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A Minor Deception is the first book in the Joseph Haydn Mystery Series.

 

Kapellmeister Joseph Haydn would like nothing better than to show his principal violinist, Bartó Daboczi, the door. But with the Empress Maria Theresa’s visit scheduled in three weeks, Haydn can ill-afford to lose his surly virtuoso.

 

But when Bartó disappears—along with all the music composed for the imperial visit—Haydn must don the role of Kapell-detective, or risk losing his job.

 

Before long, Haydn’s search uncovers pieces of a disturbing puzzle. Bartó, it appears, is more than just a petty thief—and more dangerous. And what seemed like a minor musical mishap could modulate into a major political catastrophe unless Haydn can find his missing virtuoso.
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​​CAST OF CHARACTERS

 

 

Optional Reading for the Curious

In the Year of Our Lord, 1766

 

HISTORICAL PERSONAGES MENTIONED

Political Figures, In Order of Rank

Her Imperial Majesty, Empress Maria Theresa (Ruled 1740-1780): Archduchess of Austria, Queen of Hungary & Bohemia, daughter of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V and widow of Holy Roman Emperor Francis I. The lure of Joseph Haydn’s music has tempted her to come out of mourning for a state visit to Eisenstadt, a Royal Free Town on the Hungarian side of the river Leitha.

Although technically Dowager Empress of the Holy Roman Empire—only men may be elected rulers of this loose confederation of Habsburg domains and German states—the reins of power for both the Habsburg lands she inherited from her father and the Empire remain firmly in her hands.

 

Archduke Joseph, Emperor Joseph II (Ruled 1780-1790): Maria Theresa’s eldest son, a miserly man of little tact and unfortunately autocratic tendencies. Elected King of the Romans, he automatically became Holy Roman Emperor upon the death of his father in 1765. His mother has appointed him co-regent over the Habsburg Domains as well, but mother and son have a contentious relationship.

And as long as she is alive, the Empress will never fully relinquish control to him or abdicate in his favor. He is referred to by his title of Archduke of Austria in this novel.

 

Ferenc II Rákóczi (1676-1735): A long-dead Prince of Transylvania, who led an uprising against the Habsburgs between the years 1703 and 1711, attempting to free Hungary from Habsburg control and re-unite Transylvania with Royal Hungary. The revolt was led by nobleman like Ferenc II, but the Hungarian peasantry joined in as well.

The Empress’s grandfather, Leopold I, was Emperor at the start of the uprising. By the time it was successfully crushed, her uncle, Joseph I, had ascended the throne for his very brief reign.

 

His Serene Highness, Nikolaus Esterházy, Prince of the Holy Roman Empire: A member of one of the wealthiest and most powerful Hungarian noble families, the Prince is known for his love of splendor. He is also the employer of the composer Joseph Haydn.

Steadfastly loyal to the Habsburgs, the Esterházy family received the hereditary title of Prince of the Holy Roman Empire from the Emperor Leopold I. Their position as court favorites, however, may be jeopardized by Archduke Joseph’s recent rise to power. The Prince hopes the lavish entertainment he has planned for the Empress will induce her to use her influence on his behalf with the Archduke.

 

Count Harrach: A noble family with estates in Haydn’s hometown, Rohrau. They, too, are quite influential in the imperial court. Haydn’s mother worked as their cook.

 

Count Pergen: A man who is helping to develop a vast network of spies and a sophisticated police state for the Archduke Joseph.

 

Peter Ludwig von Rahier, Estates Director: Haydn’s immediate superior in the Esterházy court, Rahier is responsible for the smooth working of the court. He is rather jealous of Haydn’s position in court, though, and takes every opportunity to tread upon the Kapellmeister’s authority.

 

* * *

 

MUSICIANS AND THEIR FAMILIES

Joseph Haydn, Court Kapellmeister to the Esterházy family: Hired by the reigning Prince’s older brother, Paul, Haydn has quickly become a composer of international renown. His instrumental works, symphonies, quartets, and concertos, all in the new style, have helped to catapult him to the position of Director of Music to one of the most powerful magnate families in the Austrian court. The court newspaper hails him as the “Darling of the Nation.”

 

Maria Anna: Haydn’s wife. Known for her shrewish temper and her extravagance with his money, she has little interest in music, in general, or in her husband’s work. Haydn has been known to remark that he could have been an innkeeper at one of the many heurige (wine-taverns) that dot the countryside for all she cares.

 

Johann: The Kapellmeister’s youngest brother, a singer in the Esterházy chapel. Although a capable singer, Johann is no virtuoso, leaving him free to act as his older brother’s assistant in many capacities. He is also staunchly loyal to Haydn, and serves to preserve the peace between his older brother and sister-in-law.

