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SYNOPSIS




“Mrs. Benedita” is an elegant lady with discreet habits, who lives surrounded by social conventions and subtle observations of life around her. Narrated with Machado de Assis' characteristic subtle humor, the story follows the protagonist's reflections and attitudes towards themes such as reputation, appearances, and desire, gradually revealing unexpected layers of her personality.
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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.
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Chapter I




 




The

hardest thing in the world, after the task of governing, would be to say the

exact age of Mrs. Benedita. Some gave her forty years, others forty-five, some

thirty-six. A stockbroker put her at twenty-nine, but this opinion, tinged with

ulterior motives, lacked the sincerity we all like to find in human judgments.

I mention it only to say that Mrs.  Benedita had always been a model of good

manners. The broker's cunning did nothing more than outrage her, albeit

momentarily; I say momentarily. As for the other conjectures, ranging from

thirty-six to forty-five, they were not out of keeping with Mrs. Benedita's

features, which were maturely serious and youthfully graceful. But if anything

is surprising, it is that there were any assumptions in this matter, when all

that was needed was to ask her to find out the real truth. Mrs.  Benedita

turned forty-two on Sunday, September 19, 1869. It is six o'clock in the

afternoon; the family table is surrounded by relatives and friends, numbering

twenty or twenty-five people.




Many

of them had been at the dinners in 1868, 1867, and 1866, and had always heard

frank references to the age of the lady of the house. In addition, there are a

young woman and a young man at the table, her children; the boy is certainly

still a child in size and manner, but the girl, Eulália, who is eighteen, looks

twenty-one, such is the severity of her manner and features.




The

joy of the guests, the excellence of the dinner, certain marriage negotiations

entrusted to Canon Roxo, who is present here, and of which more will be said

below, the good qualities of the lady of the house, all this gives the party an

intimate and happy character. The canon rises to carve the turkey. Mrs.

Benedita accepted this national custom of modest households of entrusting the

turkey to one of the guests, rather than having it carved away from the table

by servants, and the canon was the pianist on such solemn occasions. No one

knew the anatomy of the animal better, nor knew how to operate with greater

dexterity. Perhaps—and this phenomenon is left to the experts—perhaps the

circumstance of the canonry added to the carver, in the minds of the guests, a

certain amount of prestige that he would not have had, for example, if he had

been a simple mathematics student or a clerk in an office. But, on the other

hand, could a student or a clerk, without the lessons of long practice, have

possessed the consummate art of the canon? That is another important question. 




Let

us turn, however, to the other guests, who are standing around, chatting; the

murmur of half-full stomachs reigns, the laughter of nature moving toward

satiety; it is a moment of rest.




Mrs.

Benedita speaks, like her visitors, but she does not speak to everyone, only to

one who is sitting next to her. This is a fat, friendly, very cheerful lady,

the mother of a twenty-two-year-old graduate, Leandrinho, who is sitting

opposite them. Mrs. Benedita is not content with talking to the fat lady; she

holds one of her hands in hers, and not content with holding her hand, she

gazes at her with loving eyes, vividly loving. She does not stare at her, mind

you, in a persistent and prolonged manner, but restlessly, briefly, repeatedly,

instantaneously. In any case, there is a lot of tenderness in that gesture; and

even if there weren't, nothing would be lost, because Mrs. Benedita repeats

with her mouth everything that Mrs. Maria dos Anjos has said with her eyes:

that she is enchanted, that she considers it a fortune to know her, that she is

very nice, very dignified, that she wears her heart on her sleeve, etc., etc.,

etc. One of her friends tells her, laughing, that she is jealous. 




“Let

her be jealous!” she replies, laughing too.




And

turning to the other:




“Don't

you think so? No one should meddle in our lives.”




And

then the pleasantries, the compliments, the laughter, the offers, this and

that, a plan for an outing, another for the theater, and promises of many

visits, all with such warmth and enthusiasm that the other woman was

palpitating with joy and gratitude.




The

turkey is eaten. Mrs. Maria dos Anjos signals to her son; he stands up and asks

everyone to join him in a toast: “Gentlemen, we must disprove this French

saying: ‘les absents ont tort.’ Let us drink to someone who is far away,

very far away, in space, but close, very close, in the heart of his worthy

wife: let us drink to the illustrious judge Proença.”




The

assembly did not respond enthusiastically to the toast; and to understand why,

one need only look at the sad face of the lady of the house. Relatives and

close friends whispered among themselves that Leandrinho had been reckless;

finally, the toast was drunk, but without fanfare, apparently so as not to

heighten Mrs. Benedita's pain. A vain precaution! Mrs. Benedita, unable to

contain herself, let her tears flow, rose from the table, and left the room. Mrs.

Maria dos Anjos accompanied her. A deadly silence fell among the guests.

Eulália asked everyone to continue, saying that her mother would be back soon.




“Mother

is very sensitive,” she said, “and the thought that father is far away from

us...”




Leandrinho,

dismayed, apologized to Eulália. A man next to him explained that Mrs. Benedita

couldn't hear anyone mention her husband without feeling a pang in her heart

and immediately burst into tears. Leandrinho replied that he knew how sad she

was, but he hadn't imagined that his toast would have such an effect.




“Well,

it was only natural,” explained the man, “because she loves her husband to

death.”




“The

canon,” said Leandrinho, “told me that he went to Pará about two years ago...”




“Two

and a half years; he was appointed judge by the Zacarias ministry. He wanted

the position in São Paulo or Bahia, but it couldn't be arranged, so he accepted

the one in Pará.”




“He

never came back?”




“No,

he didn't.”




“Mrs.

Benedita is naturally afraid to embark...”




“I

don't think so. She has already been to Europe once. If I remember correctly,

she stayed to settle some family business; but she kept staying, and now...”
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