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About This Book

This novel tells the story of the stage work “Eine Melodie für Wien” as a self-contained historical romance. The musical motifs and characters of the piece have been translated into prose and expanded for the page.

It is intended as a companion and keepsake for audiences and visitors.

Novel adaptation based on the stage work of the same name by Heinz Siegfried Pestner.


PROLOGUE

FOUR BARS

Prague, a few weeks earlier

Clara Morgenstern had not opened her father's cabinet since his death.

Not because she was afraid of it. Clara was rarely frightened by things made of wood with two brass handles. She had simply never seen a reason to look inside. Jakob Morgenstern had been an orderly man. He filed bills, sorted letters by year, and kept his scores in folders whose spines bore titles in his narrow handwriting—titles no one but him had ever seen.

On a cold afternoon, while rain tapped against the windows of her Prague apartment, Clara went looking for a birth certificate and found four bars instead.

The sheet lay between insurance papers and a yellowed theatre programme. Four bars in black ink, with a date beneath them: 12 October 1911. No title. No dedication. Only the music and the initials J. M.

Clara knew her father's handwriting. She knew the melody too.

She had heard it on the radio as a child, later in coffeehouses, and once even at a wedding where a portly, red-faced uncle had declared that Viktor Falkenhayn was Vienna's last true king of the waltz.

Back then Clara had not paid attention. Now she sat down at the piano.

She played the four bars slowly.

The first three moved forward with that apparent inevitability good melodies possess. They sounded as though they had always existed and had merely been waiting to be found. The fourth bar opened a door—and left it open.

Clara played the phrase again.

Then she took from the shelf a printed edition of the well-known Falkenhayn waltz she had bought years earlier for a restoration project. She turned the pages. Searched. Found the passage.

The four bars were there.

Note for note.

Beneath the title it read: Music by Viktor Falkenhayn.

Clara sat at the piano for a long time. The rain grew heavier. A tram passed in the street and set the windowpanes trembling.

She found something else in the folder: an empty envelope addressed to Baronin Aurelia von Stein in Vienna. It had never been sent. On the back, her father had written only one sentence.

Sometimes silence costs more than a mistake.

Clara placed the sheet on the table.

A week later, she bought a ticket to Vienna.


CHAPTER 1

VIENNA HAS NO TIME TODAY

Vienna woke with the firm intention of wasting not a single second while giving the impression that it had all the time in the world.

Outside the Grand Hotel Kronenhof, a tram bell clanged, a Fiaker driver cursed because a delivery van blocked his way, and a flower merchant tried to force forty-eight orchids through a revolving door designed for approximately twelve.

Leopold Grünauer, known to everyone as Poldi, stood in the middle of the confusion with three lists, two pencils, and the conviction that a man equipped with enough paper could transform any catastrophe into organisation.

“The roses to the ballroom, the lilies to the winter garden, and the orchids—”

The flower merchant handed him the bill.

Poldi looked at the total, blinked, and finished the sentence with a different emphasis.

“—straight back outside.”

“Herr Grünauer!”

“Eight schillings each?”

“Nine.”

Poldi regarded the orchids as though they had personally insulted him. “Then they are not even allowed to look at the hotel.”

Behind him, two pages carried an ice swan up the steps. The swan was intended for the Ball der tausend Lichter the following evening. For the moment it was majestic. Poldi gave it until noon.

The Kronenhof had seen better years. Its brass fittings shone because every morning two men spent an hour making them shine. The carpets were thin at the edges, the room rates high, and the heating pipes temperamental. At first glance, the house was still one of those hotels where diplomats stayed, actresses concealed their affairs, and elderly ladies claimed to have occupied the same room since the imperial days. At second glance, one noticed that some lamps were romantically dim only because brighter bulbs cost money.

Poldi knew every weakness of the house. He loved them all.

“Herr Grünauer!” called Franz, the head waiter.

“No.”

“I haven't asked anything yet.”

“You never come to me wearing that expression with good news.”

Franz held up a note. “The champagne.”

“Ordered?”

“In principle.”

Poldi closed his eyes.

“Financially,” Franz added, “declined.”

“Then keep thinking.”

Lotte Berger emerged from the cloakroom. She wore a dark dress, her hair neatly pinned, and the expression of a woman who knew the world only functioned because she noticed in time the things men forgot to put on lists.

“Poldi.”

“Not now.”

“The bank is here.”

He stopped.

“Now.”

Direktor Kornberger was waiting in the manager's office. He was not a director of the hotel. Poldi would have found that easier to bear. Kornberger represented the bank, and bank representatives had the unpleasant habit of judging things by something other than how beautiful they looked by candlelight.

“After the ball,” Kornberger said, “the bank will decide on the sale.”

Poldi did not sit down. “Sale.”

“The building is attractive.”

“It is a hotel.”

“For now.”

The words remained between them.

Kornberger pushed several papers across the desk. The figures were so unambiguous that even Poldi could find no organisational escape route through them.

“And what happens to the name?” he asked at last.

Kornberger looked up in surprise. “Which name?”

“Kronenhof.”

“The new owner will probably change it.”

Poldi had expected redundancies, renovations, even the humiliation of someone turning the breakfast room into an office. But the thought that one day another name might hang above the door struck him more deeply than he had expected.

After Kornberger left, Lotte came in without knocking.

“You were listening.”

“No.”

“Lotte.”

“I was silently present in the immediate vicinity.”

Poldi looked down at the figures.

“A house isn't only the name above the door,” she said.

“No.”

He ran a finger across the embossed Kronenhof stationery.