 

Michael: Haydn’s, pompous, slightly belligerent middle brother. A composer, like Haydn, Michael is employed at the court of the Archbishop of Salzburg. He is better known for his sacred compositions.

 

Mathias: Haydn’s father, now dead, God rest his soul. He was a wheelwright in the small market-town of Rohrau, and was later appointed a local magistrate of the area.

 

Leopold Mozart: Michael’s colleague in Salzburg, and father of the little genius, Wolfgang.

 

Wolfgang Mozart, Wolferl: The little genius from Salzburg whose performance on the keyboard and violin and whose compositions are taking Europe by storm.

 

Oboist Zacharias Pohl and cellist Xavier Marteau: In real life, two of Haydn’s best musicians. An ill-fated bar-fight between the two resulted in the oboist losing his right eye, causing an eternal enmity between the two men. Minor characters in the novel.

 

Luigi Tomasini: A virtuoso violinist, Haydn’s trusted friend and Konzertmeister. Unfortunately for Haydn, he is on loan to the court of the Archduke Joseph in Vienna, a move engineered by the Estates Director to curry favor with the new Emperor.

 

Gregor Werner: Haydn’s predecessor until his death in May 1766.

 

* * *

 

FICTITIOUS CHARACTERS

Albert: The Estates Director’s nephew, Albert is a violinist of little talent, whom Haydn is compelled to employ.

 

Bartó Daboczi: A violinist formerly employed at the court of the Archbishop of Salzburg, Bartó arrived in Eisenstadt a few months back to take on the position of principal violinist and temporary Konzertmeister. His immense talents barely make up for a surly temperament.

 

Count Nádasdy: Haydn’s friend, also a powerful Hungarian magnate and distantly related to the Esterházys. He was the impetus behind the string quartets the Kapellmeister is so famous for.

 

Herr Hipfl: Eisenstadt’s barber-surgeon, a man who, in addition to cutting hair, performs surgical operations. Since the unpleasant tasks of examining corpses and performing autopsies are consigned to barber-surgeons, he also serves as the small town’s medical examiner.

 

Herr Groer: Bürgermeister, or mayor, of the Royal Free town of Eisenstadt, his authority is circumscribed by that of His Serene Highness who acts as High Sheriff of the county. And thanks to Archduke Joseph and Count Pergen, it is also constrained by the Police Commissioner.

 

Herr Lichtenegger: Police Commissioner (PC) of Eisenstadt, he reports directly to Count Pergen. Ordinarily small towns are not assigned their own PCs, but the Prince, in a zealous effort to go along with the Archduke Joseph’s reforms, insisted the little Hungarian town have one assigned to it.

 

Lorenzo: Principal of the second violinists, he had hoped to be promoted to acting Konzertmeister in the absence of Luigi Tomasini.

 

Niklas: Principal cellist and new father. The Kapellmeister and his wife are godparents to the cellist’s son. The infant’s christening ceremony is to take place shortly before the imperial visit.

 

Greta: A buxom, blond all-purpose maid assigned to the musicians and artists at court.

 

Rosalie Szabó: A pretty maid from the Kapellmeister’s hometown of Rohrau, and Greta’s friend. She obtained her position as all-purpose maid to the musicians and artists by virtue of Haydn’s recommendation. Her mother, too, worked as a cook in Count Harrach’s kitchen.

 

Sándor Szabó: Rosalie’s brother, an extraordinarily gifted violinist, but discouraged from pursuing his musical interests by his parents, who wish a more secure living for him.


 

 

 

​​OVERTURE

 

 

On a chilly December morning in the year 1766, the inhabitants of the little town of Eisenstadt bustle about in a state of feverish anticipation. Eisenstadt might be no different from any other obscure free town in Royal Hungary; too insignificant to merit a spot on the postal route. Nevertheless, it has drawn the attention of the entire Empire upon itself.

The widowed Empress Maria Theresa is to grace the little town in her Hungarian domains with a visit in three weeks; bringing to an end a year-long period of mourning for her beloved husband.

But the man whom the town credits for this remarkable event is at this very moment beginning to fear something might go amiss in the weeks to come.


 

 

 

​​CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The sound of two violins, a cello, and a bass playing a section from a string quartet wafted out from the open window of the Music Room of the Esterházy Castle. Franz Joseph Haydn—resplendent in his livery of blue and gold—waved his baton.

He was still waving it when the music came to an abrupt close.

“No, Bartó! No!” Haydn shook his head, baton suspended in mid-air. “The phrase continues there. Your solo begins on that note.” He tapped the sheet music on his ornate silver stand with his baton.

The expression on the faces of Haydn’s second violinist, the bearded cellist, and the youthful blond bass player mirrored his own exasperation. They had played the same phrase twenty times at least, and his principal violinist, Bartó Daboczi, recently appointed to the post, had made the same mistake every time.

Bartó put his violin down, his thin lips compressed into a stubborn line. “Herr Kapellmeister, I do not understand.”

