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CAST OF CHARACTERS


CLAIRE AND JOHN SEBASTIAN, a wealthy young couple, their progeny provided Ellery Queen with a case that took him twenty-seven years to wind up


DR. CORNELIUS F. HALL, a mysterious physician, he was witness to a birth and death that were carefully concealed


ELLERY QUEEN, age twenty-five, on his first independent investigation of a murder, he unraveled the complex train of clues, but his youthful uncertainty made him doubt his solution—for twenty-seven years


JOHN SEBASTIAN, also twenty-five, he was a dashing poet with a penchant for surprises—but his Christmas presents contained a few even he didn’t count on


ARTHUR B. CRAIG, printer extraordinaire and John Sebastian’s astute guardian, his upstate mansion was the scene of the fatal festivities


RUSTY BROWN, the lovely redheaded designer of avant-garde jewelry was also keeper of John’s heart


MRS. OLIVETTE BROWN, Rusty’s mother and a devotee of séances, her crystal ball revealed a secret John thought only he knew


ELLEN CRAIG, a sweet young thing from Wellesley, Arthur Craig’s niece pursued Ellery almost as hard as he did the murderer


VALENTINA WARREN, a would-be actress, she made her strongest play for John Sebastian


MARIUS CARLO, he was an angry young musician with designs on the designer


DR. SAM DARK, the old family doctor filled in as coroner during the enforced holidays


DAN Z. FREEMAN, Ellery’s mild-mannered publisher, his Christmas holiday was darkened by the threat of the imminent fall of The House of Freeman


ROLAND PAYN, the debonair family lawyer, he had a blackmailable past


REVEREND ANDREW GARDINER, the gentle pastor found a black sheep in his flock


LIEUTENANT LURIA, a smart, tough cop who kept the party going—for a fortnight


SERGEANT DEVOE, the good-looking trooper was everybody’s watchdog, which some of the ladies enjoyed quite a bit


INSPECTOR QUEEN, this was Ellery’s show, but his father dropped up one midnight and contributed the biggest shock


SERGEANT VELIE, Inspector Queen’s chief aide arrived fresh from New York City with unwanted information—and unchallengeable proof of it




BOOK ONE


Maximum Legal Speeds for Automotive Vehicles




In closely built-up districts: 10 miles per hour.


In villages or cities outside congested zones: 15 miles per hour.


In country or outlying districts: 20 miles per hour.


—From a New York State Law of 1904







Chapter I


 25 Years before: January 1905




In Which a Lady in a Delicate Condition Comes to Grief Through a Convulsion of Nature and a Headstrong Husband





FOR CLAIRE SEBASTIAN the new year began with delight. The baby was splendidly active—“Do you suppose it’s a colt, John?”—and in the privacy of their hotel bedroom she even permitted her husband to feel the little thing wriggling and kicking against her abdomen. They had laughed together a good deal that week.


It had been John’s idea to go into the city for New Year’s and a few days “on the town.” “I know how you’ve missed the gay life these past months, shut up here in Rye,” John had said to Claire. “I think you have a last fling coming before you settle down to the awful responsibilities of maternity.”


Secretly, Claire had thought it risqué to plunge into New York’s social whirl in her condition. But it was a sweet recklessness, arrived at after a deliberate turning away from the bulging image in her cheval glass. Let those New York cats stare!


Until Wednesday, January 4th, the fling had been wonderful. John had reserved a suite at the Waldorf and had turned his massive back on Sebastian & Craig for the holiday. “It’s your week, my dear,” he had assured her. “The publishing business and Arthur Craig can limp along without me for a few days.” And he had kissed her with gallantry. Claire had actually blushed, it felt so like a honeymoon. “You’re getting to be a regular kissing-bug, John,” she had giggled. “Do you suppose we might go dancing to some of that awful ragtime music?” But there John had drawn the line.


Claire had no time to feel the loss. They spent New Year’s Eve in the plush home of one of her husband’s publisher-friends, among famous literary people. The champagne and the chitchat sparkled, and Claire was even asked her opinion of the season’s best sellers—Winston Churchill’s The Crossing, John Fox Jr.’s The Little Shepherd of Kingdom Come, Mrs. Wiggin’s Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm—and of modern young authors like Jack London, George Barr McCutcheon, Lincoln Steffens and Joseph C. Lincoln. Claire rarely shared her husband’s sophisticated New York life, and it was an altogether glittery evening.


