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				The written word has always been dear to Aesop—as fundamental to our identity as the rigorous standards that go into developing every one of our formulations. We believe that literary pursuits inspire creativity, innovation and a deep sense of humanity.

				A nightly voyage from the comfort of the sofa, bath or bed also provides the perfect antidote to life’s daily struggles. That is why we have selected works by five authors who have left an indelible mark on the human imagination, to accompany our seasonal Gift Kits.

				The value of literature is only highlighted in these most sedentary times. Today and beyond, this is an invitation to journey on irrespective of location, to discover new lands and enjoy the company of many new characters.
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				Last year, a photograph of Machado de Assis, Brazil’s classic nineteenth-century novelist, made the rounds on the internet. The photograph was not exactly new: Machado died a hundred and twelve years ago, and the image showed the same Machado we had always known: the same quizzical eyes and pince-nez; the same sweeping mustache and carefully groomed beard; the same three-piece suit, once de rigueur even in Rio de Janeiro. But the picture was nevertheless a surprise, because his skin, which in the original photograph bore no identifiable shade, was now, with the help of digital restoration, shown to be a darkish brown. This was hailed as a revelation, a rediscovery, though Machado’s racial background had been the source of comment and controversy since soon after he appeared on the literary scene in the 1860s. There are no contemporary color photographs of him, and anyone with Instagram knows how easy it is, these days, to fiddle with the lighting. What we know is that he was the son of a Portuguese washerwoman and a mixed-race housepainter; he was, like most Brazilians, then and now, somewhere between black and white. 

				If this background was common enough on the streets of Rio, it 
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				was far less so in the exalted precincts Machado de Assis came to occupy by the end of his life, when he had become something like the official symbol of Brazil’s high culture. These were precincts few working-class brown people ever penetrated, and in almost all the surviving photographs, Machado displays the same kind of dignified, dapper respectability—the kind that you would expect of someone who gets elected president of the Academy of Letters. 

				There are other reasons why, in discussions of Machado de Assis, talking about the nuances between black and white is apt. Machado’s private life was rigorously uncontroversial, but there was plenty of shade in the outrageous things he managed to say with the straightest face possible. He spent his entire life in Rio de Janeiro, which, in his day, was a small city—conservative, religious, ruled by a hereditary emperor—whose people knew better than to blurt out everything that crossed their minds. They spoke, instead, with winks and allusions, always leaving a margin for plausible deniability; Rio remains, even now, a place where you can never be quite sure you’re getting the joke. The city’s greatest charm is in its dropped hints, its sly sexual suggestions, its old ghosts. Despite its bright colors, its predominant shade is gray. 

				This atmosphere explains why, despite its spectacular vistas of granite mountains and tropical forests, Rio has always been more a city of writers (and musicians) than of painters and photographers. The city of viscounts and slaves in Machado’s books has changed immeasurably. The two- and three-story houses have been replaced by immense concrete apartment blocks, the carriages and horses trotting down its quiet streets by pollution-spewing cars. It looks nothing like its old self, the way Paris and London, with their carefully restored buildings, look as they did in the nineteenth century. But in those cities, though 
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				the decor is the same, one seeks the mood of the classic novelists in vain. Gentrification has transformed them into local branches of a global monoculture, at the price of their particular character; but Machado de Assis’s Rio is still instantly recognizable, less in its buildings than from that mood that constantly wrong-foots you, constantly makes you wonder what is actually going on. 

				When so many places were becoming predictable, you never knew where you’d end up in Rio. And in a world constantly preening for tourists, the city, it has seemed, would always be more than a little dubious. Rio has proved impossible to gentrify: lacking Class A office space and adequate onsite parking, or anywhere to put an Apple store. And so it has proved just dodgy enough to slide out of the grips of the bourgeoisie, who in Brazil have mostly decamped to São Paulo. Now, as throughout Rio’s long history, the person you extend a hand to could be an unextraditable criminal, or the mistress of the emperor of Japan, or even—if we’re to believe a story by Machado de Assis—born in 1600. “I no longer doubted that I was in the Land of Chimeras,” Machado wrote, and when I was in his city, I never doubted that either. When someone told you to dress like Zenobia for a certain party, or that, in order to protect yourself from ill-wishers, you might want to sacrifice a chicken, you didn’t ask too many questions. 

				Did people really believe this stuff? Like the winking, ironic characters in Machado’s books, they never quite said. “Look well at what is around you,” one of his stories concludes, “but seek to say as little as possible about your discoveries and opinions.” This was always good advice in Rio, since things happened that nobody would believe anyway. “I found myself transformed soon after into the Summa Theologica of Saint Thomas, printed in a volume and bound in morocco with silver ornaments and clasps.” You have to spend a lot of time in 
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				Machado’s hometown before a sentence like that starts to make a kind of sense, or before you understand how his dry tone makes him more than a writer from Rio: he is a writer of Rio, perfectly matched to his city. And to his subject: the gray areas of people’s emotions, the tangle of conflicting motives that hide beneath outward appearances. Machado is forever a writer of that sunny city, but he belongs to the universal writers because, though his setting is particular, he is a chronicler of the shadiest place of all—the human heart. 
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				No one, to my knowledge, has yet told the tale of his own delirium. I do so here, and science will thank me for it. If the reader isn’t given to contemplation of such mental phenomena, she may skip this chapter and proceed straight to the narrative. But, however slight her curiosity may be, I maintain she’ll find it interesting to see what passed through my head in the course of some twenty or thirty minutes.

				First, I took the form of a Chinese barber, potbellied, agile, giving a close shave to a mandarin, who paid me for the service with pinches and sweets: whims of a mandarin.

				I found myself transformed soon after into the Summa Theologica of Saint Thomas, printed in a volume and bound in morocco with silver ornaments and clasps; such notion rendered my body completely immobile; and even now I can recall that, my hands being the clasps of the book, I crossed them over my breast, and then someone (Virgília, no doubt) uncrossed them, since the arrangement must have reminded her of a dead man.

				Finally, restored to human form, I saw a hippopotamus arrive, who swept me away on his back. I let myself be carried along in perfect silence, I know not whether from fear or faith, but before long our course became so dizzying that I ventured to make inquiries, and with some tact I intimated that the journey seemed to lack a destination.

				“You’re mistaken,” replied the animal. “We’re going to the origin of the centuries.”

				I hinted that it must be exceedingly far; but either the hippopotamus didn’t understand or he didn’t hear, if he did not in fact feign one or the other of these. When, seeing as he was capable of speech, I asked whether he was the descendant of 
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				Achilles’ horse or of Balaam’s ass, he rejoined with a gesture peculiar to those two types of quadrupeds: he twitched his ears. For my part, I closed my eyes and let fate take me where it would. Now, I don’t mind confessing that here and there I felt a twinge of curiosity to know just where the origin of the centuries lay, if it was as mysterious as the origin of the Nile, and whether it amounted to anything more or less than the consummation of those same centuries; reflections of a diseased brain. With my eyes closed, I couldn’t see the way; I remember only that a sensation of cold increased with the journey, and that there came a moment in which we seemed to enter a land of eternal ice. Sure enough, I opened my eyes and saw that my animal was galloping across a snow-white plain, with the occasional snow mountain, snow vegetation, and various large animals of snow. Everything snow; even a sun of snow cooled us. I tried to speak, but I could only mutter an impatient question: “Where are we?”

				“We’ve just passed Eden.”

				“Good, let us stop at Abraham’s tent.”

				“But what if we’re traveling backward!” retorted my steed, scoffing.

				I was left utterly confounded. The trip began to seem tiring and extravagant, the cold uncomfortable, the transport rather violent, and the outcome intangible. And then, of course—logic of an ill man—should we indeed arrive at the designated end, it was not unthinkable that the centuries, irritated with those who dared encroach upon their origin, would crush me between their fingernails, which must have been as centennial as they were.

				As these thoughts passed through my head, we were fast devouring the route, and the plain was flying beneath our feet—
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				until all at once the animal stopped short, and I could look calmly around. Look only; for I saw nothing, aside from the vast whiteness of snow now invading the sky itself, which had been blue before. Very occasionally, a plant or two would enter my sight, enormous and savage, its broad leaves churning in the wind. The silence of that region was that of the grave; one might have said that the life of things had been left stupefied in the presence of man.

				Did she fall from the air? Emerge from the earth? I don’t know; I know only that an immense shape, the figure of a woman, appeared before me, fixing upon me a pair of eyes resplendent like the sun. Everything in this figure had the vastness of wild forms, and all of it escaped the comprehension of the human gaze, the contours fading into the surroundings, and what first seemed solid turned out just as often to be diaphanous. Astonished, I said nothing, incapable of letting out so much as a cry; but after a moment, which was brief, I asked who she was and what she was called: delirium’s curiosity.

				“My name is Nature or Pandora; I am your mother and your enemy.”

				Hearing this last word, I drew back in surprise. The figure let out a great laugh, generating all around us the effects of a typhoon; the plants twisted about and a long wail shattered the silence of the external forms.

				“Do not be afraid,” she said, “my enmity doesn’t kill; it affirms itself through life. You live: I need inflict no other torment.” 

				“I’m alive?” I asked, sinking my fingernails into my hands, as though to prove my existence to myself.
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				“Yes, worm, you live. Don’t fear for the loss of these ragged trappings that are your pride. You will taste, for a few hours yet, the bread of pain and the wine of misery. You live: even now that you’ve lost your mind, you live; and if your consciousness regains a moment’s sense, you’ll declare that you want to live.”

				So saying, the vision stretched out her arm, grabbed me by the hair, and lifted me high, as though I were a feather. Only then could I see her enormous face up close. Nothing could be more serene; no violent contortion, no expression of hatred or ferocity; the only expression, general and complete, was that of selfish impassivity, of eternal deafness, of implacable will. Rage, if she had any, stayed sealed within her heart. At the same time, in this face with the glacial cast, there was a youthful air, a mixture of strength and vigor, before which I felt myself to be the weakest and most decrepit of beings.

				“Do you understand me?” she asked, after some moments of mutual contemplation had passed between us.

				“No,” I replied, “nor do I wish to; you’re absurd, you’re a fable. I’m dreaming, surely, or, if it’s true that I’ve gone mad, then you’re nothing more than the ideation of a lunatic, that is, a hollow thing that absent reason can neither govern nor touch. You, Nature? The Nature I know is only mother, not enemy; she doesn’t make life a torment, nor, like you, does she bear such an indifferent face, like the tomb. And why Pandora?”

				“Because I carry in my bag every good and evil, and the greatest thing of all, hope, the consolation of men. You tremble?”

