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      First and foremost, Mentor was a person. We tend to think of the word mentor as a noun (a mentor) or a verb (to mentor), but there is a very human dimension embedded in the term. Mentor appears in Homer’s Odyssey as the old friend entrusted to care for Odysseus’s household and his son Telemachus during the Trojan War. When years pass and Telemachus sets out to search for his missing father, the goddess Athena assumes the form of Mentor to accompany him. The human being welcomes a human form for counsel. From its very origins, becoming a mentor is a transcendent act; it carries with it something of the holy.

      The Mentoris Project sets out on an Athena-like mission: We hope the books that form this series will be an inspiration to all those who are seekers, to those of the twenty-first century who are on their own odysseys, trying to find enduring principles that will guide them to a spiritual home. The stories that comprise the series are all deeply human. These books dramatize the lives of great men and women whose stories bridge the ancient and the modern, taking many forms, just as Athena did, but always holding up a light for those living today.

      Whether in novel form or traditional biography, these books plumb the individual characters of our heroes’ journeys. The power of storytelling has always been to envelop the reader in a vivid and continuous dream, and to forge a link with the subject. Our goal is for that link to guide the reader home with a new inspiration.

      What is a mentor? A guide, a moral compass, an inspiration. A friend who points you toward true north. We hope that the Mentoris Project will become that friend, and it will help us all transcend our daily lives with something that can only be called holy.

      
        
        —Robert J. Barbera, President, Founder, The Mentoris Project

        —Ken LaZebnik, Founding Editor, The Mentoris Project

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRELUDE

          

          1814

        

      

    

    
      Luigia gripped the top rung of the ladder and pushed her shoulder against the trapdoor that connected to the belfry above. Her bare feet trembled under the weight of the door as she leaned down to soothe the baby clutching the billows of her blouse. The rumble of soldiers marching on the road below shook the church’s walls like a distant thunderstorm rolling in. The air hummed with a whisper of warning that hiding was a mistake. If she hid, it would only make it harder for Carlo to find her. But staying in the house, their tavern, with its food and wine would only lead more soldiers to her and the baby. Run and hide. In a storm, instinct is a sound harbor.

      Not yet two years old, little Giuseppe looked up from his mother’s arms and studied the room. His serene expression produced in Luigia a trust that ignored the striking fear that she, Carlo, and the boy would be split forever. Death would be preferable to being without the family—or worse, a spoil of the Russian Cossack soldiers. History repeats itself, and this was not the first time their tiny village of Le Roncole had been invaded by foreigners.

      Carlo and Luigia had been credulous when Napoleon brought the democratic values of the French Republic to Northern Italy nearly a decade before. Being young, the couple was idealistic about their future. The singular message from France was “liberty” and Le Roncole prospered as a result. But now, not long after the French defeated the Austrians in Italy, the Austrians were fighting back to reclaim what they had lost. And the citizenry continued to be pawns in an endless game of political chess.

      Luigia slid her head along the jagged wood of the trapdoor, the rough splinters catching in her hair as she wiggled her body into the belfry. The church bells glimmered through the dank haze of gunsmoke, their curves catching the light of the soldiers’ torches below. Despite fear and fatigue, Luigia’s senses were sharp. She thought about her friend Caterina, whom she often teased for jumping with nerves at the sound of her husband’s cleaver chopping through the day at their butcher shop. Embarrassed, Caterina would laugh, sharing in the absurdity of her delicate nature.

      Luigia snapped out of the daydream. “She would only be a burden,” Luigia whispered to herself, though she longed to be in the familiar company of her friend. She unwrapped Giuseppe from his blankets and he pawed expectantly at her chest. She leaned back and pulled a knife from the folds of her dress, placing it gently on the floor next to her. Finally, she opened her bloodstained shirt and gave the boy her breast.

      Just that morning Carlo had happily suggested they expand their modest tavern. And why not? Under Napoleon’s rule Le Roncole was transformed into something more than a trivial bump in the road. “The Kingdom of Italy!” Carlo exclaimed buoyantly when France pushed Austria out of the northern Italian states, making room for the self-proclaimed king, Napoleon Bonaparte, to govern. He enunciated the word “King-dom” as though it carried two disparate concepts to be blended and savored like wine.

