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CHAPTER ONE

	FROM THE TITLE

	 

	One of these nights, coming from the city to Engenho Novo, I met a young man from here in the neighborhood on the Central train, whom I know by sight and by his hat.

	He greeted me, sat down next to me, talked about the moon and the ministers, and ended up reciting verses to me. The trip was short, and the verses might not have been entirely bad. However, I was tired and closed my eyes three or four times; that was enough for him to stop reading and put the verses in his pocket.

	—Go on, I said, waking up.

	—I'm done, he murmured.

	— They are very beautiful.

	I saw him make a gesture to take them out of his pocket again, but it was nothing more than a gesture; he was sullen. The next day, he came in, calling me nasty names, and ended up calling me Dom Casmurro. The neighbors, who dislike my reclusive and quiet habits, adopted the nickname, which finally stuck. I wasn't mad. I told the anecdote to my friends in town, and they, jokingly, call me that, some in notes: "Dom Casmurro, I'm going to have dinner with you on Sunday."

	— "I'm going to Petrópolis, Dom Casmurro; the house is the same as in Renânia; see if you can leave that cave at Engenho Novo and come spend a fortnight with me there." — "My dear Dom Casmurro, don't worry that I'm excusing you from the theater tomorrow; come and sleep here in the city; I'll give you a box, I'll give you tea, I'll give you a bed; I just won't give you a girl."

	Don't consult dictionaries. Casmurro isn't used here in the sense they give it, but in the common sense of a silent, self-absorbed man. Dom came ironically to attribute to me the airs of a nobleman. Anything to be doing! I also couldn't find a better title for my narrative; if I don't find another one between now and the end of the book, this will do. My train poet will know I hold no grudge against him. And with a little effort, since the title is yours, you'll be able to believe the work is yours. Some books will have just that from their authors; some not so much.

	 



CHAPTER II 


	FROM THE BOOK

	 

	Now that I've explained the title, I'll write the book. But before that, let's talk about the reasons that put the pen in my hand.

	I live alone, with a servant. The house I live in is my own; I had it built on purpose, driven by a desire so particular that I'm embarrassed to print it, but whatever.

	One day, many years ago, I remembered to recreate in Engenho Novo the house where I grew up on the old Rua de Mata-cavalos, giving it the same appearance and economy as the other one, which has since disappeared. The builder and painter understood my instructions well: it's the same two-story building, with three windows facing the front, a balcony at the back, and the same alcoves and rooms. In the main one, the painting on the ceiling and walls is more or less the same: garlands of tiny flowers and large birds taking them in their beaks, space by space. In the four corners of the ceiling are figures of the seasons, and in the center of the walls are medallions of Caesar, Augustus, Nero, and Massinissa, with their names below... I don't understand the reason for these figures. When we went to the house in Mata-cavalos, it was already decorated this way; it came from the previous decade. Naturally, it was the taste of the time to infuse classical flavor and antique figures into American paintings. Everything else is also analogous and similar. I have a small farm, flowers, vegetables, a casuarina tree, a well, and a laundry room. I use old dishes and old furniture. In short, now, as then, there's the same contrast between the peaceful inner life and the noisy outer life.

	My obvious goal was to tie up the two ends of my life and restore adolescence in old age. Well, sir, I haven't been able to reconstruct what was or what I was. In every way, if the face is the same, the physiognomy is different. If only others were missing, well, a man finds more or less consolation in the people he loses, but I am missing, and that gap is everything. What is here is, to put it roughly, similar to the paint one puts on the beard and hair, which only preserves the external habit, as they say in autopsies; the internal doesn't hold the paint. A birth certificate that gave me twenty years of age could deceive strangers, like all false documents, but not me. The friends I have left are recent; all the old ones went to study the geology of the cemetery. As for my friends, some date back fifteen years, others are younger, and almost all believe in youth. Two or three would make others believe her, but the language they speak often requires consulting dictionaries, and such frequency is tiresome.