Quite forgetting he was wearing a wig, Haydn dragged his hand through its locks, pushing it so it sat askew on his head. God grant him patience! At this rate, they would never be ready for the imperial visit.

“What is it you fail to understand, Bartó?” Haydn strove to keep his voice down. The Estates Director, hearing their voices raised in argument earlier, had already availed himself of one opportunity to read them a lecture on decorum. Haydn was determined not to give him any more.

“Why must this new phrase begin here, Herr Kapellmeister?” Bartó jabbed a finger at the score. “It is the middle of the measure.”

“Yes, Bartó, that is the middle of the measure,” Haydn conceded the point. He dabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief, wishing he could dispense with propriety and, like his musicians, relieve himself of his jacket and waistcoat. Arguing with his principal violinist could make even a cold day such as this seem unbearably warm.

“But that is the beauty of the piece, you see. Your solo begins on the very note on which the four instruments playing in unison ends.”

Bartó folded his arms and sat back in his chair, staring impassively at Haydn. “And what purpose does it serve, Herr Kapellmeister, to begin my solo on the same note?”

The cellist and the bass player muttered impatiently. But Lorenzo, the second violinist, had clearly reached the end of his tether.

“Ach, you dolt!” he growled, grabbing the music off the stand. He thrust the score before his colleague, and prodded at the offending note. “Don’t you see your solo develops the theme from the section before in which we all play together?”

Bartó was on his feet in an instant. “Whom do you think you’re calling a dolt, you idiot!” He thrust his face close to the second violinist, his clenched fist inches away from the other man’s jaw. “What can you know of composition, you talent-less donkey?”

“That is enough, Bartó!” Haydn braced himself against the principal violinist. How had the two men come so easily to blows?

Bartó struggled to move toward Lorenzo, who was rising to his feet, a murderous expression on his face. But Haydn kept his hand firmly on his principal violinist’s chest, pushing his second violinist back into his chair at the same time.

“You are musicians and officers of the court, gentlemen. Endeavor to behave as such.”

He took a deep breath, aware that his second violinist was staring at him, expecting him to hold his ground. But the Kapellmeister had no desire to continue the argument.

“Very well, Bartó. If it will allow you to play the piece better, we can move the note to the next measure.” He took a silver pen out of his pocket to make the changes.

Bartó, seeming mollified at this capitulation to his demand, sat down. He adjusted the ruby ring on his forefinger, and put his violin under his chin.

“Let us play through the entire piece now, Herr Kapellmeister. I think you will agree it sounds much better.”

The Kapellmeister did nothing of the sort, but, in the interests of preserving the peace, said not a word in reply. The session over, the musicians began to file out of the room, but Lorenzo lingered by the door.

“There was no need to yield to him, Herr Kapellmeister,” he said. “What is it about him that makes you so tolerant of his behavior? He is just asking to be dismissed, and you know it!” He stared Haydn squarely in the eye, then left.

 

* * *

 

“How long you will continue to tolerate his behavior is the better question.”

Haydn, about to close the door, spun around in the direction of the voice. Peter von Rahier, elegantly clad as always, leaned against a marble figurine, his arms crossed. How long had the Estates Director been standing in the hallway?

Rahier, his arms still folded, came forward. “We all know why you tolerate it.”

He walked past Haydn into the Music Room, stopped to inspect the fortepiano for dust, and turned around.

“You begin to recognize the importance of his talents to the success of our upcoming program, then?” Haydn stood near the doorway, an eyebrow raised in mock surprise.

““Do not quibble with me, Herr Kapellmeister. You know exactly what I mean. It is because the man came armed with references from your brother in Salzburg that you hired him in the first place. And now, despite his intolerable attitude, you are willing to keep him on.”

“The question of hiring a violinist would never have arisen, if Tomasini were here.”

It was at the Estates Director’s advice that the Prince had loaned Haydn’s Konzertmeister to the Archduke Joseph, the Empress’s son and co-regent. It was a temporary absence, but it had come at a most inopportune moment, the Empress having already consented to the Prince’s invitation to undertake the journey of thirty miles or more from the capital, Vienna.

The Estates Director sniffed. “The Archduke specifically asked for your Konzertmeister. To ignore his request at any time would be unthinkable. More so now that he is Holy Roman Emperor… But the subtleties of cultivating political favor are completely lost on you, are they not, Herr Kapellmeister?

“As for Tomasini—he is not the only virtuoso in the Empire. All you had to do was hire another man. How difficult could that be?”

“And, so I did.” Haydn’s grip tightened on the door handle. “Bartó was the only applicant whose abilities came even close to Tomasini’s.”

“Pah!” The Estates Director dismissed this with a contemptuous motion of his hand. “You know full well that my nephew could have filled the position admirably. Why you wouldn’t hire him is beyond me!”