      Napoleon’s Grande Armée was swift in ejecting Austria. Or at least that’s how it was sung by French soldiers who passed through Le Roncole in the weeks after their victory. Carlo recalled the incredulity of the men and the irrational fact that they had survived battle—a tribute to Napoleon’s power, he reasoned. But Le Roncole had been spared the corporeal violence of battle and Carlo took for granted the human cost to install France’s dominance.

      Luigia’s father made the point that their new leaders would rule miles away from France. Considering his modest farm, he lamented the fact that France would likely make no considerations to the region’s farmers. But Carlo believed in the Revolution. Most farmers, and certainly not the sons of farmers, hadn’t the time or mind to consider the value of democracy. But Carlo possessed an unassuming pride in the belief that he could pursue his own happiness.

      Several years into their marriage, Carlo secured a promising agreement with the local wine and food wholesaler, Antonio Barezzi. He returned home after signing the contract, tossing several freshly minted lire into the air. Carlo laughed as they dropped on the table with a bright, sharp clang. It was with these coins and many others that Carlo and Luigia eventually opened their tavern, taking several societal steps away from their parents’ humble farms. The coins’ smooth metal, embossed audaciously with Regno d’Italia—Kingdom of Italy—connected them for the first time to their neighbors in the surrounding countryside. It was like they were opening their front door to the world.

      Luigia forced herself back to reality again. Gunshots ripped through the night air. She gripped her knife as the snapping blasts ricocheted around the belfry. Giuseppe continued to sleep, satiated in his mother’s arms.

      Despite warnings that the Austrians were traveling north through Le Roncole, Carlo made the journey that morning for Busseto in order to settle his accounts with Barezzi. Through the afternoon, Luigia, Caterina, and their neighbor Maria stood vigil as Austrian and Russian troops ambled wearily through the town toward Milan. Maria, whose husband, Pasquale, owned a general store in the village, gripped Luigia’s hand so tightly that her rings left irritated marks on Luigia's fingers.

      More troops streamed endlessly into Le Roncole like figurines rotating in a music box. By late afternoon, the soldiers appeared increasingly tired and despondent, their uniforms tattered and stained from days of marching. Grizzled Russian Cossacks perilously allied with the Austrians barely cast an eye to the women as they made their way north. When night fell, Luigia dashed home, tales of the Cossacks’ reputation for brutality lingering in her mind. Through the evening, Luigia sat by the kitchen fire, soothing Giuseppe the way she wished Carlo could if he were there.

      The front door opened with a familiar creak and moan. Carlo was home. Luigia put Giuseppe in his cradle and smoothed out her dress.

      “Hello,” she called, lighting another candle. “We’re back here.”

      A silhouette silently appeared in the doorway. Its arms hung slack by its sides and its head swung back and forth like a clock pendulum. Although she couldn’t see the figure’s eyes, Luigia knew they were looking at her. Two more shadows appeared from behind, peering into the kitchen. By sheer mass, the first shadow pushed through the threshold, revealing his ravaged body.

      The man was large and lopsided, hunched like a sack of grain. He waited for the others to fan out from behind him before walking into the kitchen. In the dim light his hair gleamed with grease and blood. His uniform, more suitable for burning than wearing, was covered in a thick layer of soot. The other two soldiers, equally haggard by war, split across the room, entrapping Luigia like a pack of wolves. Expressionless, the man sat at the table, placing his muddy boots on the chair beside him. He put his soiled hands to his mouth and squinted.

      “We’re hungry,” he said in Russian.

      The other men watched their comrade with nervous apprehension. The man grinned and peered down on the boy.

      “A widow,” he quipped, leering at Luigia.

      The others laughed. A cold throb pushed through Luigia’s stomach.

      “I can give you wine,” she said, habitually pouring each man a glass. Surely, these men will be missed by the others and will be on their way, she thought.

