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Expectant murmurs travel through a velvet-draped Italian opera house in the early nineteenth century. Huge candles flicker across the empty stage, long shadows looping through the heavy air, from footlights to balconies.

As if flowing from the curtains, Paganini steps carefully into view. Head to toe in pitch black, he smiles a sharp set of gold teeth.

Sharp breaths then growing applause.

He stops to consider the faces blinking back at him through the din. A master at the end of his years, still venting fire. Thin, oddly angled. Long black hair framing sharp features. In a suit he slept in a while ago. Violin at his side. Showing no cards. Drawing out the moment.

Samael, somewhere between menacing and handsome, settles into the last seat in the last row.

All at once, Paganini’s violin roars. Shouts. Cries. Screams. Stops. Then begins again. No sheet music. The orchestra jumps into place with Arabian drums and fights to hold its ground. Notes rise from both of Paganini’s hands. Harmonics bend the light around him. In the audience’s eyes, the music takes life. Flames rise from his strings. Shadows become faces. The curtains flow blood.

Paganini drops his hands. The stunned audience is not responding. At least, not enough. He stomps toward them and sharply coughs, looking for a reaction. He wobbles, sickly. Then confident. Then sweating, cold, hot, and clammy all at once. The audience swoops forward: Don’t stop.

That’s the urgency he was looking for. Paganini smiles. Again, notes flicker like fireworks above the crowd.

Samael stands. Tall, broad, benevolently evil, his face and eyes always smolder. Right now, they are distraught.

Outside the opera house, Samael flags his carriage. Music pours from the building. Two Gentlemen Passersby stop, drawn to the music.

Paganini, says one. My Wife’s Sister saw him perform. She was quite taken.

They exchange a telling look.

Interesting, says the other.

Sorry, sport, Samael says. This is his last.

Samael climbs into his carriage and is off.

Again, Paganini stops on the head of a pin. The audience hangs mid-air, the halted chord spooling out before them. They can’t help themselves but reach forward to grab for it.

A single bead of sweat takes a long journey down his nose. He is coiled steel, violin and bow locked mid-note. Limbs at unthinkable angles. Again, soaking in silence.

His deep-pool eyes are weary. Strained. He blinks softly. Mind drifting through a moment that isn’t this one. Paganini plays a line. Tears away a string. Plays a line. Rips a string. Then again. Down to the final one. The final note. The theater erupts.

He steps to mid-stage and calmly bows. The audience sweeps down the aisles. Paganini strides confidently into the wings. As he passes from the stage, he crumples to the ground.

 

Morning in the Genoa streets. A stately apartment house stands out among its neighbors. Bandif, a priest with twisted posture and a limp, scurries to the front door and knocks. Waits. Then knocks again more urgently.

Shutters of an upstairs window fling open.

Father Royer, distinguished, sharp and angry, glares down in his night clothes. 

What do you want this early, he asks.

In the distance, the Cathedral bells sounds.

No one told them to ring those bells, Royer says.

Paganini is dead, Bandif says.

Royer tightens himself against a wave of joy.

Finally, he says.

Sir, Bandif repeats louder. Niccolò Paganini . . . 

I heard you, Royer says. Now quiet those bells.

The shutters slam.

Nearby, a marketplace of food and goods overflows with life. Two lady Servants dawdle a bit, doing the day’s shopping.

I’m told he died without sacraments, one says.

Fitting, says the other. The man’s soul was as dark at the night he was born.

Fair trade for such music, says the first one.

Don’t say such things, says the other.

You can take my word for it, says the first. I remember once, quite a while ago, there was a small dinner. Paganini arrived late. Very drunk. It was so exciting. A vase broke. He had something to do with that. I was in the kitchen. But I still remember the sound of his heels tapping so oddly on the floorboards. And then the house filled with such music. As if the air caught fire. We all stopped. A dozen or so. Closed our eyes and heard from where we stood. At times it was like two playing at once. I swear to you, and anyone else there would as well, there was a voice. A woman. Crying out. And a sudden flock of birds, as if in a panic. Never’ll be sure how, but there it was.