Rahier’s nephew? In the position of principal violinist? Haydn almost choked at the thought. A deferential cough behind him saved him the necessity of a response.

“Dietzl?” Haydn hoped the harassed expression on his horn player’s features had nothing to do with his principal violinist.

“It is Bartó, Herr Kapellmeister”—The principal violinist’s name brought forth a loud snort from the Estates Director—“He insists upon keeping every score in the Rehearsal Room, and—”

“If these are scores for the upcoming program, that is quite all right, Dietzl.” Haydn steered the horn player into the hallway, conscious of Rahier’s gaze boring into the back of his head.

“Your violinist’s behavior grows increasingly insupportable, Herr Kapellmeister.” The Estates Director had noiselessly advanced across the room to the door. “And your tolerance of it even more so.”

Haydn forced himself to stay calm. “It is only—” he began to say, but was interrupted.

“I have made no mention of his conduct to the Prince.” Rahier brushed a speckle of dust from the ruffles of his fine linen shirt. “But”—he turned his attention from his ruffles to Haydn, his pale blue eyes meeting the composer’s in a steady gaze—“I cannot promise to stay silent for very long.”

 

* * *

 

Haydn had no trouble pushing the Estates Director’s words out of his mind, but Lorenzo’s remarks had left him discomfited. He sat down at his desk, drawing toward him the last of the set of baryton trios he was composing for the Prince.

The faint breeze from the open window carried the sound of the Bürgermeister’s rich baritone singing the arpeggios he had assigned him: “Do Mi So Mi Do.” In the distance, he could hear the soft, melodious strains of the barber-surgeon’s violin. Even the most unmusical of the townspeople was able to take simple directions without argument, but Bartó…

A loud outburst reverberated through the hallway beyond the Music Room. Haydn was on his feet in an instant.

God in Heaven! Whatever was the matter now? Could Bartó get along with no one?

He rushed into the Rehearsal Room, aghast to see chairs lying overturned before him and violin cases strewn all over the blue and gold patterned marble floor.

Bartó struggled to wrench a beautiful amber-colored instrument out of Lorenzo’s hands.”How often must I tell you to keep your paws off my belongings?”

“Enough!” Haydn stepped between the two men just as Lorenzo wrested the violin out of the principal violinist’s hands. “That Stadlmann is no longer yours.”

The corners of Lorenzo’s mouth twitched at the Kapellmeister’s words. Like every other member of the orchestra, Bartó had been obliged to sell his violin, crafted by the finest luthiers in the Empire, to the Esterházy family. The requirement was common enough among noble families of sufficient means to command an orchestra. But the principal violinist had treated it like an imposition he had never encountered elsewhere.

Bartó glared at the second violinist. “My contract—”

“Your contract”—Haydn’s voice was firm—“only allows you to buy it back if you choose to leave at the end of your period of service or are dismissed.”

Bartó had insisted the clause be added to his contract, and Haydn regretted giving in on that point. It had only encouraged Bartó to regard the violin as his own; and, along with his usually churlish behavior toward his colleagues, spurred them on into baiting him. One or the other musician would bring out the gray case with its embroidered emblem, taking care to call Bartó’s attention to his actions as the second violinist must have just done.

“And you will be dismissed if your unmannerly conduct continues,” Haydn added, but it was an idle threat. His principal violinist knew it, for his cantankerous behavior continued without respite.

 

* * *

 

Evening had turned to dusk by the time Haydn was ready to leave. The musicians had all departed. Haydn began to put his scores into his leather case, preparing to set out when a knock on the door startled him. He turned slowly around.

God forbid it should be Bartó! The man’s broad, dark features and the ruby ring he constantly fiddled with were getting to be quite tiresome.

But it was his second violinist who strode into the room, his face beaming with pride.

“Herr Kapellmeister! I’ve mastered the rhythm and articulation for the solo in the quartet we played this morning. May I show you?”

Haydn set his scores down, and smiled. “Yes, of course, Lorenzo.”

His second violinist, although lacking the technical prowess that enabled Bartó to dazzle his listeners, was always eager to improve upon his limited capabilities.

“Let me accompany you.” Haydn seated himself at his Schantz fortepiano, and opened the lid.

Before Lorenzo could begin the solo, however, the door opened again. Bartó, standing at the entrance, his violin tucked under his arm, peered out into the hallway, and then softly closed the door behind him. He took a few paces into the room, apparently oblivious to the presence of both the Kapellmeister and the second violinist.

“Bartó! Is there something you need?”

The Kapellmeister’s voice brought the principal violinist to a precipitous halt. After a moment’s hesitation, he spun around.

“There you are, Herr Kapellmeister.” Bartó attempted a smile. “I have a quest—” He stopped short at the sight of Lorenzo. A frown replaced his smile.