				“Yes, your gaze bewitches me.”

				“I believe it; I’m not only life; I am also death, and you are about 
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				to return what I’ve loaned you. Great sensualist, you will soon discover the voluptuousness of nothing.”

				As this word echoed within the immense valley like a peal of thunder, I fancied it was the last sound that would ever ring in my ears; it seemed to me I felt the sudden decomposition of my very self. I turned to her then with pleading eyes and begged for just a few more years. 

				“Meager minute!” she exclaimed. “What do you want with a few more instants of life? To devour and be devoured afterward? Are you not weary of the spectacle and the struggle? You know all too well everything I offer that is the least vile or least afflicting; the day’s first light, evening’s melancholy, night’s stillness, the features of the land, and finally sleep, the greatest blessing from my hands. You sublime idiot, what more could you want?”

				“Only to live, I ask nothing more. Who placed this love of life in my heart, if not you? And, if I love life, why wound yourself to kill me?”

				“Because I no longer need you. To time, it’s not the minute that has passed that matters, but the minute to come. The minute to come is strong, joyful, believing it carries eternity within itself, when really it carries death and perishes like the one before it, while only time endures. Selfishness, you say? Yes, selfishness, I have no other law. Selfishness, self-preservation. The jaguar kills the calf because she reasons that she herself must live, and if the calf is young and tender, so much the better: in this you have the universal statute. Rise and look.”

				So saying, she snatched me up and placed me on a mountaintop. I gazed down one of its slopes and beheld for a length of time, from afar and through a mist, a singular thing. Imagine, reader, 
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				an abbreviation of the centuries, and a parade of them all, along with all the races, all the passions, the tumult of empires, wars of appetites and hatreds, the reciprocal destruction of beings and things. Such was the spectacle, the harsh and curious spectacle. The whole history of man and of the earth had an intensity such that neither science nor imagination could give them, for science is too slow and imagination too vague, while what I saw there was the living condensation of all time. To describe it would be like fastening down a bolt of lightning. The centuries paraded by in a maelstrom, but nevertheless, because the eyes of delirium are other, I could see everything that passed before me—torments and delights—from that thing called glory to that other called misery, and I saw love multiplying misery, and I saw misery aggravating weakness. There came greed that devoured, anger that inflamed, envy that slavered, and the spade and the pen, damp with sweat, and ambition, hunger, vanity, melancholy, wealth, and love, and all shook man, like a cowbell, until he was limp as a rag. There was evil in all its various forms, which gnawed now at the entrails, now the mind, and eternally pranced around the human species in its harlequin’s guise. Pain ceded at times, but it ceded to indifference, which was a dreamless sleep, or to pleasure, which was a bastard pain. Man, tormented and rebellious, outran the fatality of things, chasing a hazy and elusive figure, made of mere scraps, a scrap of the impalpable, one of the improbable, another of the invisible, all held together with precarious stitches threaded by imagination’s needle; and this figure—nothing less than that mythical creature, happiness—either fled from him perpetually or let herself be caught by the hem, which man then pulled to his breast, whereupon she laughed with derision and vanished, like an illusion.

				In contemplating such calamity, I could not hold back a cry of anguish, which Nature or Pandora heard without protest or 
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				laughter; then, by I know not what law of cerebral disturbance, it was I who began to laugh—an excessive and idiotic laugh.

				“You’re right,” said I, “the whole thing is amusing and worthwhile—monotonous perhaps—but worthwhile. When Job cursed the day he was conceived, it was because he longed to see the spectacle from here above. Come, Pandora, open your gut, digest me; it’s all quite amusing, but eat me up.”

				Her answer was to compel me to look down and watch the centuries that continued on, swift and turbulent, the generations that replaced generations, some sad, like those of the Hebrews in bondage, others happy, like Commodus’ revelers, and all of them promptly on time for the grave. I tried to escape, but a mysterious force held my feet in place; then I said to myself: “Fine, the centuries pass by, my own will come and go, too, until the very last has come, which will then give me the key to decipher eternity.” So I looked carefully and continued to see the ages arriving and passing on, and I soon felt becalmed and resolute, even happy. Yes, possibly happy. Each century contributed its share of shadow and light, of apathy and action, of truth and error, and a retinue of new systems, ideas, and illusions; each one of them burst forth with the verdure of spring, and turned yellow after, to be made young again later. While life thus had an almanac’s regularity, history and civilization were built, and man, naked and unarmed, dressed and armed himself, built hovel and palace, simple village and hundred-gated Thebes, created science that analyzes, and art that uplifts, made of himself orator, mechanic, philosopher, traversed the face of the globe, descended into the bowels of the earth, climbed to the sphere of the clouds, collaborating thus in the mysterious project that diverted his attention from the necessities of life and the melancholy of abandonment. My eyes, now taxed and bleary, saw the present century arrive at last, with the future centuries 
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				in tow. It entered the scene deftly—cunning, vibrant, full of itself, a bit diffuse, daring, and knowledgeable, but in the end just as miserable as the ones before, and so it passed by and the others did, too, with the same swiftness and the same monotony. I redoubled my attention, I looked hard, I was finally going to see the last—the last! But by then the speed of the march was such that it escaped all comprehension; beside it a flash of lightning would equal a century. Perhaps that was why objects began to change shape; some grew, others waned, still others faded into the air around them; a fog covered everything—everything except the hippopotamus who had carried me there, and who then began to shrink, smaller and smaller, down to the size of a cat. It was indeed a cat. I looked at it closely; it was my cat Sultan, playing in the doorway of my room with a paper ball.
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				“My father was born in 1600 …”

				“Pardon me, you must mean 1800 …”

				“No, sir,” replied Dr. Leão, in a very grave and sad manner, “it was 1600.”

				Bafflement from the listeners, who were two in number, Colonel Bertioga and the town notary João Linhares. The town was in the province of Rio de Janeiro; let us suppose it was Itaboraí or Sapucaia. As for the date, I have no doubt but that it was the year 1855, one November night, dark as pitch, hot as an oven, and just after nine o’clock. Total silence. The three were seated on a veranda that gave out onto the yard. A lamp, hanging from a nail, threw a feeble light that accentuated the darkness beyond. Now and then, there was the moaning of a dry, harsh wind, blending with a nearby waterfall’s monotonous thrum. Such was the scene and the hour when Dr. Leão insisted on the first words of his narrative.

				“No, sir; he was born in 1600.”
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				A homeopathic doctor—homeopathy was just then beginning to make its way into the domains of our civilization—this Dr. Leão had arrived in town some ten or twelve days earlier, provided with excellent letters of recommendation, both personal and political. He was an intelligent man, well bred, with a kind heart. The townspeople noted a measure of sadness in his gestures, a certain restraint in his manners, and even the odd dryness in his way of speaking, though always in perfect civility; but all was ascribed to the shyness of first days in a new place and homesickness for the court. He was thirty years old, with hair beginning to thin, tired-seeming eyes, and rather episcopal hands. He was traveling about propagating the new system. His two listeners remained astonished. Their doubt was put forward by the owner of the house, Colonel Bertioga, and the notary pressed the point, demonstrating to the doctor the impossibility of having a father born in 1600. Two hundred and fifty-five years ago! Two and a half centuries! It was impossible. So, then, what was his age? At what age did he die?

				“I have no interest in telling you about my father’s life,” responded Dr. Leão. “You spoke to me of the macrobiote that lives in the depths of the womb; I say to you, on the subject of macrobiotes, that I have known the most dreadful thing in the world, an immortal man …”

				“But your father, didn’t he die?” asked the colonel.

				“He did.”

				“Then he wasn’t immortal,” concluded the notary in triumph. “We say immortal when a person doesn’t die, but your father died.”

				“Do you want to hear me?”
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				“Well, maybe we should,” observed the colonel, somewhat shaken. “It would be best to hear the story. The only thing I’ll say is that I’ve never seen anyone older than the warden. He’s falling to pieces, he’s so aged. Your father, too, must have been …?”

				“Just as youthful as I am. But why put random questions to me? Only to alarm yourselves more and more, because in truth the story of my father is not an easy one to believe. It will only take me a few minutes to tell it.”

				Their curiosity roused, it was not difficult to impose silence. The colonel’s family was settled down for the night, and the three were alone on the veranda. So Dr. Leão recounted the story of his father’s life, in such terms as the reader shall see if he takes the trouble to read the second chapter and those that follow.
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				“My father was born in 1600, in the city of Recife.

				“When he was twenty-five he took the Franciscan habit at the behest of my grandmother, who was deeply religious. She and her husband were both people of good birth—‘of good blood,’ as my father used to say, affecting antiquated speech.

				“My grandfather was descended from Spanish nobility, and my grandmother was from a prominent Alentejo family. They were married while still in Europe, and, years later, for reasons not worth mentioning here, they picked up and moved to Brazil, where they remained until they died. My father said he’d seen few women more beautiful than my grandmother. And this from a man who loved the most splendid women in the world. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

				“My father received the habit in the monastery at Iguaraçu, where he stayed until 1639, the year in which the Dutch, once again, attacked the settlement. The friars hastily abandoned the monastery; my father, less prudent than the others (or already thinking of sending his habit to the dogs), lingered in his cell, 
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				with the result that the Dutch came across him as he was collecting some devotional books and personal effects. The Dutchmen did not use him ill, and he, in turn, treated them to the best of the larder of the Franciscans, an order for whom poverty is the rule. Since it was the friars’ custom to take shifts at kitchen service, my father was acquainted with the art of cooking, and this talent was another charm in the eyes of the enemy.

				“At the end of two weeks, the officer in charge offered him safe conduct to go where he pleased; but my father did not immediately accept, wanting first to consider whether he should stay with the Dutch and, under their protection, forsake the order, or if it would be better to seek a new life on his own. He adopted the second course of action, not only because he possessed an adventurous spirit full of curiosity, but because he was a patriot, and a good Catholic, in spite of his repugnance for the monastic life, and did not ultimately want to fraternize with the heretic invaders. So he accepted the safe conduct and left Iguaraçu.

				“He could no longer remember, by the time he told me these things, the number of days he passed idly in secluded places, purposefully avoiding towns, and not wanting to go to either Olinda or Recife, where the Dutch were. When he’d eaten all the provisions he’d brought, he began to rely on wild prey and fruits. He had, in fact, sent his habit to the dogs; he wore a pair of Flemish pants that the officer had given him and a leather coat. Eventually, he came across a village of heathens, who received him with great kindness and courtesy. My father was the most ingratiating of men. The Indians doted on him, especially the chief, an old warrior, brave and generous, who went so far as to give him his daughter in marriage. By that time my grandmother had already died, and my grandfather was exiled to Holland, 
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				news my father learned by chance from a former servant of the house. He decided to stay, then, in the heathen village until 1642, the year in which the old warrior died. It is the circumstances of this death that are remarkable; I now ask for your complete attention.”

