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  Chapter One




  Towards one in the morning he faced the fact that he couldn’t sleep. Not yet, at least.




  He rolled on his left elbow, right hand finding the chain of the little bedside lamp. Light revealed the subdued luxury of Stateroom 340, on the sun deck at the stern of the steamboat’s

  starboard—no, not starboard: its two-whistle side. Its open window (never call windows portholes) overlooked the huge red-painted paddle-wheel, whose drowsy churning ought to have lulled him.

  And he was alone here, having paid for both beds.




  They were beds, not berths, for the most sybaritic accommodation on the river. Time, twelve-fifty by his watch on the bedside table. The tiny leather-edged travelling calendar showed

  the date as Monday, April 18th, of this year 1927. By this hour it was now Tuesday, April 19th. The Grand Bayou Line’s Bayou Queen, bound down the Ohio and the Mississippi for New

  Orleans, had left Cincinnati at noon on Monday. Their first stop would be Louisville, some time today.




  Jeff Caldwell, who would be thirty-three years old in the middle of July, had many questions on his mind. Of sedentary habits, though neither ill-looking nor unathletic, he might have been

  considered too studious, too much a loner, if it had not been for his sardonic sense of humor. But the damned situation kept tormenting him. And he wanted a breath of air.




  Light painted the shiny white walls a pale gold. The door of the little bathroom stood ajar. The other door led to the open deck on the two-whistle side. Jeff swung his legs out of bed, thrust

  his feet into slippers, and pulled a dressing-gown over his pajamas. Then, automatically lighting a cigarette, he made for the open.




  Main deck, cabin deck, texas deck, sun deck: this atop all, under a fresh breeze and the edge of a moon. Except for the paddle wheel’s churning, the soft slap of water past the side,

  hardly any noise. A scattered light or two, remote and ghostly; no other sign of life.




  “Not even half full, this trip,” they had told him at the company’s office in Cincinnati. “You know how it is. People with plenty of money don’t discover America,

  as a general thing; they travel abroad. We’ll be full up June to September, ’cept maybe the luxury staterooms. Or maybe you don’t know. First visit to New Orleans?”




  “I was born and brought up in New Orleans.”




  “You don’t talk like a Southerner.”




  “I was educated, if it can be called that, almost entirely in the North.”




  “Live at New Orleans now?”




  “I don’t even live in this country.”




  “Well, it’s none o’ my business . . .”




  ‘No,’ Jeff had thought, ‘it’s not.’ And he had said no more.




  Now, leaning one elbow on the railing, shielding the fire of the cigarette in his other hand, he still pondered. Jeff Caldwell could not have denied that he did have plenty of money. With the

  Dixieland Tobacco Company continuing to prosper, as it had been prospering since his great-grandfather founded it in North Carolina well over a century ago, neither he nor Uncle Gil, his late

  mother’s brother, need fear the future. He and Gilbert Bethune, now New Orleans’s District Attorney, were the only surviving members of the family. But then Dave and Serena were the

  only surviving Hobarts.




  As for what old Ira Rutledge had meant, no less than what Uncle Gil meant . . .




  The questions in his mind, far from being answered, were not even fully formulated. After crossing the ocean, he had gone by train from New York to Cincinnati for the slow journey by boat to his

  native city. Why was he doing this? Why did he think it necessary? Had the destiny of Dave and Serena Hobart, that strangely contrasted brother and sister, in some fashion become entwined with his

  own? Considering that his grandfather had once been so close a friend of old Commodore Hobart, their grandfather . . .




  Or it may have been so unexpected, half-frantic a letter from Dave.




  On the Bayou Queen’s sun deck, under smoke blown wide from her single chimney, Jeff Caldwell found his thoughts moving back not only over the past day or month, but over the past

  ten years. After all, how little he really knew either of New Orleans or of the relatives and friends of his extreme youth! How little time he had spent there!




  Northern preparatory school from an early age, with only Christmas vacations at home. His father had died in ’13, his mother a year later; he and Uncle Gil had sold the Caldwell house in

  the Garden District. Then, despite all his trouble with mathematics, he was admitted to Yale. He had not finished his junior year at New Haven when in April, just over a decade ago, the United

  States entered what must forever be called the Great War.




