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To
GUSTAF HILLESTRÖM

who taught me to love Drottningholm Theatre


Drink up,

For Death awaits thee,

Sharpening his sword,

And standing on thy threshold.

Be not afraid;

He peers but through the narrowed door

Of thy tomb.

Close it again –

For perhaps yet one year more.

Fredman’s Epistles, No. 30

Bellman
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Sketch of theatre Kai Hornung


Key to plan of theatre:


	Main entrance

	Vestibule

	Cupboard containing main switch

	Museum

	Foyer

	Stage door

	Auditorium

	Stage

	Lavatory

	Cupboard containing switchboard

	Stairs to attics

	
Prima donna’s dressing-room

	Conductor’s rooms

	Manager’s office

	Door on to stage




Main Characters



	PAUL SANDWALL
	to his misfortune appointed as manager of Drottningholm Theatre



	TERESA MONRAD
	attractive prima donna




	JILL HASSEL
	tall and ironic soprano



	DIANA FORS
	shy newcomer from the provinces, making her début



	STEPHEN BRICKMAN
	excellent bass



	GEORGE GERALDSON
	tenor with a gift for obstinacy and jealousy



	RICHARD ANNERFELT
	far too handsome baritone



	MATTHEW LEMMING
	world-famous conductor



	PUCK BURE
	astray



	EDWIN BURE
	her worried husband



	and – finally
	



	CHRISTER WICK
	Chief Inspector




Note on Translation: For easier reading Swedish currency has been roughly converted into sterling


I COULD see through the wide cracks in the floor down on to the empty floodlit stage. I held my breath and listened. The whole theatre seemed to be doing the same.

Where was Matthew? Had he gone away and left me alone up here? The fear which had long lain dormant now reached my mind, and my thoughts rushed round in panic-stricken and disorderly confusion.

I had wanted to be alone up here, but now I no longer knew why. The warm, dusty air was suffocating and oppressive, and despite the light from two dirty bulbs, most of the attic lay in complete darkness. Anyone could hide in there in amongst all those coils of rope and that grotesque winding gear.

Anyone …

A board creaked somewhere behind me and now it was no help to me that I had just said to Matthew that a wonderful old building like this must be full of centuries of sounds and voices and creaks and groans. Instinct was stronger than reason, so in terror I turned swiftly round to escape down the steep, murky stairs.

But it was already too late; the blow fell at the exact moment I had sensed the danger.

The agony was white-hot and penetrating and unbearable. I screamed loudly as I fell to the floor. Through all the pain and the thumping in my ill-treated head, I caught the echo of footsteps retreating – then shortly afterwards returning. Someone knelt by my side and dimly I realized that if only I could raise my eyelids I would be able to see the face of the person we had all been looking for.

The person who was now just about to commit a second murder.

I do not think that any physical action has ever imposed such a strain on me before. With a stupendous effort I at last managed to open my eyes.

Then I was swallowed up in complete darkness.

Waking was terrible. The first thing to happen was that I saw countless tiny, little old men, stylized much as on rock carvings, marching towards me in packed columns, and I was convinced that they would trample me to dust under their many, many feet. I felt horribly sick.

Then I heard a whisper.

‘She’s coming round.’

And another, rougher:

‘Don’t forget you mustn’t ask her anything which might upset her. Don’t ask her to tell you until she’s ready to do it herself.’

At that my memory revived –and my memories; chaotic, disconnected, confusing and frightening.

The happy and light-hearted beginning …

Paul Sandwall’s calm satisfaction that time I had met him in the street.

The pleasant cocktail party at Paul’s home.

Teresa Monrad’s happy laugh and beautiful voice.

The enchanting seventeenth-century atmosphere at the theatre.

Mozart’s music, glittering and resounding even in my dreams.

Everyone’s delight after the first night.

Matthew lifting his baton …

But also hysterical outbursts on stage and behind the scenes.

Diana’s cheeks smudged with tears.

Three puppets without heads.

Richard Annerfelt babbling about a curtain and a dinner-party.