	However, a different life doesn't mean a worse life; it's something else. In certain respects, that old life seems stripped of many of the charms I found in it; but it's also true that it's lost many of the thorns that made it bothersome, and I retain some sweet and bewitching memories. In truth, I rarely appear and speak even less. Distractions are rare. Most of my time is spent gardening, gardening, and reading; I eat well and don't sleep badly.

	Now, as everything tires, this monotony ended up exhausting me as well. I wanted a change, and it occurred to me to write a book. Jurisprudence, philosophy, and politics came to me, but I didn't find the necessary strength. Then I thought of writing a History of the Suburbs, less dry than Father Luís Gonçalves dos Santos's memoirs about the city; it was a modest work, but it required documents and dates as preliminaries, everything arid and long. It was then that the busts painted on the walls began to speak to me, telling me that, since they couldn't reconstruct the bygone days for me, I should take up my pen and recount some. Perhaps the narration would give me illusion, and the shadows would pass lightly, like the poet, not the one on the train, but the one in Faust: Here you come again, restless shadows?...

	I was so delighted with this idea that even now my pen trembles in my hand. Yes, Nero, Augustus, Massinissa, and you, great Caesar, who invite me to write my own comments, I thank you for your advice, and I will commit to paper the reminiscences that come to me. In this way, I will live what I lived, and I will set my hand to some work of greater magnitude. Well, let's begin our remembrance with a famous November afternoon, one I have never forgotten. I have had many others, better and worse, but that one has never left my mind. This is what you will understand by reading.

	 



CHAPTER III 


	THE COMPLAINT 

	 

	I was entering the living room when I heard my name called and hid behind the door. The house was on Mata-cavalos Street, the month was November, the year is a bit remote, but I'm not going to change the dates of my life just to please people who don't like old stories; the year was 1857.

	— Mrs. Glória, do you persist in the idea of placing our Bentinho in the seminary?

	It is high time, and now there may be a difficulty.

	— What difficulty?

	— A great difficulty.

	My mother wanted to know what was going on. José Dias, after a few moments of concentration, came to see if anyone was in the hallway; he didn't notice me, so he came back and, muffling his voice, said that the problem was in the house nearby, the people from Pádua.

	— The people from Padua?

	"I've been meaning to tell you this for a while, but I haven't dared. I don't think it's good that our Bentinho is hanging around with Tartaruga's daughter, and that's the problem, because if they start dating, you'll have a hard time separating them."

	— I don't think so. Stuck in corners?

	"It's a way of speaking. In secret, always together. Bentinho hardly ever leaves the place. The little one is scatterbrained; her father pretends not to see; he wishes things would work out so that... I understand your gesture; you don't believe in such calculations; it seems to you that everyone has a candid soul..."

	"But, Mr. José Dias, I've seen the little ones playing, and I've never seen anything that would make me suspicious. Their age is enough; Bentinho is barely fifteen. Capitu turned fourteen last week; they're both young kids. Don't forget that they were raised together, ever since that great flood ten years ago, when the Pádua family lost so much; that's where our relationship came from. Am I supposed to believe it?... Brother Cosme, what do you think?"

	Uncle Cosme responded with a "Well!" which, translated into vulgar terms, meant: "They are José Dias' imaginations; the little ones have fun, I have fun; where's the backgammon?"

	— Yes, I believe you are mistaken.

	— It may be, madam. I hope they are right, but believe me, I did not speak until after much consideration...

	— In any case, there's still time, my mother interrupted; I'll try to get him into the seminary as soon as possible.

	"Well, since you haven't given up on the idea of making him a priest, the main thing has been achieved. Bentinho will have to satisfy his mother's wishes. And then the Brazilian church has lofty goals. Let's not forget that a bishop presided over the Constituent Assembly, and that Father Feijó governed the Empire..."

	"A government that looks just like him!" Uncle Cosme interrupted, giving in to old political grudges.

	—Excuse me, doctor, I'm not defending anyone, I'm quoting. What I want to say is that the clergy still plays a major role in Brazil.

	"What you want is a cape; go get the backgammon. As for the little one, if he has to be a priest, it's really best he doesn't start saying Mass behind closed doors. But, look here, Sister Glória, is there really a need to make him a priest?"

