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SYNOPSIS




Nicolau B. grows up marked by a strange condition: an almost physical revulsion at any sign of superiority in others. He lives in constant discomfort, seeking only the company of those he considers inferior. Upon his death, his last wish is that a modest carpenter make his coffin, an ironic gesture that sums up a life guided by envy and social pettiness.
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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.




 








Final Request




 




"...Furthermore,

it is my final request that the coffin in which my body is to be buried be made

at the home of Joaquim Soares, on Alfândega Street. I wish him to be informed

of this disposition, which will also be made public. Joaquim Soares does not

know me; but he is worthy of the distinction, being one of our best artists and

one of the most honorable men in our land..." 




This

testamentary provision was strictly complied with. Joaquim Soares made the

coffin in which the body of poor Nicolau B. de C. was placed; he made it

himself, con amore; and, in the end, in a cordial gesture, he asked to

be excused from receiving any remuneration. He was paid; the favor of the

deceased was in itself a distinguished reward. He wanted only one thing: an

authentic copy of the clause. They gave it to him; he had it framed and hung it

on a nail in his shop. The other coffin makers, once their astonishment had

passed, cried out that the will was nonsense. Fortunately—and this is one of

the advantages of the social state—fortunately, all the other classes felt that

this hand, reaching out from the abyss to bless the work of a modest worker, had

performed a rare and magnanimous act. It was 1855; the population was more

settled; nothing else was talked about. Nicolau's name echoed for many days in

the court press, from where it spread to the provinces. But universal life is

so varied, successes accumulate in such multitude and with such speed, and,

finally, the memory of men is so fragile, that a day came when Nicolau's action

sank completely into oblivion. 




I

am not here to restore it. Forgetting is a necessity. Life is a slate on which

destiny, in order to write a new story, must erase the one already written. It

is the work of slate and sponge. No, I am not here to restore it. There are

thousands of deeds as beautiful, or even more beautiful than Nicolau's, that

have been swallowed up by oblivion. I am here to say that the testamentary sum

is not an effect without a cause; I am here to show one of the greatest morbid

curiosities of this century. Yes, beloved reader, let us delve into pathology.

That boy you see there, at the end of the last century (in 1855, when he died,

Nicolau was sixty-eight years old), that boy is not a healthy product, he is

not a perfect organism. On the contrary, from his earliest years, he has

repeatedly shown that there is some inner vice, some organic flaw in him. There

is no other way to explain the obstinacy with which he runs to destroy the toys

of other boys, not those that are the same as his, or even inferior, but those

that are better or richer. Even less understandable is that, in cases where the

toy is unique, or simply rare, young Nicolau consoles the victim with two or

three kicks; never less than one. All this is obscure. It cannot be the

father's fault. His father was an honorable merchant or commission agent (most

of the people here who are called merchants, said the Marquis de Lavradio, are

nothing more than simple commission agents), who lived with a certain splendor

in the last quarter of the century, a harsh, austere man who admonished his son

and, when necessary, punished him. But neither admonitions nor punishments were

of any use. Nicolau's inner impulse was more effective than all his father's

sticks, and once or twice a week, the little boy repeated the same offense. The

family's disappointment was profound. There was even one case which, due to its

very serious consequences, deserves to be recounted.
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