George, scarlet with rage, and good-natured Stephen, grey with anxiety and fatigue.

The hands of a wrist watch.

The stairs up to the theatre attics.

Jill’s ironic and teasing looks.

Matthew’s hands. Matthew’s kisses.

Touching the dead body. The feeling of nausea and terror.

A murderer. An unknown murderer in amongst us.

The expression on Edwin’s face.

The discovery.

No, no! I did not want to remember, to tell, to think. But my thoughts, totally divorced from my will power, went on buzzing round the same circuits, the same episodes and details.

My meeting with Paul Sandwall in Stockholm.

My joy when he invited us to his cocktail party.

The party in honour of Matthew and to which Edwin had been so unwilling to go.

The party at which it had all started …


Drink up –


CHAPTER ONE

A TALL man in a light overcoat and with a pleasant angular face hailed me in the spring Saturday-morning crush in the street.

‘Hullo, Puck. It’s been a long time. Nice to see you again.’

At the sight of Paul Sandwall’s wide smile, I realized that it really had indeed been far too long. The six months I had spent on the editorial staff of that extremely exclusive magazine Insight had been both stimulating and great fun, and when the paper, in spite of all our efforts, died its inevitable financial death, I had mourned the loss as much as had its originator and chief editor.

We were soon deeply absorbed in memories.

‘Do you remember that marvellous pale mauve cover to the November issue, which was never completed?’

‘And Lars Forssell’s wonderful Ode-to-a-Horizontally-Striped-Cat …’

‘That awful interview with Harry Martinson, which was to have been about lyrics of the fifties, and turned out as a monologue on the right way to use a telescope …’

‘And your agonies every month when you had to refuse a poem by our publisher …’

There we stood, just outside a huge store window, effectively blocking the traffic on the narrow pavement. Paul stretched out his arm to save me from being impaled on the point of a long and carelessly held umbrella.

‘How’re things with you nowadays?’ he said. ‘When will your thesis be finished?’

‘Never,’ I said gloomily. ‘Edwin says I have developed a remarkable capacity for avoiding doing anything about it, but that’s the only remarkable capacity I have developed. He’s working himself to death anyhow, and I don’t know that that’s either desirable or sensible. And what about you? What have you been up to?’

The question was not just a rhetorical one. Paul Sandwall was not only a publisher’s reader and theatre critic on one of the dailies, but usually also had several sidelines on the go, such as editing modern magazines or writing for controversial wireless programmes. Now a pleased, almost rapturous glint appeared in his grey-brown eyes and his smile grew even broader and happier.

‘I’ve got an appointment of which I’m very proud,’ he said. ‘I’m to manage the Drottningholm Theatre all through the summer.’

We became involved with a bunch of schoolboys and girls and I was pushed up against him, so my awed congratulations were uttered somewhere in the region of his blue tie. Through the noise all round us, his voice reached me, quiet and pleased.

He told me that not only had he been in love with the Drottningholm Theatre since he was a little boy and had run round the park when on holiday with a gardener uncle there, but also that by sheer chance things had worked out so admirably that the ‘proper’ managers were both away on business trips abroad at the same time.

‘Gustaf Hilleström has got a grant to study the rôle of music and drama in France and the Professor has been invited to a humanist conference and lecture tour in the States. I’ve helped quite a bit out there, and I hope to make a good job of it all, but it’s a terrific responsibility, and I must admit I’m suffering slightly from first-night nerves.’

Nerves were something I had never connected with one as well-balanced as Paul Sandwall, but I said encouragingly that I would keep my fingers crossed for him and then asked him what they were going to do this season.

‘Anything new, or all last year’s stuff?’

‘Something new and great fun. They’re going to do a new production of Cosi fan tutte.’

And he sang cheerfully:

‘Cosi fan tutte … that’s what they all do.’

As I considered it not quite the moment to mention that I had never seen the opera, I mumbled my general approval. I felt the chill spring air penetrating my new red suit and shivered a little, but Paul went on with infectious enthusiasm.

‘Guess who’s going to conduct? Produce it too, for that matter. Matthew Lemming!’