      The biggest one downed his wine and then, with the whole of his arm, swept the glasses off the table, sending them shattering to the floor. The clatter startled Giuseppe and he wailed as though sounding an alarm. The smallest man grabbed Luigia around the chest and pushed her into the table. The jagged edge of the wood pressed into her back as the third man pulled her wrists from behind, dragging her body across the table until her feet dangled above the floor. The largest of the three unsheathed a knife from his belt and brushed the pitted blade along the soft of her neck. The edge slid along her collarbone, slicing her like the skin of a ripe peach, and a thick line of blood ran down the front of her blouse.

      Luigia stared up at her captor. His face was gaunt and pale, revealing the contours of his skull and the wiry veins around his eyes. She could hear the other men laughing as they rummaged through the kitchen looking for food and alcohol.

      The man gripped Luigia by the neck, pushing her body so her head dangled off the end of the table. The blood rushed to her face and she began to feel faint as the weight of his crooked frame forced the air out of her lungs. She tried to listen for the baby’s cries, but all she could hear was the thrum of her heart pounding in her chest.

      The men’s laughter was suddenly replaced by shouting and the crackle of broken glass. The man was abruptly tossed off her, his fingernails tearing at her neck. Luigia felt light and lucid as the piercing weight of his body lifted itself from her torso.

      A pair of rough hands reached underneath her arms and dragged her to her feet. The blood rushed back to her head and she staggered, trying to catch her breath. When she finally focused her eyes, she gazed upon several Austrian soldiers standing in the kitchen, their rifles hanging from their shoulders, their uniforms reasonably clean. The leader, dressed smartly in a blue wool jacket and a plumed shako calmly gave orders to his men. They swiftly detained the Russian soldiers and pushed them out of the kitchen.

      The Austrian soldier made a cursory effort to pick up the broken glass by Luigia’s feet, kicking the shards aside with his boot. He sniffed, taking appraisal of the room, and then turned to Luigia, taking a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry, madam,” he said in broken French, his leather belt creaking as he bowed.

      He straightened himself and, eying the carafe of wine, took a deep pull and stuffed the bottle in his jacket pocket. He glided out the door, joining the stream of Austrian and Russian soldiers still marching through Le Roncole.
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      “Wake up.”

      Luigia startled awake, her hands frantically feeling for the knife. Carlo stood over her, his eyes reflections of concern and guilt. He had hardly suffered a scratch from his journey back from Busseto. Behind him, the village priest peered over Carlo’s shoulders mumbling prayers. Carlo helped Luigia to her feet and cautiously looked down the front of Luigia’s bloodstained blouse.

      “You’re hurt.”

      Weary, Luigia revealed the Cossack’s knife wound across her neck.

      The priest placed a soft hand on her shoulder. “Do you need to confess for your sins?”

      Luigia shook her head and bounced the baby, cooing in his ears.

      In the morning light, Le Roncole looked the same as it always had. Each shingle, rock, and tree was in place. Only the animals were gone. The sun rose over the low eastern hills as the priest rang the church bells, sending the nesting blackbirds back into the world. Giuseppe lurched toward the clanging sound, his hands stretched out as if to catch the peal.

      When the clangor faded and the bells hung silently in their tower, the town slid back into its patterns, impervious to the changes about to come.
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          1821

        

      

    

    
      It was a light spring day, the clouds dashing the sky in spotted, chalky lines. The poppies were in full bloom and embraced the Verdi tavern in droplets of white and purple.

      Kneeling at the tavern’s entrance, Giuseppe took a deep breath and tugged at the front door hanging sternly on its hinges. Every muscle from his feet down to his hands strained under the inertia. Carlo laughed to himself—finally, something as stubborn as Giuseppe.

