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“Sugar?” asked Anne Bergman, carefully setting her lovely Meissen Zwiebelmuster teapot back on the oval-topped faux-marble table at her side and reaching for the matching bowl and scalloped spoon without waiting for a reply. She and Charlotte Simmons had been best friends since they were schoolgirls at the Wallinska Flickskolan in Stockholm in the last years of the Nineteenth Century, and she was quite well aware that Charlotte took precisely three-quarters of a spoonful of sugar in her tea. 
“Thank you, dear,” said Charlotte, waiting patiently while Anne’s hand hovered over the creamer and plate of lemon slices before selecting a slice of lemon and floating it on the surface of her own cup. “No milk?” she asked, as she always did, though she knew quite well that citric acid would cause milk to curdle.
“Not today,” Anne replied with a smile. “I feel perhaps more lemony than milky today.”
“Nothing wrong, I trust?” Charlotte took a small sip of her tea. “Oh, my, this is lovely. Something new?”
“Fredrik brought it back from his last trip to Paris. Orange pekoe, I believe, from Mariage Frères.”
Charlotte patted her rouged lips with a lace handkerchief she then returned to her sleeve. “Speaking of mariage and Fredrik,” she said, “how is your charming husband? I haven’t seen him since the fête at Madame Armfeldt’s estate last month.”
Anne pouted. “I’ve barely seen him myself. He’s been so busy this summer. When he isn’t off to Paris or London to oversee his business interests, he meets with bankers and stockbrokers and suppliers and heaven knows who else until all hours of the night. Then he comes home exhausted and more often than not goes directly to bed.”
“And should I assume that you continue to maintain separate bedrooms?”
“Ja självklart! The man snores like a hibernating bear.”
Charlotte giggled. “And what do you know of hibernating bears, my dear?”
Anne blushed prettily. “Well, as I imagine a hibernating bear would sound.”
Charlotte finished her tea and pushed her porcelain cup forward for a refill. As Anne poured and spooned sugar, she said, “But you haven’t answered my question, Anne. What is it that has you feeling lemony on this lovely summer afternoon?”
Anne lowered her eyelids, revealing the slightest hint of a cosmetic imported from Helena Rubenstein’s new enterprise in the United States. “I’m afraid,” she acknowledged demurely, “that it is my hibernating bear.”
Charlotte set down her cup with a clatter. “Fredrik? Why, Anne, dear, what is it that concerns you?”
The tip of Anne’s pink tongue drew a line across her upper lip as she considered how to put her worry into words. “He tells me that he has ‘meetings’ most evenings,” she said at last, “and I’m certain that at least some of them must indeed be connected with his various professional enterprises.”
“But…?” her friend prodded.
Anne drew a deep breath and sighed it out. Stalling for time, she refilled Charlotte’s cup yet again and added three-quarters of a teaspoon from the sugar bowl, then poured more tea for herself and dropped in another slice of lemon. “But,” she confessed, “I have begun to believe that other of his assignations are … how shall I say this? … dishonorable.”
Charlotte leaned back in shock. “You suspect him of infidelity, Anne? Surely not.”
Anne laced her fingers together and pressed a knuckle to the tip of her retroussé nose, hiding her mouth from view. “I think so,” she murmured. “I am very much afraid that certain of his ‘meetings’ are mere camouflage for a liaison of the heart.”
Charlotte laughed. “A liaison? Fredrik? How very amusing, dearest.”
“It’s not a joke, Charlotte. I am quite serious.”
“But—but the idea is absurd! And who do you suspect? Elizabeth? Margaret? Not poor Diana, please!”
Anne allowed herself the hint of a smile. “No, not Diana.”
“Who, then? You must—”
“What does it matter who, Charlotte? What matters is that my husband is deceiving me with another woman. I’ve been sure of it for weeks now—I’ve suspected it for almost a month—and every day has been for me a little death.”
Charlotte leaned forward and placed a comforting hand atop that of her friend. “I am shattered to receive this news, my unhappy girl. Has he asked you for a divorce? Have you asked him?”