	— It's a promise, it will be fulfilled.

	— I know you made a promise... but a promise like that... I don't know... I think, well thought out... What do you think, cousin Justina?

	— I?

	"The truth is that everyone knows best about themselves," Uncle Cosme continued, "God knows everyone." However, a promise made so many years ago... What's this, Sister Glória? Are you crying? Oh, come on! Is this the stuff of tears?"

	My mother blew her nose without responding. Cousin Justina, I believe, got up and went to her. A long silence followed, during which I was on the verge of entering the room, but another force, another emotion... I couldn't hear the words Uncle Cosme entered. Cousin Justina exhorted: "Cousin Glória! Cousin Glória!" José Dias apologized: "If I had known, I wouldn't have spoken, but I spoke out of veneration, esteem, affection, to fulfill a bitter duty, a most bitter duty..."

	 



CHAPTER IV 


	A MOST BOLD DUTY!

	 

	José Dias loved superlatives. They were a way of giving monumental form to ideas; when they were lacking, they served to prolong sentences. He got up to get the backgammon, which was inside the house. I sewed heavily on the wall, and watched him pass by in his starched white pants, clip-ons, a roulette, and a clip-on tie. He was one of the last people to wear clips in Rio de Janeiro, and perhaps in this world. He wore his pants short so they would stay taut. The black satin tie, with a steel bow inside, immobilized his neck; it was fashionable then. The calico roulette, a homely and light garment, looked like a formal tuxedo on him. He was thin, thin, with a bald spot; he was about fifty-five.

	He stood up with his usual slow step, not the shuffling pace of the lazy, but a calculated, deductive pace, a complete syllogism, the premise before the consequence, the consequence before the conclusion. A most bitter duty!

	 



CHAPTER V 


	THE AGGREGATE

	 

	He didn't always walk at that slow, rigid pace. He also broke into quick bursts, often quick and agile in his movements, as natural in this manner as in that. Furthermore, he laughed broadly, if necessary, a great, unwilling yet communicative laugh, so much so that his cheeks, teeth, eyes, his entire face, his entire person, everyone seemed to be laughing with him. In serious moments, very serious.

	He had been our servant for many years; my father was still at the old Itaguaí farm, and I had just been born. One day, he showed up there selling himself as a homeopathic doctor; he brought a manual and a pharmacy. There was a flurry of fevers at the time; José Dias cured the overseer and a slave, and refused to accept any compensation.

	So my father offered to let him stay and live there, for a small salary. José Dias refused, saying it was only fair to bring health care to the poor man's thatched house.

	—Who's stopping you from going elsewhere? Go wherever you want, but stay with us.

	— I'll be back in three months.

	He returned within two weeks, accepting room and board without any other remuneration, except for whatever they wanted to give for parties. When my father was elected deputy and came to Rio de Janeiro with his family, he came too, and had his room at the back of the farm. One day, with fevers once again raging in Itaguaí, my father told him to come and see our slavery. José Dias remained silent, sighed, and finally confessed that he wasn't a doctor. He had taken that title to help promote the new school, and he hadn't done so without studying extensively, but his conscience wouldn't allow him to accept any more patients.

	—But you healed the other times.

	—I believe so; the most accurate thing, however, is to say that they were the remedies indicated in the books. They, yes; they, under God. I was a charlatan... Don't deny it; the motives for my behavior could have been and were worthy; homeopathy is the truth, and, to serve the truth, I lied; but it's time to set everything straight.

	He wasn't fired, as he'd requested at the time; my father could no longer dismiss him. He had a gift for making himself accepted and necessary; he was missed, as if he were a member of the family. When my father died, the pain that gripped him was immense, I'm told, but I don't remember. My mother was very grateful and wouldn't let him leave the room at the farm; on the seventh day, after Mass, he went to say goodbye to her.

	— Stay, José Dias.

	— I obey, madam.

	He had a small legacy in his will, a policy, and four words of praise.

	He copied the words, framed them, and hung them in his room above his bed.

