
LONELYHEARTS 

by Rubem Fonseca 

I was working for a popular news­
paper as a police reporter. lt had been a 
long time since the city had seen an inter­
esting crime involving a rich, young and 
beautiful society woman , deaths, disap­
pearances , corruption , lies, sex, ambi­
tion , money, violence , scandal. 

"Y ou don't get crimes like that 
even in Rome , Paris, New York ," the 
editor said. "We're in a slump. But things11 
change soon. lt's ali cyclical. When 
you least expect it, one of those scandals 
breaks out that provides material for a 
year. Everything's rotten , just right , ali 
we have to do is wait." 

Before it broke out they fired me. 
"Ali you have is small businessmen 

killing their partners , petty thieves kil­
ling small businessmen, police killing pet­
ty thieves. Small potatoes ," I told Oswal­
do Peçanha , editor-in-chief and owner of 
the newspaper Woman. 



"There's also meningitis , schistosomiasis, Chagas dis-
ease," Peçanha said. 

"Out of my area," I said. 
"Have you read Woman ? " Peçanha asked. 
I admitted I hadn't. I prefer reading book s. 
Peçanha took a box of cigars from his desk and off ered 

me one. We lighted th e cigars, and soon th e atmosphere was 
unbreathabl e. The cigars were cheap , it was summer, the win­
dows were closed , and the air conditioning wasn't working 
well. 

"Woman isn't one of those co lorful publications for 
bourgeois women on a diet. It's mad e for th e Class C woman, 
who eats rice and beans and if she gets fat, tough luck . Tak e a 
look ." 

Peçanha tossed me a copy of th e newspap er. Tabloid 
format , headlines in blue, some out-of-focus photographs. 
lllustrated ]ove story , horoscop e, intervi ews with TV actors , 
dressmaking . 

"T hink you cou ld do the 'Woman to Woman ' section , 
our advice column ? The guy who was doing it left." 

"Woman to Woman" carried th e bylin e of one Elisa Ga­
bri ela. Dear Elisa Gabriela , my husband comes hom e drunk 
every night and ... 

"I think I can ," I said. 
"Great. You start today. What nam e do you want to 

use? " 
I thought a bit. 
"Na thana el Lessa. " 
" Nathana el Lessa?" Peçanha said , surprised and offend­

ed , as if l'd said a dirty word or insulted his moth er. 
"What's wrong with it? It's a nam e like any other. And 

l'm paying homag e to two people ." 
Peçanha puffed his cigar , irritated . 
"First , it's not a name like any other. Second , it's not a 

Class C nam e. Here we only use names pleasing to Class C, 
pr etty names. Third , the paper only pays homage to who I 
want it to , and I don't know any Nathanael Lessa. And 
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finally" - Peçanha' s irritation had gradually increa sed , as if 
he were takin g a certain enjo yment in it - " here no one, not 
even me, uses a masculin e pseudonym . My name is Maria de 
Lourd es ! " 

I took anoth er loo k at the newspap er , including th e 
staff. Nothing bu t women 's nam es. 

"Don't you think a masculin e nam e gives th e answers 
mor e respec tability? Fath er, husband , pri est , bos s - th ey 
have nothing but men telling them what to do. Nathanael 
Lessa w ili catc h on be tt er th an Elisa Gabriela." 

"That 's exac tly what I don't want. Here they feel like 
th eir own bo sses, they tru st u s, as if we were all friend s. I'v e 
been in thi s business twenty-fiv e year s. Don't come to me 
with unt es ted th eor ies. Woman is revolutionizing the Brazil­
ian press, it's a diff erent kind of newspap er that do esn ' t run 
yesterday's warm ed-ov er television news." 

He was so irritat ed that I didn ' t ask ju st what Woman 
was out to accomplish. He' d tel1 me soon er or Jater. I just 
wanted the job. 

"My cousin, Machado Figueiredo, who also ha s twenty­
five yea rs' ex peri ence , at th e Bank of Brazil, like s to say that 
he's always open to unt ested th eori es." I kn ew that Woman 
owe d mon ey to th e bank . And a lett er of reco mmendation 
from my cousin was on Peçanha' s desk. 

