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Sample – Farewell Tour 
 

 

Part 1, Chapter 1 (excerpt) 

 One of Paolina’s best qualities was that she never complained about the fact she had to share a 
house with her dead father-in-law. 

Achille was sitting in the shadow of the villa and watched his wife using one foot to swing 
Luigi’s crib, while giving Nicolò’s ball a nudge with the other. The child ran after it. His arms 
wide, his steps a little more confident every day. Inside, Andrea was hunched over his French 
textbooks. 

All through the decade of their marriage Paolina had never even suggested Achille should 
give up the battle concerning his father. She never laughed at him, when he paid yet another visit 
to the curia. She lent a listening ear, every time he had drafted a new letter to Rome, and wanted 
to try it out on her. 

Even now, with him considering giving up part of their estate, she was backing him up. 

Father had been dead for thirteen years. When Achille closed his eyes, he saw the tomb 
where his father would be laid to rest one day. Eight columns bore a domed roof. A few steps led 
to an inornate, marble sarcophagus. On top of it was the bust of a man he knew from old images. 
A large man, with wide jaws, a full head of wavy hair and that curious nose – however, less 
curious than in the caricatures. His shoulders straight, his head upright, he watched the world. 
His gaze would be steadfast, yet lenient. 

It was the father he knew once had existed, prior to suffering from every conceivable 
disease. The statue would be dressed in the clothes the famous musician was buried in: his 
concert costume. Around his neck he wore the cross he had been so proud of, the order of 
knighthood he had been awarded by the same church that now wanted nothing to do with him. 

Angels were not required. No female figures in mourning, no skulls, no loyal dog. Just an 
eagle, carrying a violin in his beak, his paws clutching the bow father would hold no longer. 

It was perfect like that. A modest monument, that clarified in one glance what the 
deceased had meant.  

It only needed to be built. Until that day, father stayed with them, in the garden. 

* 

Achille’s father never really mastered the art of saying farewell. It seemed so easy. You say: now, 
I’m off. You get your jacket, shake the hands of the ones staying behind and you step outside. 
The carriage leaves the street, bringing you somewhere else, to other people, welcoming you. 

 It wasn’t like that with Paganini. 
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Father always was going to Paris next week. Or next month. In any case shortly. Not 
now, but quickly. He made plans for the travels and wrote letters announcing the nearing 
departure. A week or a month later he repeated those letters in slightly different words. 

Only the hint that you might leave, already awakens a burning desire in people to say: 
Stay! Stay a little longer! We could go out for dinner? In a few days the weather will be nice. Or 
we schedule another concert? 

How many farewell concerts hadn’t he been giving. 

They were for example in London. Already for some time. They visited some chic 
receptions, papa had to pose for a painting and Achille had been testing all existing oven dishes 
on the British Iles (there did not really seem to be a toad involved in “toad in a hole”, which was 
a disappointment and relief at the same time). In the meantime the ticket sales were slightly 
thinning out, so father announced that shortly, he would be travelling onwards. Maybe for good 
this time. Probably for good. He was getting a little older every day after all and he really had to 
go back to Italy at some point. 

Not even a day later the last concert was sold out. 

In that case, who was Nicolò Paganini to be disappointing his followers? A new poster 
was already in print: there would be another last concert. And a very last one. Only after the 
definitely very last one they left, and everything began again. 

In that way Achille said hello and goodbye to new cities and countries many times, and 
forgot where he was actually from. He slept in father’s hotel room and learned to speak all sorts 
of languages. His English and German were better than that of his father. As soon as it was 
possible he left talking to Achille. Nicolò was the most fond of silence anyway. He retreated to 
his chamber, picked up a piece of paper, and wrote a letter. Soon he would be coming home. 
Really soon.  

* 

Most of the hotel chambers quickly felt like home. If Nicolò had to perform, he stayed in 
bed the whole day beforehand. He read in bed, he drank tea in bed, he gave Achille math 
tutorials in bed. He tuned his violin, and played a song on his favourite instrument, the guitar. He 
took his medicine and waited for the results. He was delivered a newspaper in bed. A barbour 
came, to the bed. Halfway through the day an impressive amount of things surrounded his 
resting place. Towards evening you had to jump to surmount it.  