A young blonde girl who had been wistfully contemplating a cascade of lace in a shop window, turned round in astonishment.

And well she might.

For every one, musical or otherwise, knew that Matthew Lemming was one of the most famous and admired conductors in the world. He lived in America now and his visits as guest conductor had been both expensive and rare.

I was as astonished as the blonde girl.

‘No, really? Can the Opera House afford to bring him over?’

‘Of course not,’ said Paul dryly. ‘They can’t afford any notable visiting guest conductors. But the city has at last realized that the Drottningholm Theatre is its best tourist attraction and has found the money for this production. And Lemming himself is very interested in the project.’

‘Do you know him personally?’

‘Yes and no. I met him once or twice when he was here during the war, but that was at big affairs, and you know how much one gets to know the guest of honour at those things.’

‘He’s supposed to be terribly nice …’

Paul shrugged his powerful shoulders.

‘Well … he’s outspoken, and he certainly has his share of charm, but I wouldn’t call him terribly nice. He’s nothing much to look at actually … a small fat man with grey hair and …’

‘Paul dear, don’t shatter my illusions. Matthew Lemming is one of the famous men worshipped by every female in the country. We want to believe that he’s a demonic and romantic breaker of hearts.’

Paul laughed and we parted company after exchanging the usual civilities about seeing each other again soon. Anyhow, I had no idea that he had meant what he said.

But he must have done, because in the middle of the following week, he rang up and asked whether Edwin and I would like to come to his place for a drink on Sunday afternoon.

‘It’s the day before the first rehearsal out at the theatre, and I thought it’d seem polite if the new manager introduced Matthew Lemming to the whole cast in a civilized way … do you agree? I’m glad. No, I want you two to come just because you’re not opera people. You’re to be the civilized way … Fine. See you on Sunday then …’

I was delighted and flattered, so doubly disappointed when Edwin apparently did not share my enthusiasm.

‘In the first place,’ he said peevishly, ‘I’m exhausted and flat out after an unusually hectic term at the university, and I need my Sundays to rest in. Secondly, there is no form of social gathering I detest more than artificial cocktail parties. Thirdly, I’m allergic to conceited opera singers. Just look at that ass in the flat next door. I feel sick every time I meet him in the lobby.’

But now it was my turn to express displeasure.

‘I suppose it hasn’t occurred to you that I might too be very tired of always seeing you in a state of exhaustion – in so far as I ever see you. Do you realize that we haven’t been out for dinner together or to the theatre since last Easter? You’re forever knee deep in some old treatise on villages in the Middle Ages. I’m telling you …’

‘No, no, for God’s sake, don’t. I’ll come with you and I’ll be as meek as a lamb, I promise you.’

He kissed me absently and went back to his desk, and I set about planning what I should wear. What on earth did one wear to be introduced to Matthew Lemming? The pencil-slim yellow or the off-the-shoulder shocking pink? I’d have to buy some new shoes, of course … and perhaps a bag.

Bag and shoes it became, not to mention a microscopic white hat costing seven pounds. The Sunday came round and Edwin was nice enough to say that the shocking pink went well with my complexion and my dark hair, but otherwise his promised meekness was not all that in evidence.

‘Out there,’ he muttered irritably as he put on his dark jacket. ‘What an idiotic idea having a party right out there. All we’ll get will be a couple of salted almonds and a sausage on a stick and five or six Americanized drinks. Enough so that one daren’t drive and not enough to justify an expensive taxi …’

‘Paul Sandwall lives out there,’ I explained patiently. ‘And he’s a widower and presumably not madly good at cooking. Is my hat all right?’

‘If that’s meant to serve as a hat, then it’s all right. Can I ring for a taxi?’

The bell that we heard, however, came from the door. Edwin went to open it and I observed from his tone of voice that it was not one of his dearest friends standing on the threshold.

‘Yes … yes, that’s right, we’re going out to Paul Sandwall’s … share the taxi? … Well, perhaps that would be practical …’

And into our flat pranced Richard Annerfelt, the opera singer – the same young man whom Edwin had said made him sick on sight. In contrast to my husband, I was part curious, part amused as I gazed at our handsome neighbour with undisguised interest.