When he heard my cousin's nam e, Peçanha paled. He bit 
his cigar to co ntrol hims elf , then closed his mouth, as if he 
were about to whi stle, and hi s fat lips trembled as if he had a 
grain of pepper on his tongue. He opened his mouth wide and 
tapp ed hi s nicotin e-stain ed tee th with his thumbnail while he 
look ed at me in a way that he mu st have thought fraught 
with significance. 

"I co uld add 'Dr .' to my nam e. Dr. Nathanael Lessa." 
"Damn ! Ali right , ali right ," Peçanha snarl ed betw een 

hi s teeth , "yo u start today .'' 
That was how I carne to be part of th e team at Woman. 
My desk was near Sandra Marina 's, who wrote th e ho ­

roscope. Sandra was also known as Marl ene Katia , for int er-
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views. A pale fellow with a long, sparse mustache, he was also 
known as João Albergaria Ouva!. He wasn't long out of com­
munications school and constantly complained, "Why didn't 
I study dentistry, why? " 

I asked him if someone brought the readers' letters to 
my desk. He told me to talk to Jacqueline in the office. Jac­
queline was a large black man with very white teeth. 

"It won't set well being the only one here who doesn't 
have a woman's name , they're going to think l'm a fairy. Let­
ters? There aren't any. Y ou think Class C women write let­
ters? Elisa made them all up." 

"Dear Dr. Nathanael Lessa. I got a scholarship for my 
ten-year-old daughter in a fancy school in a good neighbor­
hood. AII her classmates go to the hairdresser at least once a 
week. We don't have the money for that, my husband drives 
a bus on the Jacaré-Caju line, but he says he's going to work 
overtime to send Tania Sandra , our little girl, to the hairdres­
ser. Don't you think that our children deserve every sacrifice? 
Dedicated Mother. Villa Kennedy." • 

Answer: Wash your little girl's head with coconut soap 
and wrap it in curling paper. It's the sarne as the hairdresser. 
ln any case, your daughter wasn't bom to be a doll-baby. Nor 
anyone else's daughter, for that matter. Take the overtime 
pay and buy something more useful. Food, for example. 

"Dear Dr. Nathanael Lessa. I am short, plump and shy. 
Whenever I go to the outdoor market , the store, the vegetable 
market, they trick me. They cheat me on the weight, the 
change, the beans have bugs in them, the cornmeal is stale, 
that kind of thing. It used to bother me a lot but now I'm 
resigned to it. God is watching them and at the day of judg­
ment they will pay. Resigned Domestic. Penha." 

Answer: God doesn't have his eye on anybody. You 
have to look out for yourself. I suggest you scream, holler, 
raise a scandal. Don't you have a relative who works for the 
police? A crook will do also. Get moving , chubby. 

"Dear Dr. Nathanael Lessa. I am twenty-five , a typist 
and a virgin. I met this boy who says he really !oves me. He 
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work s in the Ministry of Transportation and says he want s to 
marry me, but fir st he wants to try it out. What do you 
think ? Fr enzied Yirgin . Parada de Lucas." 

Answer: Look , Fr enzied Virgin , ask the guy what he 
plans to do if he doesn't like th e experience . If he says he' ll 
dump you, give him what he wants, because he's a sincere 
man. You'r e not some wine or stew to be tasted . But th ere 
aren' t many sincere men around , so it's worth a try. Keep th e 
faith and full speed ahead. 

I went to lunch. 
When I got back Peçanha called me in . He had my copy 

in hi s hand. 
"There's something or other here I don't like," he said. 
"What? " I asked. 
" Ah , good God, th e idea people have of Class C," Peça­

nh a exclaim ed , shakin g his head pen sively while he loo ked at 
the ceiling and pu ckered his lips. " lt' s Class A women who 
like being treated with curses and kicks. Rememb er that En­
glish lord who said his success with women carne from trea­
ting !adies like whor es and whores like (adies." 