  “You’ll do, I suppose,” Uncle Gil commented, “what you think you ought to do; or, rather, what you think you want to do. If I were a younger man, I should probably be

  damned fool enough to do it too.”




  And so, combining Creole Bethune with Anglo-Saxon Caldwell, Jeff had enlisted. First the long grind of basic training, then the long grind of officer’s training; always, for one reason or

  another, some delay. Easy-going, imaginative, Second Lieutenant Jeffrey Caldwell was shipped to France. He had not yet gone to the front, never having heard guns fired in anger, when news of the

  false armistice immediately preceded news of the true armistice in the second week of November, 1918.




  Shipped home to be demobilized the following May, Jeff afterwards went to New Orleans for a conference about his future. Gilbert Bethune had always resolutely refused to touch the family

  financial affairs.




  “When any lawyer tries to handle his own family’s finances,” said Uncle Gil, “it means friction at best and bad blood at worst. Let Ira Rutledge deal with it, as he

  always has.”




  But Uncle Gil had sat in on the conference about his nephew’s future. Jeff never forgot that day in 1919: himself not quite twenty-five, Uncle Gil lean and hatchet-faced at just on forty,

  Ira Rutledge lean and grizzled at what then seemed an advanced age, the perfect picture of a family lawyer who advised so many of the well-to-do, in Mr. Rutledge’s dusty office above Canal

  Street.




  “Now that we can take up our normal lives again, Jeff,” the family lawyer said, “you’ll be returning to New Haven?”




  “No, I think not. They shouldn’t have admitted me to begin with, and I can never graduate.”




  “But your academic record—!”




  “Yes, that’s what I mean.”




  “Well?”




  “My dislike of mathematics or any form of science, sir, isn’t mere dislike. It’s full-blown hatred and lack of aptitude that today they’d call pathological. What

  difference how high a grade I make in English or history if I can’t understand the simplest algebraic problem or proposition in geometry, let alone the more advanced math (plus one science) I

  need even to take an arts degree? Rightly or wrongly, taking a degree seems of no importance at all.”




  “Well, what do you intend to do?”




  “What about finances, Mr. Rutledge? How’s Dixieland Tobacco?”




  Mr. Rutledge assured him that Dixieland Tobacco had never been in better shape, and that (always within reason, of course) whatever sum he required could be paid in monthly at the bank of his

  choice.




  “I’m afraid I must still ask, my boy, what you intend to do.”




  “Live abroad for a while, I think. With a base in Paris, but visiting London as often as possible.”




  “Of course,” Ira Rutledge said drily, “there’s no real reason why you should work.”




  “Oh, I intend to work, sir, though some mightn’t call it that.”




  “Just as you please. What do you want to do?”




  “I want to write historical romances, as I always have. Swashbuckling stuff, not altogether free of gadzookses or the like, but at least historically accurate. France and England are ideal

  backgrounds for that. There’s one other kind of novel I’d rather like to try, though I don’t think I ever can.”




  “Indeed? And what is that?”




  “Detective stories, about who killed whom and why. There’s always a market for blood and thunder, and I love it!”




  “Now there,” Uncle Gil had interjected with some heartiness, “you’re really speaking my language. Our friend Ira wouldn’t touch a criminal case if they accused his

  own son of murder, and yet it’s what I love. By all means write historical romances, provided you don’t turn out the oversugared confectionery we get so much of. Why not

  detective stories too?”




  “Because I don’t think I’ve got enough sheer ingenuity. You need a first-class, brand-new idea, with all the tricks of presenting it. Whereas the historicals can be managed.

  I’m probably going to make a hash of it. But I think I can write readable English, and I’m game for all necessary research.”




  “Let it be Paris, then,” sighed Mr. Rutledge, “since you seem to have made up your mind. Whether you succeed or fail, from a practical standpoint, is of little consequence.

  When would you wish to go?”




  “As soon as possible. There’ll be quite a hullabaloo before they’ve finished the Versailles peace conference, but it needn’t interfere with my daily life. Besides, being

  here won’t be pleasant if they pass their so-called prohibition law, and close up New Orleans worse than Josephus Daniels and his ilk closed it up during the war.”




  Gilbert Bethune looked thoughtful.




  “They’ll never close it up completely,” he said, “whatever they try. Speaking of detective stories and ingenuity, however, remember that here on our own doorstep . .

  .”