What I saw was a slim figure with wavy blue-black hair and a face which was almost perfectly formed; a face which bore witness to ancient and fine – perhaps too ancient and fine – breeding, and at first I found it difficult to understand Edwin’s distaste. True, one could trace a slight touch of effeminacy in his movements, true, his cloudy blue suit and double-breasted waistcoat were perhaps a shade too elegant, but Edwin seldom allowed such details to influence his judgement on his fellow human beings.

But Richard Annerfelt seized my hand, carried it to his lips and said:

‘Mrs Bure, I am beside myself with joy! I have long anticipated meeting the most charming and attractive lady in the whole building.’

And then I understood. A person who behaved like this and used the same exaggerated tone of voice in one’s living-room as he did in the Royal Theatre was bound to be somewhat trying.

This presumption became certainty by the time we had arrived at Paul’s house. Edwin had strategically sat next to the driver and left me to cope with the handsome baritone.

That he was a baritone was almost immediately evident. A baritone who, according to him, had a far more exquisite instrument than that of Joel Berglund, Sigurd Björling and other singers who for some incomprehensible reason had been favoured by the very limited management of the Opera House.

‘But I am still young … not yet thirty. I’ll have to wait until those old chaps die off. Did you hear me as Papageno in The Magic Flute? No? That really is your loss … I was really good in that. Though of course Jill Hassel was not really right for that part, and that unfortunately pulled the production down.’

All the time he articulated his words with the same care as he would if singing an aria. Half despairing, half laughing, I wondered how one ever managed to extract a spontaneous nuance from that well-handled voice. To lure him into conversation which centred on something other than Richard Annerfelt was apparently quite out of the question.

‘And what do you think about performing under Matthew Lemming?’ I said politely.

‘That will be extremely instructive. Though I must warn you that it is a very badly assembled cast. It is so very uneven. Well, Geraldson and Brickman are acceptable, but how Jill Hassel is going to be able to sing Despina is quite beyond my comprehension.’

An attack of coughing came from the front seat but Richard Annerfelt was undaunted. He gazed at me with his moist, chestnut-brown eyes and said reproachfully:

‘And as my opposite number they’ve got a girl making her début. Nice and sweet, mind you, and with a not unpleasing voice, but making her début. That really is taking things a little bit far, don’t you think?’

At this my husband turned his head and remarked coldly:

‘If all of them are weak or half-trained then you can hardly call it an uneven cast.’

But irony had no effect on Richard Annerfelt.

‘They’re not all bad,’ he protested. ‘Why, Teresa Monrad is in it.’

Teresa Monrad had been the darling of the Stockholm public for almost twenty years and wherever one went, one heard her praises sung. That her conceited young colleague had joined in on this chorus of praise was surprising. I began, in fact, to look on him with rather more tolerance, but we had no time to pursue the subject as Edwin announced that we had arrived at Paul’s address. The taxi made its way along a winding street, where on one side there were handsome houses and the other nothing but tree-covered slopes. We passed the entrance to a yellow, two-storey house, swung round a bend and braked sharply in front of the next gate, which was white and low, just like the house behind it.

Our host received us on the steps, smiling his friendly smile and even Edwin, who had known and approved of Paul ever since their student days, brightened up a little. Inside the house’s pleasant, angular drawing-room our mood lightened even more.

There were only three people there before us and of them none reminded one obviously of Richard Annerfelt.

On the contrary.

I took a liking to Stephen Brickman as soon as I saw his huge figure and heavy, good-natured face. He was the eldest of them, probably between fifty and sixty, and I knew he was a clever character actor, especially in comic parts. At close quarters like this his body seemed immense and I wondered how much he in fact weighed. Fourteen or sixteen stone? He smiled down at me and rumbled heartily:

‘It’s just as well you women can wear high heels. Otherwise I’m damned if any of you would even come up to my navel.’