“What is he doing here?” The principal violinist turned to face Haydn, his lips pressed into an obdurate line.

“Surely, that is none of your affair—” Haydn began, but Bartó’s harsh voice broke in before he could say another word.

“How can it not concern me when that dolt”—Bartó thrust his bow at the second violinist—“conspires at every turn to usurp my position?”

Lorenzo rolled his eyes, but fortunately kept silent.

“Your accusation is ridiculous!” What had gotten into his principal violinist, Haydn wondered. “Lorenzo was only demonstrating his ability to play one of the violin solos.”

“And my willingness,” Lorenzo added, his lips broadening into a mischievous grin, “to play it just as the Kapellmeister has written the piece.”

Haydn caught his second violinist’s eye, and imperceptibly shook his head. He sympathized with his musicians’ desire to bait Bartó—Lorenzo was not the only one—but he could ill-afford any strife among his men so close to the imperial visit. He certainly could not afford to lose Bartó.

Bartó’s features darkened. “Your willingness to thwart me at every turn, more like it.” He spat out the words. “You think I fear your willingness?” He came closer to the second violinist, his bow stabbing at Lorenzo’s chest.

“You think your willingness will earn you any favors with the Kapellmeister? Your willingness has been pitted against my prowess from the day I came here. God knows, the Kapellmeister sees fit to let you get away with your insolence. But it will yield you nothing, mark my words!”

Lorenzo drew back. “My insolence! I have served longer than both you and the Kapellmeister. But I have always known my place in the orchestra. And I have always abided by the Kapellmeister’s decisions.”

Although he was addressing the principal violinist, Lorenzo’s gaze was directed at Haydn.

Haydn was conscious of a growing sense of discomfort at Lorenzo’s words and at the pain evident in his eyes. His second violinist had expected to take Tomasini’s position during his temporary absence. At the time, Bartó’s mastery of the violin had made him the obvious choice. Lorenzo, despite the length of his service and his unswerving loyalty, had never even been in contention.

His mind struggled to find some words to mitigate his violinist’s wounded feelings, but Lorenzo was already at the door. Watching him leave, Haydn could not but wonder if he had made the right decision.


 

 

 

​​CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Haydn was still mulling over the day’s events when he left the castle grounds that evening. A few minutes’ walk in an easterly direction brought him to the green doors of 82 Klostergasse, the house he had bought that May upon his appointment as Court Kapellmeister. He let himself into the cobblestoned courtyard, too preoccupied to stand outside, as he usually did, and revel in the possession of his first house.

Through the kitchen window, Haydn saw the frail form of his youngest brother, Johann Evangelist. Maria Anna, Haydn’s wife, was ladling out a steaming bowl of stew for her brother-in-law. Haydn made a wry face. He was late yet again for the evening meal.

Maria Anna whipped around the moment Haydn stepped inside the warm kitchen. “Can you never be troubled to come home on time? I have almost run through my entire supply of wood for the winter keeping your meals warm for you.”

“It was work, my dear, and not a perverse desire to exhaust your supply of wood that kept me from home,” Haydn replied, his eyes drawn toward the enormous pile of wood neatly stacked near the stove. It would quite easily last them the entire winter, but he did not think it wise to point that out in her current ill-tempered state. He hung up his coat, took off his wig and set it aside, before joining his brother at the kitchen table.

Maria Anna thumped down a bowl of stew before Haydn. “Your brother manages to come home on time,” she grumbled.

Haydn forbore to speak. As always, his wife sought to clang against him like a discordant note. As always, he refused to be drawn in.

Johann looked up from his bowl, and stepped in as always to dissolve any hint of dissonance. “That is not a fair comparison, sister-in-law. With all the preparations for the Empress’s visit, my duties have been rather light these past few weeks. Why, we have sung the same mass at every service, the Prince shows so little interest in sacred music!”

This was not entirely true, and Maria Anna’s muffled snort and the skeptical glance she gave her brother-in-law out of the corner of her eyes suggested she was well aware he did more than sing at church services. He was indispensable to the opera director, and Haydn himself relied on Johann’s assistance in training singers, arranging works, and making necessary changes to compositions. His younger brother had even on occasion conducted the orchestra during rehearsals.

Maria Anna opened her mouth to speak, but Johann had already turned toward Haydn. “I hear Bartó’s behavior grows more outrageous every day,” he said, his eyes warm with sympathy.

Haydn closed his eyes. The mere thought of his principal violinist grated on his every nerve like an out-of-tune violin. But his brother’s invitation to unburden himself was such a balm to his sore feelings, he could contain himself no longer.

“The man must be losing his mind! Do you know he accused my second violinist of scheming to take his position?”

He would have said more, but Maria Anna looked up from the loaf of bread she was slicing. Her knife made a sharp clack against the wooden board. “Well, then dismiss him! I am tired of having to hear of that Bartó’s doings all day.”