      Giuseppe shared his father’s compact, broad frame and his mother’s dense black hair, always stiff at attention. At seven years old he already carried a solemn, contemplative gaze well beyond his years. And it was for this reason that Giuseppe was popular among the adults of Le Roncole, who referred to him affectionately as “Carlo’s Old Man.” It was all in good humor, of course, especially after dinner and a few bottles of wine at the family’s tavern. Giuseppe would smile politely as not to embarrass his mother, who took reserved humor in the nickname. In an attempt to entertain his often-dour son, Carlo mimicked Giuseppe’s pensive stare, pretending to be so absorbed in a book or the flicker of candlelight that his eyes would cross. Luigia would laugh encouragingly, but Giuseppe rarely acknowledged his father’s humor, sitting tight-lipped and red-faced.

      Giuseppe hardly complained when Carlo asked for his help repairing the door. The prospect of learning something new enthralled him, and his father was pleased to see Giuseppe so eager to help. They spent the day hiking in the surrounding woods, eventually finding a squat oak clinging to the side of a creek bed. They chopped down the tree and dragged it back to the tavern.

      Their neighbor Pasquale, pleased to take on an odd job, cut and planed the wood into boards under Giuseppe’s watchful gaze. Carlo was impressed but slightly weary of his son’s diligence in finding perfection in the minutiae. Though he was inclined to indulge Giuseppe in something so tedious, Carlo couldn’t ignore that Giuseppe was nothing short of a purist. The new door would open and close and keep the wind out, Carlo reasoned. Yet Giuseppe insisted that nearly every wood grain be true for it to function.

      “I don’t think it’s finished,” said Giuseppe to Carlo after he hung the unwieldy door in its frame.

      Carlo handed him the mallet and wedge and lay down to rest his back. “The first step in fixing the door is taking off the door.” He stretched out in the wet grass and was soon fast asleep.

      “Papa, I can’t pull these pins out!” hollered Giuseppe minutes later, tugging at the door.

      Carlo’s mind had just touched upon a dream. He sat up slowly.

      Giuseppe shook his hands. “It hurts.”

      Carlo walked over and grabbed the bottom edge of the door and lifted up, easing the pressure off the hinges. “Now try.”

      Giuseppe knelt and placed the wedge between the pin and the hinge. After knocking several times with the mallet, the pin crept out of its cradle.

      “The weight of the door was keeping the pin in,” Carlo explained. He nodded toward the middle hinge. “Try that one.”

      Giuseppe ran his hands along the hinge, visualizing the simple solution. Straining under the weight, Carlo whistled at Giuseppe to hurry up.

      In the years since France’s defeat, Carlo feared the worst for Le Roncole. The family prospered under the strength of the lira and French democracy made room for the budding idea of being an Italian. It was regression to return to the regime of their former rulers and Carlo braced himself for firm retribution from the Austrians. But Carlo and Parma were fortunate.

      The Duchy of Parma where Le Roncole was settled was ceded to Napoleon’s wife, Marie Louise, herself an Austrian. And for the years following her placement, Carlo and Luigia’s way of life was relatively undisturbed. He knew they were lucky to have been able to keep the tavern and their daily routines. The verity that travelers came through Le Roncole proved that the world had not turned upside down without the benevolent French to protect it.

      But the return of the Austrians still left much to be desired. Most destructive was the state’s consumption of livestock, surpassing that of the French Army. Felice and Caterina struggled to make ends meet from their modest butcher shop, and with little trade available after the war, Maria and Pasquale closed their small store and farmed with wanting success on a small plot of land leased to them by a Milanese landowner. Carlo and Luigia were an exception to their neighbors. Carlo was expedient if not wholly lucky in business thanks to his wholesaler, Antonio Barezzi. An artful pragmatist, Barezzi kept political ties with the Austrians, helping his position amid contrived tax and trade laws. Bolstered by good business and good timing, Carlo became a leader and confidant among his peers.

      Carlo took Giuseppe’s hands and helped him move the wood plane down the length of the door. After several tries, Giuseppe slid the tool evenly until the shavings fell like a light snow.

      “Signor Verdi!”

      A young girl stood smiling at the tavern fence, her linen dress hovering loosely over her slight frame. Precocious, Margherita Barezzi presented herself as an adult—expectant and formal.

      “Mademoiselle Barezzi, to what do we owe the pleasure?” asked Carlo in exaggerated French.