	"This is the best policy," he would often say. Over time, he acquired a certain authority in the family, a certain audience, at least; he didn't abuse it, and he knew how to give his opinion while obeying. In the end, he was a friend, I wouldn't say a great one, but not everything is great in this world. And don't think of him as a subordinate soul; the courtesies he offered came before calculation rather than character. Clothes lasted a long time for him; unlike people who quickly wear out their new dress, he wore his old one brushed and smooth, darned, buttoned, with a poor and modest elegance. He was well-read, albeit hurriedly, enough to entertain in the evening and at dessert, or explain some phenomenon, talk about the effects of heat and cold, the polar regions, and Robespierre. He often recounted a trip he had taken to Europe and confessed that if it weren't for us, he would have returned there already; he had friends in Lisbon, but our family, he said, under God, was everything.

	—Below or above? Uncle Cosme asked him one day.

	— Below, repeated José Dias full of veneration.

	And my religious mother was pleased to see that he put God in his rightful place and smiled approvingly. José Dias nodded his thanks. My mother gave him, every now and then, some coppers. Uncle Cosme, who was a lawyer, entrusted him with copying court documents.

	 



CHAPTER VI 


	UNCLE COSME

	 

	Uncle Cosme has lived with my mother ever since she became a widow. He was already a widower then, like cousin Justina; it was the home of the three widowers.

	Fortune often changes hands. Trained for the serene duties of capitalism, Uncle Cosme didn't get rich in the courtroom: he ate his way through. His office was on the old Rua das Violas, near the jury, which was located in the now-defunct Aljube. He worked in criminal matters. José Dias never missed Uncle Cosme's oral defenses. He was the one who dressed and undressed him, with many compliments at the end. At home, he would refer to the debates. Uncle Cosme, however modest he might have been, smiled persuasively.

	He was fat and heavy, short of breath, and sleepy-eyed. One of my earliest memories was watching him mount the beast my mother had given him every morning, which carried him to the office. The black man who had fetched it from the stable would hold the bridle while he lifted his foot and placed it in the stirrup; this was followed by a minute of rest or reflection. Then he would give a push, the first, and his body threatened to rise, but didn't; a second push, the same effect.

	Finally, after a few long moments, Uncle Cosme gathered all his physical and moral strength, gave one last push off the ground, and this time fell onto the saddle.

	The beast rarely failed to show with a gesture that it had just received the world. Uncle Cosme would arrange the meat, and the beast would trot off.

	I also won't forget what he did to me one afternoon. Born in the countryside (where I arrived at the age of two), and despite the customs of the time, I didn't know how to ride and was afraid of horses. Uncle Cosme picked me up and straddled the beast. When I found myself at the top (I was nine), alone and helpless, I began to scream desperately: "Mommy! Mommy!" She came to me, pale and trembling, thinking they were killing me, dismounted me, and stroked me, while her brother asked:

	— Sister Glória, is someone this size afraid of a tame beast?

	— You're not used to it.

	"You must get used to it. No matter how priestly you are, if you're a vicar on the farm, you'll have to ride a horse; and right here, even though you're not a priest, if you want to flourish like the other boys and don't know how, you'll have to complain about me, Sister Glória."

	— Well, let him complain; I'm afraid.

	— Fear! Oh, fear!

	The truth is, I only learned to ride later, less out of pleasure than out of embarrassment at admitting I couldn't ride. "Now he's really going to date," they said when I started lessons. The same couldn't be said of Uncle Cosme. For him, it was an old habit and a necessity. He was no longer fit for dating.

	They say that, as a young man, he was accepted by many ladies, and was also a passionate supporter; but the years took away most of his political and sexual ardor, and obesity destroyed the rest of his public and specific ideas. Now he only fulfilled the obligations of his office, without love. In his leisure hours, he was always watching or playing. Occasionally, he cracked a joke.

	 



CHAPTER VII 


	D. GLORY

	 

	My mother was a good person. When her husband, Pedro de Albuquerque Santiago, died, she was thirty-one years old and could have returned to Itaguaí. She didn't want to; she preferred to stay near the church where my father was buried. She sold the farm and the slaves, bought some to invest or rent, a dozen buildings, a certain number of policies, and remained in the house in Mata-cavalos, where she lived the last two years of her marriage. She was the daughter of a woman from Minas Gerais, descended from another from São Paulo, the Fernandes family.