Nonsense, says the other.

Believe what you will, says the first one. I can tell you that night I had the most fantastic dreams. Such wonderful, wonderful dreams.

The other servant spits.

And now Paganini burns in hell, she says.

He certainly does, says the first one.

 

The next day in his study, Royer paces in his vestments, pulling at the bridge of his nose with a continual migraine. Bandif rushes in.

The ship is arriving, Bandif says. Achille Paganini brings the body alone.

Fine, Royer says. Do as I told you. They cannot know our eyes are on them. Go on.

On the city docks, Germi, Paganini’s lawyer and friend, hides his strain behind a scarf. A small ship nears.

Not long now, Niccolò, Germi says quietly to himself. Not long.

Tall and strong, Achille Paganini waves from the bow.

Soon, Achille leads a horse-drawn cart on foot, small group of Workmen walking warily to either side. Paganini’s handsome child is purposefully dressed as a gentleman. Germi, a little plump and grey, bounces slowly along beside him.

Careful now, Germi says.

I am, Achille says, enthusiastically, then thinks for a moment. Of any one thing in particular?

We’re about to find out, Germi says.

Niccolò Paganini’s simple coffin is strapped to the cart. His name tumbles through a crowd growing behind them.

Bandif hurries to stand guard at the locked cemetery gates. With him, a group of thugs in expensive clothes. Achille and Germi stop their procession.

Greetings, Germi says.

Hello, Bandif says.

Achille steps forward.

This is the body of my Father, Niccolò Paganini, he says. For burial, as he wished.

You may not pass, Bandif smiles.

To Achille, this does not compute.

Perhaps you didn’t hear me correctly, Achille says.

I heard you perfectly, Bandif says. I know who you are. You may not pass.

Germi rushes forward.

Do not do this, he says. Please.

I’m not doing anything, Bandif says. Not anything at all.

Germi pulls Achille away by the shoulders.

Come with me, he says. Quickly.

I don’t understand, Achille says.

Royer, Germi says. This dolt’s master. He and your Father. A long time ago . . .  They met.

Oh, Achille says. May I assume they did not get along?

Yes, you may, Germi says. So, right now, we must hurry. If Royer holds sway, your Father’s body is not safe.

Germi leaps with all of his might upon the horse with the cart and coffin. He pulls Achille up behind him. They disappear into the baffled crowd.

 

That night, Achille stands at a window in Germi’s study, looking over the city. Germi enters and moves straight to pouring himself a drink.

It is done, Germi says. This is insane, and not the Genoa we all once knew. Royer and others like him, they’ve taken leave of whatever civility we all pretend to. I am so very sorry. I should have seen this. I should have been more ready.

I need to know my Father’s body is safe, Achille says.

And I need you to trust me, Germi says. Please rest. Much will be happening very soon.

I don’t understand, Achille says. My Father died with this one simple wish. Every morning of my entire life he had me read him his psalms. Why is his faith now some sort of question that you must bring to trial?

I don’t know, Germi says. A thousand nights seducing the wives of Europe’s most powerful men? Egos bruised. Fortunes gambled. Often from the wallets of other people. Jealous men like Royer.

They cannot do this, Achille says.

Remember that they can, Germi says. There is a handmaid in Nice who claims she brought a priest and that your Father chased them both away. Violently, she is telling people.

Achille is weary of this story.

I assure you, my Father made a confession, he says.

To whom, Germi asks.

To me, Achille says. He confessed to me.

Germi nods. I will wake you when the time comes, he says.

 

Soon, wind and rain whip the city. A carriage hurries through the sudden storm. Men in dark clothes, leather gloves and masks, bounce along slick cobblestones. Hoofs pound to a halt outside the gates of a huge sanitarium.