      “My father is in town looking at land,” she said, handing Carlo a small leather coin purse. “You overpaid last month’s invoice.”

      “Your father is a kind man, but not half as kind as you,” said Carlo, bowing. He pushed the purse back into her hands. “Please tell him to apply it to next month.”

      Margherita returned Carlo’s mock formality, bowing back as if to a noble. “It would be an honor,” she said, playacting in stride.

      She watched Giuseppe plane the door. Undisturbed by her presence, he didn’t bother to look up. Ignoring his churlish behavior, Margherita playfully blew a handful of wood shavings into his face. Giuseppe brushed the flakes out of his hair and went back to his work.

      “Giuseppe is helping get this door back into shape,” said Carlo. “He’s very particular.”

      Giuseppe ran his hand over the smooth surface of the door as a shipwright to the hull of his boat.

      Margherita looked on, amused. “I can see.”

      Down the road, a reedy voice wavered up the hill shouting, “Ehi, ehi!” Margherita and Giuseppe walked to the fence to see what the commotion was about.

      A bearded man dressed in a worn overcoat and tattered hat wildly swung his arms across a fiddle as if working a runaway loom. The whirly sound pulled the neighboring kids out of their houses and into the road. With a broad smile, the musician stopped in front of the tavern, bowing the strings of his fiddle. Children and adults encircled him in a makeshift auditorium and the fiddler addressed his small audience, tipping his hat.

      “Greetings, good people of Le Roncole! I come as a friend, musician, and messenger of accord.” He paused as more of the townspeople gathered around. Margherita grabbed Giuseppe’s hand and pulled him to the edge of the small crowd.

      “I come to entertain,” said the fiddler, bowing the strings in a playful waltz. “And I bring news of our fair land as well. The people of Sicily and Naples have brought up a revolution against King Ferdinand I of the Two Sicilies.”

      Unfazed, the children looked on as the adults murmured among themselves.

      “May God and these songs bring peace to all of us,” said the fiddler, placing the instrument under his chin. “In these troubled times, every heart can join and beat in unison. All mankind should dance in the fraternal embrace of their friends and neighbors!”

      Giuseppe watched, transfixed, as the fiddler moved his hand slowly over the instrument, his eyes closed in a trance. The notes meshed into an agreeable pitch and Giuseppe felt a wave of melody wash over him.

      
        
        I am only a plain old man,

        The fiddler of the hamlet here,

        Yet some consider me a sage;

        I take my wine both strong and clear.

        Around me, ’neath this spreading shade,

        Rest from your tasks, my comrades dear.

        And while I play, ye village folk,

        Can dance beneath my ancient oak.

      

      

      Giuseppe associated music with the chore of group activities and organized religion. For him, church had been nothing more than a family obligation. This attitude he took largely from Luigia, who largely discouraged prayer in the house and did not keep a Bible by her bedside. French rule had made this schism socially acceptable, but Carlo, always the social opportunist, persuaded Luigia to make occasional appearances at church. It was under this somber duty of decorum that Giuseppe followed his mother’s lead of silent opposition. Listless, Giuseppe would count down the minutes, hardly taking notice of the sweeping organ pieces and choral arrangements at the weekly Mass.

      In church, arms didn’t swing, feet didn’t tap, and rugged men in overcoats didn’t captivate a town by banging on a fiddle. This traveling minstrel was a revelation and Giuseppe took in the music like water in a desert.

      
        
        Have pity for your feudal lord,

        The master of yon castle great;

        For he your quiet country life

        Must envy, with its happy fate;

        How sad he looks within his coach,

        When driving by in lonely state,

        While tea la la, ye village folk,

        Are dancing ’neath my ancient oak.

      

        

      
        When gentle peace shall shed its balm

        O’er evils wrought by war’s array,

        Oh! drive not from his early home

        The blinded one who went astray;

        The storm is over; welcome back

        Those whom the blast had swept away,

        And tra la la, ye village folk,

        Come, dance beneath my ancient oak.