" Ali right . So how should I handl e our reade rs? " 
"Don't come to me with dial ec tics. I don ' t want you to 

treat them like whor es. Forget th e English lord. Put some 
happin ess, some hop e, tranquillit y and reassurance in the let­
t ers, that' s what I want." 

"Dear Dr. Nathanael Lessa. My hu sband died and left me 
a very small pension , but what worries me is to be atone and 
fifty years old. Poor , plain , old, and living a long way out , I'm 
afraid of what's in stor e for me. Lonely in Santa Cruz." 

Answer : Engrave thi s in your heart , Lonely in Santa 
Cruz: neith er mon ey, nor beaut y, nor yo uth , nor a good ad­
dr ess brin gs happin ess. How man y rich and beautiful peop le 
kill th emselves o r lose themselves in th e horror s of vice? 
Happin ess is insid e us, in our heart s. If we are ju st and good 
we will find happin ess. Be good , be ju st, !ove your neighb or 
as yourself, smile at th e cashi er when yo u go to pick up your 
pension . 
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The next day Peçanha called me in and asked if I could 
also write the illustrated love story. "We tum out our own 
stories, not some translated Italian fume ti. Pick a name." 

I chose Clarice Simone, two more homages, though I 
didn't tel1 Peçanha that. 

The photographer of the love stories carne to talk to me. 
"My name is Monica Tutsi," he said, "but you can call 

me Agnaldo. You got the pap ready? " 
Pap was the love story. I explained that I had just got­

ten the assignment from Peçanha and would need at least two 
days to write it. 

"Days, ha ha," he guffawed , making the sound of a lar­
ge, hoarse domesticated dog barking for its master. 

"What's so funny? " I asked. 
"Norma Virgínia used to write the story in fifteen min­

utes. He had a formula." 
"I have a formula too. Take a walk and come back in 

fifteen minutes; your story'll be ready." 
What did that idiot of a photographer think I was? Just 

because I'd been a police reporter didn't mean I was stupid. 
If Norma Virgínia, or whatever his name was, wrote a story in 
fifteen minutes, so could I. After all, I read the Greek trage­
dies, the Ibsens , the O'Neals, the Beckets, the Chekhovs, the 
Shakespeares, the Four Hundred Best Television Plays. All I 
had to do was appropriates an idea here , another one there, 
and that's it. 

A rich young lad is stolen by gypsies and given up 
for dead. The boy grows up thinking he's a real gypsy. 
One day he meets a very rich young girl and they fall in love. 
She lives in a fine mansion and has many automobiles. The 
gypsy boy lives in a wagon. The two families don't want 
them to marry. Conflicts arise. The millionaires order the po­
lice to arrest the gypsies. One of the gypsies is killed by the 
police. A rich cousin of the girl is assassinated by the gypsies. 
But the love of the two ydung people is greater than all these 
vicissitudes. They decide to run away , to break with their fa­
milies. On their flight they encounter a pious and wise monk 
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who seals the ir uni o n in an ancient , pictur esqu e and rom an­
tie eo nvent amid st a tlow erin g woo d. Th e two yo ung peop le 
retir e to th e nupti al chambe r. Th ey are bea utiful , slim, blond 
with blu e eyes . Th ey remove th eir clo th es. " Oh ," say s the 
girl , "wh at is th a t go ld ehain with a diamond-studd ed medal­
lion you wea r on yo ur neck? " She has o ne ju st like it ! Th ey 
are broth er and sister! " You are my br oth er who di sapp ear­
ed! " th e girl cries. Th e tw o embra ce. (Att cntion Ma nica Tut ­
si : how abo ut an ambi guous endin g? Makin g a non-fraternal 
ecs tasy app ea r on th eir faces , eh? I can also change th c en­
din g and make it more Soph oc lean : th ey discovc r th ey 'r e 
bro th er and sister a ft er th e co nsumm ated fac t ; th e desperat e 
girl lca ps fro m th e co nvent window and crea ms hcrself dow n 
below .) 