“Why, what have you heard?” The words burst out of Haydn’s lips. It was so unlike his wife to take note of anything pertaining to his music or his musicians. She had long since ceased to feign an interest in either.

Maria Anna flung her arm toward the window.”The way the townspeople keep bringing their complaints to me, they must think I share your duties with you!”

“But what has Bartó done?” Haydn asked again. When Maria Anna remained silent, he turned toward Johann.

“Apparently, he has threatened the Bürgermeister with dire consequences if the ‘old fool,’ as Bartó calls him, continues to spy on him,” Johann replied.

“Why would he think Herr Groer wants to spy on him? That is absurd!” As he pictured the jovial, apple-cheeked Bürgermeister, the absurdity of the situation struck Haydn with even greater force.

“Oh, who can know what your violinist’s motives are!” Maria Anna’s knife sliced the air with an impatient whoosh as she flicked her wrist up. “Herr Groer saw him hurrying by, and asked him whether he was going for his usual walk in the woods. Whereupon Bartó turned upon him, fists raised. Herr Groer said he quailed at the malevolent glint in his eyes.”

Haydn grunted. “More evidence the man is losing his mind. Why, no one goes into those woods.”

“In all likelihood,” Johann said, “he was headed in the direction of that wine tavern in Kleinhöflein he enjoys frequenting. Gerhard, the owner, refuses to let him in now.”

It was not news Haydn had been aware of, but the reason could not be clearer. “I can well believe it. What fool would ply a disputatious man with wine? It would only exacerbate his quarrelsome nature.”

Maria Anna put a few slices of bread and a hunk of cheese on a plate, and pushed it toward Haydn. “I doubt Gerhard’s reasons have anything to do with the effect of his wine on your violinist.”

Haydn, about to bring a spoonful of stew to his mouth, put it down again at her words. He and Johann exchanged a glance, but Maria Anna, apparently quite oblivious of the effect of her words, went to the cupboard opposite the stove to get out another plate.

“What could you have meant by that?” Haydn addressed his wife’s back

Maria Anna turned around with a plate in her hand. “Oh, you have your nose forever buried in your music, husband, and can see no farther than the notes on the page.” She sniffed disparagingly. “You never should have hired that man. The fact that he is a Hungarian should have told you all you needed to know.”

“I hire men on the basis of their musical ability, not their nationality.” His wife understood nothing of music, still less the intricacies of his position. But when had that ever stopped her from expressing an opinion, however wrongheaded? “Besides, what have you against the Hungarians?”

“They are disputatious like your violinist. They loathe the people of Austria. And, though your violinist may be excused on this count, they tend to follow Luther.” Maria Anna held out a thumb, her forefinger and third finger as she enumerated the diverse vices of the Hungarian race.

“Not every Hungarian is hostile toward Austrians,” Johann protested. “No one could be more loyal to the Empress than the Prince. Or a more staunch supporter of the Empire.”

Haydn fought the urge to smile. Maria Anna disliked being contradicted. But it was not a fact that could be refuted. One would be hard put to find a single Hungarian magnate who resented the protection of the Habsburgs. Their employer, Nikolaus Esterházy, Prince of the Holy Roman Empire, was no exception.

“His Serene Highness is no follower of Luther, either. He is a devout Catholic,” he added.

Maria Anna glowered at him. “Be that as it may. Your violinist despises Austrians, of that I am quite sure. I heard him myself hurling insults at the barber-surgeon. A toady, that is what your violinist called the barber-surgeon. A servile Austrian toady without a backbone.”

The brief good humor Haydn had enjoyed dissipated at her words. “It is bad enough that Bartó cannot get along with his colleagues. Why must he antagonize the townspeople as well? What can he possibly have against our Herr Hipfl?”

If only he had no need of a virtuoso like Bartó. The situation called for a reprimand. But it would have to be issued with the utmost restraint. Or, his violinist might simply leave. Not that Haydn believed he would. Still, it was best not to test Bartó’s resolve given his veiled threats of late.

His fingers tightened around his spoon. “I cannot imagine what Michael was thinking when he referred him to us! I would dismiss the man this very instant if it were not for Her Majesty’s visit.”

Maria Anna looked at her husband out of the corner of her eyes. “Are you certain it is only the Empress’s visit that keeps you from getting rid of your troublesome violinist?”

Haydn searched her countenance. Was there a veiled insinuation in her words? “What other reason is there to keep him on?”

Maria Anna merely shrugged. Haydn turned to face Johann. His brother, at least, could be trusted to be honest with him.

But Johann’s eyes slid away. He shifted uneasily in his seat. “The Estates Director has put it about town that you refuse to dismiss Bartó because he was sent to us by Michael,” he said eventually.