      

      

      The fiddler quickly brought his bow to a stop and bowed to his audience. The crowd clapped appreciatively and Giuseppe unwittingly joined in, his ears reeling.

      “Lord or peasant, I do not judge you,” said the fiddler, flipping his cap, “in the capacity of your generosity.”

      Carlo dropped a coin in Giuseppe’s hand, breaking him out of his trance. He handed Margherita a coin as well and pushed them toward the fiddler, where they placed the silver into his droopy cap.

      “What is this news from the Two Sicilies?” asked Carlo, adding to the man’s coffers.

      “There have been revolts against King Ferdinand. In the south they are calling for a constitution.”

      “How have you come into this account?”

      The fiddler smirked. “It is my occupation, good sir, to travel and to tell stories.”

      “So they are just stories.”

      “It’s the privilege of the musician to say what I mean without actually saying it. But I assure you, it’s true. I have come from the south and have seen Austrian soldiers myself. I have heard too, that some are on to the Kingdom of Sardinia.” Smiling toward Giuseppe, the fiddler plucked the fiddle with a dirty fingernail as if to emphasize his point.

      “I have heard the Carbonari are here in the north,” said Carlo.

      “Perhaps. But if I knew any more about the whereabouts of the secret group, then I would say their efforts have failed.”

      Carlo looked aloofly toward the horizon. “I don’t approve of their ways.”

      Directing his attention to Giuseppe, the fiddler struck a few chords. “As it’s getting late, I could use a place to sleep this evening.”

      “My wife and I run this tavern. We can make up a room for you.”

      “An idea by half. But I would be remiss to return the coins you have just given me.” The fiddler stood and handed Giuseppe his instrument. “Your boy seems to have taken quite an interest in this fiddle. Perhaps I can regale him and teach the boy a few things in exchange for your hospitality.”

      Carlo took the fiddle out of Giuseppe’s hands and examined it as if it were for sale. He looked to Margherita. “Do you play an instrument?”

      “I play the piano.”

      “And do you like it?”

      “I actually find it quite boring.”

      Carlo smiled broadly at the minstrel. “You’ll find our son an apt pupil. I wish you luck in getting any sleep tonight.”
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      Low late-summer sunlight filtered through the hallway windows that gazed onto the garden below. Carlo knocked hesitantly at Giuseppe’s door. For months now it had been regularly closed to the narrow hallway that connected their bedrooms.

      Carlo called down to Luigia, picking spinach from raised flowerbeds. “I’m taking Giuseppe with me to Signor Barezzi’s.”

      Luigia squinted into the window’s reflection. “It’s Sunday, can’t you go tomorrow?”

      “I’ll be busy with repairs.”

      Carlo could hear her resignation echo off the courtyard walls.

      “You’ll both need something to eat before you leave,” she said.

      “We’ll take it with us. And some cheeses for Signor Barezzi.”

      “I’ll let you do that yourself.”

      In his room, Giuseppe transcribed sheet music given to him by Don Pietro Baistrocci, Le Roncole’s music director. Meticulously tracing staff lines onto fresh paper, he hummed along to the music eddying in his head, taking pleasure in the faithful reproduction of each line, note, and lyric. As Baistrocci explained, these sheets would be his to memorize and practice. Note by note, hour by cloistered hour, the music mysteriously plotted its course in Giuseppe’s head.

      Giuseppe relished the countless solitary hours needed to bring the written pieces to their evocative ends. Hunched over a narrow wooden table, he took inspiration from the foreboding process of writing. The miracle of the living sound, given birth through his pen, drifted through his mind’s ear and he could sit accompanied by his new companion for hours.

      Not long after starting lessons with Baistrocci, Giuseppe began to treasure the concerts that made up his weekly visits to church. Much to the annoyance of those in front of him, he would lean over the pew, stretching to behold his teacher play the organ. With its hypnotic melodies, the organ helped Giuseppe turn a deaf ear to the rote castigations of the sermon.

      Carlo eased open the bedroom door. Giuseppe sat over his desk, his head hardly visible.

