loves and one-hour infatuations, suddenly fell in love

with a beautiful Russian princess. Don't be alarmed; the Russian princess I'm

talking about, some people said, was the daughter of Rua do Bac and had worked

in a fashion house until the revolution of 1848. In the midst of the

revolution, a Polish major fell in love with her and took her to Warsaw, where

she had just arrived transformed into a princess, with a name ending in ine

or off, I'm not sure. She lived mysteriously, mocking all her

worshippers, except Camillo, she said, for whom she felt she could retire her

widow's clothes. But as soon as she let go of these thoughtless expressions,

she protested with her eyes on the sky: 




“Oh,

no, never, my dear Alexis, never will I dishonor your memory by uniting myself

to another.”




These

were daggers that tore Camillo's heart apart. The young doctor swore by all the

saints of the Latin and Greek calendar that he had never loved anyone like the

beautiful princess. The barbarian lady sometimes seemed willing to believe

Camillo's protests, but at other times she shook her head and asked for

forgiveness in the shadow of the venerable Prince Alexis. In the meantime, a

decisive letter arrived from the Commander. The old man from Goiás ordered his

son to return for the last time, under penalty of suspending all his resources

and locking his door. 




He

could not prevaricate any longer. He still imagined a serious illness, but the

idea that his father might not believe him and might actually suspend his

resources put an end to all this. Camillo didn't even have the heart to go and

confess his position to the beautiful princess; he feared, moreover, that she

would want to share her Novogorod lands with him, out of a burst of generosity

- natural in those who love. Accepting them would be a humiliation, refusing

them could be an offense. Camillo preferred to leave Paris, leaving the

princess a letter in which he simply told her what had happened and promised to

return someday. 




Such

were the calamities with which fate wanted to bring down Camillo's spirits. The

unfortunate traveler went over them all in his mind, until he heard eight

o'clock at night. He went out for a while to get some air, and his longing for

Paris flared up even more. Everything seemed gloomy, cramped and petty. He

looked with Olympian disdain at all the stores in Rua do Ouvidor, which seemed

to him to be just a very long, very well-lit alleyway. He found the men

inelegant and the ladies disgraceful. He remembered, however, that Santa Luzia,

his hometown, was even less Parisian than Rio de Janeiro, and so, crestfallen

at the thought, he rushed back to his hotel and went to sleep. 




The

next day, just after lunch, he went to his father's correspondent's house. He

told him that he intended to leave for Goiás in four or five days' time, and

received the necessary resources from him, according to the orders already

given by the Commander. The correspondent added that he was commissioned to

give him everything he wanted if he wished to spend a few weeks at court. 




"No,"

Camilo replied, "there's nothing keeping me at court, and I'm looking

forward to being on my way."




"I

can only imagine how much you'll miss it. How many years now?"




"Eight

years."




"Eight

years! That's a long absence."




Camilo

was about to leave when he saw a tall, thin man enter, with a beard under his

chin and a moustache, dressed in a brown denim jacket and wearing a Chilean hat

on his head. The man looked at Camilo, paused, took a step back, and after a

reasonable hesitation, exclaimed:




"I'm

not mistaken! It's Mr. Camilo!"




"Camilo

Seabra, indeed," replied the commander´s son, casting a questioning glance

at the owner of the house.




"This

gentleman," said the correspondent, "is Mr. Soares, son of the

merchant of the same name, from the city of Santa Luzia."




"What!

He's the Leandro I left with just a snout?"




"In

the flesh," interrupted Soares, "it's the same Leandro who appears to

you now all bearded, like you, who also has a nice moustache!"




"Well,

I didn't know him..."




"I

knew you, I just saw you, although I thought you were very different from what you

used to be. You´re a fine young man now. I'm the one who's old. You're already

twenty-six... Don't laugh: I'm old. When did you arrive?"




"Yesterday."




"And

when are you leaving for Goiás?"




"I'm

waiting for the first steamer from Santos."




"Not

on purpose! We'll go together."




"How's

your father? How are all those people? Father Maciel? Veiga? Give me news of

everyone and everything."




"We'll

have time to talk at our leisure. For now, all I can tell you is that everyone

is doing well. It was the vicar who was ill with a malignant fever for two

months and nobody thought he'd stand in his feet again, but he did. God forbid

that the man should fall ill, now that we have the Espírito Santo on our

doorstep."




"Do

they still have those parties?"




"Well

then! This year's emperor is Colonel Veiga, and he says he wants to do things

with all the glamour. He's already promised to give a ball. But we have time to

talk, either here or on the way. Where are you living?"




Camilo

indicated the hotel where he was staying, and said goodbye to the fellow

provincial, pleased to have found a companion who would somehow ease the tedium

of such a long journey. Soares arrived at the door and followed the commander's

son with his eyes until he lost sight of him.




"See

what it's like to wander around these foreign lands," he said to the

correspondent, who was also arriving at the door. "What a change that boy,

who was little more or less like me, has made!"




