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A Murder At Midnight

A Novel
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Introduction:
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The year is 1938.

Eight renowned American Detective Fiction writers come together on New Year’s Eve as the guests of Felix duBois for a celebratory weekend house party at Oyster Harbors. The setting: isolated location, old mansion, snowstorm, and curious guests. 

The invitation promised a murder, a Murder At Midnight. The question was, ‘Who was to be murdered?’ Read on as these famous detective writers of the Golden Age are challenged to write the toughest crime of their careers.

Snow buried the roads to Oyster Harbors by dusk. Beyond the frozen dunes, the duBois estate rose from the storm like a relic from another century—dark gables, iron gates, and windows glowing faintly against the Atlantic wind. It was the final night of 1938, and inside the old mansion eight of America’s most celebrated writers of detective fiction gathered for a weekend unlike any they had ever imagined.

Each had received the same invitation from the enigmatic Felix duBois.

A murder will occur at midnight.

No further explanation. No victim named. No hint whether the promise was a game, a publicity stunt, or a threat.

Yet curiosity proved irresistible.

Now, as the clock ticked toward the new year, suspicion spread through the candlelit halls. The guests were masters of locked rooms, perfect alibis, poisonings, and impossible crimes—but none of them knew why they had truly been summoned to Oyster Harbors... or whether one among them had already been chosen to die.

A perfect backdrop for a murder: an isolated mansion on an island cut off by a blinding snowstorm, secretive servants, curious guests, and a host whose motives remained maddeningly unclear.

Before the night was over, these legendary architects of murder would face the greatest mystery of their careers:

When midnight came, who would be murdered?
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The Guests
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All pictures courtesy of Wikipedia
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Raymond Chandler, creator of Philip Marlowe in The Big Sleep
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Carroll John Daly created Race Williams in Snarl of the Beast
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Dashiell Hammett wrote Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon
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Erle Stanley Gardner created Perry Mason and many courtroom dramas
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Rex Stout gave us 46 stories with Nero Wolfe and Archie Goodwin
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Willard Wright/ S. S. Van Dine wrote Philo Vance
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Frederic Dannay and Manfred Lee were the creators of Ellery Queen
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Dedication
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A tribute to our Knights, those authors who valiantly wrote their detectives with the wistfulness of Camelot  

and a knight’s code of ethics.
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Every book is the result of many hands and many hearts, even when only one name appears on the cover.

My deepest gratitude goes to Cait Siderwicz, whose thoughtful editing, keen eye for detail, and unwavering encouragement strengthened every page of this manuscript. Her insight, professionalism, and belief in this story have been invaluable, and I am profoundly grateful for her friendship and expertise.

I also gratefully acknowledge ChatGPT (OpenAI) for creative collaboration throughout the development of this novel. From brainstorming ideas, to assisting with the cover design, interior artwork, and historical presentation, ChatGPT became a remarkable creative partner in bringing A Murder at Midnight to life.

While every creative decision, every character, and every final word remain my own, this book stands as a testament to what can be accomplished when imagination, friendship, and emerging technology work together in the service of storytelling.

Finally, to my family, friends, readers, and fellow lovers of classic detective fiction—thank you for believing that the Golden Age of Mystery still has stories waiting to be told.

With heartfelt gratitude,

S. D. Anderson
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The Golden Age
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“The Golden Age of Detective Fiction was an era of classic murder mystery novels of similar patterns and styles, predominantly in the 1920s and 1930s. While the Golden Age proper is usually taken to refer to works from that period, this type of fiction has been written since at least 1911 and is still being written.”

Source: Wikipedia
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The Golden Age of Mystery Writing (1918 – 1939)

This period spans the aftermath of World War I, the Roaring Twenties, the Depression years, and the approach of World War II.

Detective fiction was extremely popular in both Britain and the U.S.A. Much has been written about the Queens of Detective Fiction in Britain; Agatha Christie, Dorothy Sayers, Margery Allingham and Ngaio Marsh, that are featured in several podcasts. Here on this side of the pond our novelists (I call them the Knights of Detective Fiction) were equally busy pounding out stories and book after book.   

Dime Store Novels they were called 

Perhaps you remember reading a few of these detectives? 

Philo Vance—written by S. S. Van Dine. (The Benson Murder Case) 1926

Philip Marlowe – written by Raymond Chandler. (The Big Sleep) 1939

Nero Wolfe – written by Rex Stout. (Fer-de-Lance) 1934

Sam Spade – written by Dashiell Hammett. (The Maltese Falcon) 1930

Ellery Queen – written by Frederic Dannay and Manfred Lee. (The Roman Hat Mystery) 1929

Perry Mason – written by Erle Stanley Gardner. (Case of the Velvet Claws) 1933

Race Williams – written by Carroll John Daly. (The Snarl of the Beast) 1927

These are the characters our writers created. They became very popular, almost human as they solved crimes and hunted killers against all odds. They were the prime solvers of the Whodunnits. They were also classified as “hard-boiled detectives”. Their stories or novels were published in books, magazines and radio shows. Some were made into films. 