  Uncle Gil had paused there, and had not resumed. Long afterwards Jeff wondered if he had been referring to the Hobarts, an Anglo-Saxon family as old and respected as the Caldwells, and to the

  doubtless imaginary but still picturesque legend of Delys Hall.




  Jeff could not remember old Commodore Fitzhugh Hobart, C.S.N., dead these many years. There had been only a nodding acquaintance with the late Harald Hobart, the commodore’s son, father of

  David and Serena. Even flighty Dave and completely self-possessed Serena—the former his own age, the latter five or six years younger—could hardly be called close friends. What of

  others from the past? What had happened to Penny Lynn (nobody ever thought of her as Penelope), to whom he lost his heart during the Christmas vacation when he was seventeen, and had seen on only

  two occasions afterwards?




  But such reflections had been far from him almost eight years ago. He took ship for France, chose a small residential hotel behind the Champs-Elysées, and, after much poring over

  documents at the Bibliothèque Nationale, he wrote his first novel.




  He did not try to employ a literary agent, knowing none. Instead he sent The Cardinal’s Jester to an acquaintance at the old New York firm of Keane & Sons. To his gratified

  astonishment they accepted it at once, as did Justus of London.




  Whatever he did, work or laze, he must go his daily round. Jeff was no bohemian, except insofar as bohemianism may be practised by the clean and well tailored; he shunned the companionship of

  the left bank. Though too much a loner to make many friends, he made friends who liked him. There had been other contacts of a different sort: the French midinette, the English girl

  dabbling at sculpture, the bored American heiress who found something to interest her. During those early years, despite the awkward Channel crossing, he spent almost as much time in London as in

  Paris. Today, with both Air Union (French) and Imperial Airways (British) maintaining regular flights Croydon-Le Bourget, travel had become as easy as it was pleasurable.




  At first, for all his long days at the typewriter, he had no success. The books, favorably reviewed, failed to sell. As novel followed novel into the nineteen twenties, each with its background

  of France or England in a different century, he told himself he must not chafe so much.




  “Be grateful,” he said aloud, “you’ve got an independent income.”




  Still, though with few aspirations towards best-sellerdom, he wanted to write one story somebody wanted to read. Then, for whatever mysterious cause, his fifth try, My Friend

  Fouché, actually showed some profit. Witch’s Eye, its successor, did better. In January of this year, before he had finished Till the Great Armadas Come, the

  publishers offered a new two-book contract at improved terms. He had hinted, they wrote, that he might be in New York that spring to deliver the manuscript. If he had been serious . . .




  Well, why not?




  This notion of delivering the book in person had been with him for some time. He corresponded fairly regularly with Uncle Gil, hearing little from or of anyone else. Since ’24 Uncle Gil

  had been Mr. District Attorney Bethune. Detective fiction, which Jeff had never tried, took the thesis that the prosecution is always wrong, the defense is always right. It delighted him that a

  lawyer so fond of mystery stories as Gilbert Bethune should find himself in that fictionally unrewarding office. Early in March, this year, Uncle Gil did write with news.




  

    

      You may or may not have heard that Harald Hobart died of a heart attack last week. Yes, ‘Harald’ is correct; the old commodore’s wife was a Danish beauty; hence the

      Scandinavian name. His father left him very well off, though they found no hidden hoard. If Harald never seemed particularly astute in business, there should still be quite a substantial

      inheritance for Serena and Dave.


    


  




  Ten days later came a business letter from Ira Rutledge, in that dignitary’s most discreet manner.




  Subsequent to the demise of Mr. Harald Hobart, said the letter, there had arisen a somewhat delicate situation involving Jeff and one other person outside the family. As the Hobarts’ legal

  adviser, of course, Mr. Rutledge could always explain by letter, which he proposed doing with the other interested party. However, since he had been led to believe Jeff would visit New York before

  the end of April, and would doubtless choose to visit New Orleans as well, he preferred to communicate in propria persona. Trusting he had been in receipt of no mistaken information, and

  would cause little inconvenience by the suggestion, he remained, very sincerely . . .




  It left Jeff fuming. What situation, delicate or otherwise, could possibly involve himself and one other person unspecified? Old Ira, rot his law-books, made discretion the better part of

  coherence.