      “Come, Giuseppe. We need to leave soon.”

      Giuseppe hardly lifted his head. “Where?”

      “To Busseto, to see Signor Barezzi. I’ll need your help loading the wagon.”

      Giuseppe stopped writing and turned toward his father. “What are we getting?”
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      Carlo never understood why Luigia disliked Antonio Barezzi. The merchant was guilty of being successful, if that was something to be critical about. If nothing else, Barezzi was the sole reason Carlo and Luigia’s tavern kept its stock during the transition to Austrian rule. He was generous in his attention to their account—and for that, Carlo was grateful and considered himself lucky to be on such agreeable terms with a man of Barezzi’s position. He was also the only person Carlo knew who could help procure an instrument for Giuseppe. The boy could make do with his weekly music lessons, but Carlo’s pride took precedence over the expense of owning an instrument. If maintaining the tavern was the soil to raising his son, then indulging his musical interests was the germination of his being.

      Their horse and wagon ambled along the cobblestone streets and through Busseto’s gates. By comparison, the town of Busseto was considerably larger than Le Roncole. But to any urban Milanese or Roman it was a speck of buildings surrounded on all sides by farms and the poor farmers who farmed them.

      Giuseppe marveled at the Rocca Pallavicino towering over them. It was the first time he had seen any building taller than Le Roncole’s bell tower. Despite its seeming impenetrability, the fortress’s walls crumbled into a stagnant moat, a testament to the battles of time.

      The carriage wound down the main boulevard and through several narrow streets before arriving at the home of Antonio Barezzi.

      Settled between two residences, Casa Barezzi was visibly modest despite its conspicuous wealth. Three stories with four chimneys flecking its pitched roof, the home sat adjacent to an unassuming town square sprinkled with lush, manicured trees. The oversized wooden shutters hanging from the townhouse’s windows helped provide respite from the unseasonable heat.

      Carlo and Giuseppe pulled in front of the corralled arches enclosing the main door. A valet rushed to meet them and, with hardly a glance, took their horse and cart to the stables. A maid whose hair sat coiffed under a lacy bonnet escorted them into the tiled entryway. As they waited, Giuseppe could hear the soft plunking of a piano and the airy singing of a girl. The maid returned with Barezzi following ardently behind.

      “Signor Verdi, welcome!”

      Barezzi carried the uncompromising gaze of a man self-righteous in his wealth—a face molded for large oil portraits or paper money. He spoke with a humored gait that made one feel as though they were the exact relief he was looking for. Barezzi’s neatly trimmed mustache rose and fell in tandem with his thick eyebrows.

      Carlo bowed slightly. “Thank you for having us.”

      “It would be illogical not to, given the circumstances,” said Barezzi, putting his arm loosely around Giuseppe’s shoulders. “This must be the other Signor Verdi.”

      Giuseppe reddened and looked down at the floor. “A pleasure, sir.”

      Their host led them into a cavernous room with parquet floors and thick furnishings. Before anything else, Barezzi aspired to be a man of letters and education and this parlor was the substantive manifestation of that projected success. To Giuseppe, the wood molding lining the ceiling looked like thick vines installed to keep the walls and roof intact.

      Sunlight filtered through the broad windows under which Margherita graced a grand piano. She stood and bowed.

      “Good afternoon, Signor Verdi,” she said in the exaggerated French that Carlo had teased her with before. She turned to Giuseppe and smiled, clutching her music book to her chest. “Giuseppe.”

      Barezzi coughed. “I wish I could spend as much time in this room as my daughter,” he said, lurching to other side of the room, swiftly pulling a white sheet off a spinet. The instrument’s glossy book-matched grain took on an illusion of depth that made its existence appear endless. “Besides youth, you both share the agility to cultivate the mind.” He looked directly at Giuseppe. “I understand from Signor Baistrocci and your father that you are a considerable student of music.”

      Giuseppe tightened, uncomfortable with the attention.

      Barezzi continued. “I am keen to support artistic talent and I want to help further your musical education.”

      Margherita slid the bench from the grand piano and pushed Giuseppe on the shoulders, imploring him to sit.