After the concert they rode as quickly as they could back to their chamber. When they 
had found their way through the rubbish, Nicolò blew out the candle. He was fond of silence and 
darkness. Achille wouldn’t be going to bed any later than half twelve for the rest of his life. 

In the morning packing the suitcases was an interesting puzzle. What could come with 
them, what was to be sent by mail to Italy? Everywhere they went Achille received toys and 
books. Too much to be taken on tour. A great deal was packaged and sent off to relatives, to 
friends or to some house that father had bought. One day they would go and live there, then they 
would stop going other places. 
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Part 2, Chapter 6 (excerpt) 

 Villa Gaione had been purchased by Nicolò Paganini during one of his ‘shortly’-moods. 

‘Shortly’ it would be time to stop with their life as travellers. The countless performances, 
the devising of new ventures, the bustling city life. All the things that did not benefit his health. 

Nicolò asked Germi to find him a place where he could grow old. Somewhere out in the 
country, yet not too far from a town. Spacious enough to entertain family and friends, yet not so 
enormous that it would feel empty when there were no visitors. There ought to be some land, on 
which he could keep small cattle and, just like in his childhood, could harvest his own vegetables. 
But he also wanted a salon, to play music in. He would start his own local orchestra. 

It would be an abode where he could start a family, where his son’s children, and their 
children, and their children, would be at home. Initially, his son would get a large room, or even 
two, with a sleeping section, a real desk and enough room to play. 

For himself, Nicolò wanted a space containing hardly more than a bed. This would be the 
house where he would unwind. No more suitcases at his footboard, no more meals consumed in 
bed, no more changing sheets while a few metres away he himself, uneasily, pretended to look 
through his papers. He would wake up, open the bed curtains, followed by the window curtains, 
disclosing his own garden. He would get dressed and commence his day, somewhere else in his 
home. He wanted a porch. 

If it had been up to Nicolò the plans might have stopped at ‘shortly’, but Germi carried 
through. Near Parma, a city where Nicolò had a lot of acquaintances, he found a site that offered 
more than just a house. It included estates, partly already farmed, and partly up for division. 
Gaione had tenants, cattle, stables, orchards and a small cheese factory. A sound investment, in 
short, where Nicolò would not just be eating up all his savings, but could also make some extra 
money. It did have a porch. 

With no further ado he bought the grounds and not much later, Achille was eight years old, 
they went to visit it for the first time. Where the city of Parma ended a grassy landscape 
commenced, with farms here and there, and long, straight roads. Villa Gaione could be seen from 
a kilometre’s distance. The house was a light shade of yellow and almost seemed to emit light in 
the sun. To get there, you had to cross a moat. Although there was no drawbridge, just a regular 
one, Achille felt like he had arrived at a castle. A man opened the gate, the carriage drove onto 
the gravelled path, and on the right side of the house they alighted. 

‘Look up,’ Nicolò said, once inside. Achilles mouth fell open. On the staircase ceiling a 
wonderful mosaic was fitted. The outer edges featured gold medallions, mentioning fathers 
Knight's Cross, a harp and the family crest. In the middle an eagle flew, holding a violin in his 
beak. Turning around his axis Achille tried to decipher the words surrounding the bird. 

‘Paganini’s glory is everlasting,’ he read. 

As for Achille, they could have stayed at Gaione for ever ingloriously. Everything you 
wanted was there, within their own gates. A forest to build huts in, grassy fields to play ballgames 
on, a small river where you could go fishing. A large group of partridges lived in the garden. At 
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first, they cautioned one another with shill cries, every time Achille came running, but later on 
they got used to him. He made collages from their fallen feathers. 

Nicolò never got to decorating the many rooms. While Achille scampered through the 
reverberant, windy spaces, his wooden horse rattling behind him, his father and Germi were 
perched over a desk, over documents. They received tenants and managers. Every user of the 
grounds proved to have his own inscrutable agreement with the count who had lived there once. 
He owed them money, or they had to pay debts. The municipality sent one deputy after the 
other, pointing out ever new, progressively more absurd rules waiting to be violated. 

  ‘I might as well take an office job,’ Nicolò sighed when he finally, after a long day of 
calculations, found some time for his son. 