An Elderly Nurse carefully carries a very full chamber pot from a room as lightning and thunder fill the windows.

At the other end of the long hallway, a Fat Doctor emerges and waves oddly. From the shadows behind him, two Masked Thugs. Four leather gloves grab the Fat Doctor.

The chamber pot bounces off the floor. Before she can scream, another leather glove clamps across the Elderly Nurse’s mouth.

Down many flights of stairs in the morgue, keys jangle. A door swings open. The Fat Doctor leads them through a room stacked with corpses.

This way, everyone, the Fat Doctor says, rubbing his shoulder. Why so rough?

Behind him, Royer removes his mask. 

The performance was your idea, Doctor, Royer says.

Yes, well, the Fat Doctor says. Someday, Achille Paganini will come for his Father’s body. As the head physician, I have the only key. So if that goat didn’t see you capture me, she would point me out first of all. We have history, she and I. But do take care, please. I am not one of your mongrel street rats, gentlemen.

The last word drips condescendingly. The Fat Doctor leads them through more locked doors, past more dead bodies in worse and worse states of decay.

I see, Royer says.

The Fat Doctor glances back.

Shouldn’t you cover your face, friend, he asks. I don’t know what you have in mind. And I do not want to know who you are.

As the Fat Doctor drags open the last, heavy door, he and Royer find themselves nose to nose.

Don’t worry, Doctor, Royer says. I trust you.

The Fat Doctor recognizes Royer and is instantly frightened.

Ah, the Fat Doctor says. Father Royer.

Open the door, please, Royer smiles, cold, vicious and pleased with this response.

The Fat Doctor fumbles with the keys. The crypt door opens. Empty.

But I placed Paganini’s body here myself, the Fat Doctor says. My apologies. This certainly is a mystery. Beyond my control, I assure you.

Yes, I can see that, Royer says, taking a deep, angry breath and turning to leave.

Though, Father, the Fat Doctor says. Things as they are, since I did bring you down here at my own considerable risk and could still potentially face discovery . . .  Perhaps a small amount of the silver you mentioned would be appropriate? 

Royer nods, reaching into his pocket to find a few coins. He patiently hands the silver to the Fat Doctor with one hand and knocks him unconscious with the other.

In the inky-dark harbor, Paganini’s tightly wrapped coffin is lashed to the deck of a ship slipping quietly into a storm. Rain whips the deck. Achille finds a seat next to the coffin. Germi pulls his coat tight against the wind.

You should go below, Germi says.

Perhaps in a moment, Achille says.

Neither are ready to let go.

Does us no good to sit here watching that box, Germi says.

I don’t like this skulking around, Achille says.

Nonsense, Germi says. Your Father loved to skulk. He would also now instruct me, as his trusted representative, to find you a drink.

They crawl below deck. The small ship plunges into the night.

 

The sun rises across Ile St. Honorat, a red, jagged outcrop of rocks on the open Mediterranean. Thick, beautiful flowers grow from the soil between the thorny stones. Achille and Germi slosh a smaller boat toward the rocks with a handful of Workers, the long wooden box tied down between them.

Together, they haul the coffin up the rock face. The work is hard and slow. When they finish burying the coffin, the sun is setting again. Exhausted, they sit and look out at the sea, passing a bottle between them. By now they are tired and approaching drunk.

Nice a spot as any I’ve ever known, Achille says.

Though, you know, your Father would have loved to visit America, if only once, Germi says.

Yes, Achille says. He spoke of it often.

They lean over the mound of soil, addressing the coffin. 

Well, Father, Achille says. Here we are. Just to hide you a bit until Germi makes his case. Can’t hold us off forever.

Forever hits like a lead weight. 

But in the meantime, we thought you might want to wait it out here in America, Germi says. New York, I think. If you could only see for yourself.

New York, Papa, Achille says. How wonderful.