				The colonel and the notary pricked up their ears as Dr. Leão took a pinch of snuff, slowly and with the self-possession of a man dangling an irresistible lure.
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				“One night, the indigenous chief—his name was Pirajuá—went to my father’s hammock and informed him that he, Pirajuá, was going die shortly after sunrise, and that my father should be ready to accompany him out of the village, up until the final moment. My father was troubled by the announcement, not for lack of faith in the man, but because he imagined him to be delirious. Just before dawn, his father-in-law returned.	

				“‘Come, let us go,’ he said.

				“‘No, not now: you’re weak, very weak …’

				“‘Come,’ repeated the warrior.

				“By the light of a dying campfire, my father saw the imperious look upon his face, and a certain diabolical air, in any case exceptional, which alarmed him. He rose, and followed him in the direction of a brook. Arriving at the water, they followed the left bank, upstream, for a length of time my father guessed to be a quarter of an hour. Dawn advanced, and the moon fled at the first signs of sun. But even so, and in spite of the backwoods life 
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				my father had been carrying on for some time, the adventure frightened him; he kept a close eye on his father-in-law, fearing some betrayal. Pirajuá walked on in silence, his eyes on the ground and his brow weighed down with thoughts cruel or perhaps only sad. They walked on and on, until Pirajuá said:

				“‘Here.’

				“They stood before three rocks, arranged in a triangle. Pirajuá seated himself on one, my father sat on another. 

				“After a moment of rest, the warrior said, ‘Pull that rock aside,’ pointing to the third, which was the largest. 

				“My father rose and went to the rock. It was heavy and resisted the first shove; but he persisted, applied all his strength, and the rock gave way a little, then a little more, until at last it was displaced. 

				“‘Dig there,’ said the warrior.

				“My father searched for a strip of wood, a stick, who knows what, and began to dig. He was now full of curiosity. The idea occurred to him that it might be some buried treasure, which the warrior, in anticipation of dying, wanted to pass on to him. He continued to dig and dig and dig, until he felt a solid object; it was a crude vase, perhaps a funeral urn of some kind. He did not have time to remove it or even clear away the earth around it. The warrior approached, and, after untying the piece of tapir leather that sealed the mouth of the vase, he plunged his arm inside and pulled out a small potbellied jar. Another piece of leather covered the mouth of the jar.

				“‘Come here,’ said the warrior.
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				“They sat down once again. The warrior held the jar, sealed and mysterious, on his knees, quickening the curiosity of my father, who burned to know what it contained.

				“‘Pirajuá is going to die,’ he said. ‘He is going to die forever. Pirajuá loves the white warrior, husband to Maracujá, his daughter; and he is going to show him a secret that is not like any other.’

				“My father trembled. The warrior slowly untied the leather seal that covered the jar.

				Uncovering it, he looked inside, then rose and came to show my father. It was a yellowish liquid, with a singular acrid smell. 

				“‘Whoever drinks this, a single sip, will never die.’

				“‘Oh! Drink, drink it!’ exclaimed my father vehemently.

				“It was the impulse of affection, an unpremeditated act of true filial friendship, because an instant later my father realized he had no cause to believe the information his father-in-law had given him save the word of that same father-in-law, whose reason he suspected was disturbed by illness. Pirajuá was moved by my father’s spontaneous word and thanked him; but then he shook his head.

				“‘No,” said he, ‘Pirajuá will not drink it. Pirajuá wants to die. He’s tired, for he’s seen many, many moons. Pirajuá wants to rest in the earth; he’s weary. But Pirajuá wants to leave this secret with the white warrior; here it is; it was made by an old medicine man from far, far away … White warrior drinks it, never dies anymore.’
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				“So saying, he resealed the mouth of the jar with the leather and lowered it once again into the urn. My father sealed the mouth of the urn and replaced the earth and rock above it. The first rays of sun came breaking through. They returned home quickly; before he could reach his hammock, Pirajuá was dead.

				“My father did not believe in the power of the elixir. It was absurd to imagine that such a liquid could carve out an exception in the law of death. It was of course some remedy, if not some poison; and in this case, the Indian’s falsehood could be explained by the mental perturbation my father attributed to him. All the same, he said nothing to the other Indians of the village, not even his own wife. He kept silent—and he never revealed the reason for his silence to me: it is my belief that it must have been the very influence of the mysterious itself. 

				“Some years later, he fell sick, and so gravely that he was given up for lost. The witch doctor of the place broke the news to Maracujá that she would be a widow. My father didn’t hear the diagnosis, but read it in a page of tears on his consort’s face, and he felt within himself that he was finished. He was strong, brave, capable of facing every danger; he was not afraid, so he accepted the idea of death and said his goodbyes to the living, made some arrangements, and prepared himself for the great journey.

				“Then, in the middle of the night, he remembered the elixir. He asked himself if it wouldn’t be right to try it. If death was already a certainty, what could he lose by the experience? The science of one century doesn’t know everything; another century comes and surpasses it. Who knows, he said to himself, if man won’t one day discover immortality and if the scientific treatment won’t be this very same wilderness drug? The first person to cure yellow fever performed a miracle. Everything is unbelievable before it is known. Thinking along these lines, he 
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				resolved to make his way to the place where the rock stood along the bank of the stream; but he did not want to go during the day for fear of being seen. In the middle of the night, he dragged himself to his feet and went, stumbling, unsteady, slapping his cheeks to revive himself. He arrived at the rock, pushed it aside, removed the jar, and drank half its contents. Then he sat down to rest. Either the rest or the medicine soon restored him. He returned the jar to its place; half an hour later he was back in his hammock. The following morning he was well …”

				“Completely?” asked the notary João Linhares, interrupting the narrator.

				“Completely.”

				“It was some treatment for fever.”

				“This was just what he thought when he found himself recovered. It was some treatment for fever and other afflictions, on this he settled; but, despite the drug’s effect, he revealed it to no one. Meanwhile, the years passed without my father growing a day older; such as he was at the time of his illness, so he remained. Not a wrinkle, not a single white hair. Young, perpetually young. He began to tire of life in the bush; he had stayed out of gratitude to his father-in-law; homesickness for his own civilization now overtook him. One day, the village was invaded by a band of other Indians, for reasons unknown and not pertinent to our story. Many perished in the battle; my father was wounded and took refuge in the forest. When he returned to the village the next day, he discovered his wife had been killed. His own wounds were deep; he applied the typical remedies and recovered in a matter of days. But these events confirmed him in his intention to leave the semi-savage life and return to Christian civilization. Many years had gone by since his flight from the 
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				monastery at Iguaraçu; no one would recognize him now. He left the village one morning on the pretext of going for a hunt; first he went to the stream, dislodged the rock, opened the urn, and retrieved the jar that held what was left of the elixir. His thought was to have an analysis of the drug done in Europe, or even in Olinda, Recife, or Bahia, by some apothecary or person with knowledge of chemistry. At the same time, he couldn’t deny a feeling of gratitude; he owed his health to that tonic. With the jar strapped to his side, youth in his legs, and resolution in his heart, he left that place and made his way to Olinda and eternity.”

			

		

	
		
			
				31

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				“I won’t get caught up in particulars,” said Dr. Leão, accepting the coffee the colonel had ordered brought in. “It’s nearly ten o’clock.”

				“What of it?” asked the colonel. “The night is ours; and as far as what we have to do tomorrow, we can find time to sleep when we like. For my part, I’m not the least tired. And you, Mr. João Linhares?”

				“Not a bit,” replied the notary.

				And he insisted Dr. Leão tell them everything, adding that he’d never heard anything so extraordinary. It should be mentioned that the notary considered himself well read in old stories, and in the village he was thought one of the empire’s most learned men; nevertheless, he was amazed. He told them right then, between one gulp of coffee and the next, the story of Methuselah, who lived nine hundred and sixty-nine years, and of Lamech, who died at seven hundred and seventy-seven; but, being a man of strong spirit, he quickly explained that these and other examples of Hebrew chronology had no basis in science …
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				“Come, come, let us hear what happened with your father,” interrupted the colonel.

				The wind, exhausted now, had died; and the rain began to drum down upon the leaves of the trees, intermittently at first, then steadily and abundantly. The night turned a little cooler. Dr. Leão continued his story, and, despite having said he wouldn’t be waylaid by the particulars, narrated in such exacting detail that I don’t dare put it down word for word in these pages; that would be far too fastidious. It will be better to summarize.

				Rui de Leão, or rather Rui Garcia de Meireles e Castro Azevedo de Leão, as the doctor’s father was called, stayed in Pernambuco for only a short time. A year later, in 1654, the Dutch rule ended. Rui de Leão witnessed the victory celebrations and afterward relocated to the seat of the kingdom, where he married a noble lady of Lisbon. He had a son; and lost both son and wife in the same March of 1661. The pain he suffered was deep; to distract himself he visited France and Holland. But in Holland, owing either to some secret love affairs or to the animosity of a few expatriated Portuguese Jews with whom he’d entered into a commercial relationship in The Hague, or perhaps for some other, unknown reason, Rui de Leão couldn’t live there in peace for long; he was arrested and conveyed to Germany, whence he passed into Hungary, then to a few Italian cities, then France, and finally England. In England, he studied English thoroughly; and, as he knew Latin, acquired in the monastery, Hebrew, taught to him in The Hague by the famous Spinoza (of whom he was a friend and which fact had perhaps given rise to the hatred that the other Jews cultivated toward him), French, Italian, and some German and Hungarian, he became an object of genuine curiosity and veneration in London. He was sought out, consulted, and heeded, not merely by commoners and idiots, but by scholars, politicians, and personalities of the court.
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				It is worth noting that in all the countries where he had lived, he practiced the most contrasting set of occupations: soldier, lawyer, sacristan, dance teacher, merchant, bookseller … He was at one point a secret agent of Austria, a pontifical guard, a ship’s outfitter. He was energetic and resourceful, but not especially persistent, judging by the diversity of jobs he undertook; he disputed this, however, saying that luck had always been against him. In London, where we find him now, he limited himself to the role of savant and dandy; but it wasn’t long before he returned to The Hague, where some old loves awaited him, and not a few new ones.