In the mornings John had insisted on having her breakfast served in bed while he skimmed through the newspapers, reading the choicer items aloud. It seemed to Claire that the whole world was putting on special events in her baby’s honor. She followed the last days of the siege of Port Arthur as if she were personally involved, and when on the morning of January 2nd the papers reported that the Russian general, Stoessel, was surrendering to General Nogi, she was surprised at the grimness in her husband’s voice. “We’ll have to deal with these chesty Japanese some day, mark my words.” Claire thought it rather spoil-sport of him. But she had to laugh when he read her President Roosevelt’s suggestion—in an excellent imitation of Teddy’s bark—that wife-beaters be given the whipping post.


They dined at Reisenweber’s, attended the theater every night, had their late suppers at Delmonico’s. On New Year’s night they saw Sothern and Marlowe in Romeo and Juliet, on Monday night Mrs. Fiske in Hedda Gabler, and on Tuesday night—in spite of the heavy snow that had begun to fall in the afternoon—they managed to see David Warfield in The Music Master.


In the afternoons Claire went shopping down on Broadway. At Arnold Constable’s on 19th Street she dutifully bought some maternity dresses for the last months of her pregnancy; but at Lord & Taylor’s on Fifth, and at B. Altman’s over on Sixth Avenue, she flung common sense to the cold winds and indulged in an orgy of buying for “after”—taffeta petticoats with foaming froufrou; the new short skirts, of daring shoetop length, that were all the rage; exciting high kid boots with French heels, in cunning pastel colors, for day wear; a supply of “rats,” cleverly made of wire, to build out her pompadour; even the new long hatpins, which the sales-woman at Altman’s assured Claire were smarter than the customary two short ones; and, of course, gowns galore.


“You’re not cross?” she asked her husband anxiously. He merely laughed and kissed her again.


So it was heavenly. Until the storm.


The snowfall through which their cab had struggled Tuesday evening to the theater kept up furiously all night. By morning the city lay still under a white straitjacket, with snow still falling. That day the Herald, reporting that the city was paralyzed, said that all transportation into and out of New York had been halted; many trains had had to be evacuated and abandoned in the deep drifts; Long Island was isolated.


The Sebastians spent Wednesday inside the Waldorf. John’s holiday mood darkened; when it became evident that they could not use their theater tickets—they were to have seen William Faversham in Letty that night—he ordered a bottle of Red Top rye whisky and spent the evening sulkily drinking. Claire began to wish they had stayed unadventurously in Rye.


By Thursday morning the city was beginning to dig out of the snow. John left Claire to toy with her egg. He was gone from their suite a long time. When he returned he said abruptly, “I’m taking you home.”


“All right, John,” Claire said quietly. “Are the trains running?”


“Not yet, and there’s no telling when they’ll resume service. It may rain, and that will turn everything to ice and slush. Then we will be in a pickle.” He did not mention his real reason for wanting to get her out of the city: the report that Police Commissioner McAdoo, in clamoring for 1500 more men, was worried about the ability of his force to cope with the looting that had broken out on the upper West Side. “The sooner we start, the better.”


“But John, how are we going to get home?”


“The way we came.”


“The auto?” Claire blanched. “How can we, John? The road—”


“Don’t you worry about the Pierce. That machine can go anywhere.” The big man actually sounded confident. “Get dressed and packed, my dear. We’ll leave at once.”


Claire crept out of bed. She knew better than to argue with John Sebastian about his beloved automobiles.


She was terrified. She had never got over her fear of the horseless carriages, although she had always made it a point to pretend enthusiasm. He had sold his 1903 Haynes-Apperson Surrey as too slow. Their current machine was a Pierce Great-Arrow Tonneau Car for which he had paid four thousand dollars. It had a 28-32 horsepower engine, its gearshift lever on the steering column, gas lamps, and a trap door under the front seat for tools. Even this was not modern enough for him. He had just bought one of the famous White racing steamers—the auto known as “Whistling Billy”—which could go faster than a mile a minute. Claire silently thanked God that he had chosen the Pierce for the trip into New York.


She stood waiting on the pavement before the Waldorf while her husband supervised the loading of their luggage and her department store purchases through the rear door of the Great-Arrow’s tonneau. Horse-drawn drays and cabs were footing it cautiously by on the partly cleared streets; a policeman on a horse—one of New York’s new mounted police, organized only the past September—was trying to untangle a mess of skidding traffic at the intersection of 34th Street and Fifth Avenue. There was not an automobile to be seen.