	Now, in that blessed year of 1857, Dona Maria da Glória Fernandes Santiago was forty-two years old. She was still beautiful and young, but she insisted on hiding the traces of her youth, no matter how much nature would have preserved her from the ravages of time. She wore a perpetually dark, unadorned dress, with a black shawl folded in a triangle and fastened at the chest with a cameo. Her hair, in buns, was held at the nape of her neck by an old tortoise shell comb; she occasionally wore a white, ruffled cap. Thus, in her flat, muted cordovan shoes, she moved from one side to the other, watching and directing all the tasks of the entire house, from morning to night.

	I have her portrait on the wall, next to her husband, just like in the other house. The painting has darkened considerably, but it still conveys a sense of both of them. I don't remember anything about him, except vaguely that he was tall and had long hair; the portrait shows round eyes that follow me everywhere, an effect of the painting that haunted me as a child. His neck emerges from a heavily twisted black tie, and his face is completely shaved, save for a small patch clinging to his ears. My mother's portrait shows how beautiful she was. She was twenty years old then, and held a flower between her fingers. In the panel, she seems to be offering the flower to her husband. What you can read on their faces is that, if marital happiness can be compared to a jackpot, they won it with a ticket purchased in partnership.

	I conclude that lotteries should not be abolished. No winner has yet accused them of immorality, just as no one has labeled Pandora's pussy evil, because hope remained deep down; somewhere it must remain. Here I have the two happily married couples of yesteryear, the beloved, the blessed, who have passed from this life to the next, probably continuing a dream. When the lottery and Pandora bore me, I look up at them and forget the white tickets and the fateful pussy. They are portraits that are worth their originals. My mother, holding out the flower to her husband, seems to say: "I'm all yours, my handsome gentleman!" My father, looking at us, makes this comment: "See how this girl loves me..."

	If they suffered illnesses, I don't know, just as I don't know if they suffered heartbreak: I was a child, and I began by not being born. After his death, it reminds me that she cried a lot; but here are portraits of both of them, without the grime of time taking away their original expression. They are like snapshots of happiness.

	 



CHAPTER VIII 


	IT'S TIME 

	 

	But it's time to return to that November afternoon, a clear and fresh afternoon, as peaceful as our house and the stretch of street where we lived.

	It was truly the beginning of my life; everything that had happened before was like painting and dressing the people who had to go on stage, turning on the lights, preparing the fiddles, the symphony... Now I was going to begin my opera. "Life is an opera," an old Italian tenor who lived and died here used to tell me... And he explained the definition to me one day, in such a way that I believed it.

	Maybe it's worth giving it; it's just one chapter.

	 



CHAPTER IX 


	THE OPERA 

	 

	He no longer had a voice, but he insisted he did. "It's disuse that hurts me," he added. Whenever a new company arrived from Europe, he would go to the impresario and expose all the injustices of Earth and Heaven; the impresario would commit another, and he would leave railing against the iniquity. He still wore the mustache of his roles. When he walked, despite his age, he seemed to be courting a princess of Babylon. Sometimes he would hum, without opening his mouth, some passage even older than himself or as much; such muffled voices are always possible. He would come here to dine with me sometimes. One night, after much Chianti, he repeated the customary definition to me, and when I told him that life could be an opera or a sea voyage or a battle, he shook his head and replied:

	— Life is an opera, and a grand opera. The tenor and baritone fight for the soprano, in the presence of the bass and the comprimaries, when it is not the soprano and contralto who fight for the tenor, in the presence of the same bass and the same comprimaries. There are numerous choirs, many ballets, and the orchestration is excellent...

	—But, my dear Marcolini...

	— What?...

	And then, after taking a sip of liquor, he put down the glass and explained to me the story of creation, in words that I will summarize.