 













II:
To Goiás




 




In

a few days' time, they were both going to Santos, from there to São Paulo and

then on to Goiás. 




Soares,

as he regained his old intimacy with the commander's son, told him the memories

of his life during the eight years of separation and, for lack of anything

better, this was what entertained the doctor on the occasions and in the places

where nature didn't offer him a spectacle of his own. After a few leagues of

walking, Camilo was informed of Soares' electoral feuds, his hunting

adventures, his amorous exploits, and many other things, some serious, others

frivolous, which Soares recounted with equal enthusiasm and interest. 




Camilo

was not an observant spirit, but Soares' soul was so evident in his hands that

it was impossible not to see and examine it. He didn't seem to be a bad boy,

but he noticed a certain braggadocio in all sorts of things, in politics,

hunting, gambling and even in love. In this last chapter there was a serious

paragraph; it concerned a girl he loved madly, so much so that he promised to

annihilate anyone who dared to look at her. 




"That's

what I'm telling you, Camilo," confessed the merchant's son, "if

anyone has the audacity to want that girl, you can count on there being two

more wretches in the world, him and me. Fortunately, that won't be the case;

everyone there knows me; they know I don't hesitate to do what I promise. A few

months ago Major Valente lost the election just because he had the audacity to

say he was going to get the municipal judge to resign. He didn't get the

resignation, and as a punishment he took a beating; he was put on the list of

substitutes. I was the one who hit him. The thing was..."




"But

why don't you marry this girl?" asked Camilo, cautiously turning away from

the story of Soares' latest electoral victory.




"I'm

not marrying her because... you're very curious to know?"




"Curiosity...

that of a friend and nothing more."




"I'm

not marrying her because she doesn't want me to."




Camilo

stalled his horse.




"She

doesn't want to?" he said in astonishment. "Then why do you want to

stop her..."




"That's

a very long story. Isabel..."




"Isabel?"

interrupted Camilo. "Wait, is she the daughter of Dr. Matos, who was a

judge ten years ago?"




"That's

the one."




"She

must be a woman now?"




"She's

well into her twenties."




"She

reminds me of how pretty she was when she was twelve."




"Oh,

she's changed a lot... for the better! No one sees her who doesn't immediately

turn their head. She's already turned down a few weddings. The last fiancé she

turned down was me. She told me herself why she turned me down."




"And

what was it?"




"Look,

Mr. Soares," she told me. "You deserve a girl to take you for a

husband; I could do it, but I won't because we'd never be happy."




"What

else?"




"Nothing

else. She just told me what I've just told you."




"You

never spoke to each other again?"




"On

the contrary, we speak often. She hasn't changed with me; she treats me the

same as before. Except for those words she said to me, which still hurt me

inside, I could have hoped. But I can see that they would be useless; she

doesn't like me."




"Do

you want me to tell you something frankly?"




"Go

ahead."




"You

sound very selfish."




"That

may be so, but that's who I am. I'm jealous of everything, even the air she

breathes. If I saw her liking someone else and I couldn't stop the marriage,

I'd move to another country. All I'm worth is the conviction I have that she'll

never love anyone else, and everyone else thinks this way."




"It's

no wonder she doesn't know how to love," Camilo thought, casting his eyes

over the horizon as if there were an image of the tzar's beautiful subject

there. "Not everyone has received this gift from heaven, which is the true

hallmark of select spirits. There are some, however, who know how to give their

life and soul to a loved one, who fill their heart with deep affection, and in

this way are worthy of perpetual adoration. Women of this caste are rare, I

know, but they do exist..."




Camilo

ended this tribute to the lady of his thoughts by opening his wings to a sigh

which, if it didn't reach its destination, wasn't the author's fault. His

companion didn't understand the intention of the speech, and insisted on saying

that the beautiful woman from Goiás was far from liking anyone, and he was even

further from consenting. 




The

subject pleased both of them and they talked about it at length until the

afternoon approached. Shortly afterwards, they arrived at an inn where they had

to spend the night. 




Once

the animals had been loaded, the servants took care of breakfast first and then

dinner. On these occasions, our hero's longing for Paris was all the more

painful. What a difference between his dinners in the boulevard restaurants

and that light, crude meal in a miserable roadside stand, without the

delicacies of French cuisine, without reading the Figaro or the Gazette

des Tribunaux! 




Camilo

sighed to himself; he then became even less communicative. Nothing was lost

because his companion spoke for two. 




When

the meal was over, Camillo lit a cigar and Soares a straw cigarette. It was

already evening. The fire from dinner illuminated a small area around the camp;

but it wasn't needed, because the moon was beginning to rise from behind a

hill; pale and bright, playing on the leaves of the trees and the calm waters

of the river that meandered nearby. 




One

of the muleteers pulled out his guitar and began to croon a song that would

have charmed anyone else with its rough simplicity of verse and tune, but which

only reminded the commander´s son sadly of the operatic flourishes. It

reminded him more; it reminded him of a night when the beautiful Muscovite,

softly seated in an Italian box, stopped listening to the tenor's tenderness to

gaze at him from afar, smelling a sprig of violets. 