“Is that all?” The move was typical of Herr Rahier, Haydn thought. An attempt to force his hand, no doubt. “I ought to have known he wouldn’t be content with making the accusation to my face. I trust the townspeople know me better than to think a brother’s recommendation is all it would take to hire someone!”

 

* * *

 

Rosalie Szabó, the newest addition to the palace staff, inched down the hallway, eyes glued to the black and gold patterned floor. Her arms ached from the strain of carrying a heavy silver tray piled high with breakfast dishes. Unable to see over the mound of dishes, she peered around the side, and placed one foot before the other with extreme care.

She heard the West Wing doors slam open. But by the time she discerned the figure storming toward her, it was too late. All she saw was a brown blur as the form collided into her. The tray slipped out of her arms, and crashed to the floor.

“Master Bartó!” Rosalie cried, surveying the broken china in dismay. Brown streaks of coffee along with remnants from the musicians’ breakfast stained the floor.

But Bartó had already brushed past the palace maid. “Out of my way, you stupid girl!” He rubbed at the coffee stains on his white stockings, and hurtled on to the staircase as though the devil were at his heels.

Rosalie’s violet eyes darkened. Really, Master Bartó’s rudeness knew no bounds! She might be just a maid, but was it too much to expect a modicum of courtesy from the principal violinist? She sniffed. But for the gift of music, Master Bartó would be a mere servant no different from herself.

She had overheard him boasting to one of the other musicians of the patents of nobility he had bought for his family with the gulden he earned from his music.

“A tall tale, if ever I heard one,” she muttered, as she bent down to pick up the shards of painted ceramic. “He must believe it, he gives himself such airs! Oh, just look at this mess!”

She was about to go in search of a dustpan and mop when the Estates Director emerged from his office. The noise from her collision with the principal violinist must have reached his ears. She might’ve known it would, the man had such sharp ears!

Rahier threw her a look of icy contempt, then surveyed the mess around her with growing disgust.

“That will be a gulden out of your salary every month until you have repaid the price of those dishes you were so careless with. The Kapellmeister’s favor may have obtained this position for you. Do not think to retain it by his favor alone. Any more such clumsy incidents, and you will be dismissed without a reference.”

It would be pointless to protest, Rosalie knew, that this was the first such incident. And not her fault either. She made a face behind the Estates Director’s back as he strode away. Herr Rahier needed but the slightest excuse to dismiss her, and she was determined not to give it to him. She swept the mess onto a dustpan, mopped the floor clean, and set the few pieces of china that had survived the fall back on her tray.

She was making her way to the kitchen when she saw the tall, broad figure of a stranger before her. He peered first to the right, then to the left as he walked slowly backward.

Rosalie tried to step aside to avoid him, but as the stranger swung around, he almost knocked the tray out of her arms. She gasped as a pair of muscular arms reached out to clasp her and the tray.

“Ach, what a clumsy dummkopf I am, Fräulein!” The man grinned ruefully down at Rosalie, his handsome features wearing an expression of regret. “I can’t apologize enough for my blundering behavior.”

Rosalie found herself gazing into a pair of blue eyes with a merry glint in them. “It’s quite all right—” She bit her tongue. She had been about to address him as “Mein Herr,” a salutation reserved only for the gentry.

This man, judging by his rough garb, was a peasant like herself. Even so, he was more deserving of a “Mein Herr” than that coxcomb Master Bartó!

“No, no, Fräulein. My carelessness could have cost you your job if you hadn’t masterfully saved that beautiful china from dropping to the floor.” He shook his thick mane of chestnut brown hair. “What a big, bungling lummox I am, to be sure! You’re not hurt, I hope?” He regarded the maid with concern. “Here, let me help you with these dishes.”

He took the tray from Rosalie, and followed her to the kitchen. “I am quite lost in this huge palace,” he confessed. “My friend has mentioned the Esterházy family’s enormous fortune. Their magnificent palace. But nothing could have prepared me for this.” His head turned in a slow sweep around the exquisitely patterned wallpaper, the ornate vases of jade and brass, the intricately carved tables. “Such grandeur! No words can adequately describe it.”

“Does your friend work here—” Rosalie stopped herself just in time. She had been about to address him as “Mein Herr,” yet again. What was the matter with her?

 

* * *

 

In the Music Room upstairs, Haydn sat deep in thought at his Schantz fortepiano. Should he dispense with Bartó’s services or not? The question preoccupied his mind as his fingers moved idly over the keys. The melody was one he recalled singing with his childhood companions in the market-town of Rohrau: “La Ti Do Ti La, La Ti Do Mi Ti Do La.”

He had apologized to the townspeople. But was an apology sufficient to quell the rumors of favoritism the Estates Director had spread about town? Haydn’s third finger struck and held down “Mi” with unusual force, disrupting the rhythm of the tune. His rebuke to Bartó—too mild to be called that, he supposed—had done no good at all.