Autumn set in. It rained incessantly. As soon as his work allowed him a break Nicolò took 
on concerts, preferably in warm regions. The suitcases were brought out of storage and before 
Achille knew he was back in their old routine. Today they were in Paris, in Genoa or Marseilles, 
but shortly they would return home. To Gaione. Quickly. 

[..] 

The next day he opened a cardboard box saying, in vitriolic letters, PRESS. 

Nicolò used to claim he never read anything about himself – but he kept everything. 
Achille’s language skills came in handy culling the stacks of newspaper clippings from all over 
Europe. Paolina had enough discretion not to read with him over his shoulder, but she regularly 
brought him something to drink. ‘And?’ she then asked. And he told her. 

The first time the name Nicolò Paganini appeared in the same sentence with the word 
'heretic' was in 1801. He was only eighteen years old, and played in the Santa Croce in Lucca. The 
occasion was the Light Festival: ever since the Middle Ages, once a year the inhabitants carried 
thousands of candles and a wooden cross through the streets. Nicolò caused the sensation that 
was expected of him - just not in the way that was expected. Not only did he perform for an 
impertinent twenty-eight minutes, according to the indignant bishop, also his music had 
absolutely nothing sacred. This lout, with his black hair flapping wildly around his head, 
produced ever wilder melodies, ending with a series of animal noises. Birds, horses, donkeys 
even! In the house of God! It was a scandal. 

And it was a breakthrough. 

The first time the name Nicolò Paganini appeared in the same sentence with the word 
‘murderer’ was in 1814. He had seduced an innocent girl. She was nineteen, seventeen, only 
thirteen years old. He had impregnated her. Kidnapped her. Poisoned her. Strangled her. Her 
body was never recovered. Nicolò went to prison for a week. A few months. Seven long years. 
His only possession: a violin. And thus he developed his talent - at the expense of that pure, 
uninhibited child. 

The first time father's name appeared in the same sentence with the word ‘devil’ was in 
1824. He stayed in Venice, playing at the Lido cemetery for several nights. Initially, only the dead, 
the birds, mosquitoes and some passers-by attended. The following days more and more people 
came. There were no tickets, there was no program. Nicolò did not stamp his feet, he never 
flailed his arms through the air, he played slow, lyrical melodies. Unlike in the concert hall, there 
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was no jawdropping. The audience had tears in their eyes. Night after night, week after week, 
until the bishop heard of it. ‘This man has sold his soul to the devil,’ read the official message he 
issued. ‘He is desecrating this holy place, and should be banished from now on.’ All the people 
who had been so touched by Nicolò’s playing, calling it a tribute to the dead, suddenly no longer 
doubted they had only just escaped from a demon. 

Achille translated for Paolina, and for himself. 

‘This is going to take a long time,’ his wife said, looking at the coffin. 

Part 3, chapter 12 (excerpt) 

In Achille’s head, most of fathers’ concerts had merged into one summarizing event. 

One way or the other, usually it had been announced when they would arrive at the venue. 
People knocked on the sides of the carriage, people jostled in such a manner they almost ended 
up under a horse, people roared, cheered, screamed when Nicolò opened the bolt. 

Achille was never afraid. ‘Hop,’ his father said, carrying him in his arms. At the sight of a 
small child, even the most fanatic enthusiasts receded a little. Carrying his son on his right arm, 
the violin case in his left hand, Nicolò was not able to give autographs.  

‘Afterwards, dear people,’ he announced. ‘Afterwards, there will be enough time.’ 

Sitting front row in an otherwise empty hall Achille watched his father warm up. Every 
theatre sounded different. Every orchestra sounded different. Every conductor introduced the 
plans for the evening to father, who nodded yes, of course, subsequently doing the exact same 
thing he did on every other stage. 

Without effort, the Cannone rose above every other instrument. With just one swish of his 
bow through the air Nicolò transformed the tens of musicians, stiffly perched on their chairs, to a 
grey mush. 

Father locked the dressing room door and they installed on the sofa. Achille was allowed to 
eat anything the organisation had set out. They toyed with wooden blocks, and when he got older 
they played backgammon. Sometimes you could observe feet through the crack under the door. 
Then, father put on weird little voices, he started telling jokes with no punch lines, or he let 
Achille open the door out of the blue, so they could see someone on the other side getting a near 
heart-attack.  