" I liked y our story," Manica Tut si sa id. 
" A pinch o f Ro meo and Juli et , a teas poo n of Oedipu s 

Rex," I said mod es tly. 
"Bu t I ca n' t ph otogra ph it , man. I have to do ever ythin g 

in tw o hour s. Where do I find th c mansion? Th e cars? Th e 
pictur esqu e co nvent ? Th e flowered woo d?" 

" Th at's yo ur problem." 
" Where do J find ," Mo nica Tut si co ntinu ed as if he 

hadn ' t h eard me, " th e two slim , blond yo un g peo ple w ith 
blu e eyes? Ali our mod els tend towa rd th e mul att o .. Where do 
I ge t th e wago n? Tr y again , m an. 1'11 be bac k in fift ec n minu­
tes. And what do es Soph oc lea n mea n? " 

Robe rt o and Bett y are engaged to be marri ed . Robert o, 
wh o is very hard workin g, has saved his mon ey to bu y an 
apar tment and furni sh it , with a co lor television set , stereo , 
re frigerat o r, washin g mac hin e, floo r waxe r, dishwas her, toas­
ter, elec tri c iron and ha ir dr yer. Bett y works too. Both are 
chaste. Th e date is set. A friend of Ro berto's , Tiago , asks him , 
" Are yo u go ing to ge t married still a virgin ? You need to be 
initi a ted int o th e mys teries o f sex." Tiago th en takes Ro bert o 
to th e h ou se of th e Sup erwhore Betatron . (Att enti on Monica 
Tut si: th e name is a pin ch o f science fiction. ) When Robert o 
arrives he find s out th at t he Sup er-whore is Bett y, his dea r 
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fiancee. Oh heavens! what a horrible surprise! Someone, 
perhaps a doorman, will say, "To grow up is to suffer." End 
of story. 

"One word is worth a thousand photographs," Monica 
Tutsi said. "1 always get the short end of things. l'11 be back 
soon." 

"Dr. Nathanael. I like to cook . I also like to embroider 
and crochet. And most of all I like to wear a long evening 
gown and put on crimson lipstick, with lots of rouge and 
eye shadow. Ah, what a sensation! What a pity that I must 
stay locked in my room. No one knows that I like to do these 
things . Am I wrong? Pedro Redgrave. Tijuca." 

Answer: Why should it be wrong? Are you doing any­
one harm? I had another reader who, like you, enjoyed dres­
sing as a woman. He carried on a normal, useful and socially 
productive life , to the point that he was selected a model 
worker. Put on your long gowns, paint your lips scarlet, put 
some color in your life. 

"All the letters should be from women," Peçanha re-
minded. 

"But this one is real," I said. 
"I don't believe it." 
I handed the letter to Peçanha. I-le looked at it with the 

expression of a cop examining a badly counterfeited bill. 
"You think it's a joke? Peçanha asked. 
"It might be," I said. "And it might not be." 
Peçanha put on his reflective look. Then: 
"Add some phrase of encouragement to your letter, like 

for example, write again." 
I sat down at the typewriter: 
Write again, Pedro, I know that's not your real name but 

it doesn't matter, write again, count on me. Nathanael Lessa. 
"Shit," said Monica Tutsi, "I went to do your great 

piece of drama and they told me it was stolen from some 
Italian film." 

"Wretches, band of idiots - just because I was a police 
reporter they're calling me a plagiarist." 
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"Take it easy, Virginia. " 
" Virgini a? My nam e is Clarice Simon e," I said. "What 

idiocy is thi s of thinking only Italian fiancees are whores? 
Look here, I once kn ew an engaged woman , a really seriou s 
one, who was even a sister of charity , and th ey found out she 
was a whore too." 

"It 's okay , man , I'm going to shoot th e stor y. Can Beta­
tron be mulatto? What's a Betatron ? " 

"S he ha s to be a redh ead , with freck les. Betatron is an 
apparatu s for th e production of elec tron s, poss essing great 
ene rgy poten tial and high velocity, imp elled by th e action of 
a rapidly changin g magneti c field ," I said. 