Soares

threw himself into the hammock and fell asleep. 




The

muleteer stopped singing, and soon all was silence at the landing. 




Camilo

was left alone in front of the night, which was truly beautiful and solemn. The

young man from Goiás didn't lack the intelligence of beauty; and the almost

newness of that spectacle, which he had forgotten for a long time, never failed

to impress him immensely. 




From

time to time, the distant howls of some beast wandering in solitude reached his

ears. At other times, they were nocturnal birds chirping their sad chirps

nearby. The crickets, as well as the frogs and toads, formed the chorus of that

opera of the sertão, which our hero certainly admired, but to which he

undoubtedly preferred the comic opera. 




He

stayed like this for a long time, about two hours, letting his mind wander at

the whim of nostalgia, and raising and tearing down a thousand castles in the

air. Suddenly he was called to his senses by the voice of Soares, who seemed to

be the victim of a nightmare. He sharpened his ear and heard these loose,

muffled words that his companion was muttering: 




"Isabel...

dear Isabel... What's that? Oh my God! Help!"




The

last syllables were already more distressed than the first. Camilo ran to his

companion and shook him. Soares woke up startled, sat up, looked around and

muttered:




"What

is it?"




"A

nightmare."




"Yes,

it was a nightmare. That's good! What time is it?"




"It's

still dark."




"Are

you up yet?"




"I'm

going to bed now. Let's get some sleep."




"Tomorrow

I'll tell you about the dream."




The

next day, after the first twenty fathoms of marching, Soares recounted the

terrible dream of the day before.




"I

was standing by a river," he said, "rifle in hand, spying on the

capybaras. I casually glanced at the cliff that was far above, on the opposite

side, and saw a girl on a black horse, dressed in black, with her hair, which

was also black, falling over her shoulders..."




"It

was all darkness," Camilo interrupted.




"Wait,

I was surprised to see a girl there, and in that way, who seemed slender and

delicate. Who did you think she was?"




"Isabel."




"Isabel.

I ran along the bank, climbed upon a rock opposite where she was, and asked her

what she was doing there. She was silent for a while. Then, pointing to the

bottom of the grotto, she said:




'My

hat fell down there.'"




"Ah!"




"'Do

you love me?' she said after a few minutes."




"'More

than life!'"




"'Will

you do whatever I ask?'"




"'Anything.'"




"'Well,

go and get my hat.'"




"I

looked down. It was a huge grotto at the bottom of which thick, muddy water was

boiling and rumbling. The hat, instead of drifting downstream until it was

completely lost, was stuck on the end of a rock, and from the bottom it seemed

to be inviting me to climb down. But it was impossible. I looked everywhere to

see if I could find any resources. There were none..."




"See

what a scalded imagination is!" remarked Camilo.




"I

was already looking for some words to dissuade Isabel from her terrible idea

when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned around; it was a man, it was

you."




"It

was me?"




"That's

right. You looked at me with an air of contempt, smiled at her and then looked

into the abyss. Suddenly, without me being able to say how, you were below and

you reached down to take off the fatal hat."




"Ah!"




"But

the water, suddenly thickening, threatened to submerge him. Then Isabel,

letting out a cry of anguish, harnessed her horse and threw herself down the

slope. I shouted... I called for help, but to no avail. The water was already

wrapping you in its folds... when I was woken up by you."




Leandro

Soares concluded this account of his nightmare still looking frightened by what

had happened to him—imaginary. It must be said that he believed in dreams.




"See

what a bad digestion is!" exclaimed Camilo when the fellow provincial had

finished his narration. "What a lot of nonsense! The hat, the cliff, the

horse, and above all my presence in this fantastic melodrama, all this is the

work of someone who has digested his dinner badly. There are theaters in Paris

that play nightmares like this—worse than yours because they're longer. But

what I also see is that this girl won't even let you sleep."




"Not

even asleep!"




Soares

said these two words almost like an echo, without awareness. Since he had

finished telling the story, and immediately after Camilo's first words, he had

been making a series of reflections that had not come to the attention of the

author of this narrative. The most I can tell you is that they were not happy

ones, because his forehead drooped, he wrinkled his brow, and, with his eyes

fixed on the animal's ears, he retreated into an inviolable silence.




From

that day on, the journey was less bearable for Camilo than it had been. In

addition to the slight melancholy that had taken hold of his companion, it was

becoming tedious for him to walk leagues and leagues that never seemed to end.

In the end, Soares returned to his usual verbosity, but by then he couldn't

overcome the deadly boredom that had seized the miserable Camilo.




But

when he saw the town, near which was the farm where he had lived the first

dawns of his youth, Camilo felt his heart shake. A serious feeling overwhelmed

him. For a while at least, Paris with its splendors would give way to the small,

honest homeland of the Seabras.
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