	God is the poet. The music is by Satan, a young maestro with a bright future, who learned at the conservatory in heaven. A rival of Michael, Raphael, and Gabriel, he could not tolerate their precedence in the distribution of prizes. It may also be that the overly sweet and mystical music of those other fellow students was abhorrent to his essentially tragic genius. He plotted a rebellion that was discovered in time, and he was expelled from the conservatory. Everything would have passed without incident if God had not written an opera libretto, which he abandoned, understanding that such a form of recreation was inappropriate for his eternity. Satan took the manuscript with him to hell. In order to show his worthiness—and perhaps to reconcile himself with heaven—he composed the score, and as soon as he finished it, he took it to the Eternal Father.

	"Sir, I have not forgotten the lessons I received," I said to him. "Here is the score; listen to it, correct it, have it performed, and if you find it worthy of the heights, admit me with it to your feet..."

	
	
— No, replied the Lord, I don't want to hear anything.




	— But Sir...

	— Nothing! nothing!

	Satan also begged, without better fortune, until God, weary and full of mercy, allowed the opera to be performed, but outside of heaven. He created a special theater, this planet, and invented an entire company, with all the parts, primaries and comprimaries, choruses and dancers.

	— I heard some rehearsals now!

	—No, I don't want to hear about rehearsals. It's enough for me to have composed the libretto; I'm ready to share the royalties with you.

	This refusal was perhaps unfortunate; it resulted in some confusion that a prior hearing and friendly collaboration would have avoided. Indeed, there are places where the verse moves to the right and the music to the left. Some argue that the very beauty of the composition lies in escaping monotony, and thus they explain the Eden triplet, Abel's aria, and the guillotine and slavery choruses.

	It's not uncommon for the same passages to be repeated without sufficient reason. Certain motifs tire from repetition. There are also obscurities; the conductor overuses the choral masses, often confusingly obscuring the meaning. The orchestral parts, however, are handled with great skill. Such is the opinion of impartialists.

	The maestro's friends argue that it would be difficult to find a work so well finished. Some admit certain rough edges and gaps, but as the opera progresses, these will likely be filled or explained, and the others will disappear entirely. The maestro is not above amending the work where he feels it does not fully respond to the poet's sublime thought. The maestro's friends disagree. They swear the libretto was sacrificed, that the score corrupted the meaning of the lyrics, and, while beautiful in some places and artfully crafted in others, is completely different and even contrary to the drama. The grotesque, for example, is not in the poet's text; it is an excrescence imitating the " Gibberish Wives of Windsor." This point is contested by Satanists with some semblance of reason. They say that, at the time the young Satan composed the grand opera, neither this farce nor Shakespeare was born.

	They even claim that the English poet had no other genius than to transcribe the lyrics of the opera, with such art and fidelity, that he himself seems to be the author of the composition; but, evidently, he is a plagiarist.

	"This play," concluded the old tenor, "will last as long as the theater lasts, and it's impossible to calculate how long it will be demolished for astronomical utility." Success is growing. Poet and musician receive their royalties punctually, which are not the same, because the rule of division is that of Scripture: "Many are called, but few are chosen." God receives in gold, Satan in paper.

	— That's funny...

	"Grace?" he cried angrily, but he soon quieted down and replied: "Dear Santiago, I have no grace; I have a horror of grace. What I say is the pure and ultimate truth. One day, when all books are burned as useless, there will be someone, perhaps a tenor, and perhaps an Italian, who will teach this truth to men. Everything is music, my friend. In the beginning was C, and from C came D, etc.

	This cup (and I would fill it again), this cup is a brief refrain. Can't you hear it? You can't hear the stick or the stone either, but it all fits into the same opera...

	 



CHAPTER X 


	I ACCEPT THE THEORY

	 

	That is a lot of metaphysics for a single tenor, there is no doubt, but the loss of voice explains everything, and there are philosophers who are, in short, unemployed tenors.

	I, dear reader, accept my old Marcolini's theory, not only because of its verisimilitude, which is often the whole truth, but because my life fits the definition well. I sang a very tender duet, then a trio, then a quatuor... But let's not get ahead of ourselves; let's get to the first part, where I came to know I was already singing, because José Dias's denunciation, my dear reader, was made primarily to me. It was to me that he denounced me.