"Shit! That's really a name for a whore ," said Manica 
Tutsi admiringly , on his way out. 

"Understan din g Nathana el Lessa. I have worn my long 
gowns glorious ly. And my mau th has been as red as tiger' s 
blood and th e br eak of dawn. I am thinking of putting on a 
satin gown and going to the Municipal Th eatr e. What do you 
think? And now I'm going to te l1 you a great and marv elous 
confidence, but yo u must keep my confe ssion the greatest se­
cret. Do you swear? Ah, I don ' t kn ow if I should say it or 
not. Ali my life I've suff ered the greatest disillusionm ent 
from believing in ot hers. I am basically a person who never 
lost his inno cence. Betrayal , coarseness , sham elessness, and 
basen ess leave me quit e sho cked . Oh how I wou ld like to live 
isolated in a ut opian world of lave and kindn ess. My sensitive 
Nathana el, let me think . Give me time. ln the nex t letter I 
shall tel1 mor e, perhaps everything. Pedro Redgrave." 

Answer: Pedro. I await your Iett er, with your secre ts, 
which I promis e to stor e in th e inviolable reac hes of my re­
condi te éonscio usness. Continue this way , confronting aloof­
ly the envy and insidiou s perfidy of the poor in spirit. Adorn 
your body which thirsts for sensua lit y, by exe rcising the chal­
lenges of your courag eou s mind. 

Peçanha asked: " Are the se lett ers real too ? " 
"Pedro Redgrave's are ." 
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"Strange, very strange," Peçanha said, tapping his nails 
on his teeth . "What do you make of it?" 

"I don ' t make anything of it," I said. 
He seemed preoccupied with something. He asked about 

th e illustrated !ove story but took no interest in the answers. 
"What about th e blind girl's lett er? " I asked. 
Peçanha got th e blind girl's lett er and my reply and read 

aloud: "Dear Nathana el. I can not read what you write. My 
beloved granny reads it to me. But do not think I am illiter­
ate. I am blind . My dear granny is writing thi s letter for me, 
but the words are my own . I want to send a word of comfort 
to your readers so that th ey, who suffer so much from small 
misfortun es, may look at th emselves in th e mirror. I am blind 
but I am happy . Iam at peace, with God and my fellow man. 
Hapiness to ali. Long live Brazil and its peop le. Blind but 
Happy. Unicorn Road. Nova lgua çu. P.S. I forgot to say that 
I am also paralyz ed." Peçanha light ed a cigar. " Moving, but 
Unicorn Road do esn' t ring tru e. You 'd bett er make it Wind­
mill Road or something like that. Now let's see your answer. 
'Blind but Happy , congratulations on your strength , your un­
wavering faith in happin ess, in goodness, in th e people, and in 
Brazil. Th e souls of thos e who despair in their adversity 
should tak e nourishment from your edifyin g example , a 
flambeau of light in the darkn ess of torment.' " 

Peçanha gave me th e papers. "Y ou have a futur e in lite­
rature. This is a great school we have here. Learn, learn , dedi­
cate yourself, don 't lose heart , work hard ." 

I sat at th e typ ewrit er : 
Tesio , a bank employee, resident of Boca do Mato , in 

Lins de Vasconc elos, marri ed to Frederica in his second mar­
riage , has a son, Hipolito , from his first marri age. Frederica 
fali in love with Hipolito . Tesio discovers th eir sinful ]ove. 
Frederica hangs hers elf from the mango tr ee in the back yard. 
Hipolito asks his father for forgiveness, leaves hom e and wan­
ders desperat ely through the streets of th e cru el city until he 
is run over and killed on th e Avenida Brasil. 

"What's th e seasoning here? " Monica Tutsi asked. 
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"Euripedes, sin and death. Let me tel1 you somethin g: I 
know th e hum an soul and don't need any ancient Greek to 
inspire me. For a man of my int elligence and sensitivity it' s 
enough to look around me. Look closely at my eyes. Have 
you ever seen anyone mor e alert, mor e wide awake? " 

Moni ca Tut si look ed closely at my eyes and said , " 1 
think you'r e crazy." 