				Love, it must be said, was one of the causes for the turbulent life of our hero. He was a gallant and ingratiating man, endowed with a gaze full of power and charm. According to what he himself told his son, he had far surpassed the Don Juan–esque number of one thousand and three. He could not say the exact number of women he had loved, in every latitude and language, from the wild Maracujá of Pernambuco, to the beautiful Cypriot, to the noble lady of the Parisian and London salons; but he estimated no fewer than five thousand women. It is easy to image that such a multitude must have contained all the possible genres of feminine beauty: blonde and brunette, pale and rosy, tall, medium, and short, slender and full-figured, ardent and languid, ambitious, devoted, lascivious, poetic, prosaic, intelligent and stupid—yes, stupid, too, and it was his opinion that stupidity was a pleasant thing in the feminine sex, unlike the stupidity of men, which partook of masculine boorishness. 

				“There are times,” he would say, “when a stupid woman has her place.”

				In The Hague, among his new loves, he came across one who held his attention for a long time: Lady Emma Sterling, 
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				an Englishwoman, or rather Irish, since she descended from a Dublin family. She was handsome, resolute, and daring—so daring that she proposed to her lover an expedition to Pernambuco to conquer the captaincy and declare themselves king and queen of the new state. She had money, and she could raise much more; she went so far as to sound out a few outfitters and merchants and old military men longing to see action again. Rui de Leão was horrified at his lover’s proposal and could hardly believe her; but Lady Emma insisted and showed herself to be so headstrong that he was at last forced to recognize he found himself before a truly ambitious woman. All the same, he was a man of sense; he saw that the business, well organized though it might be, would never go further than a doomed foray; he said so to her, demonstrating that if all of Holland had retreated, it wasn’t so easily that an individual would manage either secure or immediate dominion there. Lady Emma gave up on that plan, but not on the idea of exalting him to some grand station.

				“You will be a king or duke …”

				“Or cardinal,” he added, laughing.

				“Why not a cardinal?”

				A short time later, Lady Emma arranged for Rui de Leão to enter into the conspiracy that resulted in the invasion of England, the civil war, and the death, ultimately, of the main instigators of the rebellion. The plan was defeated, but Emma did not accept defeat herself. A frightening idea occurred to her then. Rui de Leão would present himself as the real father of the Duke of Monmouth, rumored to be the natural son of Charles II and the principal leader of the rebellion. The truth is that they were as alike as two drops of water. Also true is that Lady 
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				Emma, on the occasion of the civil war, had a secret plan to have the duke killed, if he should triumph, and to replace him with her lover, who would then ascend to the throne of England. The Brazilian, needless to say, knew nothing of such treachery, nor would he have given his assent. He entered into the rebellion, saw it perish in blood and beheading, and made preparations to go into hiding. Emma accompanied him. But hope for the scepter never having left her heart, after some time had passed she spread the rumor that the duke himself had not died, in fact, but rather a friend so like him and so devoted that he had taken his place in the execution. 

				“The duke lives, and soon he will appear before the noble people of Great Britain,” she whispered into certain ears.

				When Rui did appear, the amazement was great, enthusiasm revived, and love gave spirit to a cause the executioner had supposed stamped out in the Tower of London. Contributions, presents, arms, defenders, all came into the hands of the daring Brazilian, proclaimed king and soon surrounded by a host of worthy knights resolved to die for that same cause.

				“My son,” said he, a century and a half later, to the homeopathic doctor, “it’s only by a hair that you weren’t born Prince of Wales … I ruled cities and towns, issued laws, named ministers, and even quashed two or three mutinies calling for the fall of my two last cabinets. I have it for certain that the internal dissenters were an aid to the legal forces, and to them I owe my downfall. In the end, I wasn’t angry with them; the fight had worn me out; it’s no lie when I say that the day I was captured was, for me, one of relief. I had seen, not counting the first, two civil wars, one inside the other, one cruel, the other ridiculous, both senseless. On the other hand, I had lived, and much; provided that they didn’t execute me, I’d ask this and nothing more, at least for a 

			

		

	
		
			
				36

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				few centuries: that they leave me in prison or exile me to the ends of the earth … I was arrested, judged, and condemned to death. Not a few of my auxiliaries denied everything; I believe one of the principal leaders even died a member of the House of Lords. Such ingratitude was the beginning of my punishment. Not Emma, though; that noble lady did not abandon me; she was arrested, condemned, and pardoned; but she never abandoned me. On the eve of my execution, she came to see me, and we spent my last hours together. I told her not to forget me, gave her a lock of my hair, and asked her to forgive the executioner. Emma burst into tears; the guards came to fetch her. Left alone, I reviewed my life, from Iguaraçu to the Tower of London. We were then in 1686; I was eighty-six years old, without seeming older than forty. My appearance was one of eternal youth; but the executioner would destroy it in an instant. It hadn’t been worth the trouble to have imbibed half the elixir and kept the mysterious jar with me all those years, only to meet my end tragically on the chopping block. Such were my thoughts during that night. In the morning, I prepared myself for death. The priest came, the soldiers, and the headsman. I obeyed mechanically. We walked to the yard, I mounted the scaffold; I gave no speech. I bent my neck over the block, the headsman let fall his weapon, and I felt a penetrating pain, an enormous anguish, almost like a sudden stopping of the heart; but the sensation was as brief as it was intense; in the next moment, I was restored to my normal state. There was some blood on my neck, but very little and nearly dry. The headsman drew back, the crowd bellowed for him to kill me. They lowered my head once again; the executioner rallied every muscle and all his principles, and struck another and, if possible, even greater blow, capable of opening my grave in the same moment, as a valiant fellow once said. The feeling was the same as the first in intensity and brevity; I raised my head again. Neither the magistrate nor the priest consented to another attempt. 
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				The people were confounded; some called me a saint, others the devil, and both opinions were defended in the taverns by strength of fist and whisky. Devil or saint, I was presented to the physicians of the court. They received depositions from the magistrate, the priest, the executioner, and a few soldiers, and they concluded that, the blow having struck my neck, the tissues quickly fused together again, and the bones, too, and they could not explain such a phenomenon. For my part, rather than tell them the story of the elixir, I held my tongue; I preferred to take advantage of the mystery. Yes, my son; you cannot imagine the amazement of all England, the love letters I received from the finest duchesses, the verses, the flowers, the gifts, the metaphors. A poet called me Antaeus. A young Protestant demonstrated to me that I was Christ himself.”
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				The narrator continued:

				“You can already see from what I’ve told you that I wouldn’t finish my tale today or even this week if I wished to refer in detail to my father’s entire life. Someday I will, but in writing, and I hazard the work will encompass five volumes, at least, not including the documents …”

				“What documents?” inquired the notary.

				“The many corroborating documents I possess: titles, letters, transcriptions of verdicts, writs, copies of statistics … I have, for example, a census certificate from a certain neighborhood in Geneva, where my father lived in 1742; it bears his name, with the declaration of the place he was born …”

				“With his true age?” asked the colonel.

				“No. My father always went about in his forties or fifties. Getting to fifty or fifty-something, he would start again at forty; and it was easy to do, because he never let any spot get too 
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				warm; he’d stay for five, eight, ten, or twelve years in a city, and then he’d move on to another … There are a great number of documents I can put together, among them Lady Emma’s will; she died shortly after my father’s aborted execution. My father said that of the many heartaches his life had given him, that for Lady Emma was among the strongest and most profound. He never saw a woman more sublime, nor love more constant, nor dedication so blind. And her death affirmed her life, because my father was Lady Emma’s sole inheritor. Unfortunately, the inheritance having other claimants, the will was tied up in legal proceedings. My father, unable to reside in England, agreed to the proposal of a providential friend who came to Lisbon to tell him that all was lost; at most, he would salvage a little remnant of nothing, and for the rights to this precarious claim he offered my father some ten thousand cruzados. My father accepted them, but so unlucky was he that the will was approved in the end and the inheritance passed into the hands of the buyer …”

				“And your father was left poor …”

				“With the ten thousand cruzados, and a little more that he’d raised along the way. He then had the idea of entering into the slave trade; he obtained privileges, outfitted a ship, and transported Africans to Brazil. It was the part of his life that most diminished him; but in the end he grew accustomed to the sad duties of a slave ship. That is, he grew accustomed and then bored of it, which was another of his life’s phenomena; he tired of occupations. The vast solitudes of the sea expanded the emptiness inside. Reflecting one day, he asked himself whether he might get so used to sailing that he would simply sweep the oceans for all the centuries of centuries to come. He was afraid; and he then realized that the best way to traverse eternity was to vary it.”
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				“What year was he in?”

				“1694; toward the end of 1694.”

				“Look at that! He was ninety-four years old at that time, wasn’t he? Still youthful, of course …”

				“So youthful that he married two years later, in Bahia, a beautiful lady who …”

				“Go on.”

				“I will, yes; because he told me the story himself. A lady who loved another man. And what a man! Picture my father, in 1695, joining the conquest of Palmares, the famous republic of escaped slaves. He fought valiantly, and lost a friend, a close friend, riddled with bullets, skinned …”

				“Skinned?”

				“That’s right; the black men defended themselves with boiling water, too, and this friend took a full pot; he was transformed into one great wound. My father recounted this episode with evident pain, and even remorse, because, in the middle of the fray, he trampled his poor companion; it seems he breathed his last when my father’s boot landed on his face.”

				The notary grimaced; and the colonel, to conceal his horror, asked what the conquest of Palmares had to do with the woman who …

				“Everything,” continued the doctor. “My father, in the very moment he saw his friend die, saved an officer’s life, taking an arrow in the chest. The circumstances were this. One of the 
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				black men, after cutting down two soldiers, drew his bow over the person of the officer, a sympathetic and brave lad, whose father had died and who had left his mother behind in Olinda … My father knew the arrow couldn’t do him any harm, and so, in a leap, he threw himself in front of the officer. The arrow struck him full in the chest; he fell. The officer, Damião … Damião de Something. I won’t say his full name, because he has some descendants living near Minas Gerais. Simply Damião, then. Damião spent the night at the foot of my father’s bed, grateful and devoted, praising him for such a noble deed. And he cried. He couldn’t stand the idea of seeing a man die who had saved his life in such an extraordinary manner. My father healed rapidly, to the amazement of all. The poor mother of the officer wanted to kiss his hands. ‘Just one prize is enough for me; your friendship and that of your son.’ The case filled all Olinda with wonder. It was the only thing spoken of; within a few weeks public admiration had given rise to a legend. The sacrifice, as you can see, was nothing, since my father could not die; but the people, who knew nothing of this, sought a motive for the sacrifice, a motive to match the greatness of the act, and it was determined that Damião must be the son (adulterous, naturally) of my father. They looked into the widow’s past and discovered a few corners veiled in darkness. My father’s face came to seem familiar to some; there was even one person who affirmed having gone to a luncheon twenty years prior at the house of the widow, who was married at the time, and seeing my father there. All these idle tales irritated my father so much that he decided to move to Bahia, where he married …”

				“The lady in question …”

				“Exactly … He married Dona Helena, lovely as the sun, he said. A year later the widow in Olinda died, and Damião came to Bahia to bring a lock of his mother’s hair and a necklace, which 
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				she wished to leave to my father’s wife. Dona Helena knew about the incident with the arrow and expressed her gratitude for the memento from the deceased. Damião intended to return to Olinda; my father said no, that he should stay for the rest of the year. Damião stayed. Three months later, there arose a tumultuous passion … My father discovered the treachery by way of a frequent dinner guest of the house. He wanted to kill them both; but the same party who denounced them also warned them of the danger, and they cheated death. So my father turned the dagger on himself and buried it in his heart.