Any other Kapellmeister, Haydn was quick to realize, would have instantly dismissed a musician for the kind of belligerent behavior Bartó persisted in exhibiting. But the Esterházy orchestra, while it numbered a great many capable musicians, had none who quite matched Bartó’s expertise. Haydn would have to hire another virtuoso, and where was one to be found at such short notice in the small town of Eisenstadt?

The sound of Bartó’s raucous voice drifted in to the room. Jolted out of his thoughts, Haydn swung around to face the open window.

Bartó was supposed to be in the Rehearsal Room with the rest of the orchestra practicing the violin concerto that would greet the Empress upon her arrival. What in God’s name was the first violinist doing outside the castle grounds?

Haydn pushed his piano bench back, the force causing the brass fittings on its legs to scrape against the marble floor. He strode toward the window and thrust the burgundy curtains aside.

The window of the Music Room gave on to the undulating landscape dotted with vineyards at the foot of the Leitha Mountains. Haydn could see a part of the town to his right. Beyond the town, far in the distance, the waters of Lake Neusiedl glimmered on the horizon.

He propped himself against the window sill with his hands, and leaned out as far as he could. But the wide stone ledge skirting the window obstructed his view. He could see neither Bartó nor his companion.

The first violinist was speaking in lowered tones, even so his words were audible to the Kapellmeister.

“It is no fault of my own, I am sure. What can I do if the Kapellmeister chooses to dismiss me?”

Haydn was taken aback as much at the querulous note he detected in Bartó’s voice as at his words.

“Then you had best make sure you remain in his favor,” his companion responded in a manner that sounded vaguely forbidding. Haydn thought he had heard the voice before, but try as he might he could not place it.

“There is too much at stake…” were the next words Haydn heard, although they were so faintly uttered, he could not be sure of either the words or who had spoken them. The men must have walked on for despite straining his ears to the utmost, Haydn failed to discern the rest of the conversation.

He stood still for a time, contemplating the landscape outside. The snippet he had overheard set a welter of thoughts jostling in his head. What mischief was Bartó up to now? Nothing in his conduct had suggested to the Kapellmeister that his principal violinist feared for his position. Quite the contrary, in fact.

He heard the slow, heavy rumble of wheels coming to a halt on the cobblestoned inner courtyard. His brain absently identified the sound as that of the mail coach from the Esterházy station in Groβhöflein, where the postal coach dropped off letters bound for Eisenstadt.


 

 

 

​​CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Some time before the mail coach arrived, Rosalie stood over the kitchen sink, her thoughts on the man she had encountered in the hallway. They had chatted for a while after he carried her tray into the kitchen for her, and put the dishes in the sink.

Such a friendly man. So very polite. Why, he would’ve addressed her as Fräulein Szabó if she hadn’t stopped him! How someone as churlish as Master Bartó could have won the friendship of a man like that, she didn’t know. There were not two people in the world more unlike each other than those two.

He seemed to know exactly who she was. Only because Master Bartó spoke so often of her, he’d explained. But Rosalie found that hard to believe. The principal violinist’s manner toward her, on the rare occasions that he acknowledged her presence, was nothing other than brusque. She was sure Master Bartó’s friend was…

Lying?

Rosalie brought her head up so sharply, the muscles in her neck almost cracked. She gazed out the kitchen window, her large violet eyes shrouded in uncertainty. Was it possible? But why lie about such a trivial matter?

Besides, how else could he have known so much about her? He knew she was from Rohrau. Just like the Kapellmeister. Who else but Master Bartó could have told him that? She didn’t think he knew anyone else from the palace.

She considered the nameless man. Now, that was strange, too. He had asked for her name, but not given her one in return. Why not?

And now that she thought about it, there was something odd about his person, too. Rosalie couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. Her mind brought up an image of the peasant with his immense height, his boyish good looks, and charming smile.

A peasant? That was it! His clothes were such as any peasant might wear. Coarse gray-green coat and trousers of serviceable loden. Plain linen shirt. A rough wool cloak. She’d thought he was from Master Bartó’s hometown. A simple peasant. But now, she wasn’t so sure.

She’d thought nothing of it when he asked to meet the principal violinist beyond the castle grounds. Convinced it was a matter of some urgency, she had hurried straight up to deliver the message to Master Bartó. Now she wished she had gone to the Kapellmeister instead.

Despite his clothes, the man didn’t seem like a peasant. No more than His Serene Highness would, were he ever to don such garments. Rosalie tried to picture the Prince in the rough, durable garb of a farm-hand. Now, what would mark him as a nobleman even in such rude gear?

She struggled over the question. His speech, perhaps. Or his gait. But she could recall nothing remarkable in either. No distinct feature that set the stranger apart.

If he was really a peasant, why had he…? Well



















































