At his side stood a very young, fair girl with a clear skin and surprisingly large eyes. Paul introduced us.

‘This is Diana Fors, the Opera’s new hope, who is making her début as Dorabella in our production.’

‘And who’s absolutely scared to death at the prospect.’

The remark had not come from Diana, who said nothing and flushed, but from a tall, slim brunette with short hair and a funny cheeky face. Her low-cut black dress in some way made Diana’s blue flowered one appear home-made and old-fashioned.

The brunette screwed up her eyes – at Edwin mostly – and said:

‘I’m Jill Hassel. And to the despair of dear Richard, I am to take part in yet one more performance.’

Dear Richard was impatiently roaming round the floor.

‘Where’s Teresa? Didn’t she promise to come?’

Jill Hassel sank into a green armchair and teasingly imitated his theatrical tone of voice.

‘Yes, dear friend, Teresa has promised to be here eventually. Until then you will have to calm down a few octaves.’

Paul handed round good strong drinks and for a while we chatted about the cold spring weather, and when Richard Annerfelt rushed over to the window for the second time to look out for the absent Teresa Monrad, Jill exclaimed with genuine impatience:

‘You’ve got Teresa on the brain. For heaven’s sake, you must have seen her before.’

‘She’s been abroad for six months,’ Stephen Brickman said as a diversion. ‘I think it’ll be fun seeing her again too.’

Edwin sipped at his Tom Collins and gazed intimately at Jill Hassel’s shins.

‘She’s Danish, isn’t she?’

‘She was born in Copenhagen,’ said Paul, who always had exact information at his fingertips, ‘and she did her training at the Royal Opera House there. In the spring of ’forty-nine she took the part of Rosina in The Barber of Seville at the Stockholm Opera House and she’s been here ever since.’

Richard improved on this dry account with a worshipful:

‘She’s divine!’

Jill snorted.

‘Heavens alive, the boy can’t be besotted with love? One thing’s certain, and that is she’s old enough to be your mother.’

‘Well,’ smiled Paul. ‘She can’t be much more than forty … a year younger than me.’

‘Just think,’ said Jill Hassel innocently, ‘you would never think it. Nor hear it for that matter. Anyway it doesn’t matter. I’m not interested in how old she is or when she is going to appear. The person I’m waiting for is Matthew Lemming.’

Young Diana backed her up with a sigh.

‘Oh, yes. Isn’t it awful? If he doesn’t come soon I think I’ll go mad.’

Her genuine provincial accent was in pleasing contrast to Richard Annerfelt’s affectations, and as she sat there, her hands restless and cheeks flaring, she looked so sweet and unhappy that everyone – except the baritone – hurried to console her.

‘You know perfectly well you’ve a lovely voice,’ said Jill generously. ‘And anyhow you don’t sing out of tune. Like some people I know.’

Stephen Brickman shook his shaggy head.

‘He’s not the slightest bit fearsome. You listen to me, old and experienced and been in the game since the rest of you were infants in nappies. I’ve worked under Matthew many a time and believe you me, I’ve never worked with a more inspiring or first-rate conductor. Of course he shouts and rants and raves a bit, but he’s absolutely just, and at heart he’s very kind. He’s more than that in fact … he’s a great artist and a great man.’

Though without pathos his quiet words were followed by a few seconds’ almost reverent silence. Then Jill said:

‘He was married to Teresa Monrad, wasn’t he? Do you know anything about it?’

‘No,’ said Brickman slowly. ‘No more than everyone else knows. They were married for five years and the divorce was quite unexpected. Teresa had a nervous breakdown and Matthew left the country. They haven’t seen each other since then.’

‘But …?’ I said.

‘Well now?’ said Jill. ‘How do you think it’ll …?’

We were interrupted by the ring of the door bell. Before Paul had had time to get up, the door into the room opened. Smiling and amiable, the two leading guests made their entrance.

And at the same moment the whole atmosphere changed. We all became quicker, livelier, more intelligent. But there was also a sense of nervous uncertainty and loaded tension.

Yet try as I might, I was hardly in a state to judge from whom in the assembled company this tension came.