1 continu ed: 
"1 cite th e classics only to demon strat e my knowl edge. 

Since I was a polic e report er , if 1 don't do that th e cretins 
don't respect me. I've read thousands of book s. How many 
books do you think Peçanha has read? " 

"None. Can Frederica be black? " 
"Good idea . But Tesio and Hipolito have to be whit e." 
"Nathanael. 1 love, a forbidd en love, an interdicted lov!;!, 

a secret love, a hidd en love. I !ove another man. And he also 
!oves me . But we can not walk in th e str ee t holdin g hands , li­
ke th e oth ers, exchang e kisses in th e gard ens and movie th ea­
ters , like th e others , lie in each oth er' s arms on th e sandy 
beaches , like th e oth ers, dance in night club s, like th e others. 
We cannot get marri ed , like th e others , and tog eth er face old 
age, di sease and death , like th e oth ers. I do not have th e 
strength to resist and struggle . lt is better to die. Goodbye. 
This is my Iast lett er. Have a mass said for me . Pedro Redgra­
ve·." 

Answer: What are you saying, Pedro ? Are you going to 
give up now th at you've found your Iove? Oscar Wilde suf­
fered like the devi!, he was ridi culed , tri ed, sentenced, but he 
stood up to it . If you can't get marri ed , shack up. Make a will 
in each other's favor . Defend yourselves. Use th e law and th e 
system to your benefit. Be selfish, like th e others, be sly , im­
placabl e, intol erant and hypocritical. Exploit. Plund er. lt 's 
self-defense. But , please, don ' t carry out any derang ed ges­
tur e. 

I sent th e lett er and reply to Peçanha. Lett ers were 
published only with his approval. 

Moni ca Tut si carne by with a girl. 
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"This is Manica," Manica Tutsi said. 
"Quite a coincidence," I said. 
"What's a coincidence? " asked the girl Manica. 
"The two of you having the sarne name," J said. 
"His hame is Manica? " Manica asked, pointing to the 

photographer. 
"Manica Tutsi. Are you Tutsi too? " 
"No. Manica Amelia." 
Manica Amelia stood chewing a fingernail and looking 

at Manica Tutsi. 
"You told me your name was Agnaldo ," she said. 
"On the outside I'm Agnaldo. Here inside I'm Manica 

Tutsi." 
"My name is Clarice Simone ," I said. 
Manica Amelia observed us attentively , without under­

standing a thing. She saw two circumspect people, too tired 
for jokes, uninterested in their own names. 

"When I get married my son, or daughter , is going to be 
named Hei Yao ," I said. 

"Is that a Chinese name? "Manica asked. 
"Or else Wheet Wheeo ," I whistled. 
"Y ou 're becoming a nihilist ," Manica Tutsi said, with­

drawing with the other Manica. 
"Nathanael. Do you know what it is for two people to 