Claire shivered under her fur hat and heavy Russian pony motor coat. John was whistling “Bedelia,” his favorite popular song, as if he had not a worry in the world.


He tucked the fur auto robe about her, adjusted the rubberized storm apron over that, pulled his goggles down over his visored cap—he had had the motor warming up for half an hour—threw a dollar to the bellboys, and they were off.


* * *


That day—Thursday, January 5, 1905, the most significant day in Claire Sebastian’s thirty-three years—was a nightmare of gasoline reek, frozen horrors along the way and slippery threats of death. Worst of all was John Sebastian’s cheeriness. It was as if the great drifts, like swooping white bird-wings arrested in flight, the treacherous ruts, the dirty sky, the vehicles abandoned along the city’s streets and the outlying roads, the occasional stiff projecting legs of a dead horse, had all been purposely hurled in Sebastian’s path to challenge him to combat. Purple-cheeked and powerful, he fought them hour after hour with the cursing confidence of a man who knows that his strength and will must prevail. The pregnant woman crouched by her husband’s side, shivering under her furs, alternately peering with fright through the ice-speckled goggles and pulling the woolen scarf futilely across her numbed face … half dead with cold and hunger, and altogether demoralized.


The only thing that seemed to bother Sebastian was the pleasures the blizzard had obliterated. He kept shouting profanity at the elements that were causing them to miss tomorrow night’s performance of Aïda at the Metropolitan, with Mme. Nordica, Scotti, and the new young Italian star, Enrico Caruso, whom the critics were calling “the heir to Jean de Reszke in the affections of America.” The opera and the theater were two of Sebastian’s many passions—about the only two, Claire thought—that she could wholeheartedly share. Even through her misery, thinking of the evening gown she was to have worn to the Met—pink satin with coral ornaments and black velvet embossing, to be set off by a tiara and a string of pearls—Claire felt a sympathetic regret.


Rain began to fall just as they emerged from the Bronx onto the Boston Post Road. Claire clutched her husband’s arm.


“John, we mustn’t go on,” she shouted over the clatter of the engine. “We’ll turn turtle for certain!”


“Where do you suggest we stop?” he roared back. “Now don’t worry, Claire, we’ll be all right. The Pierce has carried us through in bully style so far, hasn’t it? You’ll be home before nightfall.”


Long before sunset he had to stop and light the lamps. Soon they were creeping along at five miles an hour. Claire could feel the Great-Arrow’s wheels slip and slide, clawing for traction on the rapidly icing snow.


Sebastian no longer cursed cheerfully. He no longer spoke at all.


A long time later Claire opened her eyes. The Pierce had stopped before an old livery stable beside a small frame house. Kerosene storm lanterns flickered in the wind. Dully she watched her husband get down from the auto and flounder to the front door of the house. He pounded until the door opened and a man in a torn sweater stared out in amazement.


“I saw your sign back there,” Claire heard her husband shout. “I need some gasoline. Do you have any for sale?” She saw the man nod. “And my wife could use a cup of hot coffee and a sandwich.”


John had to carry her into the steaming little kitchen. It was filthy and fly-speckled from the previous summer, but Claire thought she had never been in such a blessed place in all her life. She crouched by the beet-red stove sipping scalding coffee that tasted like ambrosia brewed from mud, and felt life creep back into her body.


“Poor baby,” she heard herself murmur. “Are you still there?” The absurdity of it made her laugh, and she realized with alarm that she was going to be hysterical. Claire took a deliberate gulp that seared the nonsense in its tracks.


They came back far too soon. John drank some of the coffee rapidly, and she knew it was all to begin again.


“Must we?” she asked, trying to keep the tremor out of her voice; John loathed timid women. “I’d rather stay here than go back into that. It’s getting dangerous, John. If you have no regard for your safety or mine, think of the baby’s.”


“Nothing is going to happen to you or the baby.”


The man in the torn sweater said, “Your wife’s in the family way? I wouldn’t take a goat out on that road tonight. This ain’t Mrs. Astor’s town house, lady, but you’re welcome to my bed.”


“You’re very kind,” Claire said in a low voice. She knew it was useless. Opposition, criticism of any kind, only made her husband angrier and more stubborn.


“Are you ready, Claire?”


The livery man exclaimed, “Mister, you’re loony.”


John Sebastian tossed some money on the kitchen table, took his wife’s arm, and propelled her into the night. He bundled her back into the Pierce in silence. But as he climbed in beside her he said gruffly, “You need your own bed tonight. Anyway, I haven’t come this far to give up now.”