“Not yet,” came the whispered response. “Not now. But soon, perhaps—or, if not soon, then later. Oh, I don’t know! My mind whirls with confusion. But I can’t go on like this much longer.” For something to do with her hands, she lifted the Meissen teapot and emptied the last of its contents into Charlotte’s cup. “You and I have always shared our darkest thoughts with each other, my oldest friend. Remember how we sat together as children, plotting revenge on those of our playmates we imagined had somehow wronged us?”
Charlotte nodded soberly.
“Well, I haven’t dared say this to anyone else,” Anne confided, as she moved the scalloped spoon from sugar bowl to cup, “but you, dear companion of my youth, I will tell you this: I have even entertained thoughts of … of murder.”
“Murder! Min kära Gud!” Charlotte exclaimed. “Truly, Anne, you mustn’t say such things!”
“I’ve thought of using a gun,” Anne continued, now icily calm, “but where would I get one? And besides, I’m sure I would be so nervous I would merely shoot myself in the ear.”
Charlotte reached for her cup, but her hand trembled from the shock of her friend’s confidences, and a bit of her tea splashed over the rim and pooled in the saucer. “Anne, you frighten me. I hardly know what to say. But this talk of murder? I fear for your sanity.”
“I am quite sane,” said Anne. “But as that Englishman Congreve wrote, ‘Helvetet har ingen vrede som en kvinna som föraktas.’” She raised her own cup and sipped appreciatively. 
“‘Hell hath no fury,’” Charlotte repeated slowly, “‘like a woman scorned.’” She forced her hand to remain steady and drank the last of her tea.
A moment later, the clock on the parlor’s mantlepiece chimed three times.
“Min Gud!” Charlotte exclaimed. “Is it three o’clock already? I must fly.”
“So soon?” said Anne. “I thought we might allow ourselves a small glass of akvavit, now that we’ve finished our tea.”
“Not today, darling, forgive me. I have an engagement this evening, and I have to bathe and dress. And as delicious as your Mariage Frères orange pekoe is, it seems to have given me a bit of a tummy-ache.”
“Oh, no! I’ll have Petra throw the rest of it away. But what about your engagement? Anyone I know?”
Charlotte’s auburn curls danced around her lovely face as she shook her head. “I don’t think so, no. He’s a politician, of all things, and sure to be frightfully boring. But he’s got pots of money and promised me the best supper I’ve ever eaten.”
“Den Gyldene Freden?” guessed Anne.
“No idea, sweet. All I know is that I am to wear my finest frock.” She gathered her things and jumped to her feet. “No need to show me out, dearest. I know the way. Next time at my house, agreed?”
“Yes, of course,” said Anne. “Next time.”
As she crossed to the door, Charlotte’s heel seemed to catch on a corner of the Rollakan parlor rug, and she stumbled slightly before regaining her balance and her composure.
“All right, dear Charlotte?” Anne called after her.
“Quite all right, love,” her friend called back. “I just came over dizzy for a moment. I must have gotten up too quickly.”
“A tummy ache and dizzy? How terrible for you. I hope it all passes before your engagement.”
“I’m sure it will!” Charlotte blew her friend a kiss and was gone.
When she heard the front door close, Anne rang for Petra, her maid, who had served her parents since Anne was a child and had moved with the young mistress to Fredrik’s stately Östermalm townhouse on the occasion of their marriage.
“You can clear away the tea things,” she said, when the old woman had shuffled into the parlor in her flowered apron and incongruously dainty lace cap.
“Yes, Fru Bergman. I’ll just go and fetch a tray, ma’am.”
As Petra left the room, Anne rose and picked up the sugar bowl and spoon and Charlotte’s cup. She took them to the kitchen, emptied the bowl’s contents into the sink and spooled the remaining white crystals down the drain, then carefully washed and dried the bowl, spoon, and cup and put them away in their proper places.
She crossed back through the parlor—where Petra was stacking the remaining tea things on a lacquered tray that had been a wedding gift from her brother Carl-Magnus and his French wife Desiree—and into the foyer.
As she ascended the broad oak staircase to her bedroom, she was humming a merry tune. 