	 

	 



CHAPTER XI 


	THE PROMISE

	 

	As soon as I saw the attendant disappear into the hallway, I left my hiding place and ran to the back porch. I didn't care about my mother's tears or the reason for them. The cause was probably her ecclesiastical plans, and the occasion for these is what I will tell, as it was already old history; he was sixteen years old.

	The plans came from the time I was conceived. After her first child was stillborn, my mother pleaded with God to ensure the second would thrive, promising, if it were a boy, to bring him to church. Perhaps she was hoping for a girl.

	She didn't tell my father anything, either before or after giving birth to me; he had hoped to do so when I started school, but he was widowed before that. Widowed, she felt the terror of being separated from me, but she was so devout, so God-fearing, that she sought witnesses to the obligation, entrusting the promise to relatives and family.

	Solely so that we would separate as late as possible, he made me learn the first letters, Latin, and doctrine at home, with Father Cabral, an old friend of Uncle Cosme, who would go there to play at night.

	Long deadlines are easy to subscribe to; imagination makes them infinite. My mother waited for the years to come. Meanwhile, I was growing fond of the idea of church; childhood earrings, devotional books, images of saints, conversations at home—everything converged on the altar. When we went to Mass, he always told me it was to learn how to be a priest and to pay attention to the priest, not to take my eyes off the priest. At home, I played Mass—somewhat secretly, because my mother said Mass was not a game. Capitu and I would set up an altar.

	She served as sacristan, and we changed the ritual by dividing the host among ourselves; the host was always a sweet treat. Back when we played like this, it was very common to hear my neighbor ask, "Is there Mass today?" I already knew what this meant, answered affirmatively, and went on to ask for the host by another name. I would return with her, we would get the altar, mumble the Latin, and rush through the ceremonies. Dominus, non-sum dignus... This, which I was supposed to say three times, I think I only said once, such was the gluttony of the priest and sacristan. We didn't drink wine or water; we didn't have the former, and the latter would come to take away our taste for sacrifice.

	Lately, no one had mentioned the seminary to me, to the point that I assumed it was a done deal. Fifteen years ago, with no vocation, they'd ask for the worldly seminary rather than the one at Saint Joseph's. My mother would often stare at me like a lost soul or take my hand, for no reason, to squeeze it tightly.

	 



CHAPTER XII 


	ON THE BALCONY

	 

	I stopped on the porch; I was dizzy, lightheaded, my legs shaking, my heart pounding. I didn't dare go down to the farm and into the neighboring yard. I began pacing back and forth, stopping to steady myself, then pacing again, then stopping. Confused voices repeated José Dias's speech:

	"Always together..."

	"In secrets..."

	"If they catch dating..."

	Bricks I stepped on and re-stepped that afternoon, yellowed columns you passed me to the right or left, as I came or went, in you I was left with the best part of the crisis, the sensation of a new joy that enveloped me, and then dispersed me, and gave me shivers, and poured over me some kind of inner balm. Sometimes I saw myself smiling, an air of satisfied laughter that belied the abomination of my sin. And the voices repeated themselves confusedly:

	"In secrets..."

	"Always together..."

	"If they catch dating..."

	A coconut tree, seeing me restless and guessing the reason, murmured from above that it wasn't bad for fifteen-year-old boys to be hanging out in the corners with fourteen-year-old girls; on the contrary, teenagers that age had no other job, nor did their corners have any other use. It was an old coconut tree, and I believed in old coconut trees, even more than in old books. Birds, butterflies, a cicada trying to get through the summer—everyone alive in the air shared the same opinion.