No, Claire thought, that’s the important thing with John Sebastian—never to give up, no matter what the cost.


Her fears came back in a rush, and she pressed her hands protectively beneath the robe against her belly.


The accident happened without warning. The rain had turned sleety, covering the slush with a film of ice. The Great-Arrow hesitated at the top of a rise in the road, lurched, and started down a hill out of control.


Every muscle in Claire’s body contracted. She braced herself against the floorboard, staring wildly into the dark. The big Pierce picked up speed with sickening swiftness. John Sebastian whirled the helpless steering wheel this way and that, furiously.


Then they went into the skid.


Claire screamed, “John!”


It was the last sound Sebastian heard before the crash.


* * *


It seemed to him that someone was hammering on his skull with powerful strokes. The pain awakened him to icy darkness. He had been thrown clear; he was lying in a snowbank beside the road. He must have been lying there for some time; there was a moon now, and the rain had stopped. He sat up in the snow and took his head in both hands, but the throbbing did not go away. He staggered to his feet, feeling himself all over. Everything ached, but nothing seemed broken.


I was lucky, John Sebastian thought.


Suddenly he thought, Claire! He peered about, stricken.


At first he could not find her. The Pierce was lying on its back like a dead animal, half off the road. It had struck a big tree and turned over. Their luggage, Claire’s purchases, were strewn all over the road.


Then he saw her.


She had been hurled out of the auto and it had fallen on her. She was lying almost, but not quite, clear; the heavy machine had her left leg pinned down, and part of her thigh.


She was moaning


“Claire!” he cried, thankfully.


He scrambled over to her, fighting the treacherous footing.


She was unconscious; there was a smear of blood on the ice where the back of her head had struck. Sebastian seized the auto and heaved with all his strength. The fabric was stuck fast to the ice. Rage flooded him. He strained until he felt something tear and give. But then he stopped. He could not lift the machine and pull her out from under at the same time.


“Claire.” He stared down at her bluing face, fighting panic.


Then he began to run up the deserted road. Once he slipped, falling heavily. He got up, his right elbow and hip burning, and ran on.


And there, a few hundred feet up the road, miraculously, were a white picket fence decorated with snow, a stand of big ice-covered trees, and behind them a lamplit little house. At the fence stood an iron standard, with a swinging black sign on which some gilt lettering glistened in the moonlight.


Sebastian peered, breathing in long white gasps.


Cornelius F. Hall, the sign said. M.D.


A great joy seized him. He wrenched the little gate open, floundered up the walk, and began to punch the doctor’s door.


* * *


“I’m afraid it’s more serious than a broken leg and a head wound, Mr. Sebastian,” Dr. Hall said. He was a slow-moving little man of perhaps forty with bristly red hair and tired brown eyes. “I’ve set the leg and treated the wound, although I won’t know the extent of the concussion for some time. But just now that’s the least of it.”


John Sebastian heard the little doctor dimly. The noise in his head had become a dull roar through which the real world had difficulty making itself heard. He could hardly remember how they had managed to free Claire and carry her to the doctor’s house. He had crouched in the chilly parlor before the smoky little fire for over two hours while the doctor and his thin-lipped, untalking wife—a trained nurse, he recalled Dr. Hall’s assuring him—worked mysteriously over Claire beyond the closed door. The tea Mrs. Hall had given him had grown cold between his hands.


“The least of what?” he asked stupidly.


The doctor gave him a sharp glance. “Are you sure you’re all right, Mr. Sebastian? I’d better look you over now, while I have the chance.”


“No. My wife, take care of my wife. Don’t stand here jawing, man! What’s the matter with her?”


“Her injuries, the shock of the accident, they’ve induced labor, Mr. Sebastian. She’s going to give birth prematurely.” Dr. Hall looked unhappy. “Mrs. Hall is getting things ready now. Will you excuse me, please?”


“Wait, wait, I don’t follow,” the publisher muttered. One of the several Gibson-Collier’s drawings on the parlor walls was lopsided; it kept distracting him. “You mean my wife is going to have her baby—now, here?”


“Yes, Mr. Sebastian.”


“But she can’t. She mustn’t!”


Dr. Hall’s fair skin reddened. “Man proposes and God disposes, sir. I’m afraid you have no choice.”


“I won’t permit it!” The blood vessels in Sebastian’s temples jumped. “Her own doctor—Rye … Where’s your telephone?”


“I don’t have one, Mr. Sebastian,” Dr. Hall said.