From Teresa Monrad?

From Matthew Lemming?

Or – possibly – from one of the rest of us, who but a moment before had been talking in a perfectly normal and relaxed manner?


CHAPTER TWO

IT was Mrs Monrad who at first dominated the stage, smiling brilliantly at Paul as she said:

‘What a delightful idea, collecting us all together like this.’ She looked as if she really meant it, giving Jill a kiss and young Diana a pat on the cheek. She turned her golden-coloured eyes towards me and Edwin, held out her hand for the delighted Richard to kiss, and willingly allowed herself to be embraced by Stephen Brickman. And I thought that if she were a prima donna then she certainly delighted in the part.

She was smaller and more delicate than I had imagined; her hair, naturally curly and parted down the middle, had kept its natural Danish blondeness, and only a relatively thick layer of make-up might have given away her forty years. A velvet dress in the same golden-brown colour as her eyes, a coquettish hat and slim high-heeled court shoes – everything worthy of our admiration and envy.

Reluctantly I dragged my attention away from her and directed it at the short grey-haired man who had for some time been trying to greet me.

‘Professor Lemming – Mrs Bure,’ mumbled Paul Sandwall.

‘He’s so insignificant,’ was my first impression, but my next and stronger impression was: ‘What a penetrating look he has. How insignificant I feel …’

During the next two hours we drank countless Tom Collinses and dry Martinis as we talked continuously – mostly all at the same time but occasionally slightly more coherently in groups of two or three. We all got to know each other better and better and Edwin and I were drawn into the general abandoning of surnames, though I found it unexpectedly impossible to say Matthew.

Teresa Monrad told us, humorously and without histrionics, about her tour round Europe, Jill and Stephen gave us news of the Stockholm Opera – the one ironically and maliciously, the other amusingly but kindly – Richard tried to inform Teresa of his latest interpretation of rôles, and Paul answered a hundred questions about Drottningholm Theatre. It was obvious that Matthew Lemming was burning with eagerness to get going with rehearsals.

‘Oddly enough, I’ve never conducted at Drottningholm,’ he said. ‘But I can’t think of a better place for a Mozart opera and I’m very glad I decided to accept this invitation. And then it’s really a very nice feeling to be back home again – the gaps get much too far apart nowadays.’

Was I mistaken, or was there a hint of disapproval aimed at the lively gesticulating Teresa?

Paul seemed to be thinking the same thing, for he suddenly asked very quietly:

‘Did you do the casting yourself?’

‘Good heavens no.’ Matthew lowered his voice too. ‘The Opera House here did that. But the three artists I’ve worked with before are very highly qualified. Teresa tops the list of course. And then, years ago at least, Brickman and Geraldson were also both very good indeed. Where is Geraldson, by the way? Doesn’t he deign to come to this kind of light-hearted affair?’

Paul grinned.

‘I gather he’s giving a concert in Helsinki. But you’ll see him tomorrow.’

Matthew Lemming lit a cigarette and suddenly turned to me.

‘Someone in this noisy crowd told me you were John Ensted’s daughter. We lived next door to him when I was a child in Uppsala. He was a young lecturer then and sometimes he entertained me with fantastic stories about his Egyptian trips to the ancient royal tombs there. I adored him immeasurably and to my mother’s despair, I refused to touch the piano for months because I had decided to become an Egyptologist and one could hardly take a grand piano with one to the Valley of Kings.’

His face, which when relaxed was fairly expressionless and almost too softly contoured, now lit up with a smile which gave it both character and charm, and I smiled back, unsure of whether it was the Martinis or Matthew’s presence which made me feel so warm round my heart and weak at the knees.

‘Father told me about it, I need hardly tell you. Every time we see something in the papers about your successes, he tells me all about the great musician as a child. I know all about how you ran home from singing lessons at school because the teacher took all the pieces a quarter of a tone too low, and I know you were a proper terror, chasing cats and falling all over the place and causing your poor mother endless worries. And I’ve always been sorry that you moved from Uppsala long before I was born, so I never met you.’
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