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Prelude

 

 

WEST TEXAS   - Early Spring
1995

 

The elderly gentleman pushed back one of the
bothersome locks of wispy, white hair and shook his head slowly as
he opened the heavy door of the cramped glass and steel control
booth.  Behind him, in cool, air-conditioned silence, an
intricate array of lighted electronic panels, digital displays,
oscillating graphs and readouts looked like something straight out
of a late night Sci-Fi movie.  A gust of super-cold air rushed
past his ears along with a babble of seemingly incomprehensible
voices speaking French, English, Italian, German and Spanish in a
cacophony of confusion.  He stayed back near the door to avoid
being trampled by the scurrying crowd of medics, technicians and
company executives all dressed in surgical blues replete with masks
and gloves.  All, that is, except for one.  A strikingly
beautiful blonde woman standing aloof, oblivious to the activity
around her, but critically attentive to the object of everyone’s
concern.  Her clear blue eyes betrayed just a touch of
coldness in contrast to the blood red rose adorning the lapel of
her perfectly tailored white suit.  She could have been
twenty-five, thirty-five or any where in between.  No lines or
creases marred her face, only her elevated position with the
company and her air of complete control indicated her age to be
more the latter than the former.  She turned her head slightly
as if the old man’s stare distracted her and nodded to him ever so
slightly.  He returned the acknowledgement with a stiff little
bow and an unseen shudder then turned his attention to the center
of the low-ceilinged room where the last reverberations of a
high-pitched whine were dwindling along with the level of
conversation as everyone seemed to pause simultaneously waiting for
the cold fog swirling about the room to dissipate.  The old
gentleman squinted to see through the mist beyond the coiled rows
of conduit encircling a depression in the center of the
room. 

All commotion ceased as a figure began to
emerge slowly from the depths of the fog, awkwardly backing up a
ladder attached to the inside of the conduits.  At the top of
the ladder, he stepped carefully over the frost-covered coils
feeling his way with his booted feet on a raised metal platform
where a team of masked medics waited with a surgical gurney. 
The man wore a long, wool overcoat and a black tricorne hat. 
He stooped under the weight of what proved to be the seemingly
unconscious form of someone wearing what appeared to be a white
nightgown.  A second man’s head also adorned with a tri-corn
hat appeared above the coils laboring with the gowned figure’s
legs.  As the threesome cleared the top of the coils, it
became very apparent that their burden was not at all unconscious,
but very much awake and very much unhappy with the entire
situation.

The old man smiled sadly as he picked up
several muffled curses directed at the two booted men.  It was
his native language, German.  The old man edged forward,
concentrating his attention, trying to see the man’s face.

Everyone in the circular room burst into a
renewed flurry of activity.  The medics helped to secure the
man on the gurney strapping his arms and legs down with Velcro
fasteners.  As soon as the gurney reached the bottom of the
ramp, an agitated crew of technicians, medics and doctors
immediately blocked the view.  The two oddly dressed men were
left standing on the platform, forgotten in the melee.  It was
impossible to catch a glimpse of the patient.  Everyone was
talking at once and the old man’s ears were again bombarded with
half a dozen different languages.  He took two more steps
forward.

“BP: ninety over forty.” A
female voice called out.

“Respiration: rapid,
shallow.” A different voice announced.

“Temp: one zero four point
four.” A male voice intoned almost simultaneously with the
last.

A tall man wearing glasses over the top of
his surgical mask stood at the head of the gurney, apparently the
doctor in charge.  He issued orders left and right as he bent
over to peer at the patient’s head.  The medics shifted
positions in response to the doctor’s orders to begin attaching
various monitors and intravenous tubing to the patient’s arms,
chest and head.

The elderly man watching the excitement
brushed back the vexatious wisp of hair subconsciously and stepped
closer as the undulating crowd cleared a bit exposing the patient’s
face for the first time.  The unhappy center of attention did
not appear to be very old, at least not as old as some who had
passed through this way before; however, it was impossible to
accurately judge his age due to the hideous swelling and
discoloration of his face.  His long, blonde hair lay in
disheveled strands about his head and his large gray eyes were
sunken above dark circles.  It was clearly evident that he was
suffering from some dreadful disease, which had taken a terrible
toll on his physical appearance.  The old man winced; he had
not expected him to look so bad even though he knew he would have
been ill for quite some time.

The patient blinked at the bright lights
above the gurney in confusion and fear, then suddenly turned to
look directly at the old man who now stood not more than three feet
away.  The feverish gray eyes sent an almost electric shock
through the old man causing him to catch his breath.  A nurse
stepped between them blocking the view momentarily.  When she
moved again, he saw that the patient was still looking at him and
realized that the man was trying to speak to him.  He could
contain himself no longer.

“Stille, sag’ ich!” He
shouted in German clearly angry.

The old man’s outburst startled the crew into
silence as they turned to look at him in disbelief.

He raised one gnarled hand to point at the
man on the gurney.

“Let him speak!” He said in
heavily accented English.

The patient’s eyes were still locked on the
old man.

“Wo bin ich?” His voice was
scratchy and barely audible.

The medics looked at each other frowning.

“Ist’s Fantasie.” He
continued with difficulty “du ich noch lebe?  Sag mir, der
lustiger freund, wer du seist?”

The old man smiled through tears in his eyes
as he recognized the familiar words.

“Fantasie, nein.  Der
Vogelfanger bin ich ja...” He answered the patient’s question with
the proper response.

The blonde man turned his eyes back toward
the ceiling.  He was actually laughing though not loudly
enough to hear clearly.

“What?!” The doctor
recovered his own voice and glared at the old man.  “What did
he say?  What did you tell him?”

The old man smiled and shrugged.

“He vanted to know vere he
iss and who am I.”

“Well, what did you tell
him?!” The doctor demanded again.

“I tolt him he iss not
dreaming and I told him that I am the bird catcher,” the old man
smiled at the irritated doctor.

“Frieda!” The doctor
directed his attention to the blonde woman still standing in the
background.  “Get this fellow out of here!  I have work
to do!”  He nodded his head toward the elderly man.

Without further ado, the doctor went back to
his examination.  The old man brushed the tears from his
cheeks and turned to face the woman who smiled at him and beckoned
to him to join her.  He walked slowly toward the doors leading
from the cold, concrete room.  Perhaps this one would make
them sorry that they had tampered with the works of God. 
Perhaps this one would be the key to his own future.

“Albert?” The one called
Frieda caught up with him in the brightly-lit corridor outside the
chamber.  “You should know better than that, my
friend.”

She slipped her arm under his as they
continued down the hall.  He simply sighed and did not
respond.

“We really should spend more
time together, you and I.” She said pleasantly.  “We have a
lot in common, you know.”

Another shudder passed through his soul.

 

 






Adagio

 

 

PRINCETON, New Jersey - Late Fall 1997

 

Detective Derek Boswell sat stiffly in the
leather chair in the reception area of the professor’s opulent
office. He was beginning to wonder about his own sanity.  The
convoluted path he had followed on this case was growing more and
more bizarre by the day.  It had started as a routine homicide
investigation, but then things had changed.  It had become
personal when his mother had called him from Dallas inquiring about
the victim.  The girl was the daughter of her friends from
Vienna.  What kind of twist had fate thrown him?  He
travels a thousand miles to get away from Texas and what
happens?  His mother knows his business even in New
York!  But his mother was like that.  She had friends
everywhere.  And what was this business about the strange
company the girl had worked for and why was the FBI and the NSA
interested in his investigation?  If they wanted to handle the
case, then why didn’t they just take it off his hands?  He
frowned inwardly, supposing it was most likely due to the weird
developments concerning certain missing files belonging to the
company which supposedly had something to do with national
security. Of course, they wanted to know everything he knew, but
they wouldn’t tell him anything about what they knew. The big guys
didn’t want to get involved in the homicide investigation. 
They wanted it handled by the local police.  It didn’t make
sense to him, but it was not his job to question the upper
administration.  Now he had come to a sorry pass, trying to
identify the author of a strange letter found in the possession of
the victim.  This line of questioning made him feel foolish,
but he had no other leads.  He should have stayed with the
Texas Rangers! He should have gotten a job as a crop duster! 
He should have…

“Dr. Perkins will see you
now.” The chubby, pink-clad secretary waddled to the ornately
carved oak door and pushed it open to allow the detective to pass
into the professor’s office.

Derek felt uncomfortable in such stuffy
surroundings.  The place reminded him of a funeral parlor and
brought to mind his somewhat limited education.  It smelled of
old furniture polish and cigars, but the man seated behind the
monstrous desk surprised him.  He had expected to see an old,
balding gentleman in a sweater vest and horn-rimmed glasses. 
Instead, a small wiry man with frizzy blonde hair badly in need of
Fantastic Sam’s services rose to extend a bony hand in
greeting.

“Hello, Mr. Boswell.” His
blue eyes danced below a curious frown.  “Ms. Lightner said
you have something you wanted me to see.  Something ‘bizarre’
I believe was the word she used.  I’m a sucker for bizarre
things as you can see.”  He waved one hand about the
room.

Derek glanced about the office.  Where
he expected to find bookshelves full of dusty old volumes, he saw
an eclectic collection of knick-knacks and oddments.  A
pickled tarantula with brilliant turquoise eyes, a musical carousel
decorated with skulls and crossbones, a crystal ball with what
looked like a human eye in the center, a bust of Beethoven in one
corner a full sized terra cotta figure of a Chinese warrior from
some ancient era.

“I see.” Derek nodded. 
“They told me...”

“...to expect anything.” The
professor finished for him.  “Please, sit down.  I only
have a few minutes before I have to be in class.”

Derek sat in a large leather chair in front
of the desk.

“What is it exactly and what
does it have to do with me?” The professor got right to the
point.

“Well, sir.” Derek shuffled
his feet uncomfortably on the carpet like a schoolboy in the
principal’s office.  The assistant curator at the Smithsonian
had warned him not to bother the professor and he was beginning to
wish he had taken the man’s advice.  “Like I told your
secretary, it’s real odd.  I mean it’s actually.... well, you
see.” He bent to retrieve his battered leather tote.  “Better
to let you see it, I guess.”

Derek extracted a document encased in a
plastic sheet protector from his tote and handed it over to the
doctor trying not to hold his breath.  He hoped the good
professor would not laugh in his face quite so loudly as the
assistant curator had done earlier.

Dr. Perkins peered closely at the
document.

“The curator over at the
museum was not impressed.” Derek continued as the professor studied
the item in question.  “You may laugh, too, but I can tell
you, Dr. Perkins, it’s no laughing matter.  What I need to
know is who might have written that thing.  You know, some
crackpot maybe.  Reincarnation freak.  Something like
that?”

The professor opened the drawer of his desk
without taking his eyes off the document and rummaged about before
drawing out a large magnifying glass.  Derek was again
surprised by Dr. Perkins’ apparent interest in the letter.

“This is quite amazing.” Dr.
Perkins said finally looking up at Derek after a protracted
silence.  “May I ask where you found this?”

“I’m investigating a
homicide.  The victim had it in her personal effects. 
I’d really like to question whoever sent this letter to her. 
It’s possible they could shed some light on who might have killed
her.  Whoever he is. I’m not at liberty to tell you much more
than that.  I’m sorry.”

“Hmmm.” The professor
returned his attention to the letter to study the signature at the
bottom of the page.  “I can’t tell you who wrote it, but I can
tell you that whoever it was is certainly talented in the art of
forgery.  He definitely has the handwriting down
perfectly.  Not only the handwriting, also the style, the
grammar... it’s perfect.  And here,” he tapped the signature
“this is astonishing.  Look at that ‘T’!  If I didn’t
know better, I’d think this was an original.”

Derek leaned to look at the specified letter,
but it meant nothing to him.  A ‘T’ was a ‘T’.

“So do you have any ideas at
all?” Derek asked hopefully.  “I mean, have you heard of
anyone who might be forging stuff like this?”

Dr. Perkins seemed oblivious to him.

“This is great!” He glanced
at the wall clock.  “Damn!  I really have to be
going.  Look, do you mind if I keep a copy of it!”

“I’m afraid not.  The
case is still open...”

“Of course, of course. 
Well, send one around when it’s all cleared, eh?”

“Do you think it could be
real?” Derek asked again.

“Oh, no you don’t!” The
professor laughed and stood up.  He began to pick up a clutter
of papers from his desk.  “You’ll not trick me into saying
anything stupid that could wind up in the tabloids.  It’s a
forgery all right, but it’s a good one.  The man’s definitely
a crackpot of some kind.  Maybe, if you find him, you’ll find
your killer, eh?”

“Thank you for your time,
Dr. Perkins.” Derek said somewhat disappointed.  “I’ll be sure
to keep you posted.”

“Please do.” The professor
shook his hand again and then hurried to the door before stopping
and spinning about holding up one hand.  “And please, by the
way, if he can write music, I would like to meet him.”  And
then he was gone.  Derek sighed and stood up.  He would
have to look elsewhere for answers.  Maybe his mother’s
friends in Vienna would have some ideas…

 

 

 






Etude

 

 

VIENNA, AUSTRIA - Early Spring 1999

 

 Maria Elisse Mannheim
stood in front of the class called Music History at the
Conservatory of Music.

“As you know, Wolfgang
Mozart was one of the greatest musical geniuses who ever
lived.  If you read today’s assignment, you learned that he
wrote his first piano concerto at the age of four, his first
symphony at the ripe old age of seven and his first full-scale
opera in Italian at the age of twelve.”

A handsome young Italian student named
Antonio Patrizi waved his hand at the back of the room.

“Yes, Tony.” Elisse took off
her glasses.

“Dr. Mannheim, isn’t it true
that you are an expert, a so-called Mozart scholar?”

“Yes, I suppose some would
consider me an expert.” Elisse admitted reluctantly.

“You are too modest.” He
said in Italian knowing full well that few, if any, of his
classmates understood the language.  Then he continued in
German. “Didn’t you just resolve a long-standing dispute here in
Vienna concerning the authenticity of a letter purportedly written
by Herr Mozart to a friend in Paris which was only recently found
in an attic somewhere in France?”

Elisse had to smile at the seemingly
well-informed young man, but she tried to cut him off.  “Yes,
but that has nothing to do with today’s lecture.  Let’s save
that discussion for another time.”

“It’s a date!” He answered
brightly eliciting several giggles from around the room.

“As I was saying,” Elisse
continued, somewhat embarrassed by his obvious flirting. 
“Wolfgang Mozart was a musical genius whose talent has never been
equaled, though his talent went mostly unappreciated during his
short lifetime.  We are going to listen to a few examples of
his early works completed when he lived with his family in Salzburg
and then we’ll compare them to his later works completed after he
had ventured out on his own here in Vienna.”

Tony Patrizi’s hand shot up again.

Elisse sighed and put her glasses back
on.

“Yes, Tony.” Her aggravation
edged into her voice.