“Then an auto—sleigh—anything. What kind of quack are you, anyway? I’ll go for him!”


“I have no auto, sir, and my sleigh cracked a runner this afternoon on my way back from a sick-call. My rig is in the barn, but on that ice neither you nor my horse would get fifty yards.” The little doctor’s voice hardened. “Every moment you delay me is endangering your wife’s life, Mr. Sebastian. She’s your wife, but I suggest you don’t take too long making up your mind.”


Sebastian sank into a Morris chair. Dr. Hall stared down at him with some bitterness. The mysterious door opened. Mrs. Hall called urgently to her husband, “Doctor.”


Sebastian gaped beyond her. Claire was stretched out on a bed like a corpse, a corpse that whimpered in a doglike way. Mrs. Hall vanished. And there was the door again.


“Hurry, Mr. Sebastian. Do I go ahead, or don’t I?”


“Yes,” the publisher whispered. “You’ll do everything you can, Doctor?”


“You understand, Mr. Sebastian, your wife is in a seriously weakened condition.”


“I understand. Go on, man. For God’s sake, go to her!”


Ages passed.


At first John Sebastian thought that if the screams did not stop his head would explode. But when they stopped, he found himself praying that they would begin again.


He had no thoughts that made sense. He saw everything through a blur—the droopy rubber plant, the bearded chromo over the mantelpiece, the ball-fringed runner on the upright piano, the stereoscope with its box of views on the table, the green rope portieres masking the dingy hall. Once he got out of the Morris chair to straighten the Gibson girl, who had become intolerable. There were other prints on the walls, Frederic Remington reproductions, orange-colored violent scenes of the old West. But a moment after he turned away he could not have said what they depicted.


And then, like an apparition, there was Dr. Hall again. He had come in with noiseless little steps, sipping hurriedly from a cup of tea and eyeing Sebastian over the rim as he came. Long red smears stained his smock, as if he had had to wipe his hands on it in haste.


The husband stared at the stains, fascinated.


“You have a son, sir. The time was one-o-nine A.M. My congratulations.”


“A.M.,” Sebastian said in a loud voice. “Which day is this?”


“You can put it down as Friday, January the sixth, since it’s past midnight.” Dr. Hall sounded hearty, but his tired brown eyes remained alert. “He’s a small one, Mr. Sebastian. I judge about four pounds.”


“Where are we?” the publisher muttered. “Where is this house?”


“On the outskirts of Mount Kidron, not far from the Pelham Manor line. Four pounds isn’t bad for a premature baby, and he’s sound as a dollar. Mr. Sebastian, as soon as this is over I really should examine you.”


“Mount Kidron.” Sebastian tore his glance from the bloody smock. “And my wife?”


Dr. Hall said rapidly, “Under the circumstances, I must be frank. Your wife’s condition is critical. In fact … Well, sir, I’ll do all I can.”


“Yes,” Sebastian said. “Dear God, yes.”


“You ought to know, too, sir—she’s going to have another child.”


The big man said hoarsely, “What? What did you say?”


“You see, the first delivery weakened her to the danger point. A second …” The little doctor’s red hair seemed to be flying off in all directions. But he was only shaking his head. “Now you’d better relax while I see to my patient. Here, drink the rest of this tea.”


“But it will kill her!” Sebastian was on his feet, pulling at his collar, eyes distended in an enormous glare.


“Let us hope not, Mr. Sebastian.”


“Take him from her! Let him die. Just save her life!”


“In your wife’s condition, surgery would be almost certainly fatal. Besides, the child is coming naturally.”


“I want to see my wife!”


Dr. Hall looked at John Sebastian with his sad brown eyes.


“Mr. Sebastian,” he said clearly, “she doesn’t want to see you.”


And he was gone again.


Sebastian sagged into the Morris chair, clawing for some handhold to his old masterful self. He was unconscious of the hot tea slopping onto his thigh from the cup the doctor had placed in his hand.


A twin …


Damn him.


“She doesn’t want to see you.”


Damn him, damn him!


The cup slipped from Sebastian’s grasp, shattering on the hearth and sending a long splash into the fire, which hissed with hate.


But he heard only the reproachful echo of his folly, and the guilt-ridden man sat cracking his knuckles in an agony of despair.


* * *


Sebastian raised his head. “Well?” he said harshly.


Mrs. Hall remained by the closed door. She was wrapped in her own sexless plainness, her thin lips all but invisible. The hand on the blue china knob was so tense it looked bleached, like an old bone.