There are all shapes of women and every one of them knows your name, Germi says.

Too sad to continue, they gather their gear and descend in silence.

 

Under the cover of midnight, Achille and Germi slip off the ship again in Genoa, arguing passionately.

Enough, Achille says. I don’t want to hear of this again. Please.

You are not safe here, Germi says. Not at this moment. I will stay, and I will see this through. There are powerful forces taking a prideful interest in your Father. People with no fear. Please. When this matter is settled and all is well, you may immediately return.

A horseman draws to a stop beside them. Caprechi, out of breath, is a more slovenly version of Germi.

The messenger, he barks. Our man in Royer’s office has word. 

Caprechi slides to the ground.

Lower your voice, Germi says.

Messenger, Achille asks.

This is an associate of mine, Germi says. Don’t mind him.

Hello, Caprechi says, all but bowing. I am Caprechi. I was, I am, a great, great admirer of your Father. We fear this messenger carries a package. Letters. From nobles of every sort. All opposing your Father, be . . . 

Caprechi’s mouth out ran his mind for a moment. A look from Germi drags him to a stop.

Achille, Germi says. Over the years, Royer has kept a certain guild of those our Niccolò thought to taunt and tickle more than the rest. We are covering every route we can. We will sort this out.

I insist I help, Achille says.

Excellent, we can use another set of hands, Caprechi says, finding a roll of paper in his coat. I marked this map myself.

Achille grabs the map, climbs onto Caprechi’s horse and gallops away. 

Caprechi, I am angry with you, Germi says. I’ll give a day to produce a list of reasons why.

Germi stomps off, leaving Caprechi to panic.

 

The moon hangs bright and full in the Italian countryside. A wide lane leads to an open break amid dense trees.

Achille enters the clearing on horseback, exhausted after a long sprint.

It is no matter to me who you are, Achille says out loud to no one. Or even from what foul place.

He climbs down and draws a long sword, unfamiliar with the weight. He is tall and dashing, but no fighter.

My name is Achille Paganini, he says, testing his voice again, this time with a sword. And your message will not pass.

Achille takes a long, deep breath and droops, resting for a moment.

Then, a voice from the darkness: It just now struck me. You don’t know. Not for sure. Do you?

Startled, Achille drops his sword. He finds it and confronts the trees.

Who is there, he commands as best he can muster. Show yourself!

Not just yet, the voice continues. I prefer you wonder a bit. What sort of messenger carries your Father’s fate, little Achille? Is it human? Is it evil? Is it old Samael himself?

Show yourself, Achille says.

A figure moves among the trees, laughing deeply, with a sharp, harsh cough.

So that you can stab me with your terrible long sword, the voice continues. Achille! Are you ready to swing wildly at whatever demon your Father’s past drew out for you tonight? Well, fine then.

The voice grows, booming around Achille as the figure darts through the underbrush. Ready yourself! Find that fury! Here it comes! Here it is! ARRRGH!

Achille grips his sword with both hands. A loud crack as a rock breaks a dry branch at Achille’s feet. He spins and again drops his heavy sword.

The shadowy figure boils with laughter.

Little Achille, why don’t you put that heavy thing down before you hurt yourself, he says. I am unarmed.

Achille can’t quite make him out in the dark. 

Who are you, he asks.

The dark shape digs into his coat and finds a candle and match. Light hits his face.

Achille gasps.

Father, he says.

This is Orfeo, small and ugly with a distinct likeness to Niccolò Paganini as a young adult. He laughs.

No, Orfeo says. Your darling older Brother.

I don’t have a Brother, Achille says.

This slight sours Orfeo’s cheerful, false front.

We’ve met before, he says. I am Orfeo. Certainly, you remember.

I remember, Achille says. And I don’t have a Brother.

Only one of us is so often mistaken for our Father, Orfeo says. And that isn’t you. So if it is true he only had one child, then may I ask, what are you doing here, Achille?