  As though that were not enough, the letter from David Hobart exploded soon afterwards. It had been handwritten on notepaper stamped with the crest of the Delys family, the Delys family being

  Hobart relatives not Creole but Norman English. Dave himself, fair-haired and wiry and intense, seemed to be there in the room.




  

    

      If you’re surprised to hear from me after all these years, Jeff, it’s not because I’ve never wondered how you were getting on, or forgot the days when we were opposing

      debaters at Lawrenceville. You said you could write, and you’ve proved your point; more power to your elbow.




      My reason for appearing out of the blue is this. I hear you’ll be in America come spring . . .


    


  




  So they’d all heard it, had they?




  

    

      For God’s sake, Sabatini, you’ve got to be in New Orleans before May 1st at the latest! There’s something wrong with the Ice Maiden, our Serena herself. I might

      even have said there’s something wrong with me, only I’m such a sober, steady-going customer that nobody would believe I’ve got any nerves. Don’t ask me what

      I’m talking about; it’s all too indefinite. Just get here!




      You may miss your Uncle Gil; there’s a big political do at Baton Rouge about that time. Though he hates politics, or says he hates politics, I swear they’re grooming him to be

      Senator Bethune or Governor Bethune. You can stay with us, can’t you? Jeff, this is so infernally important—


    


  




  He had already decided to go. But he told nobody except Mr. Sewall of Keane & Sons. To Ira Rutledge he wrote in terms as veiled as that pundit’s own, saying he hoped

  to be present but must refrain from promises. To Dave Hobart he was equally noncommittal. To Uncle Gil, whom he hoped to surprise, he wrote nothing at all. If Uncle Gil happened to be absent, he

  would neither stay at Delys Hall nor disturb old Melchior by invading his uncle’s apartment; he would put up at a hotel.




  He finished Till the Great Armadas Come, getting three copies made. At Cherbourg he boarded his favorite liner, the Aquitania, which landed him at New York just before the

  middle of April.




  In New York, where Henry Sewall entertained him at dinner and the sales manager entertained him at a speakeasy, prohibition was not so much flouted as ignored. At speakeasies the patrons drank

  almost anything. In private they drank bathtub gin, home-compounded of alcohol, water, and juniper drops, which they drowned with Hoffman’s Pale Dry or Hoffman’s Lime Dry to kill the

  taste. Jeff, who liked beer and wine, learned at one session to beware of this gin.




  Easter Sunday would fall on April 17th. Although a native New Orleanian, Jeff Caldwell had never seen much of the river. The Grand Bayou Line would get him from Cincinnati to New Orleans in five

  days. On the 16th he took a night train to Cincinnati, spent Easter Sunday in the Queen City and that night at the Netherland Plaza Hotel.




  The following morning was cool without being chilly enough for a topcoat. After making his one-way reservation at the company’s office, Jeff boarded the big stern-wheeler: four decks

  glistening white against slate-gray water, under white pilot-house and black chimney.




  He made himself comfortable in his room, starting to unpack. Shortly before departure time, amid a straggle of other passengers getting their bearings, he descended to the ornate forward lounge

  on the cabin deck. And into the lounge marched Serena Hobart.




  Serena’s manner said, ‘Accept me as I am, please, or don’t bother me.’ Determinedly no-nonsense as well as determinedly athletic, nevertheless she had charm hard to

  resist. Sleek honey-blonde hair framed a pretty face which seemed almost overdelicate, despite the firmness of the jaw. Serena wore fashionable batik, its skirt knee-length, and carried an

  alligator-skin handbag.




  “Hel-lo, Jeff!” she greeted him, polite without being cordial. But she did not seem at ease. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it? Now don’t say

  you’re surprised to find me making the journey by boat!”




  “I wasn’t going to say that. Good to see you, Serena.”




  “Really, now, why shouldn’t I go home this way? If it comes to that, why shouldn’t either of us?”




  “No reason whatever, of course. Sorry about your father.”




  “We were all sorry. But it’s a fact of nature; it can’t be changed; let’s not get pious and platitudinous. After all, why should I be in such a hurry to get home?

  There’s no cause for hurry, until—” She stopped.




  “Until when?”




  “Oh, just ‘until’! Until any time you choose, I mean.”




  “Serena, what’s been happening at New Orleans?”




  “Nothing much, as you’ll soon learn.”




  “Well, how’s Dave?”