“I took the initiative to
rent the movie Amadeus and I’ve watched it twice,” he announced
proudly this time producing a few groans from his classmates. 
“I’ve come to the conclusion that Antonio Salieri could have
actually been responsible for his death even though I understand
that the movie was not exactly authentic in it’s representation of
the composer’s life.  Of course, I don’t want to implicate a
fellow countryman such as Signori Salieri, but even if Salieri
didn’t do it, someone else could have.  Isn’t it true that
Mozart, himself, mentioned that he thought someone was trying to
poison him?  Do you think it’s possible that he really was
murdered?”

“There is no actual evidence
that anything other than natural causes contributed to his death,”
Elisse had heard all of this many times before and she did not want
Tony to drag the class into another pointless debate.

“But, Dr. Mannheim.” Tony
persisted.  “What about the two men who removed him from his
deathbed on the night before he died?  Who were they?  No
one ever saw Mozart alive again.”

“What two men?” Elisse
frowned at him.

“The two men reportedly sent
by Dr. Sallaba, of course,” he answered.

Antonio looked down at his textbook in
confusion and flipped through the pages to where a picture of a
portrait of Mozart stared up at him.

“Surely you misread the
lesson, Tony.” Elisse smiled.  “Mozart died in his own bed in
his own house.  He wasn’t taken anywhere by
anyone.”

Her statement caused a general stir in the
classroom.  Several students cleared their throats and others
shuffled their books and papers while others exchanged puzzled
glances.

“Pardonne moi.” One of the
French students raised her hand timidly.

“Yes, Claire.” Elisse was
glad for a distraction this time.

“It is here, Madame.” The
girl tapped the textbook opened in front of her and then began to
read in German.  “Two orderlies under the direction of Dr.
Sallaba took the ailing Mozart to the doctor’s home the night of
December 4, 1791 in order that the doctor could more closely
monitor his deteriorating condition.”

Elisse stepped down from the small dais in
front of the class to the nearest desk where she spun the student’s
book around to face her.  There on the page, just as Claire
had read, printed in black ink were the disconcerting words.

“This is wrong.” She
muttered to herself.  She flipped to the copyright page in
front of the book.  It was the very same book she had used for
the last five years.  Only one thing had changed.  The
word ‘revised’ was written under the title.  The book had been
revised the year before.  Elisse was dumbfounded.  How
could this have slipped past her?

“I’m sorry.” She looked up
perplexed.  “I didn’t realize these changes had been
made.”  She turned the book over to its owner and felt her
cheeks redden with embarrassment.  “Let’s get on with the
lesson.”

She hurried over to the stereo and punched
the play button before anyone else could raise his or her
hand.  As the first piece began to fill the room with its
enchanting melody, she sat back in her chair and closed her
eyes.  She had a long day ahead of her.

 

 

 







CHAPTER I

Obbligato

 






Elisse arrived home at her second floor
apartment near the heart of the historic district with a brand new
instructor’s edition of the textbook tucked securely under one
arm.  She checked her mail before trudging up the stairs to
her carefully restored mid-eighteenth century rooms.  One
thing she dearly missed was an elevator, but it was one of the
sacrifices she had made to live in the past.  A pleasant
surprise awaited her, a large brown envelope from New York. 
She did not know anyone in America other than one or two students
who had passed through her courses at the conservatory and wondered
what could possibly be inside the package. 

Once inside her apartment, she dumped the
mail and made her way to what passed for the kitchen to prepare a
cup of French vanilla coffee before settling down to a long night
of reading.  Although she loved surprises, the textbook was
something more of a shock.  She sat down in her chair and
picked up the remote control for her stereo.  She could not
remember what was in the disc player so she just punched play and
picked up the envelope from America as the first strands of
Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet flowed from the speakers.

The envelope contained a short, but
intriguing letter from a homicide detective in New York.

 

Dear Ms. Mannheim:

 

 I obtained your
address from one of the assistant curators at the Smithsonian
Institute in Washington, D.C.  He said you were one of the
world’s leading Mozart scholars and if I had any questions
concerning the composer, you would be the one to ask.  I am
investigating an open homicide case.  Please find enclosed a
copy of a letter that was found among the deceased’s personal
effects. I cannot divulge certain aspects of the case; however, I
will tell you what I can.  The victim was one of your fellow
Viennese (misspelled?) and may have been one of your former
students there at the college.  I am unable to divulge
her    full name at this time.  She was found
dead (I’m sorry if this is a shock to you) in her apartment
.I   can also tell you that the original letter was
handwritten on standard bond company letterhead with a black
rolling ball extra fine point Pilot Precise V7   pen.
 What I am looking for is any clue leading to the identity of
the author of the letter, such as someone currently passing forged
documents, cult members,anything you might be able to provide would
be greatly appreciated.

 

Sincerely yours,Detective Derek Boswell,
NYPD

 

P.S.  I have enclosed a photocopy of my
ID and badge number and a telephone number.

 

If the detective’s letter was not mysterious
enough, the enclosed document was a mystery indeed.  The
photocopied handwritten letter was covered front and back and
addressed to someone name Karina and signed by none other than W.A.
Mozart!  At first, Elisse had to stifle the urge to laugh, but
the gravity of the detective’s letter and the knowledge that this
letter once belonged to a murdered girl made her shudder.

She took a sip of her coffee, tucked her feet
beneath her and began to read the elegant, but somewhat difficult
handwriting.  She had no idea that she could help the
detective in his quest for clues, but at least the letter was an
interesting turn of events after the exasperating day at
work.  She was still stewing at the thought that she, of all
people, had not been notified of the revision of her
textbook.  She had already had unpleasant exchanges with
several people in the office of curriculum and fully planned to
write to the publishers to inquire about the source of the new
material in the book.  She turned her attention to the
letter.

 

Most beloved friend, Karina:

 

Concerning your most urgent request, I must
answer no.  I am not here by natural Laws or God’s intent.
That I am here is not important.  What I am doing while I am
here is.  I must owe my wardens at least some measure of
gratitude for they have brought me from an early grave if, for
nothing else, to enjoy my music.  I am
       a slave to my music, as you
well know.  It is what keeps me alive.

You speak to me of freedom, yet I see that
things are not changed.  Freedom means one is free to starve,
free to freeze in the streets, free to live under the rule of the
wealthy while residing in the arms of poverty where one has to ask
by-your-leave to light a stick of firewood.  I have witnessed
this freedom and I reject it under the circumstances.  I have
left everything I valued behind.  There is nothing out there,
but sad remembrances for me.  Here I have two very fine
instruments and a most splendid orchestra.  What more could I
ask?  They were all that was truly important in the end. 
Now I have them back without the     
bittersweet burden of hearth and home into the bargain.

 I am content here to
know that I was beloved and furthermore, am still loved by so
many.  The only thing missing is the embrace of the
people.  If only I could meet with the people who so
appreciate me now, but....  As for you, my friend, I am filled
with joy for your happiness (he is a very lucky man) and leave it
at that.  I am with all my heart, dearest Karina, your most
loving friend and admirer,

 

W.A. Mozart (also know that Frieda is here
and it is most difficult to get this letter off)

 

 

Karina...Karina!  Elisse’s heart began
to thud.  Whoever wrote the letter knew Mozart better than she
did!  The letter was written in almost perfect form, the
signature was extraordinarily familiar.  The flowery opening
and closing lines bordered on absurdity in comparison with modern
letter writing styles.  How was it possible?  Her first
instinct was to assume that the author was insane and actually
believed himself to be the long dead composer and, if so, was a
prime suspect in her opinion.

She took the letter to the corner of the room
she referred to as her study where an ornately decorated Rococo
desk cluttered with papers and books dominated the setting.  A
fine reproduction of Mozart’s portrait watched her with an
unflinching gaze as she shoved aside the papers and reached for her
magnifying glass.  She switched on a brass and crystal lamp
and held the letter up to the light.  Barely noticeable
shading colored the paper behind the writing.  The shading
turned out to be big block letters spelling out the words ‘Left
Field’.  A thin line of copier ink ran across the top of the
paper indicating that it had been cut a few inches shorter that the
standard 8 1/2 by 11 inch paper.  She presumed this to be
where the letterhead was either folded down or removed by
someone.  There was no way to know if the information had been
removed by Detective. Boswell or by the original author.  She
laid the sheet on the desk and sat back in her chair.  Her
mind wandered back to the name at the top...Karina.  Left
Field.  Karina.  Something was disconcertingly familiar
about both, but what was the connection and what did it have to do
with her? 

Turning in her chair to face her computer,
she clicked on the address book and typed Karina into the find
section.  The hard drive whirred and clicked momentarily and
then a screen popped up displaying the name and address of one
Karina von Arnim.  The girl had indeed been one of her
students at the conservatory in 1993.  The memory of a bright
young girl with long dark hair and laughing brown eyes flashed
through her mind’s eye.  Yes, yes. And had not this Karina
asked for a reference letter and recommendation for employment as a
linguist or something with a foreign company somewhere in the
west?  The memory was vague, but there was no mistaking the
name Karina in her address book, there was only one, but the
address was a local dormitory for female students.  Hopefully,
she picked up the phone and punched in the listed phone
number.  A few minutes later, she hung up the phone with a
distinct feeling of dread washing over her.  There was no
record of a Karina von Arnim ever having lived there recently or at
any time in the past five years.  She made a mental note to
look up the girl’s transcripts in the registrar’s office the
following day.

Turning back to the computer, she typed in
‘Left Field’ and waited.  No listing was found in her address
book, but not unexpectedly.  It would have been highly
unlikely that she would have recorded it there for one
letter.  Elisse logged onto the Internet and began searching
for anything using the keyword ‘Left Field’.  While the
computer was searching, she went to the bookcase to retrieve a copy
of Peggy Woodford’s ‘Lives of the Great Composers’.  She
flipped through the book until she located a photograph of a letter
written by W.A. Mozart to the Abbe Bullinger.  The ‘t’ at the
end of the signature was a close match to the flowery embellishment
at the end of the Karina letter.  In fact, they were almost
identical with the exception of the clarity, which resulted from
the obvious differences between an eighteenth century quill pen,
and a modern roller ball pen.  She shuddered to think of the
implications of such a fine piece of forgery.  With a little
ingenuity, the author of the Karina letter would be capable of
making her job as an ‘expert’ much more difficult.

Elisse returned to the desk and examined the
two T’s more closely with the magnifying glass.  It was
impossible to tell the difference between the two samples. 
Either the author was the most adept forger she had ever seen or he
was actually W.A. Mozart.  Elisse laughed aloud at the
notion.  The letter had to be a forgery of course and as with
all forgeries, there had to be differences and she was determined
to find them. The revised edition of the textbook was forgotten
along with the computer screen that had dutifully found several
references to the word ‘Left Field’.  As she settled down to
study the two samples, the screen blanked and a screen saver
depicting floating flowers and pixies replaced the listings.

Within minutes, she had cleared the desk
completely and had taken down a blown up reproduction of one of her
favorite pieces of Mozartean handwriting contained in a letter,
which epitomized his singular sense of humor.  She could not
resist reading it through before she began her search for the
telltale signs that had to be hiding in the Karina letter.

 

My great-grandfather used to say to this
wife, my great-grandmother, and she to her daughter, my mother, and
she again to her daughter, my own sister, that it is a great art to
speak well elegantly, but an art perhaps no less great to stop at
the right time.  So I intend to follow the advice of my sister
as handed down from our mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother,
and put an end not only to my moralistic digression, but to this
whole letter.

 

She sipped her cooling coffee now relocated
to the desk and thought seriously that she might be finally losing
what was left of her mind.  Her life was not going well at
all.  At the age of thirty-five, she found herself in a
crisis.  Her fiancée of two years had finally given her an
ultimatum: either marry him and  move to Rome or call off the
engagement.  When she had hesitated, he had left her
flat.  She did not want to go to Rome and start over. 
Her professorship with the Conservatory was tenured and she was not
sure that she wanted to become an ‘Italian’ housewife.  But
that was what he wanted and that was what he expected.  It was
just not an option for her.  That had been six months ago and
now her life was falling apart.  She found herself bored with
her job and her future looked very lonely.  Elisse was not an
outgoing person, she never had been, or at least not since her
mother had committed suicide when she was twenty-one.  She
thought ironically how Mozart must have felt when his mother had
died while in his care.  He had also been twenty-one at the
time and his father had blamed him for his mother’s death saying
that he had not done enough, soon enough to save her.  At
least her father had never openly blamed her for his wife’s death,
but four years of therapy had never convinced her that it was not
somehow her fault that her mother had killed herself.  Not
only had she blamed herself for her mother’s death, she also had a
deep-seated guilt complex concerning her father’s subsequent
marriage to a woman she could barely tolerate for more than twenty
minutes at a time.  Her colleagues at the Conservatory had
nicknamed her the Ice Princess, a name she felt she most likely
deserved. 

Her work was her life now, but there was a
great blank spot in the middle of it that needed to be
filled.  Her best and only friend was constantly badgering her
to take a vacation, do something unexpected.  She reminded
herself of the staid librarian with the thick horn-rimmed glasses
and slicked back hair even though she tried very hard to keep up
with the latest styles and fashions.  That she was attractive,
she had no doubt, but whenever she attracted attention, she stuck
her head in the sand and pretended not to notice.  The most
exciting thing in her life at the moment was Tony Patrizi’s crush
on her and that, she thought, was pretty pathetic for someone of
her age and background.  It was time for her to pick up the
pieces and do something, but what?  Perhaps she should take
that vacation.  Perhaps she should do something
unexpected.  What did she have to lose?  She could always
come back to Vienna and take up her work again.  She was even
beginning to understand her mother’s depression and eventual
suicide.  One of her greatest fears was ending up like her
mother.  She thrust these morbid thoughts from her mind and
picked up the magnifying glass to begin the painstaking task of
checking every single character in the Karina letter against
similar letter groupings in the reproduction of an original. 
Before she realized, the clock on the mantel struck three a.m. and
still, she had found no errors in the penmanship of the
forgery.  Not even the slightest hint of a difference between
the two epistles other than the more smoothly drawn lines resulting
from the use of the modern pen and ink.  If Wolfgang Mozart
had been in possession of a ball point pen and smoothly textured
paper, certainly this would have been exactly what his handwriting
would have looked like in her professional opinion, of course.

By 5:30 a.m., she had drunk three more cups
of coffee and was sitting on the floor by the coffee table in her
living room.  She picked up her cup, bleary-eyed, surveying
the wreck she had made of her apartment.  Books and documents
pulled from her file cabinet were scattered everywhere.  She
had dug out every example she possessed of the composer’s
handwriting to compare to the ‘Karina letter’.  At one point,
she had become so exhausted; she had actually found herself
comparing the originals to the letter looking for mistakes in the
authentic duplicates.  That was when she had decided enough
was enough.  She leaned against the sofa and sighed.  Her
thoughts returned to her mother.  Why, after all these years,
was her mother’s ghost haunting her again so acutely?  Was the
realization that she had lost her fiancée and all her hopes for the
future just beginning to sink in after six months?  Her
psychiatrist had told her time and again that she had to stop
pushing her problems aside and face them.  She had always
denied that she did so, but now she wondered if he had not been
right all along. 