				“‘Son,’ he said, recounting the episode, ‘I stabbed myself six times, each one enough to kill a man, and I didn’t die.’ In desperation, he ran out of the house and threw himself into the sea. The sea returned him to the shore. Death would not accept him: he belonged to life for all the centuries to come. He had no recourse but to flee; he came to the south, where some years later, at the beginning of the last century, we find him in the business of mining exploration. It was a way of drowning his despair, which was great, because he had loved his wife intensely, madly.”

				“And what of her?”

				“Each of these stories is long, and the time is slipping away. In short, she came to Rio de Janeiro after the two French invasions; in 1713, I believe. By then the mines had made my father rich, and he resided in Rio, a well-respected man, with ambitions, even, to be named governor. Dona Helena appeared before him, accompanied by her mother and uncle. These last two had come along to tell him that it was time to put an end to the situation in which he had cast aside his wife. The calumny had long weighed down the life of the poor lady. Her hair was turning white; it was not merely the arrival of old age, but principally the suffering, 
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				the tears that had done it. They showed him a letter written by the accuser, asking for Dona Helena’s forgiveness for the slander to which he had exposed her and confessing that he had been carried away by a criminal passion. My father was a good soul; he opened his home to his wife, his mother-in-law, and even the uncle. The years did their work; all three grew old, but not my father. Helena’s hair went completely white; the mother and the uncle hastened toward decrepitude; and none of them took their eyes off my father, watching for grays that never sprouted, wrinkles ever absent. One day my father overheard them saying that he must have made a pact with the devil. Such strength! And the uncle added: ‘What good is the will, if we go first?’ Two weeks later the uncle died; within a year and a half, the mother-in-law was senile. The wife remained, and lasted only a little longer.”

				“It seems to me,” ventured the colonel, “that they came on the scent of coin …”

				“Certainly.”

				“ … and that this Dona Helena (God forgive her!) was not as innocent as she claimed. Is it true that the letter from the accuser …”

				“The accuser was paid to write the letter,” Dr. Leão explained. “My father found it out after his wife’s death, when he was passing through Bahia … Ah, it’s midnight! Let’s go to bed; it’s late; tomorrow I’ll tell you the rest.”

				“No, no, tell us now.”

				“But gentlemen … Only if it’s very much abbreviated.”
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				“So let it be abbreviated.”

				The doctor rose and looked out into the night, extending his arm to catch a few drops of rain on his palm. He turned to face the two men, looking from one to the other. Each wore an inquisitive expression. He slowly rolled a cigarette, lit it, drew a few puffs, and then concluded his singular story.
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				“A short time later, my father left Brazil for Lisbon, and from there he traveled on to India, where he stopped for another five years. He then returned to Portugal with some studies he’d compiled on that part of the world. After putting the finishing touches to them, he had them printed. So well timed were they that he was summoned by the government, which wanted to transfer the governorship of Goa to him. Another candidate for the position, as soon as he heard, put into play all the means at his disposal. Favors, intrigue, defamation, everything served him as a weapon. He bribed one of the best Latinists on the peninsula, a man without scruples, to forge a Latin text from my father’s work and attribute it to a dead Augustine friar in Aden. The blot of plagiarism against him resulted in my father’s elimination as a candidate and he lost the governorship of Goa, which passed into the hands of the other man, losing at the same time, which is graver, all personal esteem. He wrote a long defense and sent letters to India, but he didn’t wait for the replies, because in the middle of these labors, he grew so weary of the whole thing that he realized it would be better to drop everything and leave Lisbon. ‘This generation will pass,’ he said, ‘while I remain. I’ll come back in a century or two.’”
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				“Look at that,” interrupted the notary, “it’s like a joke! Come back in a century or two, as though it were one or two months. What do you say to that, Colonel?”

				“Ah, how I’d love to be that man! But he didn’t go back a century later … or did he?”

				“Just listen. From there he departed for Madrid, where he fell in love with two noblewomen, one a widow and as beautiful as the sun, the other married, less beautiful, but as loving and tender as a turtledove. Her husband discovered the affair but didn’t want to duel with my father, who wasn’t a noble; the passions roused by jealousy and dishonor nevertheless led the offended man to the practice of an evil deed that would give the same result: he ordered my father’s murder. The assassins gave him three stabbings and fifteen days in bed. When he was on his feet again, they tried a bullet; it was precisely the same as nothing at all. Then the husband thought of another way to get rid of my father; he had seen him with some objects, notes, and drawings related to the religions of India, and he denounced him to the Holy Office for superstitious practices. The Holy Office, which was neither negligent nor lax in its duties, took charge of matters, and condemned him to prison for life. My father was terrified. Indeed, a life sentence would have been the most horrifying thing in the world to him. Prometheus, even Prometheus was unchained … No, don’t interrupt me, Mr. Linhares, I’ll tell you later who Prometheus was. But, I repeat: he was unchained, while my father, in the hands of the Holy Office, was without hope. On the other hand, he thought to himself, he was eternal, and the Holy Office was not. ‘The Holy Office will come to an end one day, along with its prisons, and then I’ll be free.’ Then it occurred to him that after a certain number of years had passed without his aging or dying, he would become such an extraordinary case that even the Holy 
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				Office would have to open its doors for him. Finally, he yielded to another consideration. ‘My son,’ he said to me, ‘I had suffered so much in those long years of life, had seen such evil passion, such misery and calamity, that I came to thank God for the prison and the long incarceration; and I said to myself that the Holy Office wasn’t all bad, since it would remove me for a few dozen years, maybe a century, from the spectacle on the outside.’”

				“Imagine that!”

				“Poor man. He didn’t take the other noblewoman into account, the widow, who marshaled all the resources she had at her disposal and orchestrated his escape a few months later. They left Spain together, burrowed through France, and made their way to Italy, where my father remained living for many long years. The widow died in his arms; and, with the exception of a passion she had in Florence for a young nobleman, with whom she fled and lived for six months, she was always faithful to her lover. I repeat, she died in his arms, and he suffered greatly, wept profusely, and even came to want to die himself. He told me of the acts of desperation he committed; truly, he had loved the beautiful Madrileña very much. Without hope, he took to the road, traveling to Hungary, Dalmatia, Walachia; he spent five years in Constantinople; he studied Turkish in depth, then Arabic. As I’ve mentioned, he knew many languages; I once saw him translate the Our Father into fifty different tongues. He understood so much, the science of everything! He knew an infinity of things: philosophy, jurisprudence, theology, archaeology, chemistry, physics, mathematics, astronomy, botany; he knew about architecture, painting, and music. He knew the devil.”

				“Actually …”
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				“He knew a great deal, a great deal … And he did more than study Turkish; he adopted Mohammedanism as well. But he soon abandoned it. Ultimately, he grew tired of the Turks: it was his fate to tire easily of occupations and other things. He left Constantinople, visited other parts of Europe, and finally went on to England, where he had not been for many long years. What happened to him everywhere happened to him there: he found all the faces to be completely new; and this exchange of faces in the midst of a city, the same city he had left behind, gave him the impression of a play in which the scenery stays put and only the actors change. This impression, which was initially cause for amazement, was by then merely tedious; but now, in London, it was something else and worse, because it stirred in him an idea that had never occurred to him, an extraordinary idea, a dreadful one …”

				“What was it?”

				“The idea of going mad one day. Imagine: an eternal madman. The vexation provoked by this thought was such that he nearly lost his mind then and there. But he remembered something else. He had the jar of elixir with him, and he could give what remained to some woman or man, and the two would be immortal together. He would always have a companion. He had no cause to rush, however, since time stretched out before him; he thought it better to wait for the right person. What is certain is that the idea soothed him … If I were to recount the adventures he had once again in England, and afterward in France and Brazil, to which he returned during the Count of Resende’s viceroyalty, I would never finish, and time urges me on, not to mention the fact that the colonel is getting sleepy …”

				“What sleepy!”
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				“You’re tired, at least.”

				“Not at all. I’ve never heard anything that interested me so much. Come now, tell us about these adventures.”

				“No; I’ll say only that he found himself in France on the occasion of the revolution of 1789, he witnessed everything, the fall and death of the king, of the Girondins, Danton, and Robespierre; he lived for a while with Filinto Elísio, the poet; do you know him? He lived with him in Paris; he was a member of the fashionable set under the Directory; he got along well with the first consul … He even considered becoming naturalized and taking up arms or politics; he could have been one of the marshals of the empire, and perhaps there never would have been a Waterloo. But a few political apostasies so disgusted and angered him that he withdrew just in time. In 1808 we find him traveling to Rio de Janeiro with the Portuguese royal court. In 1822 he greeted Brazil’s independence; he took part in the Assembly; he worked on the day of Pedro I’s abdication; he celebrated the majority of Pedro II; he was a deputy for two years.” 