  “Pretty much as usual. Poor Dave! He’s my brother and I’m fond of him, but he does think too little and talk too much. As for what I’m doing here,” she continued,

  with a sudden rush, “I was visiting a friend. Jeff, do you remember Helen Farnsworth in the old days? No; I think she was after your time. Anyway, she’s Helen Westerby now; married

  somebody else you don’t know. Which reminds me . . .”




  At her side now loomed a large, shambling, sandy-haired young man in a tan suit of plus-fours with diamond-pattern stockings. Serena touched the newcomer’s sleeve with her left hand and

  raised candid blue eyes.




  “Speaking of people you don’t know, Jeff, I’d better do the necessary.” She wagged her handbag. “Charles Saylor, Jeff Caldwell.”




  “It’s a pleasure, Mr. Caldwell!” said the large young man, shaking hands heartily. “You see, Mr. Caldwell . . .”




  “All things considered,” Serena appraised both of them, “hadn’t you two better get on a first-name basis? Under the circumstances . . .”




  “I’d heard about you, Jeff, though I never expected to meet you quite so soon. You see, I’m—” And he stopped.




  “Yes, Mr. Saylor or Charles? Must everybody make cryptic remarks?”




  “Nothing cryptic about it; tell you later. Can’t say I’m very familiar with this part of the world, or with New Orleans either; my bailiwick is Philadelphia. Never mind!

  We’ll be under way in a minute or two. And then lunch. And then . . . !”




  Mr. Saylor’s gesture seemed to conjure up unimaginable joys.




  They did get under way soon afterwards, with something of a flourish from the pilot-house, and presently went down to their excellent lunch in a white-and-gilt salon called the Plantation Room.

  Each table had been set for four. Serena commandeered one such table, graciously acting as hostess.




  “If anybody else tries to sit with us,” she instructed them, “just wave him away and tell him it’s reserved. I knew Jeff was here; I saw him come aboard. There’ll

  be somebody else joining us, though not today. And it’s all right; I’ve already seen the steward.




  “Now, Jeff,” Serena warned, indicating the white-jacketed Negroes in attendance, “mind you don’t refer to the waiters as stewards. There’s only one

  steward: an officer; he has charge of waiters, porters, busboys, maids, and so on. We don’t use oceangoing terms on the river, you know.”




  “I do know, Serena. I’m from New Orleans too.”




  But he learned nothing, either then or at dinner that evening. Whenever he so much as hinted at questions on his mind, Serena changed the subject or turned it off with some remark designed to

  show he must be an ill-mannered Paul Pry. Charles Saylor, whom he was further instructed to call Chuck, seemed to have adopted very similar tactics.




  Following dinner, they played desultory three-handed bridge in the after cabin lounge. Once a burly, red-faced, genial-looking man, with four gold stripes round the sleeve of his uniform, strode

  through the lounge and greeted Serena in passing, but did not stop. At length Chuck Saylor, as though now taking charge, portentously said: “Follow me!”




  He led them to a double stateroom on the same deck (all the rooms were double), which he shared with some passenger not at present in evidence. Here he produced a quart of colorless liquid

  calling itself Gordon’s Dry Gin, together with a bottle of ginger ale more conventional than any sold under the Hoffman label in New York. He rang for glasses and ice, which were promptly

  brought.




  The room grew thick with cigarette smoke. Serena and their host each had two drinks. Jeff, after valiantly finishing his first glass of what could only have been the Philadelphia variety of a

  familiar beverage, declined a second. Serena had already declined a third.




  And still Jeff learned nothing. Once Serena, abstracted, had muttered a name that sounded like ‘old Merriman.’ Since Dave in the letter had called him Sabatini, presumably Rafael

  Sabatini, he wondered if Serena with equally heavy facetiousness meant the pen name of the author who had written historical romances as Henry Seton Merriman.




  But he did not pursue this. Whatever they said or refrained from saying, a feeling of tension persisted and increased. At half-past eleven he took his leave.




  He ascended to his own room, donned night-gear, and sat down to read. A friend in England had sent him bound page-proofs of a book, eagerly awaited by Jeff but not yet published, which had

  arrived at his New York hotel on Saturday. He had also the most recent number of the American Mercury. But tonight even his favorite detective fiction failed to hold him. The

  Mercury he could not face.




