

  

    

      

    

  








The Diplomat























Machado de Assis












SYNOPSIS




In “The Diplomat”, Machado de Assis follows Rangel, a man dominated by prudence and excessive calculation, who harbors a silent passion for Joaninha. Unable to act with frankness, he repeatedly postpones the delivery of a decisive letter, taking refuge in cautious gestures and measured words. Amid hesitations, appearances, and discreet rivalries, the story reveals how excessive diplomacy can transform feelings into loss.
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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 evolving social norms and 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.




Foreign language names will be preserved in their original form, without translation.




 








The Diplomat






 




The

black woman entered the dining room, approached the table surrounded by people,

and spoke softly to the lady. It seems she asked her for something urgent,

because the lady got up immediately.




“Shall

we wait, D. Adelaide?”




“No,

don't wait, Mr. Rangel; go on, I'll join you later.”




Rangel

was the reader of the book of fortunes. He turned the page and recited a title:

“If someone loves you in secret.” There was general movement; girls and

boys smiled at each other. It is the celebration of St. John's Eve in 1854, and

the house is on Rua das Mangueiras. The owner of the house is called João, João

Viegas, and he has a daughter, Joaninha. Every year, the same gathering of

relatives and friends takes place, a bonfire burns in the backyard, the usual

potatoes are roasted, and fortunes are told. There is also supper, sometimes

dancing, and some forfeits games, all family-oriented. João Viegas is a clerk

at a civil court.




“Let's

go. Who will start now?” he said. “It will be Dona Felismina. Let's see if

anyone loves her in secret.”




Dona

Felismina smiled wanly. She was a good forty years old, without dowry or

fortune, who lived spying on her husband from under her devout eyelids. In

truth, the joke was harsh, but natural. Dona Felismina was the perfect model of

those indulgent and meek creatures who seem to have been born to entertain

others. She picked up the dice and threw them with an air of incredulous

complacency. Number ten, two voices shouted. Rangel looked down at the bottom

of the page, saw the verse corresponding to the number, and read it: it said

yes, that there was a person she should look for on Sunday at church when she

went to mass. The whole table congratulated Dona Felismina, who smiled with

disdain, but inwardly hopeful.




Others

picked up the dice, and Rangel continued to read each person's fortune. He read

briskly. From time to time, he took off his glasses and cleaned them very

slowly with the corner of his cambric handkerchief—either because it was

cambric, or because it exuded a fine scent of gardenia. He was very conceited,

and they called him “the diplomat” there.




“Go

on, you diplomat, continue.”




Rangel

shuddered; he had forgotten to read a fortune, absorbed in scanning the line of

girls on the other side of the table. Was he courting any of them? Let's take

it one step at a time.




He

was single, due to circumstances, not by choice. As a boy, he had had a few

flings, but over time he developed a thirst for greatness, and this prolonged

his celibacy until the age of forty-one, when we meet him. He coveted a bride

superior to himself and the circle in which he lived, and he spent his time

waiting for her. He even attended the balls of a famous and wealthy lawyer, for

whom he copied papers and who protected him greatly. At the balls, he had the

same subordinate position as in the office; he spent the night wandering the

corridors, peeking into the hall, watching the ladies pass by, devouring with

his eyes a multitude of magnificent shoulders and graceful figures. He envied

the men and copied them. He left there excited and resolute. When there were no

balls, he went to church parties, where he could see some of the city's most

beautiful young women. He was also sure to be in the lobby of the imperial

palace on procession days to see the grand ladies and courtiers, ministers,

generals, diplomats, and judges enter, and he knew everything and everyone,

people and carriages. He returned from the party and the procession, as he

returned from the ball, impetuous, ardent, capable he could seize the palm of

fortune in one single stroke.
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