like one another? That was the two of us , Maria and I. Do 
you know what it is for two people to be perfectly attuned? 
That was us, Maria and I. My favorite dish is rice , beans, fine­
ly shredded kale, manioc meal and fried sausage. Guess what 
Maria's was? Rice , beans, finely shredded kale , manioc meal 
and fried sausage. My favorite precious stone is the ruby. Ma­
ria 's, you guessed it , was also the ruby . Lucky number 7, ca­
lor Blue , day Monday , film Westerns , book The Little Prince , 
drink Beer on Tap , mattress Anatam, soccer team Vasco da 
Gama , music Samba, pastime Lave , everything the sarne be­
tween her and me , wonderful. What we would do in bed, man 
- I don't mean to brag , but if it were in the circus and we 
charged admission we'd be rich. ln bed no couple was ever so 
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tak en by such resplendent madness, was capa ble of such a 
dex terous, imagina t ive, original , pertina cious , splendi fero us, 
and fulfillin g performanc e as our s. And we wo uld repeat it 
severa ! tim es a da y. Bu t it was not ju st that which link ed us. 
If yo u wer e missing a leg I wou ld co ntinue to love you, shc 
would say. If yo u were a hun chb ack I wo uld not stop loving 
yo u, I wo uld reply . If yo u were a dea f-mut e I would co ntinue 
to !ove yo u, she would say . lf yo u were cross-eye d I would 
not stop lovin g yo u, I would respond . If yo u had a paun ch 
and were ugly I would co ntinu e to love yo u, she would say. 
If you wer e ali scarred with smallpox I would not stop loving 
you , I would respond . If you were old and impot ent I would 
con tinu e to !ove yo u , she wo uld say. And we were exc hang­
ing th ese vows wh en a desire to be truthful struck me, as 
deep as a knife-thrust , and I asked her , what if I had no teet h , 
wo uld yo u )ove me? and she replied, if yo u had no teeth I 
would continu e to )ove you . Th en I took out my dentur es 
and thr ew them on th e bed with a grave, religious, and meta­
physica l gest ure. We both lay th ere looki ng at th e dentur es 
on top of th e shee t, un til Mari a got up , pu t on a dr ess and 
said, I'm going out for cigarett es. To thi s day she ha sn' t co me 
ba ck . Nathana el, ex plain to me what happ ened. Does !ove 
end sudd enly? Do a few teet h, mi serable pieces of ivory , 
mean that much? Od onto s Silva. 

As I was abou t to reply, J acqu eline ca rne by and said 
that Peçanha was calling me. 

ln Peçanha's offi ce was a man wearin g glasses and a 
goa tee. 

" Thi s is Dr. Pont eco rvo, who's a - ju st what are you? " 
asked Peçanh a. 

" A motivation al researcher," Pont ecorv o said . " As I was 
sayin g, first we do a survey of the chara cteris tics of th e uni ­
verse we're researchin g, for examp le: who is the reader of Wo­
man ? Let's supp ose it's the Class C female. ln our previous 
resea rch we've surveye d everyt hin g abo ut th e Cass C femak 
- wher e she buys her food , how many pair s of panti es shc · 
ow ns, what time she makes !ove, what tim e she watch es tele-
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v1s1on, which television programs she watches , in short, a 
complete profile." 

"How many pairs of panties does she own? " Peçanha 
asked. 

"Three," Pontecorvo replied without hesitation. 
"What time does she make love? " 
"At 9:30 p.m.," Pontecorvo replied promptly. 
"And how did you find ali this out? Do you knock at 

Dona Aurora's door in the housing project, she opens the 
door and you say, good morning, Dona Aurora , what time do 
you get it on? Look here, my friend, l've been in this busi­
ness for twenty-five years and I don't need anybody to tel1 
me what the Class C woman's profile is. I know from perso­
nal experience. They buy my newspaper, understand? Three 
pairs of panties ... Ha! " 

"We use scientific research methods. We have sociolo­
gists, psychologists, anthropologists, statisticians, and mathe­
maticians on our staff," said Pontecorvo, imperturbable. 

"All to get money from the patsies," said Peçanha with 
undisguised scorn. 

"As a matter of fact, before coming here I put together 
some information about your newspaper which I believe may 
be of interest to you," Pontecorvo said. 

"And what does it cost? " said Peçanha sarcastically. 
"This l'11 give you for free," Pontecorvo said. The man 

seemed to be made of ice. "We did a miniresearch on your 
readers, and despite the small sample size I can assure you, 
beyond the shadow of a doubt, that the great majority, al­
most the entirety, of your readers is made up of Class B 
men." 

"What? " screamed Peçanha. 
"That's right, Class B men." 
First Peçanha turned pale. Then he began to turn red , 

then purple, as if he were being strangled. His mouth open, 
his eyes bulging, he rose from his chair and, arms spread, stag­
gered like a crazed gorilla in Pontecorvo's direction . A shock­
ing sight, even for a man of steel like Pontecorvo, even for 
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an ex -poli ce report er. Pont ecorvo retr eated before Peça nha 's 
advance until , his back against th e wall , he said, trying to 
maint ain his ca lm and comp osur e, "Mayb e our technicians 
mad e a mistak e." 