You do resemble my Father, Achille says. Only weaker and smaller.

You shouldn’t make jokes, Orfeo says, waving a bundle of letters from his pocket. After all, Father’s enemies will steer his legend now. Enough about that. Come give your Brother a hug! We’ll read through these together and have a laugh! You’ll see! Let me show you.

Achille backs away, sword rising. He tries to echo the definitive tone he heard at the cemetery gates.

You will not pass, Achille says.

Achille, please, you do not know the man described in these letters, Orfeo says. If you did, I doubt you would carry yourself so proudly. Let him burn.

I knew the true man, Achille says. And you will never have the pleasure.

They circle each other, Orfeo empty handed, Achille pointing his heavy sword.

Brother, I am going to do you a favor, Orfeo says. Because I do believe you would kill any messenger who will act to condemn our Father’s soul.

Of course, Achille says.

Orfeo holds out the bundle of letters. Achille lowers his sword. As a short, pointy knife hidden in Orfeo’s sleeve lands with a whisper in Achille’s side, he stumbles. Orfeo dances away.

Though that would cost you, little Achille, your own place in heaven, Orfeo says. Would it not? Yes. I could never abide that.

Achille raises a blood-stained hand. Orfeo eyes Achille’s horse.

Now I will reach Genoa in a hero’s style, Orfeo says.

Raising his sword, Achille blocks Orfeo’s escape.

I said you will not pass, Achille says.

Orfeo aims his knife.

Is that so, he asks. Well, then. I suppose we shall see . . . 

 

Many years before in Genoa, a bright sky towers with puffy clouds.

Teresa, a teenager in a uniform from a local church school, braids flowers into her Grandmother’s hair. A huddle of Teresa’s Classmates sit at her feet.

Oh, her Grandmother says. I don’t think I should tell you girls such stories.

Please, Teresa says, charming her. Please.

When I was your age, Teresa’s Grandmother starts slowly. There was one very long and hot summer. I went to the country with the family of my friend from school. One day her cousin stopped on his way to Rome. Very handsome. He told us he had a dream. And in the dream, the Devil himself offered a trade for his very soul. And right then he picked up his violin and played something so excruciatingly beautiful we fell as if in a trance. I will never forget that day.

Who was he, the girls beg.

His name is no matter, Teresa’s Grandmother says. My friend’s Father did not like the boy’s story. Then that summer, he slipped beneath an ox cart. Such music. I so love music.

I do too, Grandma, Teresa says.

A distant church bell rings.

Soon, the students file up stone church steps. Teresa dawdles. The sound of hoofs and shouts flow into her own private concert.

Martina, same age, in the same school uniform, talks with two rough-edged teenage boys across the street. Antonio holds a mandolin. Bruno only has eyes for Martina.

Wait right here, Martina says.

Right here, Bruno says.

Martina plunks at Antonio’s mandolin.

And don’t worry, she says. My friend Teresa is just crazy for music.

She skips across the street, joining Teresa and the other girls filing up the steps. The bells stop. Bruno and Antonio wait, impatient.

Let’s go drink and come back, Antonio says.

No, no, Bruno says. Wait. See?

A coal shoot door beside the church pops open. Martina and Teresa vault out. The girls skip across the street and take the boys by the hand.

Quick, Teresa says. Run!

Along a slow river, Antonio’s music is the hit of their little party. As he sets down his mandolin, Teresa wraps herself in his arms. 

You will be an important musician, she says.

I am a serious musician, he says. So, yes. Someday.

Then our children will be serious musicians, she says.

Antonio is off guard. This is important to her.

Every single one, he says.

Teresa grins.

Play some more, she says.

 

A decade or so later, a heavy, low sun beats across a crowded street in a crowded neighborhood. Adult Antonio carries his mandolin under his arm, well dressed in an old suit, drenched in sweat. He lands hard on their front stoop.
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