At seven thirty she phoned the conservatory
to cancel her morning classes claiming to be ill which was not far
from the truth considering the feverish intensity of her work and
the depths of her depression.  She immediately went back to
the desk and began again. Submerging herself in her tasks had
always worked before. This time she scanned the letter and parts of
her collection into a special program, which would overlay one upon
the other to show any over-looked discrepancies.

The clock began to count down twelve strokes
of noon.  The insistent bonging of the timepiece finally
interrupted her concentration. Her gaze fell upon the portrait of
her fiancée.  Ex-fiancée! It was time to get up and do
something or die.  Do or die! Anything would be better than
this.  Socially, she was dead already.  It would only be
a matter of time before her body caught up to her mind.  Her
mother had taken the easy way.  Sleeping pills.  Elisse
had the same prescription in her medicine cabinet.  It would
be so easy and she was so tired.  Her mind drifted to a blank
stare.  The same word echoed in her mind over and over. 
Easy.  Easy. Lots of people were dead.  She would be in
good company.  In fact, her favorite someone was dead. 
If death was good enough for Mozart, then surely it was good enough
for her!  She looked up in confusion at the clock.  It
was only a matter of time and she would be dead one way or
another.  Why put it off?  Mozart had died at the age of
thirty-five.  At last they would have even more in
common.  She jumped physically as someone pounded on her front
door.

“I came by to see if you
needed anything,” Tony Patrizi said immediately when she opened the
door.  “I was just passing by.  They told me you were
ill.”

Elisse opened her mouth to respond, but
nothing came out before he continued rapidly.

“I have made the most
remarkable discovery and I was so disappointed when you didn’t come
to class.  I know you will love it, really.”

She could see that he was truly excited, but
she was in no mood to entertain a student.  Especially one
such as Anthony Patrizi who reminded her of her loneliness.

“You’re so thoughtful to
come by, Tony.” She smiled wearily.  “But I really am busy, I
mean tired.  I’m really tired.  Perhaps...”

“Please, Dr. Mannheim,” Tony
interrupted her.  “It will only take a few minutes and it will
be worth your while.”  He held up a compact disc and waved it
in front of her face.  She smiled in spite of her
aggravation.  Students like Tony were just hazards of the
job.  “Please?” He said again and clasped his hands together
around the disc in awkward supplication.

“All right.” She
relented.  “But just a few minutes. OK.?”

“Bravo!” The boy bounded
energetically into the room behind her and spun around oblivious to
the mess.  “Where’s the stereo?”

Elisse waved tiredly toward the wall where
she only just realized the Romeo and Juliet was still playing
endlessly repeating.  She wondered briefly if Tony wanted a
cup of coffee and then decided she did not really care.  She
was too tired.

Tony popped the disc into the player and
manipulated the controls as if he had used her stereo all his
life.  He hurried across the room and plopped down on the sofa
beside her.

“Just listen.” He whispered
almost reverently.

The music whispered from the speakers at
first and then quickly picked up tempo and volume.  Violins,
violas, cellos.  Alluring, soothing.  Elisse’s eyes felt
gritty, her lids began to close involuntarily, but then the music
suddenly took a swing down through several descending octaves where
a piano joined in following the strings with ascending broken
triads.  An oboe followed the piano in a haunting echo. 
A bassoon quickly followed suit.  The piano, oboe and bassoon
played tag until they finally caught up with each other just before
an arresting pause followed by a full orchestral review of the
entire piece.  Elisse sat straight up, listening intently
now.  The orchestra ended with two resounding notes in unison
and the pianist picked up the melody again, this time solo.  A
sudden chill coursed up her spine and over her scalp.  She
recognized the music as surely as she recognized the handwriting
she had been studying.  This was Mozart at his finest and yet,
she had never heard the piece before!  She frowned and turned
to look suspiciously at Tony.  Was this some kind of weird
conspiracy designed to drive her crazy?  Tony was immersed in
the music, eyes closed, directing the music with his right
hand. 

She returned her attention to the music,
transfixed.

When the finale came, she sat staring, mouth
slightly open, at nothing.  Unbelieving.  Where had this
music come from?

“Well?” Tony’s voice
startled her.  “What do you think?”

“Oh.” She turned to look at
him as if she had forgotten he was there.  “It’s... it’s...
extraordinary.  May I ask where you found it?”

“At the bookstore on
campus.” He said with smug satisfaction with her obvious
approval.  “It’s his latest release.”

“Whose?” She heard herself
ask in a small, quiet voice.

“William Masters, the
American.” He said matter-of-factly.  “I’ve been trying to
locate a copy of it for you ever since I first heard it at a
friend’s house.  I thought you would like it.  It sounds
so much like him, don’t you think?”

“Who?” She asked
hesitantly.

“Mozart, of course.” He
smiled at his own ability to discern the likeness.

“Oh.” She nodded. 
“Yes, it does.  How strange...”

“It’s supposedly his second
release.” He interrupted her again.  “Can you believe
it?  It’s like he came out of nowhere.  Like where has he
been, you know?”

“Yes.” Elisse stifled a yawn
and then looked around for her purse as an idea partially formed
occurred to her.  “Look, Tony, I don’t want to impose on your
kindness, but would you sell it to me?  I’ll double what you
paid...it’ll cover the cost of your trouble.”

“No problem.” He
shrugged.  “You can have it for all I care.  I just
wanted you to hear it.  I guess you know that I...well...I was
thinking, you know, that maybe...”

It was her turn to interrupt him.  She
got up suddenly and swayed slightly from the sudden movement then
went to retrieve her purse from the chair where she had deposited
it along with the revised and forgotten textbook the day
before.

“I really, really am
grateful to you for this.” She said fishing her wallet from the
bag.  “And if you would be anywhere near the bookstore or
somewhere you could find the first release, I’d be eternally
grateful if you’d pick it up for me as well.”  She handed him
a wad of bills.

He stood to take the money from her hand and
then tried to hand it back. 

“No, please.” He shook his
head.  “I’d be glad to do it... for you.”

“I insist.” She shoved the
money back in his hands. “When you find it, please give me a
call.”

“Sure.” He nodded realizing
he was being dismissed.

He looked very disappointed.

“Here.” She pulled out her
car keys.  “You know my car.  Take it.  Go get the
disc and I’ll try to get some rest while you’re gone.  Come
back...oh, say...8:30?  I’ll make dinner for you, all
right?”

Tony’s face lit up immediately.  Elisse
knew she was treading on thin ice fraternizing with a student, but
she needed to sleep and she needed to think.  She would make
it very clear to Tony at dinner that his attentions were
flattering, but hopeless.

As soon as he was gone, she went immediately
to her desk to take out pen and paper.

 

Dear Mr. Boswell,’ she wrote in English. ‘I
am sorry that I have no information to share with you at this time
concerning the letter you sent.  I can only say that whoever
he is, he is extremely talented in the art of forgery, but I have
no clue as to his identity.  Perhaps it is just an elaborate
joke, possibly computer generated as I have not the advantage of
examining the original.  I am requesting that you allow me to
keep the copy as I find it most interesting.  You can consider
it pay- ment for services rendered.  Sincerely,

 

She signed her name, addressed a matching
envelope and stuffed it in her purse to post it the next day.

Yawning again, she searched for the CD case
and punched play on the remote to listen again to the remarkable
concerto.  Settling down at the desk once more, she turned the
case over to read the fine print on the back.  Her heart
caught in her throat as the words leaped off the case at her. 
An original sound recording by Left Field Records, Ltd.

Only a pen and ink drawing of a grand piano
and one red rose adorned the cover of the CD case.  The fly
page consisted of copyright information, technical recording
company jargon, names of orchestra members, the title of the work,
dates and a New York City, Fifth Avenue address.  The name of
the composer was listed William A. Masters.  None of the usual
biographical blurbs, no photos, nothing that would give any more
clues about the mysterious composer Elisse had never heard
of.  She turned back to her computer screen suddenly
remembering the search she had initiated the night before for ‘Left
Field‘.  She waited for the Internet link to connect
impatiently and then quickly typed in ‘Left Field Records,
Ltd.’.  The search seemed to take forever, but finally she hit
the jackpot with several listings.  Left Field Records, Ltd.
was a subsidiary of Left Field Enterprises, which had an extensive
web-site for an international corporation with multiple interests
in a virtually endless number and variety of smaller companies
ranging from coal mining to textiles to banks.  She wondered
why she had never heard of such a large corporation, but then,
lately, she seemed to be slipping sadly behind the times.

A separate link in the listings was devoted
to the recording company, but she clicked on one titled Musical
Productions.  She went directly to the section for employment
opportunities.  Her exhausted mind was working apparently
without her conscious acknowledgement as she scrolled down the
pages past the various descriptions for sound technicians,
maintenance positions, groundskeepers, until she stopped suddenly
on one that caught her attention.  Personal
Secretary/Assistant.  She pulled up the description, squinting
at the screen.  Must be energetic, even-tempered with good
people skills.  No attachments.  Must have knowledge of
music, be fluent in two or more foreign languages both oral and
written (German, Spanish, Italian, English preferred) and be
willing to relocate.  A real opportunity to join a dynamic
corporation at the ground level with great prospects for future
promotions.  Must be devoted to work and willing to put in
long hours.  Pay commensurate with education and
experience.  Elegant surroundings, housing and transportation
included.  It sounded wonderful, but was somewhat vague. 
She wondered what ‘no attachments’ meant. Certainly, she fit that
requirement quite well. Elisse printed out the description and then
downloaded one of the company’s on-line applications. 

Elisse wandered about her apartment watering
her plants and feeding her fish.  Her mother’s ghost was
everywhere.  In the furniture, on the bookshelves, hanging on
the walls.  Her father had given her everything when he had
moved to Switzerland.  Everything, but the reassurance of his
love for her.  She leaned against the window of her apartment
and looked down into the street below, watching the traffic and the
people on the sidewalks trying to imagine what the scene would have
looked like two hundred years ago.  She wondered if Mozart had
ever walked down that same street, possibly even glancing up at the
very window where she now stood.  She opened the window and
pushed it outwards to allow the noises and smells from outside to
enter the safety of her world.  Did it smell the same? 
Certainly it had not smelled of car exhaust fumes.  Elisse
closed her eyes and leaned out the window allowing the breeze to
brush her face.  It would be so easy to just keep
leaning….  She snapped her eyes open as sleep almost overtook
her in the precarious position, ending all her troubles at
once.  She closed the windows and looked about the room. 
No!  She did not want to die, but she did want to get away
from the oppression of the sanctuary she had created for
herself.  The prison she had constructed so carefully to keep
the world at bay. 

She could not keep her eyes open any
longer.  She took the job description off the printer tray and
laid it on the desk. She perused the job description again. If
nothing else, perhaps she could locate Karina von Arnim and set her
mind to rest that the poor, murdered girl was someone else and not
her former student. Perhaps she could meet some new people. 
People who would not know of her reputation as the Ice
Princess.  Fresh faces and fresh ideas. It might also give her
an opportunity to talk to someone who knew this new composer and
could provide some background on his extraordinary talent. 
With these ideas floating in her muddled brain, she set her clock
for six p.m. and went to bed.

 






 

Tony arrived at eight thirty sharp with her
keys, the second disc and two bottles of wine, one red, and one
white.

“I didn’t know what we were
having.” He shrugged as she took the two bottles from him.  He
had cleaned up very well.  He no longer looked like a
disheveled college student in baggy jeans and tee shirt, but wore a
tan shirt, blue tie and brown Dockers.  Elisse was
impressed.  “Bet you didn’t know I could look so civilized,
did you?” He smiled.

Elisse laughed and ushered him into her
apartment.  Her cooking skills were somewhat limited, but she
had managed to produce a fairly decent meal complete with salad and
dessert.  She chose the red wine to go with the steak while
Tony busied himself straightening her still messy living room,
finishing up by placing the disc in her player just in time to sit
down to dinner.  They had an enjoyable meal, he talked
incessantly about everything and nothing while she nodded politely
pretended to pay attention.  Her mind was elsewhere, listening
to the music, thinking alternately about William Masters and Karina
von Arnim.  At nine thirty they sat on her sofa with coffee
while the two discs continued to play softly in the background.

“Tony.” She said finally,
interrupting his endless dialog.  “I want you to understand
something.”

Tony fixed his attention on her expectantly
and she felt herself color slightly under his adoring gaze. 
This was not going to be easy.

“Tony, I truly appreciate
your...friendship.” She began uncertainly then charged on
quickly.  “But I hope that you realize that I do not usually
have dinner with my students.  It is imperative that I remain
on a strictly professional basis with all my students.  Your
enthusiasm in class is...refreshing and your concern for me
is...flattering, but I’m afraid you may get the wrong impression
and that would not be good for me professionally speaking of
course.  What I’m trying to say is...”

“I know, I know.” Tony
looked at the ceiling.  “Don’t get any ideas,
right?”

“Right!” She agreed too
quickly. She was sticking her head back in the sand.

“I hope you don’t think that
I would disrespect your position, Dr. Mannheim, but I am a long way
from home here and I have very few friends at the
conservatory.  Would you be insulted if I told you that you
remind me of my mother?”

Elisse was totally taken aback.  She
felt her cheeks burning.  Did she look that old?  Why did
he have to mention his mother?

“No, no!  Don’t take me
wrong!  I didn’t say you look like my mother.” He
laughed.  “I just meant that you remind me of her.  She
absolutely loves Mozart.  I grew up listening to Mozart. 
It’s where I learned to love classical music.  And whenever
you speak of Mozart, you get that same look in your eyes as she
has.  I guess I just felt like I knew you somehow. 
Forgive me if I seem too familiar with you, but I admire you a
great deal and I know my mother would love you.  She can talk
for hours about him and his music and believe me; it’s very hard to
find someone to share such an interest with in my hometown.  I
thought perhaps you would like to meet her when she comes to visit
me next month.  Honestly, Dr. Mannheim, I don’t know what I’m
going to do with her for a week.  I guess it would be asking
too much.”

“No, not at all.” Elisse was
relieved.  “I’d love to meet her, but I don’t know where I’ll
be...when is she coming?”

“Next week.” He told her
then frowned.  “What do you mean?  Next week is mid
semester.  Where are you going?”

It was Elisse’s turn to frown.  Why had
she said that?  Of course, it would be mid-term.  Had she
truly made up her mind to do something?

“I’m not going anywhere, I
simply meant that I don’t know if I will have time, you know, with
exams and papers to read.” She said by way of explanation. 
“We’ll see.”

 









CHAPTER II

Accelerando






 

The new disc had two pieces by William
Masters, Symphony no. 2 in C major and Piano Concerto in D
minor.  With Tony out of the way, she turned up the volume as
much as apartment dwelling allowed and settled back to give it her
full attention.  This music was as familiar as the first disc
and yet, again, it was completely unknown to her.  The
symphony was almost melancholy, but contained a fiery little melody
intertwined in the third movement that kept on playing in her head
even after the piece ended.  The piano concerto was absolutely
sublime, full of turns, trills and appoggiaturas with the usual
haunted quality of her favorite key D minor.  She turned back
to the cover insert and read the name of the pianist
featured.  Somehow it was not surprising to see that William
Masters had also performed the difficult piano piece himself, but
he had not conducted.