Peça nha, who was within a ce ntim eter of Pont ec orvo , 
und erwent a vio lent tr emor and , co ntrary to what I expec tecl, 
did not poun ce upon th e oth er like a rabid d og. He seized hi s 
own hair forc efully and bcgan tearing it out , as he sc rea med , 
"Co median s, swindl ers, thieves , exp loit ers, liars, scum of th e 
earth. " Pont eco rvo nimbl y made his way toward th c door, as 
Peça nha ran after him throwin g th e tuft s of hair yank ed from 
his own head , "Men! Men! Class B! " Peça nh a snarl ed mad­
ly. 

Later , after calmin g down - I think Pontecorvo esca ped 
by th e stairs - Peçanha , sea ted behind his desk aga in, told 
me, " That 's th e kind of people Brazil's fallen into th e hand s 
of - manipul ator s of stati stics, falsifiers of information , co n 
men with computcrs , ali of th em creati ng th e Big Lie. But 
th ey won't pull it off with me. I really put th at wretch in his 
place, didn 't I? " 

I said somcthin g or oth er in agreement. Peçanha took 
th e box of E! Ropo s from th e drawer and offered me one . We 
smok ed and talk ed about th e Big Lie . Aft erward s he gave me 
Pedro Redgrave's lett er and my rep ly , with his okay , for me 
to take to th e co mp osing room. 

On th e way I saw that Ped ro Redgrave's letter wasn't 
th e one I had sent him . Th e text was diff erent : 

" Dear Nathanael, your lett er was a balm for my afflict­
ed heart. lt ha s given me th e st rengt h to resist. I will not 
mak e any deranged gestur e. I promi se to ... " 

Th e le tt er end ed there. It had been int errupt ed in the 
middl e. Stran ge. I didn't und erstand. Som ething was wrong. 

I went to my desk, sat down , and began writing th e an­
swer to Odontos Silva: 

He who has no teeth also has no to othach e. And as th e 
hero of th e well known play put it , "T h ere's never been a 
phil osop her who co uld bear a toothache with pati enc e." 
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Besides, teeth are also instruments of revenge, as Deuteronomy 
says: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth , a hand for a 
hand , a foot for a foot. Dictators despise teeth. Remember 
what Hitler told Mussolini about another meeting with Fran­
co? : I prefer having four teeth pulled. You're in the situation 
of the hero of that play All's Well If Nobody Gets Shafted -
no teeth , notaste, nothing. Advice: put your teeth back in and 
bite. If biting doesn't do the trick, try punching and kicking. 

I was in the middle of Odontos Silva's letter when I sud­
denly understood everything. Peçanha was Pedro Redgrave. 
Instead of retuming the letter in which Pedro asked me to 
have a mass said for him and which I had given him together 
with my answer about Oscar Wilde, Peçanha had handed me a 
new letter, unfinished, surely by accident, and which was 
supposed to come into my hands by mail. 

I got Pedro Redgrave's letter and went to Peçanha's office. 
"May I come in? " I asked. 
"What is it? Come in," Peçanha said. 
I handed him Pedro Redgrave's letter. Peçanha read the 

letter and , seeing the mistake he had committed , tumed pale, 
as was his wont. Nervously , he shuffled the papers on his 
desk. 

"lt was all a joke ," he said, trying to light a cigar. "Are 
you mad?" 

"For real or ajoke, it's ai! the sarne to me," I said. 
"My life would make a novel ... " Peçanha said. "Let's 

keep this between the two of us, okay? " 
I wasn't sure what he wanted to keep between the two 

of us, his life making a novel or his being Pedro Redgrave. 
But I replied: 

"Ç)f course, just between the two of us." 
"Thanks ," said Peçanha . And he breathed a sigh that 

would have broken the heart of anyone who wasn't an ex­
police reporter. 

(Translated from the Portuguese by Clifford E. Landers) 

80 