Nevertheless, it always took long, very long, until the moment someone in the hall called: 
five minutes from now! Then, those five minutes in their turn took forever. Nicolò calmly put on 
his concert costume (the same suit he’d worn for many years, and it showed), pulled his cuffs, 
wriggled his fingers, stamped his feet a few times, as if to force his toes into the caps, and finally 
opened the door, painfully slowly. 

Achille carried the Guarneri and followed his father through the tangle of corridors and 
steps. Wherever they were, Nicolò knew the way to the stage. In the wings he took over the 
instrument from his son, waiting as the audience grew silent. Then, he strode the boards. Without 
glancing at the crowd he raised his bow, even higher than during the rehearsal, landed it on his 
violin in full force, thus liberating the first notes. 
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This was Achille’s favourite part of the night. Not so much the music, he could hum along 
to it in his sleep, but everything around it. The lads pulling gigantic ropes to raise a décor. The 
fluttering gaslights and especially the huge candlesticks, in which the flames almost were blown 
out by the gust of air father caused with his arms and legs. His enormous shadow, flowing over 
the stage. The black hole of the room, swirling with emotions. Did people realize father could 
not see them? 

Before the applause had faded, their carriage clanked out of the street.  

Part 4, Chapter 16 (excerpt) 

 In July, Achille would turn fifty. His eldest sons had a plan: take the occasion of this jubilee to 
try, for one last time, to achieve what he had wished for almost his entire life. 

            One day, he had told them about the letter he had flung into the fireplace. Relinquish 
your fortune and you get what you want. It was typical for the Church: according to them, father 
had been the personification of Satan. There was nothing wrong, however, with the fortune he 
had amassed through his devilish playing. If he went along with that reasoning, wouldn’t he be 
just as opportunistic? 

His children would benefit more from a large inheritance than from an honourable burial 
of a grandfather they had never known. 

On the other hand, they did know him. In several ways, his boys had been occupied with 
their grandpa for many years. Studying his music, managing the estate, taking care of the 
instruments – every one of them had his own approach, and until now, Achille had not perceived 
a wish to move out of the house in any of his sons. [..] 

Sometimes, working on his own in the garden shed, Achille daydreamed on how life would 
turn out to be in five or ten years’ time. Not all of his sons would remain at Gaione, but maybe 
some of them. Possibly there would be grandchildren, playing in the garden and rushing through 
the hallways, just like he had done. 

All that should be more precious to him than rehabilitating his father’s honour. 

 ‘We will write a letter,’ Andrea said, ‘laying out a concrete plan, and a concrete final offer. 
It is not the church’s business how much the Paganini’s are worth, we just have to make clear 
what could be gained by them.’ 

‘We concisely sketch out our vision,’ little Nicolò argued. ‘In such a way the bigwigs initially 
feel flattered, meanwhile hinting that it is us who are the great-hearted lot, offering a gesture with 
just an immaterial gain in view.’ 

‘And we summarize how grandfather, many years after his death, still remains the figure-
head of Italian music,’ Luigi complemented. ‘A symbol so much larger than his devilish 
reputation ever was. Or should have been.’ 

‘The only way for them to remain morally superior to us, will be taking our offer,’ Andrea 
concluded. 
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‘I just have to sign,’ Achille understood. He felt a little taken off guard, and realized that his 
fourth son, the only one nourishing a tight attachment to the church, was not present at this 
conversation. 

Achille was about to turn fifty. In a few years, he would have the age his father had when 
he perished. Maybe, by then, he would be dead himself. 

His last will was ready. It was a clever overview of his possessions, divided in such a way 
everyone would feel recognised. 

His father’s testament mentioned just a few things. Some money, the wish to be buried in 
Genoa. In hallowed ground. Followed by a hundred masses, that he had put money aside for. 

His own testament included the building plans for the monument which one day had to 
arise. You never know. It should be impossible that Achille would be laid to rest sooner than his 
father. That would be against nature and by the way, where should it take place? At Gaione? 
Anonymously, like Nicolò? He could hardly lie down next to his father, in all openness, covered 
by a larger stone. No. Something had to be arranged before his own time came. 

The letter was a balanced composition. The amount was chosen very cleverly – an 
imposing sum of money, but not so immense there wasn’t still plenty left. For all his children, his 
future grandchildren – for father himself. 

He just had to sign. 

‘Exactly,’ Andrea said. 