Elisse spent the rest of the evening
completing the application from Left Field Musical
Productions.  She felt as if she were doing something illegal
or at the very least, improper. They wanted a complete resume, job
references, family history and a recent photograph.  Elisse
wondered what in the world she was doing the entire time she was
rummaging about typing and searching through her personal files and
address books to find the appropriate information to complete the
form.  She already had a job at the conservatory, in fact, a
tenured career with full benefits, excellent retirement and all the
perks and respect due a full professorship.  How could she
explain to the Faculty Administrator that she wanted to leave in
order to go to work as an entry-level secretary for some corporate
entity she had never even heard of before today?  He would be
furious if she left in the middle of the term, but she had never
even called in sick before today and had not she always been there
for him at every turn?  Surely they owed her something. 
If all else failed, she could call in some favors and request a
year long sabbatical.  He could not deny her time off
for...what?  Stress!  Yes, stress was a better word than
depression.  Certainly stress described her feelings,
especially today and what else could account for her radical
behavior over the past several hours, but stress or, perhaps, total
insanity?  And why not, she reasoned with herself.  She
deserved some time off from the conservatory.  She had no
attachments in Vienna and no attachments had been one of the
requirements for the job. It would be good to get away and do
something different for a while.

By one a.m. she put the finishing touches on
her resume and her heart pounded as she clicked on the ‘submit’
icon.  She had been careful to tailor her resume to match the
specified skills and experience listed in the job description; she
had not mentioned her specialty and her reputation as an authority
on Mozartean manuscripts and handwriting.  After all, there
was no specific title attached to her name on the college
registry.  She was listed merely as a member of the faculty in
the Music History department.  Her extra-curricular endeavors
were hardly known to the general public outside of the obscure
circle of collectors and museums that occasionally utilized her
talents to verify the authenticity of various tidbits turning up
now and then in the hands of private citizens.

 

 

When she returned home from class the
following afternoon, there was mail on her computer from someone
named George Hannah in Paris, France requesting her to come to
Paris immediately for a personal interview.  The company would
foot the bill.  Elisse was shocked; she had not expected an
answer so soon and, certainly, she had not expected to actually be
called for an interview.  The realization of what she was
about to do caused her head to swim.  Should she really be
doing this?  Before she could talk herself out of it, she sent
off a reply accepting Mr. Hannah’s invitation.

Mr. Hannah answered her e-mail while she was
in the shower.  All the arrangements had been made for the
following Monday.  She had barely four days to prepare for the
trip.  Mr. Hannah’s e-mail had indicated she should pack for a
week’s stay.  All accommodations to be covered by Left Field,
of course.  A week for an interview?  In Paris?  And
for a secretary?  The alarm that should have gone off in her
head was quickly repressed, as was her wont to do, and replaced by
a level of excitement she had not experienced in years.  Her
father’s persistent warnings during her childhood rang in her
head.

‘Lissa, one of these days,
you’re going to get into a lot of trouble if you don’t settle
down!’  At thirty-five, she thought she had proved him wrong
once and for all, but now she laughed at herself.

“We’ll see,” she said
aloud.

There was much to do and little time. 
She envisioned Dr. Aldridge, the faculty president’s scowling face
at the other end of the phone line and her enthusiasm dwindled a
bit.  She pulled up his name in her address book and picked up
the phone.  Her depression had disappeared completely.

 

 

 

 

Monday morning found her on a jet headed for
Paris.  Friday had been a nightmare of paperwork and a frenzy
of questions from her colleagues.  Questions she could not
truthfully answer.  Saturday had been little better than
Friday and Sunday had left her exhausted, but satisfied that
everything would be taken care of in her absence.  She had
followed Mr. Hannah’s instructions and made arrangements for a
week, but had left behind the impression that she might be gone
longer.  Mr. Hannah’s accommodations had turned out to be much
more impressive than she expected.  First class airline
passage to Paris, a limo would pick her up at the airport. 
She sat on the plane staring out the window in a dazed state of
disbelief.  In a few short hours she would be face to face
with this Mr. Hannah and she wondered what she would say if he
asked her why she wanted the job.  She began to rehearse
various explanations, none that completely met with her own
satisfaction.  Before she realized it, they were landing in
Paris.

The trip to Mr. Hannah’s office was
uneventful.  A black uniformed driver met her as promised and
ushered her bag and baggage into a waiting black limo emblazoned
with the Left Field logo she recognized from the company
website.  He offered only a cursory welcome in heavily
accented French and said nothing more to her before dropping her
off in front of a small office building on a narrow side
street.  She lugged her bags into the lobby where another
black-uniformed security officer immediately took charge of them
and handed her over to a most unfriendly woman she assumed to be
Mr. Hannah’s assistant or secretary. 

Mr. Hannah met her at the third floor
elevator and took her directly to his office.  He was a big,
man who looked uncomfortable in his rumpled brown suit, but he
seemed gregarious enough and had a winning smile. 

They went over her application and resume
point by point.  He seemed particularly interested in her
family history.

“So, Ms. Mannheim,” he eyed
her curiously “You are the only child of Dr. and Mrs. Karl
Mannheim.  Your mother is deceased.  Where does your
father live now?”

“He is retired.” She
answered.  “Zurich.”

“Retired from?” He
asked.

“He was a professor of
musicology.” She offered vaguely.

“Ah, oui.” He nodded. 
“Do you see him often?”

“No, not often,” she shook
her head.  “Let’s just say his wife, my stepmother, and I have
a difference in opinion.”

“I see.” Mr. Hannah smiled
sympathetically.  “And you never married?”

“No.” She said bluntly,
resenting his prying.

“I’m sorry if these
questions make you uncomfortable, Ms. Mannheim.” He waved one big
hand apologetically.  “But the terms of our contract are very
specific.  You must understand that our leave policies are not
very flexible.  That is not to say you won’t have time off,
but the possibility of taking unexpected leave is extremely
limited.  We need someone who will be there when we need
them.  Is your father in good health?”

“Yes, he is.” She
answered.  “He isn’t invalid if that’s what you mean or on his
deathbed.”

“Good, glad to hear that.”
He smiled.  “My own father passed away last year.  Very
sad affair.”

“Yes, I’m sure.” Elisse
muttered.

“Well,” Mr. Hannah sat up
straighter in his leather chair.  “This looks in order, though
I must say you are definitely over-qualified for the
position.  I need to know why you would want to leave your
present position to do this.”

“I want to travel.” She
shrugged trying to sound casual.  “I’m tired of the day-in,
day-out routine of the classroom.  I can always go
back.”

“Yes, I see.” He said
glancing back at the papers in front of him.  “Your
credentials are impeccable.  Your references, of course, will
be contacted.  You aren’t running from something are
you?  A soured romance, perhaps?”

“Mr. Hannah.” Elisse
stiffened “I assure you that I am not a wanted fugitive, nor am I
fleeing from personal problems.  I have told you the truth and
answered all your questions honestly.  If you have any
reservations about my personal integrity, I am prepared to return
to Vienna on the next available flight.”

“Please, Ms. Mannheim.” He
laughed.  “I am sorry if I offended you.  It’s just that
I am a male chauvinist, I suppose.  A woman as lovely as
yourself and unattached is a rare thing, if you will pardon my
observation.  And to find such a one with so many skills and
talents makes me curious.  It is, after all, my job to
interview you for the company.  I only wish to make sure we
hire the best people available.”

“I see.” She pursed her
lips.  “You are still looking for the fatal flaw.”

“Yes, you might say that.”
He agreed and then stood up.  “I will call you at the hotel
tomorrow afternoon.  In the meantime, enjoy yourself. 
Have you ever been to Paris in the spring?”

     

 

Elisse’s respect for Mr. Hannah soared when
she found herself a few hours later comfortably ensconced in the
Victoria Palace Hotel at the heart Paris’ famous Left Bank. 
She had no idea how much the elegant room had cost the company, but
it left no doubt that the company did not spare expense when it
came to wooing prospective employees.  She took a long,
soothing bath and dressed casually in slacks, cotton blouse and
walking shoes.  It had been a long time since she had been to
Paris and she wanted to make the most of her time.

She spent the afternoon wandering along the
Rue des Saints-Peres looking at some of the most exquisite antiques
and works of art for sale anywhere in the world. She ended up at
the Luxemburg Gardens.  Strolling through the area near the
monuments and statues of long dead kings and queens and other
French notables, she felt renewed and refreshed though she longed
for someone to talk to.  Tourists and lovers of nature crowded
the garden against the background of spring flowers blooming in
full color. Most took no notice of her, a few smiled, some spoke to
her, but an overwhelming sense of loneliness began to overshadow
her mood.  As the sun began to sink over the horizon, she
headed back towards Montparnasse and the famous brasseries, which
were once frequented by such impressive figures as Ernest Hemingway
and Gertrude Stein.  She finished the evening with a light
supper at a small cafe near the Victoria Palace and checked back
into her room near midnight.  The sense of being alone did not
leave her as she finally climbed into the luxurious bed and drifted
into an uneasy sleep full of strange dreams she could not remember
the following morning.

Elisse left the hotel only once for a late
brunch at the same cafe she had visited the night before and then
went back to her room to wait for Mr. Hannah to call.  Her
initial excitement had worn off completely by the time he finally
did call. 

It seemed her references had checked out, as
she knew they would and he wanted to see her again.  His
optimistic tone made her feel a little better, but she still felt
she might be making a huge mistake.  She decided she had
nothing to lose and could always refuse his offer, if he made one
and probably make it home by her usual bedtime.

When she entered his office this time, he
greeted her with a warm handshake and a crooked smile. 

“Congratulations, Ms.
Mannheim.” He waved her to a chair.  “Please sit down. 
The home office has accepted your application and we can begin the
processing immediately if you are willing to sign a one-year
contract.”

“Processing?” She raised
both eyebrows.

“Don’t worry.” He sat on the
edge of the desk and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Perhaps processing is a bad
choice of words.  I think maybe inducting would be better,
eh?  It’s just a physical exam and a few psychological tests
to see if you are up to the rigors of the job.  You did read
the job description?  We want all our employees to be in good
health and we need people with plenty of energy.  The man you
will be working for is quite an extraordinary fellow I am
told.  That is why we ask for someone even-tempered and
adaptable.  You should have no trouble with the tests. 
Would you like to read over your contract now?”

Elisse nodded.  At the mention of the
man she would be working for, her spirits rose.  Could it be
she would be assisting one of the production managers? Or, perhaps,
the conductor, himself?  She hoped it would be someone close
enough to the composer that she would have the opportunity to at
least meet him and see him at work.

“This man you mention.” She
asked as he fished through a stack of papers on his desk for the
contract.  “Is he involved in the production of sound
recordings for the company?”

“Yes, he is.” Mr. Hannah
said distractedly.

“Where will I be re-locating
to, Mr. Hannah?” She asked when he finally found the thick packet
of papers and handed them to her.

“America!” He announced
proudly.  “Have you ever been to America?  A wonderful
place, just wonderful.  I plan to retire there some
day.”

“Yes, I’ve heard it is
quite...wonderful.” She repeated his word.  “And quite large,
I understand.”  Certainly her friend would be impressed with
this unexpected activity.

“Yes.” He laughed. 
“That is an understatement.  It is very large, Ms.
Mannheim.”

Her hint for more details apparently went
over his head.

“Don’t worry.” He assured
her again.  “The company takes care of it’s own.  You
will be treated like family.  We have people from all over the
world working at our various locations, but every unit is full of
friendly people like yourself.  You’ll feel right at home in
no time and there will be others from Austria, I’m sure. 
Besides, you won’t have time to be homesick, if that’s what you’re
worried about.”

“I’m not worried.” Elisse
lied ‘I’m terrified!’ she thought to herself.

The contract was extensive.  It took
over fifteen minutes for her to read through it.  Mr. Hannah
had taken his seat across from her and was gazing at her
expectantly.  The language was straightforward and to the
point and she had no trouble understanding it.  In general she
would be expected to follow company guidelines, rules and
practices.  She would receive profit sharing, full medical and
dental benefits, retirement plan and discounts on airline flights
on company planes.  The contract outlined specific vacation
and leave plans, hours, pay and deductions for taxes, plus
conditions for contract renewal and dismissal.  The company
would cover any and all costs of transportation from her existing
residence to the unit of assignment and would arrange for any
necessary visas, passports and work permits.  They would even
help her sell her home or apartment if she wished.  In the
end, she sighed and looked up at Mr. Hannah who immediately handed
her a pen.

“Do you have any questions?”
He asked.

“Yes, what will happen if I
decide to leave before the contract is up?” She asked even though
the topic had been clearly covered in the contract.  She
wanted to see his reaction.

“You won’t, believe me.” He
shook his head.  “I’ve never lost one yet.  You won’t
regret your decision to join the company, Ms. Mannheim.  The
future of Left Field is very

bright.  On the off chance you did have
to terminate your contract, you would forfeit your benefits and
would not be allowed to retain any stocks or interest in the
company.  Our company is owned by the employees.  We are
unlike anything you have ever seen, I assure you.”

His reaction had been one of surprise as if
it had never occurred to him that an employee might decide to leave
the company.

Elisse smiled at him and took the proffered
pen to sign the bottom line.

‘Now I’ve done it.’ She
thought.

It seemed Mr. Hannah was going to hug her
when she stood up.  He rushed around the desk to take her hand
in both of his. 

“You won’t regret this, Ms.
Mannheim.” He said shaking her hand so hard she felt her shoulder
would be dislocated.  “Welcome to the family.”

She almost shuddered at the emphasis he put
on the word ‘family’.  What had she done, joined the
Mafia?

The “processing” as Mr. Hannah had called it
lasted three grueling days.  Physicals, tests of every
imaginable kind in a company laboratory atop a modern five story
building in the business district.  Elisse would have thought
she was training to become an astronaut instead of a
secretary.  The last day was spent taking mental evaluation
tests.  Basic intelligence.  Language proficiency. 
Humanities.  Arts. Music.  History.  She was never
allowed to see any of the results and never had the same technician
twice.  She was ushered about the upper floor from one room to
another at a dizzying pace by people from a dozen different
countries, speaking as many different languages.  Everyone
wore identical blue lab coats with the company logo embroidered
over the left front pocket.  Each one had an electronic ID
card on a ribbon about his or her neck and all the doors were
sealed and opened by use of the cards.  Elisse wondered after
a while if she could have even escaped from the building if she
wanted to without one of the cards.  The lab technicians and
testing personnel deftly sidestepped any and all of her questions
or attempts to make idle conversation.  She could learn
nothing from any of them concerning her destination. Their comments
were restricted to such things as “this way, please” or “please
hurry that way” or “Follow me” or “Sit here”, “Stand there”. 
She had finally given up altogether.

A starkly appointed room with cell-like
appearance had replaced the luxurious hotel accommodations. 
No television, no radio.  Even the lights were automated
coming on and going off on schedule.  She took her meals in a
cafeteria with dozens of blue clad employees all around her though
she sat alone.  It was all very disturbing.  She was
grateful she was kept so busy or else she would have run screaming
from the building on the second day.