				At this point, his listeners redoubled their attention. They understood that they were coming to the denouement, and they didn’t want to miss one syllable of the moment in the narration in which they would hear about the immortal’s death. For his part, Dr. Leão had paused; it may have been a painful memory, or it may have been a device to further whet the appetite of his listeners. The notary asked whether his father hadn’t given the elixir to someone, as he’d intended; but the narrator said nothing. He looked inward for a moment, and then at last he concluded in this manner:

				“My father’s soul had entered into a profound degree of 
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				melancholy. Nothing satisfied him; not the taste of glory, not the savor of danger, not even love. He had lost my mother by then, and we lived together as two bachelors. Politics had lost its allure in the eyes of a man who had contested a throne, one of the highest in the universe. He vegetated; sad, impatient, jaded. In his happier hours, he made plans for the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, for he had by that time divulged to me the whole secret of his life. I didn’t believe him initially, I confess, and assumed it was only some mental disturbance; but the proof was complete, and further observation confirmed that he was in perfect health. Only his spirit, as I’ve said, seemed downtrodden and disenchanted. One day, I told him I couldn’t comprehend such sadness, when I would give my soul to the devil to have eternal life, but my father smiled with such an expression of superiority that it buried me six feet underground. Eventually, I replied that I didn’t understand him; that eternal life seemed excellent to me, precisely because my own was so limited and brief; in truth, its brevity was the cruelest of punishments. But he had seen all his loved ones die; he would lose me one day, too, along with all the children born to him in the centuries ahead. Not a few attachments had deceived him, and he would be forced to relive every kind, good and bad, sincere and faithless, without respite, without a pause even, since experience could never insulate him from the need to hold on to something and someone in that rapid progression of men and generations. It was a requirement of eternal life; without it, he would descend into madness. He had tried everything, exhausted everything; now it was only repetition, monotony, without hope, without anything. He would have to relate to other children, twenty or thirty centuries later, what he was telling me now; and then to others and still others, in a never-ending succession. He would have to study new languages, as Hannibal would have been forced to do had he lived until today: and for what? To hear only the same sentiments, the same passions … he was truly dejected 
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				as he said all this to me. Isn’t that curious? Finally, one day, as I was presenting an exposition of the homeopathic system to a few friends, I saw my father’s eyes flare with an unwonted fire. He said nothing to me then. At night, he called me to his room. I found him dying; with his tongue almost failing him, he told me that the homeopathic principle had been his salvation. Similia similibus curantur. He’d imbibed the rest of the elixir; just as the first half had given him life, the second gave him death. And, having told me this, he breathed his last.”

				The colonel and the notary remained silent for some time, not knowing what to make of the remarkable story; but the solemnity of the doctor was so profound that it left no room for doubt. They believed in the tale, and they believed definitively in homeopathy. When the story was repeated to others, there was no shortage of people supposing the doctor mad; others attributed to him the motive of relieving the colonel and the notary from the displeasure displayed by both at the fact of not being able to live forever, demonstrating that death, in the end, is a blessing. The suspicion that he had merely come to promote homeopathy entered into a few minds as well, and it wasn’t inconceivable. I leave this problem to the scholars. Such is the extraordinary case that, years ago, under another name and in other words, I told to those good people, who have probably by now forgotten both.
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				I would like to tell my readers the story of a miraculous journey, or to relay the narrative, rather, since it will be the traveler himself who will recount his adventures and impressions.

				If I call it miraculous, it’s because the circumstances in which this journey was made are so singular that it will certainly seem to all parties nothing short of a miracle. Still, in spite of the incredible roads our traveler wandered, his celestial guides, and the dazzling spectacles he witnessed, one cannot help but recognize that it is, at bottom, the most natural and possible of all things in this world.

				I assume my readers have read all the major voyage memoirs, from the travels of Captain Cook in the polar regions to those of Gulliver, as well all the extraordinary events to be found in the narratives of Edgar Allan Poe and those of A Thousand and One Nights. Well, all these are nothing in comparison with the singular excursion of our hero, who, were he not lacking the style of a Swift, would be elevated to the most remote posterity.

				Travel stories are my particular favorite. Let him behold it who cannot live it, said the epic Portuguese poet. Let the reader who cannot see things with the eyes in his own head amuse himself, at least, in seeing them with those of his imagination, which are that much more penetrating and alive.

				To travel is to be many.

				I must say with all frankness, when I hear someone declare that he’s crossed the ocean twelve or fifteen times, just for pleasure, I don’t know what it is, but something leads me to idealize that person. To cross the ocean a dozen times, to graze its spine, to gaze a dozen times upon its wrath, a dozen times wonder at its spectacles, is this not enjoyment in the truest sense of the word? 
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				If, rather than the ocean, they speak to me of forests and recount a thousand scenes from a journey through the temple of the cedars and towering jequitibás, listening to silence and shadow, breathing in the luxurious airs of nature’s palaces, thriving, living, in defiance of the tiger and the snake, then the enjoyment may be another, but it is of the same elevated tenor, pure and sublime. 

				This pertains as well to excursions through the ruins of ancient cities, the Arabian Desert, and the north’s ice-capped regions. All of it calls to the spirit, educates it, elevates and transforms it.

				Of sedentary voyages, I only know two capable of entertaining: de Maistre’s Voyage Around My Room and A Tour Round My Garden by Alphonse Karr.

				Now, for all my love of travel, I wouldn’t choose to make the particular trip our hero undertakes in this narrative. He saw a great deal, that’s certain; and he returned with his trunk brimming with new means of appreciating humanity’s folly. But for such rewards, how many labors!

				***

				Cato repented of having traveled several times by sea when he could have gone by land. In this, the virtuous Roman was right. Amphitrite’s caresses are a little too furious and often fatal. The deeds of mariners double in valor for just this reason, since peaceable souls, or, better put, prudent and judicious spirits, avoid sailing whenever they can.

				But to confirm the proverb that goes “Problems spring up from under your feet,” the terrestrial route isn’t always safer than the maritime, as shown by the history of the railroads, which, brief 
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				as it is, has already tallied not a few sad episodes.

				So sat my friend absorbed in these and other reflections. Tito, a poet twenty years old, without money or mustache, seated at his worm-eaten desk, where a candle burned in silence.

				But first I must embark on a physical and moral portrait of my friend Tito.

				Tito is neither short nor tall, which amounts to saying he’s of average stature, a stature that can frankly be considered elegant, in my opinion. Possessing an angelic countenance, deep and gentle eyes, a nose that was the direct and legitimate descendant of Alcibiades’, a charming mouth, and a wide brow, the true throne of thought, Tito could serve as the model for a painting or an object of adoration for hearts of fifteen or even twenty years of age.

				Like medallions and everything else in this world of compensations, Tito has a reverse side. Oh! What a sorry thing is the other side of the coin, the tails to the heads. For it seems that nature had divided herself to give Tito the best of what she had as well as the worst, and put him in the miserable and inconsolable position of the peacock who decks himself out and finds himself radiant only to have his pride cut down and deflated when he glances down at his legs and feet.

				In the moral realm, Tito presents the same double aspect as he does in the physical. Vices he has none, but rather character weaknesses that disrupt, here and there, the virtues that ennoble him. He’s a good boy, possessing the angelic virtue of charity; he knows, like the divine Master, how to share the bread of sustenance and give to the famished with a true jubilation of heart. Furthermore, in the short days of his life, he has never 
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				been known to cause harm even to the most impertinent beast, nor to the most insolent man, the two things being one and the same. Much to the contrary, we know that his piety and good instincts once led him to be nearly crushed as he sought to rescue from certain death a hound who was asleep in the middle of a street, right in the path of a rushing carriage. The hound, once saved by Tito, became so attached to him that she never left his side; in the hour that we find him absorbed in vague thoughts, there she is, stretched across his desk, contemplating him with her grave and sober eye. 

				The only things to censure in Tito are his character flaws, and it must be believed that they are the daughters of his virtues. Tito was accustomed to sell the productions of his muse, not via a legitimate exchange of book for coin, but by means dishonorable and undignified for a son of Apollo. The sales he made were absolute; that is, in trading his verses for money, the poet lost paternal rights over these productions. He had but a single customer, a rich fellow, maniacal for a poet’s fame, who, learning of Tito’s facility with rhyme, presented himself at the poet’s modest lodging house one day and launched negotiations on these terms:

				“My dear man, I’ve come to propose a deal that will be much to your advantage …”

				“Go on,” replied Tito.

				“I’ve heard tell you scribble verses … is it true?”

				“It is,” answered Tito, holding back his distaste for the familiarity of the address.

				“Very well. I propose the following: for a good price, I will buy 
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				all your verses, not the ones you’ve already written, but those you write from today, on the understanding that you’ll publish them as compositions of my own making. I impose no other conditions on the deal. I will have you know, however, that I prefer odes and sentimental poems. What do you say?”

				When the fellow had finished speaking, Tito rose and with a gesture ordered him out the door. The man foresaw that things might end badly if he didn’t leave immediately. So he opted to make his way out, but not without saying between gritted teeth: “You’ll come looking for me, never mind.”

				My poet forgot the episode the very next day, but other days passed, and urgent necessities began to turn up at his door with supplicating looks or threatening hands. He had no resources; after a night of tribulations he recalled the rich fellow and went to find him: he informed him that he was disposed to accept the deal; the man, laughing with a diabolical air, paid him the first advance, under the condition that the poet bring him an ode to the Polish people the following day.

				Tito spent the night rallying words without ideas, such was his state, and the following day he brought the work to his client, who deemed it good and deigned to open his purse. 

				So much for Tito’s moral side. The virtue of paying off debts had led him to barter his God-given talents; and even so, we have seen that he resisted and only gave in when he found himself with the rope around his neck.

				The desk on which Tito leaned was an old relic of antique make, inherited from an aunt who had passed away ten years prior. An inkwell of bone, a quill pen, some paper: these were his work materials. Two chairs and a bed completed his furnishings. 
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				The candle and the hound I have already mentioned. The hour in which Tito was engulfed in reflections and fantasies was approximately midnight. The rain fell violently, and the lightning bolts that came crashing through the sky from time to time exposed a horizon laden with black, bloated clouds. Tito, however, saw none of it, for he had his head buried in his arms, which were thrown upon the table; it’s equally unlikely that he heard anything, because he was utterly lost in his reflections on the unique dangers presented by various modes of travel.

				But for what reason did such thoughts engulf the poet? It is just this that I will elucidate for the reader’s legitimate curiosity. Tito, like any man of twenty years, poet or not, felt himself afflicted by lovesickness. A pair of black eyes, a ladylike poise, a vision, a celestial creature, something of this tenor had so instilled itself within his heart that it had brought him, one might say, to the grave’s edge. In Tito, love began as a fever: he was bedridden for three days and cured (of the fever, not the lovesickness) by an old woman in the neighborhood who knew the secrets of powerful herbs and plants and who put my poet back on his feet, for which she acquired yet another notch in her witch’s reputation, earned over long years by virtue of her curative miracles.