	So, did I love Capitu, and Capitu me? Indeed, I was glued to her skirts, but nothing between us truly secret occurred to me. Before she went to school, it was all childish pranks; after she left school, it's true that we didn't immediately reestablish our former intimacy, but it gradually returned, and by the last year it was complete. Meanwhile, the subject of our conversations was the same as always. Capitu would sometimes call me handsome, young man, a flower; other times she would take my hands and count my fingers. And I began to remember these and other gestures and words, the pleasure I felt when she ran her hand through my hair, saying she found it beautiful. I, without doing the same with hers, said that hers was much more beautiful than mine. Then Capitu would shake her head with a great expression of disappointment and melancholy, all the more astonishing since her hair was truly admirable; But I would retort, calling her crazy. When she asked me if I'd dreamed about her the day before, and I said no, I'd hear her tell me she'd dreamed about me, and they were extraordinary adventures, that we'd climb Corcovado Mountain through the air, that we'd dance on the moon, or that angels would come to ask us our names, so they could give them to other angels who had just been born. In all these dreams, we were close. The ones I had with her weren't like that; they merely reproduced our familiarity, and often they were nothing more than a simple repetition of the day, some phrase, some gesture. I recounted them too. One day, Capitu noticed the difference, saying that hers were more beautiful than mine; I, after some hesitation, told her they were like the person I was dreaming about... She turned the color of the cherry.

	For, frankly, only now did I understand the emotion these and other confidences stirred in me. The emotion was sweet and new, but its cause eluded me, without my seeking or suspecting it. The silences of the last few days, which had revealed nothing to me, I now felt as signs of something, and so did the half-words, the curious questions, the vague answers, the cares, the pleasure of remembering childhood. I also realized that it was a recent phenomenon to wake up thinking about Capitu, and to hear her in my memory, and to shudder when I heard her footsteps. If she spoke of her in my house, I paid more attention than before, and, depending on whether it was praise or criticism, it brought me more intense pleasure or distaste than before, when we were merely playmates. I even thought of her during Mass that month, with intervals, it's true, but also exclusively.

	All this was now presented to me by the mouth of José Dias, who had denounced me to

	myself, and whom I forgave everything, the evil I had said, the evil I had done, and whatever might come from one or the other. In that instant, the eternal Truth would be worth no more than him, nor the eternal Goodness, nor the other eternal Virtues. I loved Capitu! Capitu loved me! And my legs walked, faltered, stopped, trembling and believing they could encompass the world. That first throb of the sap, that revelation of consciousness to itself, I never forgot, nor did I think any other sensation of the same kind could compare to it.

	Naturally, because it's mine. Naturally, also because it's the first.

	 



CHAPTER XIII 


	CAPITU

	 

	Suddenly, I heard a voice shout from inside the house nearby:

	— Capitu!

	And in the backyard:

	— Mommy!

	And again in the house:

	— Come here!

	I couldn't help myself. My legs descended the three steps that led to the farmhouse and walked to the neighboring yard. It was their custom, in the afternoons, and in the mornings too. Those legs are people too, only inferior to arms, and they are worth their own when the head doesn't rule them through ideas.

	Mine reached the foot of the wall. There was a connecting door there, ordered cut by my mother when Capitu and I were little. The door had no key or latch; it opened by pushing on one side or pulling on the other, and closed with the weight of a stone hanging from a rope. It was almost exclusively ours. As children, we would visit by knocking on one side, and be greeted on the other with many bows. When Capitu's dolls were sick, I was the doctor. I would enter her yard with a stick under my arm, to imitate Dr. João da Costa's cane; I would take the patient's pulse and ask her to stick out her tongue. "She's deaf, poor thing!" Capitu would exclaim. Then I would scratch her chin, like the doctor, and end up ordering leeches or giving her an emetic: it was the doctor's usual treatment.

	— Capitu!

	— Mommy!

	— Stop drilling holes in the wall; come here.

	Her mother's voice was closer now, as if coming from the back door. I wanted to go into the backyard, but my legs, so wandering just now, seemed rooted to the spot. Finally, I made an effort, pushed the door open, and went in. Capitu was standing at the foot of the front wall, facing it, scratching with a nail. The sound of the door made her look back; upon seeing me, she leaned against the wall, as if trying to hide something. I walked toward her; my expression had obviously changed, because she came toward me and asked anxiously:

	— What's wrong with you?

	— Me? Nothing.
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