On the morning of her sixth day in Paris, she
was instructed to dress for a short trip that turned out to be a
very long trip.  The first pleasant face she had seen in days
met her shortly after breakfast.  A young woman dressed in a
bright pink dress without the company logo escorted her to the roof
of the building where a black helicopter was waiting for her. 
The company logo was written in white on the doors of the aircraft
and several other people were waiting to board the craft.  Her
luggage was brought up, packed aboard the helicopter and they were
off without as much as a word from Mr. Hannah or any of the
technicians she had spent the last several days with.  She
recognized none of the people on the helicopter with her and each
one seemed totally immersed in his or her own world.  Some
worked on laptops while others read newspapers or charts and
graphs.

None of them acknowledged her. 
 

‘Some family this is,’ she
thought wryly as they lifted off the helo-pad.

The woman in pink had given her a packet of
papers and an airline ticket with instructions of where to go at
the airport.  She had to rent a luggage cart to carry her own
luggage once they had been deposited at the airport.  Inside
the main terminal, she had been picked up by a man in a small
electric car and taken to the private area of the airfield to where
a lonely black Learjet sat, engines idling.  The man helped
her aboard, waved good-bye and closed the door in her face. 
She turned to find herself to be the only passenger aboard.

Warning lights flashed on the walls. 
Fasten your seatbelts.  No smoking.

She quickly made her way to the center of the
cabin and belted herself next to a window.  The whine of the
engines grew louder and the plane began to move.  Surely she
would not be the only passenger, but as the jet picked up speed,
she sighed and longed for a good book to read.  Even a bad
book would have been nice.

“Hello?” She said aloud to
no one hoping for an intercom or something of the sort.

Silence except for the whining of the engines
greeted her and she immediately felt stupid.  Once airborne,
the plane’s engines’ steady hum began to put her to sleep. 
She reclined the seat slightly and closed her eyes.  She
dreamed she was on a space ship full of robots on her way to a
distant planet where Mozart would be performing his 79th piano
concerto in D minor.  She remembered thinking how absurd;
Mozart had written less than thirty piano concertos in his entire
career!  How could he be performing his 79th?  She must
have laughed aloud in her sleep that woke her with a start. 
She looked about the cabin to discover the lights had been dimmed
considerably.

“Welcome to the company, Ms.
Mannheim.” A soft male voice filtered through the speakers above
her head.  Somehow, she was not surprised.  It had been
highly improbable that she was not being monitored.

Elisse rubbed her eyes and scanned the cabin
to make certain she was still alone.

“My name is Jim.  I’m
your pilot.”

“That’s good.” Her English
was excellent.  Barely the slightest trace of an
accent.

Her pilot was very obviously American judging
from his slight drawl and his nickname.

“Where are we?” She
asked.

“You’ve been asleep for
nearly four hours.” He informed her.  “We are somewhere in the
pleasant skies of planet Earth.”

“That’s a relief.” She said
remembering her dream.  “Exactly where in the pleasant skies
are we?”

“I’m afraid that’s
classified information.” He sounded sincerely
apologetic. 

“Company secrets, you
know.  Would you like to hear some music?”

“No, I’d rather talk if you
don’t mind.” She raised her seat and straightened her dark hair,
which was beginning to stray from the tight bun she had made
earlier in the day.

“Those people back there
weren’t exactly friendly.”

“I know that’s right!” The
pilot agreed readily.  “Every time I’ve tried to strike up a
conversation, you know just to pass the time, those French fellows
are like androids or something.  Maybe it’s company
policy.  Some places I’ve seen are pretty scary as far as
security is concerned.  You’d think you were in some sort of
prison camp or something.”

“Yes, I got that feeling,
too.” She said truthfully.  “I thought it was just
me.”

She got up and stretched her arms over her
head.

“The facilities are just
ahead of you to the right.” He offered.

“Are you spying on me?” She
looked about for a lens or some other monitor.

“Just being helpful.” He
laughed.  “I assure you, Ms. Mannheim, there are no cameras in
the toilet.”

“Thanks for the
information.” She frowned.

“That’s a real cute accent
you have there.” He said.

“Where?” She asked touching
her hair and looking down at her dress.

“I meant your speech, your
accent.” He laughed again.

“I don’t have an accent.”
She said indignantly.  “You are the one with the
accent.”

“Oh, no, ma’am!” He
objected.  “American is my native tongue.  I know
American and you, dear lady, are not American.”

“I suppose I should count my
blessings.” She smiled

“Ow! Brains and
beauty.  A dangerous combination.”

“Did you think they were
mutually exclusive properties, Mr....ah?” She paused on her way to
the tiny restroom.

“Please, call me Jim, Ms.
Mannheim.” He said.  “Everyone else does.”

“I’m not everyone else.” She
reminded him as she closed the door.

When she had returned to her seat she felt
much better having splashed water lightly on her face and captured
all the stray ends of her hair.  She took her makeup bag from
her purse and began to apply a fresh coat of lipstick and
powder.

“I think we were getting off
to a bad start, Ms. Mannheim.” Jim tried again.

“Perhaps.” She said
off-handedly.

“I would not want you
getting into a dither and then meeting the boss.  It wouldn’t
be good for you and it would look bad on me if it was my
fault.”

Elisse was not sure what a ‘dither’ was but
she had no intention of meeting the ‘boss’ in one.  It did not
sound at all comfortable.

“That sounds like an apology
of sorts.” She said then added “won’t you tell me about the ‘boss’
as you call him.  No one would tell me anything about him in
Paris.”

“Oh, I wasn’t talking about
your boss.  I was talking about mine.  You’ll have to
meet him first, you know.  He runs the place.”

“All right then.” She said
settling back in her seat.  “Tell me about your
boss.”

“Wouldn’t you rather hear
about the man you’ll be working for?”

“I have no idea who I’ll be
working for.” She said in all honesty, and then a thought occurred
to her.  “Isn’t your boss William
Masters?”       

“Oh, hell no!” Jim said
emphatically.  “He’s just a fancy employee.  I thought
they would have at least told you who you were working
for.”

“I guess they didn’t think
it was necessary.  Maybe it was some more of those company
secrets.  Maybe I’ll never know whom I’m working
for.”

“Do I detect a little
sarcasm there?”

“A great deal of sarcasm,
but tell me...Jim, do you know Mr. Masters?”

“Mister Masters!  Now
that’s one I haven’t heard,” his laughter was deep and infectious
causing Elisse to smile.  “More like Master Masters. 
Like Massa Masters.”

“Massa?” She
asked.

“Never mind.” He said. 
“That’s another story.  He is real strange bird, if you know
what I mean.  He seems to have no sense and, yet, it’s like he
knows nothing and everything at the same time.  He’ll talk
about music all day and half the night if you get him started, but
mention company policy or the stock market or even the local news
and it’s like he goes catatonic or something.  The guy has no
interests except music.  I think that’s unhealthy, don’t
you?”

“Oh, yes, of course a ‘guy’
should have many interests.” She agreed hoping he would
continue.  “It sounds as if you know him pretty
well.”

“Yeah, I’ve been around him
some, but music ain’t my thing.” He continued.  “He’s too, how
would you say, prissy?… for me.  I told him I was going to
take him fishing one day and he looked at me like I was
crazy.  He needs some sun.  He’s like a vampire. 
Stays up all night and sleeps all day.  A man should have some
hobbies or outside interests.  I thought at one time he had
something going with his assistant, but she left on very short
notice.  I guess maybe he didn’t have it in him.  Hell,
for all I know he could be one of those funny guys.”

“Funny?  You mean a
comedian?”

“Uh, yeah, right.  He’s
a real comedian.”

“Good!” Elisse said
enthusiastically.  “I always say if one doesn’t have a sense
of humor one cannot make in this day and age.  I like men with
good humors, don’t you?”

“Well, I guess you could say
that.” He answered.  “But I think you’ll want to find someone
else to joke around with once you meet him.”

“I see.” She said though she
did not see at all.  Jim was very confusing.

A silence fell between them.

“So.” She said after a few
moments.  “Why did his assistant leave so
suddenly?”

“I really don’t know. 
Like I said, she was there one day and gone the next.”

“Did you know her? 
What was her name?”

“I never met her.” Jim
answered quickly.  “I don’t think I ever knew her name, but I
did hear them talking together.  She didn’t even speak
English.  At least none I ever heard so I guess I wouldn’t
have been able to talk to her even if I’d met her, huh?”

“No, I guess not.” She
agreed.

“What does he look like?”
She asked suddenly.

“Who? Masters?”

“Yes, of course.” She
retorted. 

“Well, I thought you might
want to know what I look like.”

“Of course, I do.” She
said.  “Especially since you already know what I look
like.”

“I’m just kidding.” He
said.  “Let’s see...he’s pale like I said.  Not very
tall. Average, I guess. Oh yeah, he has light hair.  One of
those freaky kinds of people.  Dresses funny.”

“There you go with funny
again.” She laughed.

“You know what I mean. 
He’s a foreigner.  What can I say?  No reflection on you
of course.”

“Of course.”

“Don’t get me wrong,
now.  He’s always been nice to me, but I’ve seen him cut loose
on some of the others.”

“Cut loose?”  Elisse
made a mental note to study up on American jargon.  She
realized that her formal English needed a bit of color thrown
in.

“Yeah, you know, get
mad.  Give ‘em down the road.”

“Down the road?  Do you
mean to say he’s grouchy?”

“I wouldn’t say he’s grouchy
exactly, just weird.  He speaks a dozen different
languages.  He seems to be able to cuss them out in every one
of them.  Must be convenient though considering the
staff.  He’s a hard bird to pin down.”

As he continued, Elisse mulled over this
latest word grouping wondering why anyone would pin down a bird and
how it would apply to William Masters.

“Like for instance, one
night I was out on the veranda, just hanging out and I hear this
music coming from the library.  I mean it’s like three in the
morning, you know, and so I go down there to see who’s up and what
do you think I see?”

“I don’t know.  What
did you see?” She asked, intrigued by his descriptions.

“I see this guy, Masters,
and that pretty young assistant of his dancing all around the
library.  I think he must have been looped.  Well,
anyway, I don’t usually go around spying on people regardless of
what you might think, but this was really weird.  I mean he’s
usually so solemn and all, but, anyhow, he jumping around up on the
furniture and laughing and carrying on like a crazy school kid on
crack or something.   And she’s giggling and cavorting
around.  Then the music stopped and he went over to the piano
and started playing and singing, too, some kind of stuff that
sounded like barroom music or something.  It wasn’t English,
but I know it was pretty bad stuff because she kept slapping at him
and laughing like it was embarrassing to her, but funny at the same
time.”

“How interesting.” She mused
trying to imagine it.

“Yeah, it was even more
interesting when Austin, that’s my boss I was talking about
earlier, when Austin walked in and caught them by surprise. 
He was red from head to toe.  Screaming and yelling at both of
them ‘cause, you see, they had really made a mess of the
library.  Yeah, he’s a mess all right.   You won’t
tell him I told you, will you?  A fellow could really get into
trouble with the company spreading stories like that. 
Specially about that dude.”

“Oh, no, I’d never tell the
dude you told me.” She said in all seriousness.

“You’re a card, Ms.
Mannheim.” Jim laughed.

“Thank you, I think. 
Did you say you offered to take him fishing?  I didn’t know
they had places to fish in New York City.”

“New York City!” Jim sounded
amused.  “You’re not going to New York City.  That’s a
real sneaky trick, Ms. Mannheim, but it won’t work.  I’m under
strict orders not to tell you our final destination.  That
will be up to good ol’ Austin when you get to where we’re going.
You ain’t gonna to be in Kansas any more.”

“New York is not in Kansas.”
She corrected him.

“And neither is William
Masters.” He added.  “But enough about all that.  Let’s
talk about you for a while.  Won’t you tell me where you got
that cute accent you don’t have?”

 

 


CHAPTER III

Allargando

 






The sunrise had not topped the mountains when
they finally landed at the ‘secret’ place.  A desert landscape
stretched out in all directions.  The air was fresh and crisp
with just the hint of morning chill in the first gray light. 
Elisse stood on the concrete pavement beside the jet’s ramp waiting
for the pilot to join her.  She was eagerly anticipating their
meeting because she wanted to see if he looked as she had imagined
him, but he did not disembark.   Instead, a man dressed
in tan coveralls pulled up beside her in an electrically powered
golf cart.  He climbed out of the cart and limped rapidly over
to greet her.

“Ms. Mannheim?” He extended
his right hand to take her bag.  “Just hop on in the buggy and
I’ll fetch yer other stuff.”

Elisse climbed into the cart and waited while
the man went up the ramp and disappeared into the plane.  He
came out lugging her suitcases and joined her in the cart.

“I’m Gerald.” He said by way
of introduction.

“Glad to meet you.” She
nodded then looked back at the jet, disappointed to see the ramp
closing itself automatically.  “I thought the pilot would be
joining us.”

“Who, Jim?  Naw, he’s
got to post flight the plane.” Gerald turned the wheel and headed
across the pavement toward a distant, brightly lit area.

The lighted area proved to be a guard house
beside a gate attached to a fence that must have been fifteen high
and topped with razor wire.

A man carrying an ugly looking rifle stood
under the lights waiting for them.  Gerald slowed to stop
beside the man who squinted at her suspiciously.  He wore the
same black uniform as the limo driver in Paris.  He asked for
her ID in clipped tones.  She recognized his accent
immediately and responded in German.  He raised one blonde
eyebrow as she searched in her bag for her company ID and then
handed it to him.  He studied the picture and then her face
intensely for a long time then handed it back to her. He poked one
finger against her shoulder just below the tip of her collar.

“Here!” He continued in
English.  “You vill vear this here at all timess.  And
please remember, Frau Mannheim, to speak English here.  You
are in America now.”

“Of course.” She looked at
him disdainfully.  “Company policy, no?”

“Ja!” He snapped and stepped
back to let them pass.

“Never mind him, Miss.”
Gerald told her as they pulled away.  “Everybody around here
call’s him Adolph.  He’s just a trained monkey with a big gun
and a bigger head.  You’ll get used to him.”

Elisse doubted she would get used to such
rudeness.  She turned her attention to where they were
going.  The desert was giving way to shrubbery and the light
was improving as the sun edged over the tops of the distant
mountains. The deep blue sky of the horizon was marred only by a
few dark pink and purple wisps of clouds.  Their destination
was obscured in an oasis of trees.  The concrete drive began
to twist and turn through deep shadows beneath low-slung trees
where a hidden sprinkler system watered the grasses and flower beds
lining the drive.  She caught glimpses of wandering gravel
paths, wrought iron benches, pools and statuary beneath the
trees.  Gerald made a few deft turns and bumps and suddenly
they were inside one bay of a sunken garage.  He shut down the
cart and got out. 

“I’m sorry to have to bring
you in through the back door, Miss.” Gerald apologized.  “But
Austin is waiting to see you and we don’t want to keep him
waiting.”

Gerald placed her baggage on a small hand
truck and led her through a white steel door into a cool dark
hallway. 

“Isn’t there somewhere I can
freshen up a bit before...?” She hurried along beside
him.

“Sure, sure.” He said. 
“But please hurry.”

