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The jazz band started up a new tune. The siren call of the saxophone rose from the ballroom and Marion Kellar’s feet fairly twitched in their strap-pumps with the desire to be in there, dancing the night away, instead of out here, listening to Mrs. Dalrymple talk about her greenhouse.

“You have to be very careful of pests, you know, even in an enclosed space like a greenhouse,” said Mrs. Dalrymple.

“Of course,” agreed Marion. She suspected her hostess knew she had no interest in gardening and was merely being obtuse. It had been made clear, at the time of her marriage to Clarence Kellar, that certain of his parents’ friends would have preferred a more traditional type of girl, and not one of these modern flappers. Marion could not possibly care less what they thought.

“We learned our lesson last year,” continued Mrs. Dalrymple. “This year we fumigated straight off. ‘I’m not taking any chances,’ I told Baker and he quite agreed with me.”

“Did he now,” said Marion, thinking to herself that Baker was paid to agree with the old battle-ax.

She wondered where her husband had got to. Clarence loved to dance, and the band was excellent. She risked a glance around.

They were standing in the foyer, at the foot of the grand staircase, amongst a scattering of other guests. The doors stood open to catch the summer evening breeze, with a footman prudently standing guard just without.

“You must come over one afternoon and I’ll take you round,” said Mrs. Dalrymple.

When pigs fly, thought Marion, but she smiled brightly and said she’d love it. 

There was a sharp report, as of gunfire, from out on the drive and Mrs. Dalrymple started and frowned.

Marion only sighed. She knew now where her husband was.

“It’s only the car,” she told Mrs. Dalrymple.

“Car?”

“Yes, Clarence just got a new Marmon speedster. He must have found someone to show it to—he’s very excited about it.”

“Ah,” said Mrs. Dalrymple, discomfited.

Marion was wickedly tempted to inform her hostess of all the Marmon’s many fine points—she could easily recite them from memory—but forbore. If Mrs. Dalrymple was being petty there was no need for her to respond in kind.

Or any need for her to put up with more gardening talk.

“If you’ll excuse—“ she began, and then broke off as a shriek sounded from upstairs, followed by the sound of running footsteps.

Both women recognized a domestic crisis when they heard one.

“Dear, dear. Do excuse me a moment,” muttered Mrs. Dalrymple, turning away from her guest and hurrying up the stairs.

Marion hesitated a moment, but curiosity overcame her. There had been something about that scream—not, she thought, the scream of a housemaid who’d seen a mouse. It had sounded more to her like the scream of a young nurse’s aide coming unexpectedly upon a soldier bleeding out. 

Marion had driven an ambulance in the war.

At the top of the stairs, they encountered Hannah, Mrs. Dalrymple’s youngest daughter, rushing towards them. She drew up at the sight of her mother and exclaimed,

“Momma, oh, momma! I think Aunt Merry’s dead!”

“Nonsense,” said Mrs. Dalrymple, brushing past her child. “She’s probably just had another of her spells. I shall see to her. Where’s Clara? Clara!”

“Buck up,” Marion told Hannah. “Was it you that screamed?”

Hannah nodded woefully. “I was just that startled, Mrs. Kellar.”

“Naturally,” said Marion.

Here, on the upper floor, the music from the ballroom was muted, but Marion could still hear the saxophone. Along with Hannah, she followed as Mrs. Dalrymple plunged into an open door on the right.

Inside was a well-appointed guest room, if a little old-fashioned for Marion’s tastes. Her eye roved over everything, taking note. The furniture was all painted a pale blue, the curtains, dressing table skirt, and bedspread all covered in a particularly flowery chintz, and there was a solid beige rug with more flowers blooming in each corner. The dressing-table was littered with bottles and and pill-boxes, as well as an ivory-handled hairbrush and comb. 

Propped up by several strategically arranged pillows in the four-poster bed was Merriweather Colson. She was, to Marion’s eye, quite distinctly dead.