Dr. Hall approached the seated man slowly. He had removed his smock; his shirtsleeves were folded back above the elbow. The freckled hands were puckered white, as if he had washed over and over to cleanse them of mortality.


“Well?” Sebastian asked in a higher key.


“Mr. Sebastian.” The little doctor paused. “The second child, an identical twin boy, was born at two-seventeen …”


“Never mind that! How is my wife?”


Dr. Hall said stiffly, “I’m sorry, sir. She has died.”


There was the emptiest silence.


“If you wish to see her—”


Sebastian shook his head twice, violently.


“Well, then, the babies—” the doctor said.


“No.” The big man jumped to his feet. His face had settled into stone. “What time is it, please?”


Dr. Hall pulled a nickeled watch from his vest. “Two minutes of four.” He cleared his throat. “Mr. Sebastian,” he began again.


“If it’s your fee you’re concerned about, name it and I’ll write out a check.”


“No, no, sir, it’s not that—”


“Have you made out the death certificate?”


“Not yet. Sir—”


“Please do so. I’ll see that an undertaker gets here as soon as possible. As for the child, I must ask you and Mrs. Hall to care for him until I can arrange to have him called for. Mrs. Sebastian’s doctor will undoubtedly wish to send a trained nurse for the child’s removal to Rye.”


“The child?” Dr. Hall blinked. “You mean the children, of course.”


“I said the child,” John Sebastian said. “The first-born.”


“But, sir—!”


“My wife has given me only one son, Doctor. The second murdered her; he can never be a son of mine. I want nothing to do with him. In fact, it will be extremely difficult for me … even the first …” He turned away.


Dr. Hall’s glance met his wife’s across the parlor. “You cannot be serious, Mr. Sebastian.”


Sebastian laughed. “Where can I rent or buy a sleigh and a horse?”


“You can turn your back on your own flesh and blood this way, sir? Without a qualm?”


“You don’t understand,” the publisher said with contempt. “The little monster killed my wife.”


The doctor was silent. At the door, Mrs. Hall stirred cautiously.


“Surely you have some plan about the … second child,” the doctor said at last. “What do you intend to do with him?”


“I’ll pay you to keep him here until my attorneys can arrange to place him somewhere or other. If you can’t be bothered, of course—”


Mrs. Hall said quickly, “Oh, it wouldn’t be a bother.”


“No.” Her husband’s voice was eager. “Perhaps the hand of Providence has been in this after all, Mr. Sebastian. Mrs. Hall and I have never had a child. It’s been a source of great unhappiness to us. If Mrs. Sebastian’s unfortunate death has really determined you to accept only the son who was born first—”


“Are you trying to say, Doctor, that you and Mrs. Hall would like to have the other one for yourselves?”


“If you will give him to us.”


Sebastian waved bitterly. “He’s yours. And may he bring you better luck than he did me.”


Mrs. Hall uttered a very small cry. Then, like a mouse, she disappeared.


“It would have to be made legal,” Dr. Hall said. “So that you can’t change your mind. That would be too damnably cruel. You understand me, sir? Papers—you’ll have to give us papers.”


“You’ll get your papers. I’ll even set up a trust fund for him. Anything, Doctor, within reason. I’ll talk to my attorneys about it at the first opportunity.”


“Thank you, Mr. Sebastian. I thank you for Mrs. Hall as well as myself.”


“You’re entirely welcome.” Sebastian’s tone was dry. Suddenly he lurched and groped for the back of the Morris chair.


“Mr. Sebastian!” Dr. Hall sprang forward.


“No, no, I’m all right—just dizzy—brain-fag …”


“You’d better lie down, sir.”


“No.” The big man took hold of himself. “You haven’t answered my question. Where can I procure a sleigh?”


Dr. Hall stared at him. Then he murmured, “Yes, perhaps that would be best. Up the Post Road a mile or so …”


* * *


The elderly maidservant said in a weepy voice, “Mr. Sebastian, Mr. Muncie is here. You oughtn’t to see anybody, sir. If you’d only let us call the doctor—”


Sebastian said from the bed, “Oh, stop gibbering and show Muncie in.”


It was January 11, 1905, a Wednesday afternoon. From the four-poster in which he was lying John Sebastian could see the breakers rolling in on the Rye beach, looking as cold as he felt. As cold as Claire … if she could feel …


“Well, Mr. Sebastian,” a hearty voice said.