He took her through a series of swinging
doors passed pantries and cold storage units to a tiny bathroom and
waited outside while she hastily checked her makeup and her
hair.  This was not what she had expected, but then she was
just another trained monkey now and not an honored guest. 
‘Here we go,’ she thought as she resumed the breakneck trek towards
the impatient Austin.

“So!” The scowling Austin
said by way of greeting as she sat down across from him in a
cluttered little office.  “You are late, but I guess it’s not
your fault.”

Elisse did not know if this was an attempt at
humor or if he was serious.  She said nothing in response, but
merely handed him her packet of papers.  He pulled out the
various forms and scanned down the first page.

“You are Elissy Mannheim.”
He announced after a few moments as if he were giving her a new
name.

“Elisse.” She corrected him
automatically.  “Yes, I am.”

“Everyone calls me Austin.”
He said off-handedly continuing to peruse her papers. “Glad to meet
you.”

“And you.” She said
shortly.

“A few ground rules to
cover.” He looked up and she suddenly felt like a bacterium under a
slide.  He appeared to be middle aged, completely gray and
paunchy with a deep red complexion.  His blue eyes looked
oversized behind thick, wire-rimmed glasses.  “We have a
unique opportunity here, Miss Mannheim---may I call you
Elissa?”  She nodded and he continued.  “As I was saying,
we have an opportunity here to work for a most prestigious
company.  Company policy is to be adhered to at all times with
an emphasis on security and safety.  A complete copy of our
rules and regulations will be issued to you and I suggest that for
your own safety, you study it and learn them as soon as
possible.  You have not been informed of the exact location of
this facility for security reasons.  Industrial espionage is a
very lucrative business.  The less you know, the better is my
personal motto.  I can tell you that you are now a member of
the Left Field family of associates and will be expected to
maintain a high level of loyalty and professionalism at all
times.  We do a serious business here and it requires a
serious, concerted effort to accomplish our goals in an efficient
and timely manner.  We take pride in our ability to meet
company goals and deadlines.”

Austin paused to remove an ornately carved
pipe from a box on his desk and began to fill it with a
sweet-smelling tobacco.  She hoped he did not light it up in
the small room.  It was much too early for cigars, cigarettes
and cigarillos and she did not feel inclined to smoke with him, but
he did not seem to be inclined to care.  He took a gold pipe
lighter from his pocket and lit the pipe.  Elisse closed her
eyes and tried to pretend that she did not care either.

“That should suffice to
explain all the I-Spy stuff you will see around here.” He adjusted
himself to a more comfortable position and puffed lazily on the
pipe.  “You will get the hang of it all.  Just study the
handbook.  As for your specific duties, you will work
exclusively for your boss; the only time I will get involved in
that is if we have a conflict of interest, but make no mistake, I
am in charge of this facility and I am the one who answers for
everything that goes on here.  In other words, I will get the
last word.  Your boss keeps odd hours, makes the schedules out
of kilter, but there’s not much I can do about that.  You’ll
just have to make do. That’s not my worry.  He has a few
chronic medical conditions which will be his business and not
yours.   You will probably meet him this evening at
dinner.  I understand that he sometimes comes down for
dinner.  A complete schedule should be in your room with the
handbook and a list of all the amenities we have here for our
employees.  Your free time is yours to do as you will within
the guidelines, of course.”

“Of course.” She nodded and
wondered if he knew she had no idea who her ‘boss’ was and whether
he would enlighten her.  It seemed rather ridiculous that she
had come this far and still did not know the name of her
supervisor, apparently a male, the person she had been hired to
work for.  She also wondered how silly she would sound asking
at this late stage.  Austin’s attitude seemed to indicate that
he had assumed she already knew.

“We have a gym, a pool and a
spa.” He waved one hand toward the window behind him.  “You’ll
come to know everything in time.  We have a commissary, a post
office and a bank on the grounds.  Enjoy yourself and mind the
rules and you will fit in nicely.  If you have any questions
or problems, you can ask Gerald or one of the staff members in the
house.”

Austin stood as if dismissing her and reached
across the desk to shake her hand.

“Welcome to the family.” He
smiled and it was not a pretty sight.  She liked the scowl
better.

“Thank you, Mr. Austin.” She
stood as well and took his beefy hand.  “I’m sure I’ll find my
work here very rewarding.”

“Great, great.  Call me
Austin.  Remember?  Family.”

“Of course.” She managed to
smile in spite of the nausea she was feeling due to the sickly
sweet smoke hanging in the room.

He sat down, picked up her papers again and
swiveled the chair to face the brightening morning outside the
window.  She looked around to find Gerald still standing near
the door.  He motioned to her to follow him.

“Don’t let him worry you too
much, Miss.” Gerald said when they were well out of earshot. 
“I’ve worked for him for over ten years now and he’s not as bad as
he thinks he is.  If you mind your step, you’ll hardly ever
see him.  He’s sort of a low-profiler around here.  Come
on now and I’ll take you up to your rooms.  You look like you
could use a little rest.”

“Yes, please.” She
sighed. 

The corridor opened into a huge foyer filled
with plants and full grown trees in stone planters.  A
fountain with a small waterfall gurgled over moss-covered stones in
the center of the three-story room.  The entire front wall was
tinted glass that gave plenty of light to the exotic plants growing
within and gave the impression of being in a tropical garden. 
Benches, chairs and small tables were scattered tastefully
throughout the foliage, but the most interesting item was a
red-lacquered baby grand piano that dominated one corner of the
room and seemed completely out of sync with the rest of the
furnishings.  An elaborate silver candlestick sat on the piano
next to three or four wineglasses and an empty crystal
decanter.  One of the glasses lay on its side.  Two or
three crumpled sheets of paper beneath the piano bench marred the
otherwise perfectly clean appearance of the foyer.  Wax
dripped down over the silver base of the candlestick.  Elisse
imagined how it must have looked at night with only a candle to
light the big room.

“This way.” Gerald urged her
on toward a central staircase that curved away to the second floor
where several doors opened out onto a balcony overlooking the
foyer.

Instead of going up the stairs, Gerald led
her around and behind them to a small elevator.

“Thank the good Lord for
modern technology.” He chuckled as he pressed the up
button.

The elevator opened onto a discretely
positioned alcove on the second floor that could not be seen from
the foyer below.  Gerald ushered her to a door near the far
end of the balcony and unloaded her bags on the floor. 

“Here we go.” He said
fishing a key from his pocket.  “Here’s your key, Miss. 
I suggest you get settled then come on down to the kitchen for a
bite to eat.  You’ll need to get some rest before
dinner.  I expect you won’t be keeping regular hours after
that.”

She took the key and thanked him.

He started out down the balcony toward the
elevator.

“Gerald!” She ran after
him.  “How can I find you if I need you?”

“Just ask anybody. 
They’ll know where to find me.  Everybody around here knows
me.  I try to keep on schedule.” He smiled. 

She walked back to her room acutely aware of
her own heels clicking on the marbled floor.  If she did not
know better she would have thought she had the whole house to
herself.

Her rooms matched the rest of the
house.  The terms of the contract had specified ‘room and
board’, but this was not what she had expected.   Not for
a secretary.  Had she known about the accommodations, pay and
benefits, she might have come to work for the company years
ago.  Her bedroom was something out of fairytale with French
provincial furnishings in gold, white and beige.  The canopy
bed was draped with brocade and velvet and flanked by matching
pastoral paintings in gilt frames.  There was a separate
sitting room with a chaise lounge, a wing back chair and an
oversized Louis 14th desk and chair with lacquered cherubs on the
drawer faces.  Elisse dropped her bags on the plush silver
carpet and stared around the suite trying to take it all in. 
Surely Gerald had made a mistake.  This was too much. 
She wandered about the room pulling out drawers to look for
personal items that might indicate she was, indeed, in someone
else’s quarters.  The rooms were well stocked with general
supplies, but nothing personal.  Pens, ink, stationery and
every imaginable office supply filled the desk.  Everything
emblazoned with the company logo.  In the marble and gold
bathroom, she found a lavish assortment of bath oils, soaps,
shampoos, lotions, perfumes, even hairbrushes and combs, but all
brand new.  If nothing else and all her suspicions proved
wrong...she stopped suddenly and looked at her own reflections in
the gold and white framed mirror.  What suspicions?  Why
was she here?

She sat down at the elaborately appointed
desk and pulled a sheet of plain white paper from the top drawer
and picked up one of the pens in the penholder.  She began to
write a list of the reasons she had come to this strange place.

 

 

1.  The strange letter from someone
calling himself W. A. Mozart

 

2.  The cryptic allusion to one of her
former students in the detective’s letter

 

3.  The name of the girl addressed in
the letter and also the murder victim: Karina

 

4.  A former student: Karina von
Arnim

 

5.  Music by an unknown composer that
sounded exactly like the authentic Mozart 

 

6.  The words Left Field on the forged
letter

 

7.  The composer’s music produced under
the Left Field label

 

Elisse stared at the list and shook her
head.  What in the world was she doing?  What was she
looking for?  Karina von Arnim?  She did not even know if
the murdered girl was Karina von Arnim!  Did she think perhaps
this composer was the author of the letter?  Somehow, sitting
in the bright morning light somewhere in America’s desert
southwest, it all seemed ludicrous.  And what would she do if
she did find something?  She had not even thought to bring the
letter or that detective’s name that had sent it to her.  It
was still on her desk in Vienna.  She had been in such a hurry
to carry through with her half-baked, lame-brained idea, she had
assured Mr. Hannah that she did not need to return to Vienna at
all, and that everything could be handled by telephone. 
‘Well.’ She finished her thought from earlier. ’At least I can live
in luxurious comfort, put away a tidy sum of money and meet some
new people for a year.’  Perhaps the change would do her
good.  If she had been perfectly happy in Vienna, she
reasoned, the thought of leaving would have never occurred to
her.  So here she was and here she would stay, at least for a
while.

She crumpled the piece of paper and dropped
in her purse.  She would not want anyone reading it, just in
case.

Continuing to explore the room, she found
another surprise when she opened what she thought would be the
closet.  The closet was an entire room in and of itself. 
There were rows of storage boxes on shelves from floor to ceiling
along one wall and rods for hanging clothes along the other. 
Shoe racks, wooden hangers for jackets and coats.  Sweater
boxes.  Small, velvet lined boxes for jewelry.  Racks for
necklaces and earrings.  More alarmingly, however, was the
fact that there were clothes on the hangers and shoes in the
boxes.  New clothes, new shoes with tags still attached,
sweaters still in plastic bags from the manufacturer, belts,
scarves, hats, gloves.  She looked hesitantly at the tags on
some of the formal gowns hanging beneath thin plastic covers. 
Every one of them was her size.  The shoes were her size as
well.  If she had thought the rooms a bit much, this was
downright creepy.  She examined the dresses more
closely.  The labels were very familiar to her, but nothing
she could have ever afforded on her salary from the conservatory
and certainly not on the salary she would receive from Left
Field.  There was no doubt in her mind where they may have
gotten her dress size and shoe size.  She had checked her bags
at the clinic and spent almost three days running around in paper
booties, surgical blues and a hospital gown while someone
apparently went through her belongings jotting down sizes and even
color.  Most of the gowns and shoes were very appealing to her
and she would not mind being seen in any of them, but it gave her a
chill up her spine to think of some stranger rummaging through her
clothes.  If she knew whom to complain to she would have made
a loud protest.  It would have to wait until she learned more
about what she had gotten into.  None of the clothes were in
poor taste and the shoes were the latest fashion and very
expensive.  She wondered if she were supposed to wear these
things.  If it was company policy.

The far end of the dressing room was taken up
by an expansive lighted make-up mirror and vanity bench covered in
white velvet.  Make up, lipsticks, nail polishes, manicure
equipment, blow dryer, curling iron, lotions, hairsprays, gels,
mousses, you name it, it was there just waiting for her to pick it
up and use it.  Every piece brand new sealed in its original
packaging.  There were many items she had never seen before
and had no idea of their uses.  It was unbelievable.

She glanced at her watch.  It was just
after nine.  She went back to the array of formal gowns and
picked out a royal blue affair with sequins and satin.  She
slipped it from its cover and took it off the hanger to hold up in
front of herself to view the effect in the mirror.

“Well, Elisse.” She said
aloud to her reflection (she seemed to be talking more and more to
herself these days).  “Would this be appropriate for
breakfast?”

“Most appropriate.” A male
voice from behind her made her spin around clutching the dress
against her like a shield.

A tall, slender, dark-haired man leaned
against the open doorway of the dressing room with his arms folded
across his chest.  He wore a black tux complete with white tie
and wilted yellow rose affixed to the lapel.

“Who are you?!” She
demanded.  “What are you doing in my room?”

“You left the door open.” He
turned to look back at the door standing wide open to the
balcony.  Elisse stormed past him and went to close the door
then felt silly as she realized she had closed herself in with the
stranger.  She yanked it back open and stood beside it feeling
her face go red with anger and embarrassment, the blue dress still
clutched in her left hand.  The stranger turned casually to
face her and stuck his hands in his pockets highly amused. 
“You shouldn’t be so careless in a strange place.  You never
know who might wander in.”

“Thank you for the
reminder.” She muttered then added.  “You didn’t answer my
question.”

“Which one?” He
asked.

“You’d best answer me
immediately or I’ll... call for Gerald!”

“Call anyone you like, but
I’m not here to rob you or assault you or anything like that, if
that’s what you think.  Didn’t dear Austin tell you, we’re all
family here?  Think of me as the brother you never
had.”

She was not convinced, but he was definitely
not what she would have expected of a thief or robber or Viking
marauder.

Elisse went back to the dressing room
brushing past him again to retrieve the hanger and bag for the
dress to hang it back on the rod.

“I do not have a brother and
I’ve never wanted or needed one.” She told him.  “And if I did
have one, he would not be so disrespectful as to enter a lady’s
bedroom without being invited or even knocking.”

“Touché.” He smiled
seemingly unaffected by her coldness.  “My name is Edward and
I am at your service.”

He gave a small bow.

“All right.” She said
turning to face him. She reminded herself that she did not want to
re-establish her Ice Princess reputation so quickly. “Edward. 
Tell me what you are doing in my room.  What are you looking
for?” She managed to present her best smile.

“Why, you, of course.” He
answered.  “I thought you like a short tour before
breakfast.  I could show you around.  We could take a
stroll through the gardens.  They are very beautiful this time
of year.”

“But not as beautiful as
you.” She eyed the formal attire with amusement.  “Should I
dress in the blue dress?  Does everyone dress so formally at
this time of morning?”

“Oh, this little old thing?”
He looked down at himself and then removed the wilted rose from his
lapel.  “Actually we don’t usually dress this way in the
morning because we don’t usually get up before noon, but since I
haven’t been to bed yet, I guess I’m actually still dressed for
evening hence the wilted blossom.”

“You mean you’ve been up all
night?” She pulled one of the light sweaters from its wrapping and
put it on.

“Precisely so.  I was
just on my way to bed when I ran into the affable Gerald who told
me that you might need an escort to find your way down to
breakfast.  I also wanted to be the first to welcome you to
our little version of paradise.”