  At just before midnight he turned in. An hour later, still scratchily awake, he gave it up and went out on deck.




  So here he stood, in breezy night over the broad Ohio, on what Serena would have protested to hear him call the starboard side of the sun deck. There was no sound from the engines, hardly even a

  vibration: only churning, splashing water under the great stern wheel. If for some reason Serena must be secretive or cryptic, what did he already know?




  Comparatively little. Everything seemed to turn on the death of Harald Hobart towards the end of February. The late Harald was always reputed to have been somewhat erratic, though not so

  romantically erratic as old Commodore Fitzhugh, who, paying heavily to get brick replaced on brick, had imported his mansion from across the sea. Commodore Hobart . . . that legend of a secret

  hoard . . .




  Jeff flung his cigarette over the side and whipped round, staring into shadows towards the stern. There was nobody there, of course; there could be nobody there. Yet the sensation of

  someone standing there and watching, eyes fixed on the back of Jeff Caldwell’s neck . . .




  You could imagine anything at this drugged, drowsy hour of the morning. He returned to his cabin and closed the door. Sleep still seemed impossible. As again he took up the bound page-proofs, it

  was not imagination that footsteps approached along the deck outside, and someone knocked lightly but insistently at the door.




  “Yes?” Jeff almost shouted. “Come in!”




  The door was opened by David Hobart.




  Dave, the ‘artistic’ member of the family, wore pajamas, slippers, and a lightweight black dressing-gown patterned with silver dragons. Of middle height, thin but muscular and

  virile, he had the brooding look we customarily associate with dark-complexioned persons rather than fair. A lock of fair hair had tumbled across his forehead, and he fiddled at his chin.




  “Well—” he began.




  “A while ago,” Jeff said, “I thought I heard somebody prowling around outside. Were you prowling around outside?”




  “What do you mean, prowling around outside? I’ve just come up from the texas, that’s all. Got a few things to tell you.”




  “ ‘For this relief much thanks.’ I’m going to get some solid facts,” Jeff vowed, “if I have to use the torture of the rack. What’s the matter, Dave?

  What’s wrong?”




  Dave hesitated.




  “There’s all hell to pay, I’m afraid,” he answered. “Delys Hall may not really be Deadly Hall. But a whole volcano is going to blow up in a few days. That’s

  what I’m here to tell you.”




  



  




  Chapter Two




  “Just a minute, Dave!”




  “Yes?”




  “At our table in the dining-room, there’s a seat reserved for somebody who’s supposed to be joining the boat later. Does that mean you?”




  “Good God, no! Besides, I’m already aboard.”




  “So I see. But Serena said—”




  “Serena?” Dave stared. “Don’t tell me she’s here too?”




  “I do tell you.”




  “What’s she doing up north?”




  “Visiting a New Orleans friend whose name used to be Helen Farnsworth. Her married name is . . .”




  “Westerby? Helen Westerby?”




  “That’s it. Serena said—”




  “Then it’s funny, it’s damn funny. Mind, I don’t say the gal lies in her teeth; I don’t say that at all; but it’s funny. Still, Serena likes to be mysterious

  just for the sake of being mysterious. Travelling alone, as I am?”




  “Not exactly alone. She’s travelling with, or at least in the company of, a character called Charles or Chuck Saylor, S-a-y-l-o-r. From Philadelphia.”




  “Never heard of him. Who is he? What does he do?”




  “That’s what I can’t find out, though Serena says there’s some reason why Saylor and I ought to be en rapport. Between ’em they’ve got a trick of

  turning every straight question crooked; it’s like lunging at a fencer. Are you going to do the same thing?”




  “No, not on your life! I’m here to impart information.”




  “Then you might begin imparting it. If you didn’t know Serena’s a passenger, does she know you’re a passenger?”




  “I don’t think so; I’ve taken pretty good care she can’t. Listen, Jeff. I trust you; I’ve always trusted you. When I saw you walk on board this morning . .

  .”




  “There seems to be some lack of mutual confidence between the Hobarts. You say you trust me. Does that mean you don’t trust your own sister?”




  Dave raised his hand as though to take an oath.




  “Old son, of course I trust her! Serena’s in this too, however it eventually turns out. You see, I’ve been on a little mission for the good of the family. At the moment you

  might call me a kind of stowaway, a paying stowaway.”