“Come in, Muncie, have a chair—”


“They tell me you’re a sick man, Mr. Sebastian.” The lawyer seated himself beside the bed. “They haven’t exaggerated. You don’t look at all well.”


Sebastian looked impatient. “Muncie—”


“I understand that even before the funeral you had attacks of vertigo, and that they’ve persisted. Apparently, too, you’ve had lapses of memory these past five days. Why won’t you let them call a doctor?”


“I don’t need a doctor! Muncie, I want to write a new will.”


“Now?” The lawyer looked uneasy.


“Of course now! Don’t you understand English?”


“Wouldn’t it be more sensible, Mr. Sebastian, to wait until you’ve fully recovered from the accident?”


“Sebastian glared. “Are you suggesting that I’m incompetent?”


“No, no,” Muncie said hastily, opening his attaché case. “How do you wish the existing will changed, sir?”


“Retain the bequests to the servants, the employees at Sebastian and Craig as I previously specified, and so forth. But the income from the bulk of my estate—and of my wife’s, when the legal folderol is finally cleared up and it comes to me—is to go to my son John.” Sebastian half sat up. “You know the son I mean, Muncie?”


“Of course.” The lawyer was astonished. “The child in the nursery in charge of that nurse, and a fine lad he seems to be.” He coughed. “Wouldn’t it be best to leave all this for another day, sir?”


“The child in the nursery,” Sebastian muttered. “That’s right, Muncie, my son John, my only son. Put it down just that way: ‘My only son comma John.’ You understand?”


“‘My only son comma John,’” the lawyer murmured.


“He is to receive the income until age twenty-five. At twenty-five he inherits the principal. Have you got that?”


“Yes, Mr. Sebastian.”


“If I should die before my son reaches his majority, he is to be placed under the guardianship of my business partner and friend, Arthur B. Craig. Craig has already agreed to assume the responsibility. Craig is also to be executor and administrator of the estate, as in the current will. If my son dies before reaching the age of twenty-five, I leave the estate to Craig. That’s all, Muncie. Draw it immediately.”


“I’ll have it for your signature tomorrow, Mr. Sebastian.”


“You’ll have it for my signature tonight!” Sebastian sank back, exhausted.


Muncie consulted his watch. “I’m not sure … Surely the matter is not so urgent, Mr. Sebastian?” He essayed a laugh. “Even if we had the misfortune to lose you at this moment, sir, since your son is your only natural heir he’d inherit anyway—”


Sebastian whispered, “I want it down on paper, over my signature, Muncie, just as I gave it to you.” Then he sat up with a shout. “Do you understand, damn you?”


The lawyer fled.


* * *


Muncie was back with two of his clerks that night. He read the will to John Sebastian in a sharp, offended voice. The publisher listened eagerly, nodding at every phrase. When the lawyer had concluded, the bedridden man seized a pen and wrote his signature with great care on both copies. Then the clerks signed in witness, and the three men turned to go.


“Thank you, gentlemen,” Sebastian said. “Oh, Muncie.”


The lawyer turned back.


“Forgive me if I’ve seemed peremptory. You’ve been most understanding.”


“Perhaps not, Mr. Sebastian, perhaps not,” the lawyer said, unbending a little. “However, it’s done. Was there something else?”


“Yes. A matter I must really take care of … a certain trust fund to be set up … certain legal papers drawn …”


“Can’t that wait until tomorrow, either, sir?” Muncie asked, smiling. “I really must advise you to consult a physician before attempting any further exertions.”


“Perhaps you’re right,” the publisher murmured. “I’ll have Dr. Westcott over in the morning. And that matter I spoke of … very well, Muncie, another day …”


His voice trailed off. The lawyer hesitated, then left.


John Sebastian lay back, content. The murderer was thwarted; there was no mention of him in the will; no one—not Muncie, not Craig, not anyone connected with John Sebastian, publisher and widower—no one but Dr. and Mrs. Hall knew of that murderous little existence, and those two had reason enough to keep their mouths shut …


Sebastian fell asleep.


And in that sleep he died. He was found by the elderly maidservant early the next morning, already in rigor mortis. At the insistence of his friend and business partner, Arthur Benjamin Craig, the coroner’s physician performed an autopsy. He found a blood clot on the brain. Sebastian had suffered internal head injuries in being thrown from the capsizing Pierce Great-Arrow. His refusal to seek medical care after the accident had probably killed him. It was conjectured that his rather odd behavior during the last five days of his life was a direct result of his injuries.