“Well, thank you, sir.” She
nodded slightly and waited for him to move out of her way,
unwilling to brush against him a third time.

He backed out of the way and she went to
retrieve her handbag from the desk.

“I could use both. 
Breakfast and escort.  I have no idea which way to
go.”

Elisse had regained her composure and
realized that this strutting peacock, whoever he was, might be able
to shed some light on the workings of the facility.  Besides
her stomach was beginning to growl loudly.  She took his
proffered arm and they strolled out onto the balcony.  He in
his tuxedo and she in her blue denim dress and sweater.  They
paused long enough for her to securely lock the
door.    

 






 


CHAPTER IV

Overture

 






The gardens were at the rear of the Great
House as Edward called it.  She learned that she had landed a
suite in the V.I.P. section.  She could not imagine that her
position fell into that category.  These lucky individuals
consisted of herself, Edward, William Masters, Carlo Colletti, the
orchestra members and Austin.  In fact, Austin had an entire
wing on the lower floor and why he had such an expansive section of
the house, Edward did not know.  Edward’s descriptions were
sketchy, sporadic and laced with sarcasms.  He jumped from
subject to subject, making it very hard for her to keep up with
him, but his command of the English language was more formal than
the airplane pilot’s had been.  At least she did not have
figure out what he meant.  They strolled along shaded garden
paths past breathtaking flowerbeds, lily ponds, grottos and small
stone bridges over shallow pools teeming with gold fish.  The
shrubbery was expertly manicured, no weeds in this garden. 
Nor a pebble out of place.

“They’ve made an oasis in
the middle of the desert.”  He commented as they leaned on the
handrail of a small bridge.  “It costs the company a fortune,
but it keeps the slaves happy.  Of course, it’s too early for
the roses to bloom.  You should see them.  Roses are my
favorite.  Especially yellow ones.  The birds appreciate
it more than the people it was designed for.  I guess the
spiders and snakes don’t care for all this greenery, which is fine
by me.”

“So what is it you do for
the company?”  She asked attempting to change the subject to
more useful topics.

“Many things and
nothing.”  He said in his lazy drawl.  “I’m the morale
officer, I guess you could say.”

“Oh?”  She raised both
eyebrows.  “And whose morale do you boost?”

“My own
usually.”   He laughed.  “The people here are
generally a happy lot.”

“Like Adolph at the
gate?”  She asked.

“Adolph?”  He looked
puzzled.  “Oh, you mean Rudolf.  Yes, he’s most happy of
all.  He absolutely loves his job, couldn’t you
tell?”

“I see what you mean.” 
She nodded.

“Rudolf is at the peak of
his career.  He’s living large and in charge down there at his
little shack.  He has a nice big gun and an even bigger ego,
but then I shouldn’t be divulging such information to you,
professional ethics, you know?”

“Your oath, right?” 
She laughed.

They walked on for a short distance to where
the shrubs ended abruptly at a very tall, chain link fence. 
The desert picked up directly on the other side, stretching away
flat and uninviting toward a distant range of low rugged
mountains.

“Not exactly the Alps, but
they’re all we have.”  He gestured with one hand toward the
mountains.

“What range is that?” 
She asked.

“I believe they are part of
the Davis Mountains.”  He turned and started back.  “I
think that’s part of the Chihuahuan Desert out there.”

“I see.” She said though she
had never heard of them.  “Are you really under some sort of
oath like a doctor or is it a company oath?”

“I am a psychiatrist. 
I would never take an oath to a company.  That would have been
asking a bit too much.  I’m a psychoanalyst, actually.  I
don’t mind the analyst part so much.  It’s the psycho part I’m
worried about.”

“Pardon me?”  She asked
somewhat confused. A psychiatrist!  Her resolve to be friendly
and outgoing almost dissolved into panic.  Had they sent him
to question her?  Was she becoming paranoid?  She had
never even shared her thoughts of suicide and depression with her
dearest friend in Vienna and it had been almost ten years since she
had seen her own doctor for the last time.  And even then, she
had never admitted this to him.

“I mean like I’m a psycho
analyst.  Get it?  Psycho?  Analyst?”  He
frowned at her.

“I think it sounds like a
fine profession and most admirable.”  She told him in all
seriousness, still unable to grasp his play on words.

Edward shook his head and chuckled to
himself.  “Never mind.  We should be getting back just in
time for breakfast, if we pick up the pace.”

“Do you see much of the
Maestro?”  She asked not wanting to miss the opportunity to
ask as many questions as she could before they returned to the
house.

“William?”  He glanced
at her.  “All the time.”   

“What do you think of
him?”  She asked.

“I am not paid to think of
him.”  He smiled.  “I am paid to think for him.  But
there I go divulging information again.  I’m here to protect
his psyche.”

“Protect him from
what?”  She asked, surprised by his statement.

“Things that bother
him.”  He answered.

“Like what?”  She
pushed the envelope.

“I’m under oath
remember?”  He laughed again.

“I’m sorry.  I didn’t
mean to pry.” 

“Sure you did.” He waved one
hand in the general direction of the house.  “Our William is
the toast of the town and making big bucks for the company. 
They don’t want anything to happen to him.  Everyone’s talking
about him.  It is an honor and a privilege to wait upon
him.”

“Now you are teasing
me.”  She frowned and then smiled.

“Yes and no.” His smile
vanished.  “Oh, look, there’s my old buddy, Gerald.  Hey,
you old geezer, over here.”  Then he added more loudly. 
“Hey, good buddy!  Over here!”

Gerald, who had been hurrying down one of the
other paths turned and headed in their direction.

“Miss Mannheim!  I
thought you got lost already.”

“Never fear, my good
man.”  Edward spoke up.  “She has been in good
hands.  How have you been doing?”

“I’m doin’ just fine, Doc.”
Gerald grinned.  “Well, since she’s with you, I guess she’ll
be all right.  Don’t let him fool you miss.  He ain’t
nothing but a duded up good ol’ boy from Dallas.”

“I won’t.”  She glanced
at Edward wondering what duded up meant.  Gerald was off
again, limping quickly away from them.

“I thought we’d have
breakfast with him.”  She frowned as the old man disappeared
into the garden.

“He wouldn’t do that.” 
Edward stuck his hands in his pockets.  “He’s just a hired
hand.  He doesn’t live in the Great House.  We are all
very proper here.”

“I see.”  Elisse was
beginning to see and wondered if she wanted to see anymore. 
She was just a glorified clerk. What would the rest of the elite
membership think of her?

They reached the bottom of the steps leading
up to the veranda where a maid was setting up breakfast service on
several wrought iron tables.  Elisse hesitated as she realized
that several people were already seated on the veranda waiting for
the food to arrive.  Edward took her arm and escorted her to a
table at the far edge of the deck and placed her so that everyone
could stare at her.

The tables were set with white linen
tablecloths, silver and China coffee service and crystal pitchers
of orange juice.  A waiter dressed in a black and white
uniform pushed a cart from table to table offering a most
extravagant selection of items.  Elisse watched in abstract
fascination as the table she shared with Edward began to be covered
with crumpets, toast, marmalades, eggs, bacon, sausage, waffles and
a few things she did not recognize.  She wondered how many
more people would be joining them at the table.

“A person could get really
fat here.”  He said, noticing her expression.  Elisse
glanced around at the other diners to see that they were having no
trouble indulging themselves.

“Or starve.”  She
commented adding cream and sugar to her coffee.  “I find it
very difficult to eat with all these strangers staring at
me.”

“No need to be shy or
nervous.”  He made a wry face.  “They already know who
you are.  They’re just curious.  It will pass.  They
just want to know what you are going to be like.”

“I’m still trying to figure
out what you are like.”  She buttered a piece of
toast.

“What do you mean?”  He
asked raising one eyebrow.  He made no move to eat
anything.

“Well...” she put down the
toast and sipped her coffee “one moment you are full of sarcasm and
the next you are an unabashed flatterer and flirt.  Then
you’re secretive.  Then you’re telling all.  You are
arrogant and self-deprecating at the same time.  Charming and
irritating.  Here you are sitting in the bright morning
sunshine not having breakfast in a tuxedo while everyone is dressed
in bathrobes and slippers.  Perhaps not all of those stares
are directed at me.”

“Good job on the
analysis.”  He nodded and smiled.  “You certainly have a
way with words, and you are probably right.  They are not used
to seeing me here this time of day.  I will tell you the
secret of my life.  My mother was a perfect lady and my father
was a bastard.  Hence, I am a perfect bastard.”

“That’s a very clever
summation.”  She said with laughing.  Perhaps she had met
her match.

“At any rate,” he continued
“I think you should leave the psychoanalysis to me.  It is,
after all, what I get paid for and you will be much too busy very
soon to be trying to do your job and mine no matter how much I
might appreciate it.  I have formed a preliminary opinion of
you already and I think you might fit in here very well.  We
could use a bit of cool sanity.”  This was exactly what she
did not want to here.  Cool sanity?  She would have to
try harder to dispel the image.

As the other diners began to finish their
breakfasts, they gathered together in a tight little group near the
doors leading into the house speaking to each other in low voices
and glancing at Elisse and Edward.  Her nervousness grew, as
this activity became more noticeable.

“I suppose you are wondering
why they are all standing over there like idiots.”  He said
after a while.  “Don’t be too critical of them.  I’m
afraid it’s my fault.”

Edward flagged one of the waiters and the man
came to the table.  Edward crooked one finger and them man
leaned attentively in front of him.  The psychiatrist
whispered something in his ear and the man trotted off toward the
little crowd of on-lookers.

“I’m afraid that they, like
you, have some misgivings about me.”  He shrugged. 
“That’s what makes my life so boring.  My would-be clients
won’t talk to me.”

He leaned back in the chair and crossed one
leg over the other and crooked one arm over the back of the
chair. 

“I’m so
misunderstood.”  He told her lazily.  “While I offer my
services to others, there is no one here for me to talk to about
myself which happens to be one of my favorite subjects.”

“That must be truly
devastating.”  Elisse smiled.  He reminded her of the
character from the 007 spy movies with his careless attitude and
rumpled tuxedo.

“You would never believe
it.”  He shook his head sadly.  “Uh, oh.  Here they
come.”

Two women approached the table and he stood
up to greet them.  One of them was a slight blonde woman in
her early twenties with a cherubic face and a billowing fluff of
hair tied up on top of her head.  The other was exactly her
opposite.  Tall and slim with long black hair hanging sleekly
over her shoulders.  Her face was long and her eyes, unlike
the dancing blue of the blonde, were large dark orbs.  She
reminded Elisse of Natasha, Boris’s girlfriend on the Rocky and
Bullwinkle cartoons.  Both were dressed for tennis with their
rackets and towels slung over their shoulders.  The taller
woman stopped near the table and surveyed Elisse from half-lidded
eyes.

“Hello, dahlink, I’m
Vash.”  She did not wait for Edward to introduce them. 
“This is my friend, Miranda.  How do you do?”

Her English was very far from perfect with
heavy Russian accent.  She even sounded like she looked.

“Hi!”  The one called
Miranda stuck out her hand.  “Pleased to meetcha.”

Vash cast one sidelong glance at Edward and
took Miranda by the arm to steer her away from the table.

“That went real well.” 
Edward rolled his eyes sarcastically.  “Lovely
couple.”

Another of the diners approached.  This
one was a very large, beefy-looking man with a ruddy complexion,
dressed in a terry house robe with striped pajama legs protruding
from the bottom.

Edward shook hands warmly with the man.

“Bertrand!  Old buddy,
how are you today?”  He asked.

“I do fine.”  The man
answered, his voice tinged with thick Germanic
overtones.

“Allow me to introduce
Elisse Mannheim, the latest addition to our happy little
family.” 

Bertrand took her proffered hand, but instead
of shaking it, he kissed the back of it and bowed slightly.

“I am much pleased to make
acquaintance with you.”  He nodded at her solemnly.

“Thank you.”  Elisse
forced a smile.  “The pleasure is mine.”

The man trundled back the way he had come
past an oddly assorted procession that now followed in turn for
their introductions.  When the last one had gone, Elisse let
go a great sigh of relief and sat down to pour herself another cup
of coffee from the carafe.  She took a sip and nearly sprayed
it allover him.

“What happened to the
coffee?”  She looked at him.

“I put a little kicker put
in it.”  He shrugged apologetically.  “I thought you
looked like you could use it.”

“You could have warned
me.”  She told him curtly, but drank more of it thankfully.
“Where are they all going?”  She asked after a few moments
when the veranda was cleared except for the two of them.

“Some, back to bed.” 
He looked around.  “Some off to the gym or recreation. 
Big night tonight.  Full rehearsal.”

“Rehearsal?”  She set
her cup down and put more sugar in it.

“Yeah, William’s latest
symphony, I think.”  He nodded.  “Anyway, it’s supposed
to be his best yet.  I suggest we both get some rest or else
we’ll fall asleep at the rehearsal and that would not make a good
impression on your new boss.”

“Speaking of my boss.” 
She seized on the opportunity to ask the question.

“Uh, oh.”  He said
standing abruptly.  “We’d better go or else we’ll be here all
day.”

More people had come from the house to the
veranda.  She got up quickly and drank down the rest of
the  ‘kicked’ coffee before leaving with Edward.

When she returned to her rooms, she found a
fresh flower arrangement containing a variety of lilies of every
imaginable color on her bedside table and a crystal bowl of fresh
fruit on the coffee table in the sitting room.  The bed was
made and her bathroom was spotless.  The ruffled coverlet on
her bed was turned back invitingly, the oversized pillows fluffed
and one of her nightgowns lay out on the bed.  Her slippers
were arranged neatly on the floor nearby.  She dropped her
room key in her purse and thought it a bit useless to lock the
door.  She tried out the Jacuzzi, taking a luxurious bath
after convincing herself that bolt on the inside of the bathroom
door would preclude any unexpected visitors.  The bed was like
Heaven.  She lay on her back staring up at the cherubs and
angels painted on the underside of the canopy while going over
everything she had learned from Edward and trying to remember names
and faces of the orchestra members she had met.  She fell
asleep and did not wake until four p.m.

A while later, she was sitting in front of
the makeup mirror in the huge closet, putting the finishing touches
on her mascara when a loud bang caused her to jab herself in the
eye with the tip of the applicator.

“Damn!”  She cursed
softly and then quickly repaired the damage before hurrying to her
sitting room door.  There voices, two men, arguing on the
balcony very near her rooms.  She thought she recognized
Edward’s voice and opened the door a tiny crack to peak
out.

Edward leaned against the banister with his
hands in the pockets a dark blue suit.  Another man, shorter
and dressed in black slacks, long-sleeved white shirt and black
vest stood between she and Edward with his back toward her. 
He had dark hair touched with gray and he gestured animatedly with
both hands, obviously upset about something.

“Please, Signori.” 
Edward was saying.  “Keep your voice down.  The
others...”

The angry man spoke in rapid Italian cutting
him off.  Elisse was fluent in Italian, but he spoke so
rapidly, she could only understand part of it.  Something rude
about the ‘others’ Edward had mentioned.