Several of them may be familiar. Some are still solving crimes as we stream their stories on Netflix or YouTube.   

Tonight these eight writers will be challenged to write the most difficult story of their careers. 

Who will be the victim in a MURDER AT MIDNIGHT? 

Stay tuned....
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The Invitation
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Preface
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Felix duBois

September 1938

Beacon Hill, Boston, Massachusetts.

The library was warmed by the recently tended fire. The flames cast a golden glow over the book lined walls and floor to ceiling draperies open on the one full-length window overlooking the back garden. The luxury of a small garden on this crowded hill was almost non-existent. The temperature was dropping as the sun set so the fire in the grate was a welcome addition to their conversations and well-being.

Felix duBois and his assistant, Alfred, sat enjoying a well-earned reprise from the chaos of the day in the field of banking. Helping themselves to the aged brandy, they sat and commiserated over the events of the day

“War is eminent, Alfred, all the signs are pointing that way. Unrest in Europe, Japan increasing their naval ships, the British Prime Minister meeting with Hitler, and our president trying to stay neutral. These are not signs of peace.”

“Most of your finances are secure,” Alfred reminded him, “we have been overly cautious.” 

“Yes, Alfred, but there is always a wild card.” 

“What should we do?”

“I have a plan, Alfred, a ‘game’ of sorts, a betting game that will hopefully keep us comfortable through the next few years.” He reached for his box of Havanna imported cigars, offered one to Alfred and took one for himself. “I will need your help.”

Felix settled back in his leather armchair and lit the end, blowing out a curl of smoke as he began to carefully outline his plan.

“Are you familiar with the magazine, The Black Mask?”

THE GUESTS
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Willard Huntington Wright

New York City, New York

The invitation arrived at the current apartment in New York City of Willard Huntington Wright on a Saturday. As he never read his mail on any Saturday, the contents remained unread until the following Tuesday when his valet/assistant, Hoover, gathered the mail, opened each letter carefully and laid them on his desk,  arranging them by dates of arrival by post. Thus the final date for response was close and needed an almost immediate reply.

“Shall you attend?” Hoover asked as he set a fresh cup of black coffee beside his employer’s elbow.

“Whatever for?” Willard answered testily, his headache returning after a weekend of drinking.  

“It might be an opportunity to meet some fellow writers, although the invitation does not state who the other guests are,” suggested Hoover adjusting the creamer and sugar bowl. 

“Who is this Felix duBois? Do we know him?” Willard asked after several restorative sips of Hoover’s remarkable black coffee.

“A well-known banker from Boston, was all the information I could find. Resides in Boston and travels to some place called Cape Cod during the summer months. A golfing resort of sorts,” Hoover responded. 

“Sounds rather provincial to me,” Willard said disdainfully, “do you suppose he has any art worth my expertise?” 

“Go and find out,” Hoover said with a touch of impatience, his employer was always out-of-sorts after a weekend of frivolous parties. 

“Send my acceptances, then. No need for my alias, S. S. van Dine for this house party in the wilds of Massachusetts.  Find out the details and make note of them. Wait!” he groaned as his headache was pounding. “Am I to judge an art exhibit this afternoon?”

“Willard, the exhibit is tomorrow, you do have a visit to your tailor today at 2:00.” His valet reminded him.  

“Perhaps what I need is more of your restorative coffee, Hoover,” Willard said with a slight lilt in his voice.
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Raymond Chandler

San Francisco, California

The invitation arrived with two letters at his San Francisco apartment on a sunny November afternoon. Both letters were past due notices for rent and electric services. The third, an engraved square of pasteboard of the finest quality took him by surprise. The envelope even smelled “money”. 

“Well, Marlowe, what do you think of this turn of events?” he joked aloud to his unseen character still caught in the roller of his ancient Royal. “Shall we open it?” 

The November sun beat a relentless tattoo on the open window of the dinky flat currently inhabited by this aspiring author. Even in November, there was no breeze, no change of air. Only heat and more heat. 

He leaned forward and picked up the envelope examining it more fully, waiting...for what? He didn’t know. His gin supply had run out days ago. Coffee was the beverage of the week, and he stood and went over to the sideboard to grab the empty pot and fill it with clear water from the bathroom sink. He set the percolator on the small burner and added a few scoops of the bitter grounds, sprinkled a swish of salt into the batch and turned on the burner. 

He was used to this routine. He lit a cigarette while he waited for the pot to boil. 

“OK, Marlowe, let’s see what this is all about.” 

He picked up the cream-colored envelope and read his name on the front. It
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