				The acute period of his illness having passed, he was left only with the love, which, though calm and placid now, had lost nothing of its intensity. From the moment Tito fell ardently in love, he began to cheat his bardic customer, stealing away a few inflamed stanzas for himself, which he dedicated to the object of his most intimate thoughts, much like Sir d’Ofayel of the loyal and modest loves, whom Tito resembled, if not in the blandness of his verses, then in his amorous woe.

				Thwarted love, when it doesn’t result in a sublime disdain, leads instead to either tragedy or folly. It was between these 
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				alternatives that the poet’s spirit debated. Having exhausted in vain the Latin of the muses, he ventured an oral declaration to the lady of his thoughts. She listened with a hardened heart, and, when the poet had finished speaking, informed him it was best he leave off with muses and amours and return to real life to take a little more care in the refinement of his own person. Let not the reader imagine the lady of whom I speak led a life as indecent as was her tongue. She was, on the contrary, a model of the most seraphic purity and perfect modesty of morals: she had received an austere education from her father, a former militia captain, a man of incredibly good faith, who, even in the middle of this impudent century, still believed in two things: political platforms and Egyptian onions. Disillusioned all at once in his intentions, Tito still lacked the strength of spirit to sweep away the memory of the captain’s daughter; and the girl’s blunt and pitiless answer remained stuck in his heart like a cold and penetrating dagger. He tried to rip it out, but the memory, living on like Vesta’s sacred fire, brought the fatal words back to him in his happiest hours as well as his saddest, like a warning that even the smallest satisfaction would never last and that grief was to be the real foundation of his days. So the Egyptians used to place a sarcophagus in the midst of a feast to serve as a reminder that life is transitory and that the only great and eternal truth that exists is found in the tomb. 

				When, having returned to himself, Tito managed to string two ideas together and draw a conclusion from them, two plans presented themselves, each as likely as the other to earn him the insult of cowardice; one would end in tragedy, the other in folly; unhappy choice of misunderstood souls! The first of these plans was to leave this world altogether; the other limited itself to a journey, which the poet would make by sea or by land, with the aim of leaving the capital for a time. The poet was already abandoning the first of these, deeming it too bloody 
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				and too definite; the second seemed preferable, better suited to his dignity and above all to his instinct for self-preservation. But by what means should he attain a change of scene? Should he take to sea or land? Each had its inconveniences. The poet was immersed in these considerations when, out of nowhere, he heard three little knocks at his door. Who could it be? Who could be looking for the poet at this hour? He recalled a pending commission or two from the man of the odes, and he went to open the door, fully expecting to receive the harangue the fellow had naturally come to lay upon him.

				Here the author leaves off speaking for his protagonist, not wanting to take away the charm inherent to the poet’s narrative as he reproduces his own impressions.

				The poet went, as I said, to open the door. He tells us:

				But, oh! What wonder! Here was a sylph, a celestial creature, vaporous, fantastic, dressed in white garments, not quite of cloth, nor of mist, but of some combination of the two, with swift little feet, a serene and charming face, black and scintillating eyes, and blonde curls of the lightest, most delicate hair that fell about her bare shoulders, divine, like yours, O Aphrodite; it was then that this creature invaded my abode and, extending her hand, ordered me to close the door and take a seat at my desk.

				I was terrified. Mechanically, I returned to my place without taking my eyes off of the vision. The latter sat herself across from me and began to play with the hound, who gave signs of unwonted contentment. Several minutes passed this way; after which the singular creature, fixing her eyes on mine, asked with an unrivaled sweetness of voice:

				“What are you thinking of, poet? Do you bewail some 
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				unrequited love? Or suffer from the injustices of men? Do the afflictions of others hurt you or is it your own that darken your brow?”

				This inquiry was made in such a disarming manner that I, without inquiring the motive for her curiosity, replied on the spot:

				“I’m thinking of God’s injustice.”

				“The statement is a contradiction: God is justice.”

				“He is not. If He were, He would have divided affection equally among hearts and would not allow one to burn uselessly for the other. The phenomenon of sympathy would always be reciprocal, such that a woman could never look with coldness upon a man who lifts his eyes to her in love.” 

				“It’s not you who speaks, poet. It’s your self-love wounded by an affection badly repaid. But what have the muses done for you? Have they not yet come to you, eternal consolers that they are? Enter the sanctuary of poetry, fall onto inspiration’s bosom; there you will forget the pain of the wound that the world has opened in you.”

				“Alas, my poetry is cold and my inspiration extinguished.”

				“What do you need to breathe life into your poetry again?”

				“I need what I lack, and I lack everything.”

				“Everything? That’s an exaggeration. You have the seal by which God distinguished you from other men, and that is enough. You contemplate leaving this earth?”
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				“Yes, it’s true.”

				“Good, that’s just why I’m here. Do you want to come with me?”

				“Where?”

				“What does it matter? Do you want to come?”

				“I do. It will make for a distraction. Let’s depart tomorrow. Is it by sea or by land?”

				“Not tomorrow and neither by sea nor by land, but now and through the air.”

				I jumped to my feet and pulled back. The vision rose, too.

				“Are you afraid?” she asked.

				“Afraid, no, but …”

				“Come. We’ll take a delightful trip.”

				I expected a balloon for the aerial journey to which my unexpected visitor invited me; but my eyes grew wide as I saw a pair of long white wings shake open from the vision’s shoulder blades, letting fall a sprinkle of gold dust. 

				“Let us go,” said the vision.

				And I mechanically repeated, “Let us go!”

				She took me in her arms and we flew up to the ceiling, which tore open, and we passed through together, vision and poet. As if by a spell, the storm had abated, and the sky was clear, 
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				transparent, luminous; in short, truly celestial. The stars glittered with their finest light, and a white, poetic moonlight fell upon the roofs of houses and over the flowers and meadows of the countryside.

				We climbed higher.

				The ascent lasted for some time. I could not think; I was stunned as I rose through the air, not knowing where I was going nor why. I felt that the wind was shaking the blonde locks of the vision and that they tossed gently about her face, which resulted in a heavenly exhalation that enchanted and lulled me. The air was pure and fresh. As I had of late distracted myself from the occupation of the muses with a study of physical laws, I predicted that in our brief and continuous climb we would soon come to feel the effects of the atmosphere’s rarefaction. I was mistaken! We climbed higher still, but the atmosphere remained the same, and the higher we went, the better we breathed.

				This interval passed quickly, to my mind. As I’ve said, I was incapable of thought: I rose without even looking back at the earth. And why should I look back? The vision could not convey me but heavenward.

				Soon I began to see the planets face to face. It was nearly dawn. Venus, paler and fairer than usual, eclipsed the stars with her radiance and beauty. I glanced with admiration at the goddess of the morning. But still we climbed and kept climbing. The planets flew by on either side of me like unbridled coursers. At last we broke through into a region entirely different from those we had traversed up this moment on our astonishing journey. I felt my soul expand in the new atmosphere. Could this be heaven? I dared not ask, mutely awaiting the journey’s end. The farther we advanced into this realm, the more my soul burst with joy; a 
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				short while later we arrived at a planet, and there we continued our trajectory on foot.

				As we walked, the objects around us, until then veiled in mist, began to take on features of reality. I could see then that I found myself on a new earth, in every aspect strange; the first of these aspects, a city, surpassed even poetic Istanbul and romantic Naples. We arrived at a square where the imperial palaces glittered. The royal residence was an assemblage of every architectural style, without omitting the Chinese, this last making, it should be noted, a more than average contribution to the structure.

				Wishing to assuage my anxious curiosity to know what land we had just come into, I ventured the question to my companion.

				“We are in the Land of the Chimeras,” she answered.

				“The Land of the Chimeras?”

				“A land that three quarters of the human species visits, but which you won’t find recorded in any scientific table.”

				I accepted the explanation. But then I reflected on the situation. Why was I there? What had I been brought to do? I was thinking thus when the fairy warned me that we were approaching the door of the palace. In the vestibule there were some twenty or thirty soldiers smoking fat meerschaum pipes, drunk like so many padishahs in the contemplation of the meandering blue and white smoke that poured from their mouths. Upon our entrance, there was a military salute. We climbed the grand staircase and made our way to the upper floors.
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				“We are going to speak with the sovereigns,” explained my companion.

				We crossed through many halls and galleries. The walls, as in the poem of Dom Dinis, the poet king, were lined with silver paper and sequins.

				At last we entered the great hall. The Spirit of the Bagatelles, of whom Elpinus speaks, was seated upon a gold-plated throne ornamented with a peacock on either side. The sovereign himself wore for a coif a living peacock, which was tied at the feet to a sort of skullcap, larger than those of our cardinals, which in turn was held fast to the king’s head by means of two large yellow ribbons that came together in a bow beneath the royal chin. An identical coif adorned the heads of all the spirits of the court, who correspond to our viscounts in this world, and who gathered around the throne of their magnificent monarch. From time to time, the peacocks fanned their tails and peacocked themselves, letting loose their customary shrieks. 

				As I entered the hall, a murmur ran among the chimerical courtiers. The vision announced that she wished to present a son of the earth. There followed a presentation ceremony, which consisted of a line of curtsies, bows, exchanges and other chimerical things, without omitting the formality of the kiss of the hand. Don’t suppose I was the only one to kiss the hand of the sovereign spirit; all the attendant spirits did the same, because, according to what I was later told, not even the most insignificant act takes place without this formality being observed. The ceremony completed, the sovereign asked what title I had on earth, so that he might assign me the appropriate guide.

				“I have only, and at most, a pitiful ‘Mr.’ to my name.” 
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				“That’s all? Then you shall have the displeasure of being accompanied by a common cicerone. We have here His Lordship, His Excellency, His Highness, and several others; but Mister, after having lived for a time in this land, proved himself so useless that I judged it best to send him away.” 

				At these words, His Lordship and His Excellency, a pair of haughty creatures who stood nearby, turned their backs to me and cast over their hunched shoulders expressions of utmost disdain. I wanted to ask my companion the reason for the reaction of these two chimerical persons; but the vision pulled at my arm and alerted me to the fact that I was neglecting the Spirit of the Bagatelles, whose brow was just then furrowed like that of Jupiter Tonans in the accounts of ancient poets. Just then there entered a band of maidens, fresh-faced, cheerful, beautiful, and fair … Oh! But of a fairness that is not known here among earth’s children! They came in running with the agility of sparrows in flight; and after playfully shaking hands with the spirits of the court, they approached the sovereign spirit, before whom they gave ten or twelve curtsies.

				Who were these girls? I stood with my mouth hanging open. I inquired of my guide and soon learned. They were the Utopias and Lady Chimeras returning from earth, where they had passed the night in the company of a few men and women of all ages and conditions.