“For crying out loud,
Carlo!”  Edward took his hands from his pockets and stood up
to hold his hands out in a conciliatory manner. 
“English!  Speak English.  I can’t understand a word
you’re saying. Calm down and tell me what’s wrong.”

“He is the problem!” 
The shorter man seemed to take a deep breath and then went to lean
stiff-armed on the railing to look over into the
foyer. 

“Who?  What?” Edward
glanced down the balcony toward the elevator.

“You know who I am talking
about, Signori.  Do not patronize me!  He promised we
would have the full score today.  We have a rehearsal this
evening.  But where is he?  Is he making paper to write
on, eh?  No!  He is in his bed asleep!”

“Look, Carlo.” Edward placed
one hand on the man’s shoulder.  “You go on down and get
yourself a drink or something and I’ll do what I can. 
Deal?”

Carlo straightened up and ran both hands
through his hair in frustration.

“You will get the score,
no?”  He asked.

“Trust me.”  Edward
smiled at him then glanced toward Elisse’s door and winked at
her!

Carlo muttered something else unintelligible
as Edward pushed him gently down the balcony.

“Go on, now.” Edward
followed him down the balcony a few feet.

“Before dinner?”  Carlo
looked back at him.  He had dark eyes and looked to be about
forty-five years old.  A very handsome man and famous and rich
and unattached.  Elisse could understand why he was so popular
in certain circles.  What was he doing out here in the middle
of nowhere?  Left Field must be paying a fortune for him! She
was somewhat taken aback that Edward had been aware of her
eavesdropping, but her curiosity overcame her good manners as she
opened the door a bit further to see them better.

Carlo left Edward on the balcony.  He
turned to glance at her again, but this time there was no smile and
no wink.  He looked disgusted.  He knocked loudly on the
next door down the hall from her and waited.  No one answered
the door.

“Damn it!”  She heard
him curse and the jangled of keys, then the sound of the door
opening.  Apparently the Maestro’s rooms were just next
door.  She wondered if the psychiatrist had keys to everyone’s
doors.

Elisse closed her door and rushed about to
find her shoes and to finish getting ready for dinner.  She
stashed her purse under the sofa and then went out onto the balcony
to wait for Edward.  He had promised to take her down for
dinner.  She wanted to be there when he came out, but what
purpose, she did not quite know.  Did she expect something to
happen?  The minutes ticked by slowly and she began to wring
her hands nervously.  The whispering sound of the water
flowing through the fountain below drifted up to her ears.

Just as she had decided to go back to her
rooms, the door opened and Edward backed out of the door closing it
silently as if not to disturb anyone.

When he turned around, he was very surprised
to see her there.

“Miss Mannheim!”  He
smiled and straightened his jacket.  “You look absolutely
radiant.”

“What?”  She tried to
sound as flippant as he did.  “This old thing?  It’s just
something I found in the closet.”

“You’re learning.”  He
told her and offered her his arm.  He carried a roll of music
paper in his other hand.  “You must have been taking lessons
from a master.”

“Why, yes, I have.” 
She took his arm and allowed him to escort her down the
balcony.

“Don’t let Signori
Colletti’s temper tantrums bother you.”  He told her. 
“He’s Italian.  What more can I say?  Besides if you let
Colletti intimidate you, just wait until you see Herr Masters in
action.”

“Herr Masters?  Is he
German or Austrian?”  She asked.

“I’m not sure.  Is
there a difference?”  He looked at her and smiled.

Elisse resisted the urge to explain the
difference, but asked instead “is he ill?”

“William?  No, just
slightly hung over, I believe.  He’s not usually presentable
at this hour anyway.  He’ll be fine in an hour or
two.”

“May I?”  She nodded at
the papers he held in his hand as they stopped to wait for the
elevator.

“Sure.”  He let go of
her arm and handed over the papers.  “Just don’t get the pages
mixed up.  He never numbers the pages.  I wouldn’t want
the good conductor to go catatonic.”

Elisse unrolled the slightly rumpled pages
and her heart leaped into her throat.  She could feel the
color drain from her face.  The handwriting on the pre-printed
musical script paper was unmistakable.  She had found the
author of the Karina letter.  Could it be that a murderer was
living right next door to her?  What had she gotten herself
into?  The handwriting was exactly the same as so many sheets
she had seen in her life.  Except for the light gray
pre-printed bars on the page, it looked exactly like an authentic
Mozart manuscript without the signature and the ink smudges left
behind by the messy pens and inks of the eighteenth century.

She realized with a start that Edward had
been speaking to her as they rode down in the elevator.

“Whoa, there.”  He
caught her arm as she swayed slightly. 

“I’m sorry.  What did
you say?”  She looked up at him.

“I said that blue is your
color.”  He repeated his reference to the dark, blue gown she
had chosen to wear.

“Thank you.”  She said
and returned her attention to the music.  The composer had
signed his name at the bottom of the last page.  Why? 
The usual place was on the first page in the upper right
corner.  William A. Masters.  If she hadn’t looked
closely, she would have thought it was Wolfgang A. Mozart.  It
was uncanny.  The man had a definite identity problem. 
She straightened up and took a deep breath as the elevator
deposited them on the first floor.  She had to regain her
composure and act if nothing were wrong.

Edward took her to the library doors where
she could see several people milling about with drinks in their
hands.

“I’ll have to drop you
here.”  He said apologetically.  “I’ll be right
back.  I’ve got to make copies and get them back to
Colletti.”

He reached for the papers and she made no
move to release them.

“The music?”  He looked
down at her hand and then back at her face expectantly.  “Are
you all right?”

“I’m fine.”  She
quickly handed over the sheets. 

“Good.  Go on in and
smile.  You’ll do just fine.”  He winked again and left
her at the open doors.

Elisse walked into the library in a
daze.  She did not want a drink.  She wanted to be alone
so she could think what to do next.  Everyone in the room
seemed to be watching her.  Some of them she recognized from
breakfast.  Others were strange to her.  She hoped that
Edward would hurry back.  She felt abandoned.  What
should she do?  How could she get in touch with Detective
Boswell?  She would have to find a way to contact him
soon.  But could there be more here than met the eye? 
Was not the music just as familiar as the handwriting?  How
could this man not only write like Mozart, but he could compose
like Mozart?  Who was he?  Where did he come from? 
No one had ever been equal to Mozart.  She always told her
class that.  Mozart was unequalled in his musical
genius.  None had ever come close.  He was her life’s
work.  This could not be possible!  These people were all
professionals and Signori Colletti had conducted Mozart
worldwide.  Surely he, if not the rest of them, could
recognize Mozart when he saw it and heard it. “Mozart.”  She
whispered to herself unaware of having spoken aloud.

“Yes, ve haf Mozart
here.”  A female voice very near her startled her.  She
turned to see Vash, the tall, Russian woman standing only inches
from her, gazing down at her languidly.

“Pardon me?”  Elisse
felt absurd.  “What did you say?”

“I said ve haf Mozart
here.”  She waved one long, slender arm about the room. 
“Come, I vill show you.”

The woman locked onto her arm and guided her
across the room toward the far side of the room.  They passed
leather sofas and chairs of deep hunter green and mahogany tables
gleaming under the soft lights of Tiffany lamps.   They
passed a table with a large silver tray containing glasses of wine
and Vash scooped one up gracefully to hand it to her.

“My mama tolt me never to
drink alone.”  She said as they stopped in front of an
extensive rack full of compact discs.  “See?  Here zay
all are.  Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin, even Tchaikovsky. 
All ze masters.”

Elisse looked at the racks in relief.

“Vat vould you like to hear,
dahlink?”  She asked.

“Oh, anything you
like.”  Elisse told her.

Vash chose one of the discs and seemingly
glided across the floor to a formidable stereo built into the wall
between rows of gleaming, leather-bound books.  She placed the
disc in the player and then took a seat on the nearest sofa,
beckoning Elisse to join her.  Elisse glanced around to see
the others busily talking to each other while trying to watch her
without watching her.  She went to sit by Vash as the music
filtered softly from hidden speakers.

“Zat is a lufly gown,
dahlink.”  Vash eyed her solicitously.  “Blue is your
color.”

“So I’ve been told.” 
Elisse sipped the wine.

“Zis is my favorite
Mozart.”  Vash told her.  “It is a shame he vas not
Russian.  He vould haf liffed longer.  Ve are a hardy
people, no?”  The woman laughed. “He needed but to drink Vodka
and he vould haf liffed forever.”

“Sinfonia concertante for
oboe, clarinet, horn and bassoon.”  Elisse named the
piece.

Vash’s thin eyebrows went up.  “You know
your Mozart.”

“He is one of my
favorites.”  Elisse looked away from her.

“Vell then, vat do you
think?  Did he write it or no?”

“I’m not sure.”  Elisse
looked at her wondering at the seemingly strange question.  It
was not a question she wanted to think about.  There was some
controversy surrounding the authenticity of the piece.  It had
to be Mozart, but there were no references to it in any definitive
form and no original manuscript in existence as far as anyone
knew.  Elisse believed it was his, but did not care to discuss
the subject.

“You should haf been here
the night ve had our debate.  It seems zat efferyvon here
knows exactly who did or did not write it.  Zere vas a most
interesting disagreement.  Zese people luf to argue about
anyzing.”

“What happened?” 
Elisse asked her off-handedly.  She watched the doors for
Edward.

She had noticed Carlo Colletti pacing back
and forth in front of the oversized fireplace with his hands behind
his back. 

Vash leaned toward her conspiratorially.

“Herr Masters and Signori
Colletti.”  She laughed softly.  “Herr Masters came in
unexpectedly.  He neffer comes here.  Anyvay somevon vas
playing zis disc. Our illustrious conductor made mention zat he did
not belief the piece vas Mozart.  Herr Masters took to an
outrage.  Zay argued vith each other for haf an hour until
Edvard intervened.  It vas great fun to vatch.  I thought
zay vould come to blows.”

“Who von... I mean,
won?”  Elisse drank down the last of the wine.

“Nobody von.”  Vash
closed her eyes and Elisse thought for sure she would begin to
preen herself like a slinky, black cat.  “Herr Masters tried
to enlist ze support of ze orchestra members who vere here, but ve
could not afford to comment von vay or another.  You see vat I
mean?  It vould not fare vell vith us.”

“Of course.”  Elisse
smiled inanely.

Vash returned to her semi-reclining posture
on the sofa with her long legs crossed under the clinging fabric of
her black dress.  “Of course, Herr Masters finally threw his
glass at ze conductor and left.  “Fortunately, he missed.”

“Is Herr Masters prone to
violence, then?”  Elisse perked up a bit at the mention of the
glass throwing.

“Only ven opposed, but zen
ve are all musicians here.  Artists tend to be temperamental,
no?”

“Yes, I suppose so.” 
Elisse was trying to put everything she had learned in order. 
If William Masters was prone to such displays of violent behavior,
was it not reasonable to assume that he could actually be a
psychotic murderer if provoked? 

“Uh, oh, dahlink.” 
Vash sat up and raised her chin to peer over the furniture. 
“Here comes your guard dog.”

The Russian rose gracefully from the sofa and
glided away to where two men were having an animated conversation
in Italian with their imported cigars.  Elisse thought that
Vash would have looked most natural smoking one with them.

She turned her attention to Edward, who had
just entered the library.  He made his way through the growing
crowd, shaking hands and speaking to many of the people before
engaging Colletti in a low voice.  The man listened
attentively and then hurried away.  Edward gave Vash a
sidelong glance as he passed her on his way to the sofa.

“I see you are feeling
better.”  He said taking a seat next to her.  “I hope
Vash hasn’t been telling you her horror stories.”

“No horror stories.” 
Elisse was glad to have him back with her.  As much as he
annoyed her, she was glad for the company.  “She was just
telling me about Herr Masters and Signori Colletti.”

“That’s what I’m talking
about.  Horror stories. Which episode did she
relate?”

He turned up a glass that did not contain
wine. 

“Something about a
disagreement over a piece of music.”  Elisse did not want to
bring up Mozart again.

“What else is new with
them?” He laughed. 

He was staring at Vash.

“Take my advice and steer
clear of that one.”  He said shortly.  “She will not make
a good friend for you.”

“Are you my ‘guard
dog’?”  She asked him, causing him to look sharply at
her.

“If you don’t want my
advice, just say so.  I can handle it.  I just thought
you might like a little inside information rather than finding out
everything the hard way.”

“No, no!  That’s not
what I meant.  Vash called you my ‘guard dog’.”  Elisse
realized she had offended him.

“Oh.”  He said and
looked away.  “Who is that?  Schumann?”

“Where?”  She looked
across the room to follow his gaze.

Edward looked back her in amusement.

“I meant the music.” 
He said.  “How much wine have you had, Miss
Mannheim?”

“Please call me
Elisse.”  She said.  “Only one glass.  And no,
that’s not Schumann.  It’s... Amadeus.”

“Amadeus?  That was a
movie, wasn’t it?”  He raised both eyebrows.

“Yes, it was, or I suppose,
still is.” She smiled.

“You see?  I am not
without some small bit of knowledge.  I must say, though, I
can hardly compete with all these experts.  I think it’s one
of the reasons I have so few clients.  They don’t trust me at
all.  They consider my lack of musical training an
unpardonable sin.  I have been an outcast ever since Carlo
caught me listening to the Talking Heads. on my headphones at
rehearsal.”

“But Herr Masters trusts
you, doesn’t he?  You have a key to his rooms.”  She
asked a leading question.

“Poor Willy has no
choice.  He hasn’t made many friends here either.  I
guess he and I are both outcasts.”

“Is he that hard to get
along with?”  She asked.

“Let’s not talk about him
again.”  He frowned and got up from the sofa to take her
hand.  “You need another glass of wine.”

“No, please.”  She felt
a bit wobbly.  “What I need is food.”

Edward looked at his watch.

“We still have a bit of time
before dinner.”  He said.  “How about the
grand-before-dinner tour?”

“I’d like that.”  She
told him in earnest.  Anything to get away from the people in
the library.

Edward maneuvered her toward the double doors
leading to the corridor.  He crooked his arm under hers and
patted the back of her hand as if he were her grandfather.  He
was really enjoying the glances and appraising looks from the men
as they left.  She did not know whether to appreciate or
resent his attentions.  The world she had left behind in
Vienna had been totally under her control.  Here, she felt
like the proverbial fish out of water.  She knew only one
thing for sure:  she was not in control here.  Worse yet,
she had not had time to figure out who was.  She did not even
know who she would be working for.  She looked up at Edward
and wondered if he was intentionally misleading her.  Was he
really her ‘boss’?  She could not imagine who else of the
people she had met so far, would need an assistant. 
Obviously, it would not be Austin.  And surely not
Colletti.  But if Edward had no clients, why would he need an
assistant?  He was chattering steadily, rummaging about in his
brain for bits and pieces of information to disseminate to
her.  She heard hardly anything of what he was saying and
wondered if any of it was important.  Elisse forced herself to
pay attention to his voice.  He had a very pleasant voice and
his Texas drawl added to his charm.  She wondered where he had
picked up such a cynical attitude toward life. And then thought
ruefully about her own attitude. 
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