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FROM THE BOHEMIAN OF JULIUS ZEYER.[1]



[image: N]OT even the children laughed any longer at poor Carmenio on account of his hunch-back and thin, weak legs, that could scarcely support his heavy body. Every one had become accustomed to him as he stood in the dim court of the palace of Corvejo, under the high Gothic window, beating into the kettles upon which he worked from morning till night. In some way he had become a part of that ancient, dilapidated palace that stood there like a Norman story within the Greek, Roman, Carthaginian,—and heaven knows what other sort of town, of Taormin. He seemed to be the re-incarnation of the Gothic monsters that in olden times had adorned the portals, but now were crumbling into dust.


"The monster!" old Nunziata would sometimes call him, as she sat spinning all day long beneath the shadow of a fig tree in the neighboring garden, having wide open her door, the threshold of which—made of an old relief of Roman times, but now worn smooth—was the favorite resort of all the gossips of the town, who could not pass the house without stopping to have a chat with the almost century-old Nunziata.


"The monster!" she would say; not in scorn or evil intent, but rather in wonder and pity. "To think of Phenicia being his own sister! Phenicia, with eyes as bright as the gold in the robe of the Madonna, and as beautiful as one of the pearls in her diadem, and straight as the candles burning upon her altar! Whenever I think of her, I pity her as I do the souls in purgatory."


She pitied poor Carmenio too,—he seemed so forsaken and lonesome in the dark court of the palace of Corvejo. But Carmenio thought: "There is light enough here for me to see clearly to work on my anvil, and my blows ring out like a bell, and scare away the devil whenever he comes to whisper in my ear how we have been wronged. And when the worst comes, when I'm tired and hungry, overcome with the burning heat of the sun, or the bitter cold winds of the winter, I always find some comfort by raising my eyes and looking at the sculptures upon the stairs and balustrade."


The reliefs represented Eve in Paradise, her temptation and fall, and the subsequent punishment. "Sorrow and labor is our lot," he murmured, glancing at old Nunziata sitting beneath the fig tree spinning. Like him, she came from Mola, that white nest perched high above Taormin, on a rock near the clouds, and looking down on the town below, just as Taormin itself, from its airy height, overlooks Giardini, bathing itself white in the blue sea, and concealed among gardens, as if crouching there to 
hide from the Olympic majesty of towering Ætna.



Carmenio remembered the old days, when as a child he would stand on the crooked, stony road outside the gates of the town and gaze down on Taormin. He remembered the weird stories about the desolate castle beyond the gates, where the Saracens had once dwelt,—people that believed neither in Christ nor in the Madonna. He also had a dim recollection about some gods and goddesses in those places, but he had never been to Taormin until his sister Phenicia married and moved there.

 ​Phenicia was all in all to Carmenio. Although younger than he, she took the place of the mother whom they had lost in tender years. Phenicia always had a smile and a kiss for him. Whenever he brought her a woven cage with a singing cicada, she would thank him as fervently, while hanging it among the blossoms of the passion flower spreading so luxuriously over the mouldering balcony, as if he had brought her all the treasures that, in their childish fancy, they imagined to be hidden within the burning crater of Ætna.


Phenicia would comfort him whenever Uncle Petrone—the kettle-maker to whom he was apprenticed—was unusually severe. She always gave him a part of her beans or bread when Aunt Pina had a streak of stinginess while apportioning their food in their little earthen dishes; she also proved herself a brave defender whenever the children, in their thoughtless cruelty, abused him, mocking him on account of his crooked legs, throwing stones at him, and calling out: "Pulcinello! Pulcinello!" And Phenicia had hard fists, for indeed Aunt Pina did not give her bread and beans for nought. From morning till night, she was obliged to toil in the small garden and vineyard that nestled on the rocky slopes of Mount Venera.


In the evening Phenicia might rest upon the mouldering balcony, where the passion flower bloomed. Here she could look down on the ocean beyond, which also was resting from its day's labor, could observe the stars as they twinkled above Ætna, and see the mount slowly enveloping itself in mist. Beautiful dreams visited her whenever she fell asleep there. Neither did Aunt Pina forbid her to go out with other girls and sit under the church portico of mouldering red marble and hard gray sandstone, beneath whose arch the old frescoes seemed to be fading away. There Phenicia could laugh heartily, and there one beautiful evening she was first seen by the young shoemaker, Archangelo Guisti. He had come that day to Mola on some business, and had been delayed till the cool of the evening. When he first spied Phenicia she was laughing: her voice sounded like the rippling of the fountain, her white teeth tinged with blue seemed like the blossoms of the pomegranate that she had stuck behind her ear, and her eyes beamed like stars that shine at night in the dark blue sky above the sea. Archangelo's mind involuntarily wandered to the strange goddess painted upon the crumbling ceiling of the old palace of Corvejo, where he dwelt with his mother, Venera, in Taormin. When he returned home that evening, his eyes constantly sought the face of that goddess, which seemed to smile at him through the smoke of the little lamp, by the light of which his mother was getting him his supper.


From that time he visited Mola quite often, and Uncle Petrone was not a little glad to get rid of the orphans, when Archangelo asked him for Phenicia, who consented only upon condition that Carmenio move down to Taormin with her.


Venera, however, wept and lamented when she heard that her son was to marry a girl without a single sou. She finally became somewhat resigned, and merely tore her hair when there was no one to see her but old Nunziata. To her she did not hesitate to unburden her heart; she was not ashamed to shake her fist at St. Christopher, the saint whom she had honored above all others, and who now repaid her with such treachery.


Nunziata tried to comfort her, by telling her that other saints were apt to serve their devotees in the same manner. What a trick had St. Rosalia played upon her once! If she should tell it! But no—it was so long ago.


Venera shrugged her shoulders, as much as to say: "How can you presume to compare that St. Rosalia of yours with my St. Christopher?"


Nunziata understood this and felt deeply insulted. In her young days she had been to Palermo, and once had gone on a pilgrimage to Mount Pelegrino, into the valley where St. Rosalia had lived. She was dazzled with the splendor surrounding the saint. Her statue of marble and gold ​stood upon a precipitous rock, as high as the tower of St. Dominick in Taormin, between the azure of the sea and sky, and glowing in the light of innumerable candles. She knew how such a saint should be honored, and so she had cause for offense.
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