				The Utopias and Chimeras were welcomed by their king, who condescended to smile upon them and to give each a little slap on the face. Joyful and smiling, they received this royal caress as a thing that they were owed; and after another ten or twelve curtsies, they departed, but not without embracing me or pinching me as they passed and as I looked at them with alarm, not knowing why I had become an object of such joviality. My 
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				alarm only grew as I heard from each one that expression so often used at masquerade balls: I know who you are!

				After they had left, the ruling Spirit gave a signal, and all attention was directed toward him, awaiting what might fall from his lips. Expectation was disappointed, as the gracious sovereign merely indicated by a gesture to the cicerone that he should take away his lowly guest. The exit ceremony followed, lasting several long minutes by virtue of the curtsies, bows, and hand kisses that were the custom. The three of us—myself, the fairy who had brought me, and the guide—made our way into the queen’s quarters. The royal lady was a person worthy of attention in every respect; she was imposing and graceful; she wore a gown of fine gauze and robes of the same material, high-laced boots of white satin, precious stones of every type and color about her arms, neck, and head; her face was made up subtly and with such art that it seemed to have been colored by nature’s brush; from her hair emanated the most delicate perfumes.

				I could not hide the impression that such a whole made upon me. I turned to my travel companion and asked the name of this goddess.

				“Can’t you see?” replied the fairy. “See the three hundred girls encircling her? Well then? She is Fashion, surrounded by her three hundred lovely and capricious daughters.”

				At these words, I was reminded of Cruz e Silva’s Hissope. I no longer doubted that I was in the Land of Chimeras; I reasoned that, for the poet to have spoken of these things, he must have come here and then returned home, just as he asserted. 

				Therefore, I need not fear that I would live here forever. Relieved 
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				at this thought, I turned my attention to the labors of the queen’s companions; they were devising all the new fashions that would be sent down to our world to replace the old ones. 

				I was presented to the queen with the customary ceremonies of the place. I trembled as I placed my lips upon her fine, smooth hand; she took no notice, because in her other hand she held a mirror into which she constantly gazed. 

				We begged leave to carry on with our tour of the palace and then proceeded through its galleries and halls. Each room was occupied by a group of people, men or women, sometimes both together, busy with different tasks to which they were compelled by law of the land or arbitrary order of the king. I crossed these various rooms with a startled look, wondering at all I saw, the occupations, customs, and characters. In one of the rooms, a group of a hundred people were busy stretching thin a white dough, light and spongy. Naturally this is the larder, I said to myself; they’re preparing some singular delicacy for the king’s supper. I asked my guide if I was correct. He replied:

				“No, sir; these men are preparing brain matter for a certain number of men of every class: statesmen, poets, lovers, etc.; and for women, too. This substance is specifically intended for those on your planet who live with the genuine disposition of our land, to whom we make a gift of this constitutive element.”

				“It’s chimerical matter, then?”

				“The best that’s ever been made.”

				“May I see it?”

				The guide smiled; he beckoned the manager, from whom he 
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				requested a bit of the matter. The man went promptly to the depository, retrieved a portion, and handed it to me. I had hardly taken it from the manager’s hands when the matter dissolved as if made of smoke. I was confused; but the manager patted my shoulder:

				“Not to worry,” he said, “we have the raw materials on hand; we derive it from our own atmosphere, and our atmosphere won’t float away.”

				The manager had an ingratiating mien, but like all chimerical beings, he was subject to abstractions, such that I couldn’t get another word out of him; for, upon uttering this last, he began to gaze into the air, following the flight of a fly with his eyes. This event drew the attention of his companions, who moved closer and likewise immersed themselves in contemplation of the winged insect.

				The three of us continued on our way.

				Farther along, we came to a chamber where many chimerical gentlemen were seated around tables, debating the merits of various pretexts that would fill the time of our world’s diplomats and leaders, distracting them with trivialities or frightening their imaginations with straw men. These chimerical men had airs of delicacy and intelligence. There was an order from the king that no one should enter that chamber during working hours; a guard was stationed at the door. The least distraction in that conference would be considered a public calamity. I continued on with my guide and arrived at another room where many chimerical citizens, rapt with attention, took in a lecture given by a philosopher of the land.

				The philosopher spoke slowly, deliberately pausing, and seemed 
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				almost drunk from the music of his own words. Full of himself, he employed a studied gesture, like Vadius speaking to Trissotin. I lingered at the door.

				The philosopher was saying, “My dear children, the universe is composed of malice and envy. There is no talent so prodigious that it cannot be wounded by calumny’s dart and an egoist’s disdain. How can one escape this lamentable situation? By a single method. Each man must commence immediately to convince himself that there is nothing above him, and this conviction in himself will engender conviction in others. Who will contest the talent of a man who commences by feeling it in himself and declaring its presence?”

				His listeners raised their voices in a chorus and exclaimed: “Indeed!”

				The philosopher continued, “Some will say this is vanity; but if we truly comprehend our own nature and the nature of others, we must see that this thing they call vanity there below is, among us, nothing more than the true charge of the spirit, the conscience of our moral elevation.”

				The lecture concluded with these words. The philosopher descended from the lectern and the crowd of chimerical citizens parted deferentially to let him pass.

				We proceeded with the tour.

				I went from room to room, gallery to gallery, visiting a museum here, a game or enterprise there; I had time to see it all, to examine everything with care and in detail. We passed through the great gallery that gave out onto the square, and I saw that the people, gathered below the balconies, were thronging around 

			

		

	
		
			
				71

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				a gallows. An execution was going to take place. The crime of murder? No, they replied, a breach of etiquette. It was a chimerical citizen who had committed the crime of not paying respects promptly and graciously; in this land, the crime was considered the greatest imaginable audacity. The chimerical people observed the execution as though they were attending a performance of acrobats, with applause and cries of pleasure.

				Meanwhile, it was time for the royal supper.

				At the table sat only the king, the queen, two ministers, a doctor, and the enchanting fairy who had escorted me to those heights. The fairy, before sitting down to the table, implored from the king the mercy of admitting me to the meal; he assented, and I took a seat. The supper was the most succinct and brisk imaginable. It lasted but a few seconds, after which everyone rose and the gaming table was set in the next room for the royal persons; I followed to observe the game; chairs were arranged around the room, where sat the lovely Utopias and Lady Chimeras; behind these chairs stood the chimerical nobles, stiff and mannered in their scarlet vestments, with their peacocks atop their pates. I took advantage of the opportunity to find out how it was that these brazen young maidens knew me. I leaned over a chair and addressed my inquiry to the Utopia I found seated there. After the customary formalities of greeting, she withdrew and I followed her to another room, where she asked me:

				“Do you really not know who we are?”

				“I do not. That is, I know you only now, and this grieves me truly, because I would have liked to have known you for longer.”

				“Oh! Ever the poet!”
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				“It’s simply that you all possess a grace beyond compare. But where is it that you have seen me?”

				“In your own house.”

				“Oh!”

				“Don’t you remember? At night, worn out from the day’s trials, you retreat to your lair; there your thoughts set sail, and you allow yourself to glide over a calm sea. On this journey a few young maidens accompany you … it is we, the Utopias and the Chimeras.”

				Finally, I understood what she was telling me. I smiled and, fixing my gaze on the Utopia before me, said, “Ah, yes, it’s you! Consoling company that distracts me from all my misery and grief. It is upon your bosom that I dry my tears. What a comfort it is now to see you all face to face and in palpable form.”

				“And do you know,” returned the Utopia, “who escorts us all into your company? Look.”

				I turned about and there was the peregrine vision, my travel companion.

				“Ah, it’s her!” I replied.

				“Yes, it’s true. She is fair Fantasy, the watchful companion of those who think and those who feel.”

				Fantasy and the Utopia laced hands and gazed on me. I, as though bewitched, looked from one to the other. I wanted to ask further questions, but when I went to speak I realized that the two figures had become rather wispy and almost vaporous. 
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				I articulated something; but seeing that they were turning more and more transparent, and now being hardly able to distinguish their features, I cried out:

				“What is happening? Why are you dissolving like this?” They continued to fade away, and I ran to the gaming room, where the same spectacle awaited me; it was terrifying; all the figures were dissolving as though made of mist. Astonished, my heart racing, I ran through gallery after gallery and finally came out onto the square; every object there was undergoing the same transformation. Soon I began to feel that my feet lacked support and suddenly I was suspended in space.

				Finding myself in this situation, I let out a cry of agony. I closed my eyes and gave in to the thought that my journey could only end in death. It seemed the most probable outcome. After a few seconds, I opened my eyes and saw that I was falling perpendicularly over a black dot that looked to me the size of an egg. The black dot grew larger and larger as I fell, until it was soon as large as a great sphere. There was something diabolical about my descent; now and then I gave a groan; the air beating at my eyes obliged me to blink continuously. 

				The black dot that had grown and continued to grow now began to look just like the earth. It is the earth! I said to myself.

				I don’t believe there is a human expression that captures the joy I felt in my soul, lost in space, when I realized that I was approaching my native planet. My joy was brief, however; I began to think, and with reason, that, moving at such velocity, when I did touch the ground it would be never to rise again. I shuddered: I saw death before me and I commended my soul to God. And so I went falling on and on, until—miracle of miracles!—I landed upon the beach, on my feet, as firmly as 
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				though I had never made that infernal leap. My first impression, when I saw myself on land, was one of satisfaction; but next I looked around to see which region of the planet I found myself in; I could have dropped into Siberia or China; I verified that I was in fact just steps from my own house. I rushed back to my peaceful hearth. 

				The candle was spent; the hound, stretched across the table, had her eyes fixed on the door. I came in and threw myself on the bed, where I slept, reflecting on all that had happened to me.

				***

				This is Tito’s story.

				The experiences of such an incredible voyage served him well. Since then, he’s acquired a lynx’s eye, capable of discovering, at first sight, whether a man has brains in his head or chimerical dough.

				There is no vanity he tolerates. The moment he sees it, he recalls what he witnessed in the realm of the Bagatelles, and without preamble recounts the tale of his voyage. Thus you can see that if he was poor and unhappy before, he was even more so after.

				It’s the fate of all those who understand that they must say what they know; the freedom to expose humanity’s foibles cannot be purchased for any other price. To declare war on humanity is to declare it upon everyone, since no one fails to have, more or less, the same poisonous asp in their heart.

				Let this serve as an example to future travelers and poets, who might one day undertake the same miraculous journey as my poet. They may take a lesson from the mirror held up here. Look 
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				well at what is around you, but seek to say as little as possible about your discoveries and opinions.
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