She wore a frilly nightcap, now a little disarranged from her slumping to one side, as well as a navy blue shawl over her nightdress. Marion thought she must have still been awake when she was overcome; there was an open novel on her lap, a cup of milk on the nightstand, and a blue Victorian bottle of smelling-salts on the coverlet by her hand. A good-sized lace handkerchief was spread like a napkin over her stomach.

Bending over her as they entered was a woman of about forty, dressed in a plain grey dress with white collar and cuffs. Marion vaguely remember seeing her hovering in the background when she’d spoken with Aunt Merry at the start of the evening.

“Clara!” trumpeted Mrs. Dalrymple as she sailed into the room. “Hannah says Auntie has had one of her spells.”

Clara straightened. Her demeanor was calm, but she looked very pale.

“I’m afraid it’s worse than that, Mrs. Dalrymple,” she said. “Mrs. Colson appears to have passed away.”

Behind her, Marion heard Hannah gasp.

“Nonsense,” said Mrs. Dalrymple, but with less conviction than before. She came up to the bed and Clara stepped aside to make room. “Surely she’s just fainted. She’s always fainting.”

“The nurse taught me to feel for a pulse, ma’am,” said Clara. “I think we should call the doctor.”

“Doctor Blakemore is downstairs,” said Mrs. Dalrymple, shaking Aunt Merry’s shoulder to no avail.

“I’ll go fetch him,” volunteered Marion, and slipped away.

She met Audrey Dalrymple, Mrs. Dalrymple’s daughter-in-law, just coming up the stairs.

“Hello, Marion,” she said. Her eyes ranged anxiously about the hallway, fixing on the bedroom door. “What’s all the fuss?”

“Your aunt’s had another spell,” said Marion, not thinking it her place to break the news of a relative’s death. “I’m just going to fetch Dr. Blakemore.”

“Oh! Yes, do. I’ll just go...”

Audrey’s voice trailed off as she moved past Marion, who continued on down the stairs.

Dr. Blakemore was not in the ballroom or in the dining room or in the library where several gentlemen were smoking cigars. Marion found him at last when she ventured outdoors.

The night was clear and breezy, a typical early summer evening on Long Island’s north shore. On the sweep of the drive closest to the house a group of men clustered around a yellow automobile. Several of them were guests, but on the fringes were the chauffeurs, who had abandoned their own charges for a look at the newest.

The two-seater speedster sat proudly, its bright yellow paint reflecting the light from the carriage lanterns. Clarence Kellar sat behind the wheel, his arm extended along the seat back, amiably chatting with those grouped about him. Marion smiled fondly before descending the front steps and making her way through the crowd.

“Hello, darling,” called Clarence, his eyes brightening at the sight of his wife. “I was just showing the Marmon off.”

“Don’t let me interrupt,” said Marion. “But I must ask Dr. Blakemore to come inside a moment with me.”

The doctor, a stout man well into his fifties, turned, resettling his spectacles on the bridge of his nose. He did not seem overly surprised to be summoned.

“Very well, very well,” he said. “I’m coming, Mrs. Kellar.”

“Anything wrong?” asked Clarence.

“Aunt Merry isn’t well,” replied Marion. “Come, doctor, and I’ll show you the way.”

She might have merely told him to go upstairs, but instead she led him through the guests loitering in the foyer and up the stairs to the bedroom. There had been something not quite right about it all, and she wanted a second look.

The scene in the bedroom had changed. Quiet prevailed for one thing. Mrs. Dalrymple had retreated to the foot of the bed, where she stood with one arm around her daughter, while Audrey had replaced her at the dead woman’s side. Clara, Aunt Merry’s companion, had been relegated to a place by the window. The open book had been closed and set further to one side, and the green smelling salts bottle had been set upright on the beside table. There was no sign of the lace handkerchief.

“Now what’s all this?” asked Dr. Blakemore, coming in briskly. He took in his patient with a single glance, and his tone softened. “Let me just see,” he said, gently moving Audrey aside. 

Audrey moved stiffly, as if she had forgotten how to use her legs. Her expression was stricken and one hand was knotted in her skirt.

Dr. Blakemore
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