John Sebastian was buried in the family plot in the Rye cemetery beside the fresh grave of his wife.


* * *


When Dr. Cornelius F. Hall read of Sebastian’s death, he said to his wife, “We may be luckier than we know. That fellow was capable of anything.”


Mrs. Hall shivered and hurried into the room in which Claire Sebastian had died. It was now a nursery.


Dr. Hall made discreet inquiries and ascertained that Sebastian had died before setting up the trust fund he had promised. When the provisions of the will were published, the little doctor read them closely. There was no provision for a second son; indeed, no mention of a second son’s existence. Dr. Hall smiled. So far as he could determine, no one alive suspected that John Sebastian’s wife had given birth to more than the single male infant in the Sebastian nursery in Rye.


“Thank God!” the doctor’s wife said; and she went about the tasks of her new motherhood with a gaiety that made Dr. Hall hum as he clipclopped along the roads of lower Westchester in his sleigh.


He recorded the births with the town clerk at the Mount Kidron city hall. The doctor was careful to wait until he could bury them among seven others from confinements he had attended in and about Mount Kidron. The town clerk was deaf and half blind; he had entered so many births in his weighty ledger during his forty-five-year tenure of office that their specifications no longer registered in his brain.


“But we’re protected,” Dr. Hall remarked to Mrs. Hall.


“Against what, Cornelius?”


He shrugged. “One never knows.”


* * *


All this happened the year Ellery Queen was born, and an even quarter century before he agreed to attend the extraordinary Christmas house party in Alderwood, New York.




BOOK TWO


The Roman Hat Mystery, by Ellery Queen




This “Problem in Deduction” introduces two new detectives, the Queens, father and son. One is a genial snuff-addict, the other a Philo Vancish bookworm. They are agreeable enough, if somewhat too coy and too chorus-like in their repartee. … In spite of minor defects … this is a competent piece of work for those who like their detective stories straight.


—Saturday Review of Literature, Oct. 12, 1929







Chapter II


Tuesday December 24, 1929: Christmas Eve




In Which Ellery Joins a Yuletide House Party in Rural Westchester, and John Sebastian Hints of the Shape of Things to Come





HOW YOUNG ELLERY was may be judged by the fact that he took his reviews seriously. The sweet ones puffed him to the point of bloat; the sour positively shriveled him. The reviews of The Roman Hat Mystery had been, on the whole, nourishing. The touch of acidity in the Saturday Review of Literature notice, however, infected him deeply. To be accused of mere competence was galling; to be called a “philovancish bookworm” etched itself into his soul; to be charged with coyness revolted him. There is an innocence and wonder about a young author’s first-born; to call it names is to commit a crime against nature. Ellery writhed.


But all that was past. The book had been published in mid-August; the reviews were all in by mid-October; by mid-December, so far as Ellery was concerned, they might never have been. In those days he had the elastic confidence of youth, which might be stretched but never snapped; and he accepted Arthur B. Craig’s invitation for the Christmas to New Year’s holiday—tendered well before Thanksgiving—without surprise, as if it were his due as an Established Author. It would have pained him to learn that he had been asked more as a “character” than as a literary lion-cub; fortunately, he never learned it.


His only connection with Craig was John Sebastian, Craig’s ward and an acquaintance of Ellery’s. Young Sebastian maintained a flat in Greenwich Village, and Ellery had run across him in and about the Village at sundry soirees, literary and artistic. A certain brashness in common had drawn them together. Sebastian was a dilettante poet of great charm and, Ellery suspected, some talent; not quite of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s lost generation, he was of the piercing-eyed, lank-haired, Byronic model then fashionable in New York’s Bohemia. He always spoke of his wealthy guardian with cynical affection and a tone of amused patronage that the young reserve for their more indulgent elders.


Arthur Benjamin Craig was a printer by trade, an artist in the design and production of fine books who had elevated his craft to the status of a profession. Beyond Craig’s relationship with young Sebastian, and the fact that his press printed the prestige books put out by the house of Ellery’s publisher, Dan Z. Freeman, Ellery knew nothing about him.


Ellery had accepted Craig’s invitation on impulse, but it occurred to him belatedly—just before Christmas—that acceptance would leave his father alone over the holiday. He offered to send his regrets, but Inspector Queen would not hear of filial sacrifice.


“There’s a new lead on the Arnold Rothstein killing that’s going to keep me busy over New Year’s,” the Inspector had reassured him. “You beat it up to Alderwood and have yourself a time, son. Just go easy on the bathtub gin.”
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