“And yet one becomes remarkably attached to it.”

Outside, a tram bell rang again. Someone called for towels. A guest complained about the hot water because it was not hot. Poldi stood up.

“No one is to hear about this,” he said.

Lotte raised an eyebrow. “That will be difficult. People work here.”

“Then we'll keep them busy.”

“With what?”

Poldi opened the door to the lobby, where one of the large decorations was swaying alarmingly.

“Everything.”


CHAPTER 2

A QUESTION TRAVELS WITH ME

The train from Prague arrived in Vienna in the early afternoon.

Clara stepped down carrying a small suitcase, a coat over one arm, and her father's old leather music folder. She was twenty-seven, worked as a music copyist and restorer, and had developed the habit of studying people more closely than their explanations.

She liked Vienna immediately, which annoyed her.

She had expected a city impressed with its own importance. Instead Vienna seemed to wear that importance as naturally as a good coat: a little worn, yet still too elegant to apologise for it.

She stopped outside the Kronenhof.

Golden letters above the entrance. Two doormen. A revolving door. Chandeliers and movement behind the windows.

A name above the door, Clara thought.

She tightened her grip on the folder.

Alois, the porter, greeted her in the lobby. “Has gnädige Frau made a reservation?”

“No.”

His face tightened as though she had made a moral choice. “Then it may be difficult.”

Clara looked past his shoulder. The lobby was not even half full.

“How difficult?”

Alois searched for an answer, but Poldi intervened, still armed with his lists.

“Herr Grünauer?” Clara asked.

“Management, organisation, disaster control.”

“Clara Morgenstern. I would like to speak with Viktor Falkenhayn.”

Poldi looked at her properly this time. “So would approximately two hundred other people.”

“I need five minutes.”

“So do the two hundred.”

“Then give me the five minutes of someone who asked for ten.”

The corner of Poldi's mouth twitched. “Maestro Falkenhayn is receiving no one today.”

“Tomorrow, then.”

“Not tomorrow either.”

“Then I'll stay.”

Alois cleared his throat. “The least expensive room would be number thirty-seven.”

“The attic room?” Poldi asked.

“Very charming.”

“The window sticks.”

“Historic fittings.”

“No hot water.”

“Refreshing tradition.”

Clara put the money on the counter. Poldi accepted it with a gratitude that did not entirely suit a Grand Hotel.

“She gets towels,” he decided.

“How generous.”

Clara took the key.

“May I at least ask what this is about?”

She looked at the leather folder.

“A question.”

“What question?”

“One that has been waiting more than twenty years for an answer.”

She climbed the broad staircase. Halfway up, she stopped.

Piano music drifted from a distant salon.

Four bars.

Clara froze.

Then the same four again.

She knew them better than she knew her father's voice in some of her dreams.

She did not go to her room.

She followed the music.

The small salon lay at the end of a corridor. The door stood slightly open. A young man sat at the grand piano. He wore a shirt and waistcoat, his sleeves rolled up. Sheets of music lay on the piano in several layers, as though small paper storms had passed through.

He played the phrase again, stopped at the final chord, and shook his head.

“The E-flat,” Clara said.

The man turned. “Which E-flat?”

“The one that has been annoying you for the past three minutes.”

“No E-flat is annoying me.”

“Then you are annoying the E-flat.”

He looked at her a second too long. “You listen at doors.”

“The door was open.”

“A dangerous invitation.”

Clara stepped inside. “Play it again.”

“Why?”

“Because the second chord wants to go home too soon.”

Now she had his attention. He shifted aside. “Then show me where it should go instead.”

Clara placed the folder on an armchair, sat beside him, and played a different turn.

He grimaced.

“Wrong,” he said.

“Of course.”

“Completely wrong.”

“Obviously.”

He played her turn again.

“Again,” he said.

She did.

Then he changed two notes.

Clara changed one of them back.

They argued about music for five minutes and by the end neither of them knew exactly when the argument had become enjoyable.

“Felix Winterberg,” he said at last.

“Clara Morgenstern.”

His expression changed.

“Morgenstern?”

“Yes.”

His gaze dropped to the old leather folder.

“Because of Falkenhayn?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because no one wanders through the Kronenhof by accident carrying an old music folder.”

Clara stood.

“There is a question in the folder.”

“And the answer?”

She picked it up.

“Hopefully your Maestro.”


CHAPTER 3

THE MAN AT THE PIANO

Felix Winterberg was a man who judged rooms first by their acoustics.

In the Kronenhof dining room, he heard the guests' voices bounce too sharply from the ceiling. In the winter garden, plants and heavy curtains swallowed almost every sound. The ballroom was dangerous: empty, it sounded cool and vast; filled, it became warm, soft, and a little extravagant.

The small salon at the end of the corridor was his favourite room.

Not because the piano was particularly good. It was too old, some keys responded more slowly than others, and the middle pedal squeaked if one pressed it with too much conviction. But the room forgave mistakes. A wrong note did not remain suspended like an accusation. It vanished into carpets, curtains, and dark wood.

Felix needed rooms like that.

That afternoon, before Clara Morgenstern found him there, he had been working on the same phrase for nearly two hours. Four bars. Nothing grand. No finale, no overture. Four bars that refused to end properly.

Falkenhayn would have told him to throw them away.

If a melody still did not know where it wanted to go after two hours, Viktor maintained, then it either had no character or too much of it.

Felix had collected such sentences for years.

An orchestra forgives many things, but never boredom.

If the audience notices the transition, it was badly written.

If a musician asks whether something is playable, it is usually already too late.

And: A
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