      Giuseppe hovered his hands over the keys, plotting their course. He looked up to his father, who gave him a slight smile.

      “Signor Barezzi has been generous enough to suggest that you give Margherita weekly lessons,” Carlo said. “Of course, after some progress with Signor Baistrocci.”

      Giuseppe walked his fingers up and down the keys, carefully placed his hands, and pushed down. The thrum of the chord took him to his room in Le Roncole—a place in the mind where, like the fiddler, he could be completely present and completely alone.

      “I would like that,” Giuseppe replied.

      “Of course you would,” said Barezzi, smiling.

      Margherita placed her music book on the spinet’s music stand, and without pause, Giuseppe picked up on the open page, seizing the earnest admiration of his small audience.
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      Outside, Carlo and Giuseppe stood by Barezzi as he instructed two servants strapping the spinet to their cart. Carlo handed him a small purse. “Thank you. I hope to pay the other half soon.”

      Barezzi handed back the purse. “Signor Verdi, it is a pleasure. We cannot let talent be minimized.” He grinned. “Or bought, for such a paltry sum.”

      Carlo reached to give the purse back, but Barezzi laughed it off. “You are a good friend, if I may be so bold.”

      “You may.”

      For the length of the trip back to Le Roncole, Giuseppe kept his eyes fixed on the horizon, the cart creaking and whining to the beat of the horse’s hooves, the spinet secure and silent.
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      Giuseppe stood outside the church clutching the leather sleeve enclosing his papers. The children of Le Roncole meandered back from school, teasing, taunting, and running to nowhere in particular. Bespectacled and burdened with folders, Baistrocci walked fervently to the church steps where Giuseppe was waiting.

      Giuseppe was a favorite among his teachers, especially Signor Amici, who taught Latin. Among other things, Giuseppe excelled in rote memorization, repeating back verb conjugations on command. This caused ridicule among his peers, who were eager to find his weakness. But it was obvious that Giuseppe was trying to win the favor of no one and his natural reticence gave him reprieve. The other kids didn’t want to be anything more than acquaintances and this suited Giuseppe just fine.

      Baistrocci had lived in Le Roncole for the majority of his adult life. The youngest in a wealthy merchant family, he came to the small town by way of Rome, where he studied to become a priest. He excelled in music and quickly gave up the priesthood, taking a position in Le Roncole. As the town’s music director he pursued a quiet and productive life in a manner that reflected his affinity for the town. He didn’t have the stomach for the politics of a priest and he appreciated the tranquility of country life.

      Baistrocci stood huffing for air at the bottom of the steps. “Always early.”

      “And you’re always late,” said Giuseppe.

      The teacher removed his gloves and opened the door for his young pupil. “And in music the goal is to always be on time. I suppose we both could practice more,” he said, sweeping Giuseppe inside.

      The worship hall was encased by portico windows that gently lit the pews from their curved alcoves. Adjacent to the small upright piano on which Giuseppe practiced was the pipe organ. Standing nearly twenty feet tall, it held pipes encased in dark wood and capped with a golden crown. Several angels peered down from the top of its massive cabinet, watching everything that passed below their feet.

      Giuseppe untied his leather sleeve and carefully laid out his compositions. His work was so painstakingly accurate and thorough that Baistrocci found himself overlooking Giuseppe’s habitual irreverence. The boy’s rude manner was not something he would have tolerated from any other student—especially one so young. Perhaps it was his old age that allowed the boy to humor him.

      “Excellent work, Giuseppe,” said Baistrocci, leafing through his compositions.

      “Shall I transcribe more?” asked Giuseppe hopefully.

      Baistrocci looked out the window into the courtyard, where students splashed each other in a small fountain. “I’d like you to perform the organ for tomorrow’s Mass. It will be a good opportunity to show your talents to Father Felli.”

      Giuseppe looked down at his manuscripts as if to apologize to them that they were no longer the topic of conversation. “I don’t think I want to do that.”

      Baistrocci pulled his chair next to Giuseppe
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