  “Paying stowaway?”




  “Like this,” Dave said with great intensity. “I’m in 240 below on the texas, directly under this one; booked the whole room, as you seem to have done too. I sneaked on

  board early this morning, before passengers are usually allowed; I’ve been sort of hiding there. But I’ve squared everything with Captain Josh.”




  “With whom?”




  “Captain Joshua Galway, always called Captain Josh. The Grand Bayou Line is owned by the Galways, who’ve been on the river for generations.”




  “Is Captain Josh a thick-set, red-faced man with a broad grin?”




  “Yes. I made him swear he’d keep my presence a complete secret.”




  “And he agreed?”




  “Well, he read me quite a lecture; said I’d have to do my own bribing of the help if I wanted food delivered in private. But he’s a hell of a good fellow, and an old family

  friend, so . . .”




  Jeff looked at his companion.




  “Did you use an alias too? Dave, for God’s sake! Sneaked aboard? Hiding there? Complete secret? Food in private? Why are you being so damn secretive?”




  “Now I think of it,” Dave drew a deep breath, “no real reason at all. We’ll reveal the light of my countenance tomorrow morning. Meanwhile, let me repeat that I’ve

  got things to tell you. And this deserves a drink in honor of your return. It’s a little late, but that doesn’t matter. Come down to my quarters with me, and I’ll break out a

  bottle.”




  “If this is more bathtub gin—”




  “It’s not gin at all. It’s Scotch, imported stuff. It may have been cut, but at least it’s drinkable. And I’ve already got the makings. Don’t argue, now; just

  come on!”




  They went out on deck, dressing-gowns flapping in the breeze, and down the outside stairs on the two-whistle side.




  Stateroom 240, somewhat smaller than the one above, was equally comfortable. All the lamps had been left burning here; in full light Dave Hobart looked haggard, even a trifle ill. Two tumblers

  stood on the bedside table, together with a bowl of melting ice cubes.




  Dave set out a pint bottle, poured generous potations over ice, and added tap-water. If it did not quite live up to the label, it proved a fair approximation. They both lighted cigarettes, each

  taking one of the armchairs.




  “Jeff,” Dave began with the same intensity as before, “how familiar are you with my family history?”




  “Not very familiar. I’ve heard the general outline, but very few details.”




  “That’s what I thought. Some people might imagine that you, the history fiend, would have investigated a wild story so close to home.”




  “I haven’t investigated, I suppose, because it’s so close to home.”




  “Fair enough. But it’s very important you should hear the details, or such details as are now known. I’ve got to take you back a long way, almost three quarters of a century,

  to the year 1860. That’s the year my father was born, and my grandmother died in childbirth. My grandfather, generally called Commodore Hobart, Confederate States Navy, as he afterwards was .

  . .”




  “He had not become C.S.N., you mean, because that particular navy didn’t yet exist?”




  “Right!” Dave sipped, set down his glass, and pointed with the cigarette. “Fitzhugh Hobart was born October 31st, 1827, and died late in 1903, at just past seventy-six; I can

  only faintly remember him.




  “Most people think of him as the dashing captain of the Confederate raider Louisiana or as the bearded patriarch his portrait shows. In the summer of 1860 he was thirty-two years

  old, ten months married to Ingrid De Meza of Denmark, and, though mad-keen on all things nautical, had become commodore only of the Delta Yacht Club. But that summer, not learning either of his

  son’s birth or his wife’s death, one of the world’s great romantics had set forth on a romantic dream. With his own schooner he went after sunken treasure in the

  Bahamas.”




  “That’s just the point, Dave. Did he find any treasure?”




  “He did; there’s no doubt of it.”




  Here Dave sprang to his feet.




  “You know me, Jeff: I’m a fairly useless sort of fellow. In my extreme youth I thought I wanted to write, as you did. You meant what you said; for me I knew it would never

  be. But in this family matter I really have assembled the facts, as carefully and conscientiously as though I could make sense of ’em, which I can’t.




  “As far back as the seventeenth century,” he continued, “fifteen Spanish treasure-galleons, homeward bound for Cadiz from South America, foundered and sank in a gale off the

  Ambrogian Reefs at the tip of the Bahamas: British territory. Their cargo consisted mainly of gold bullion in the form of ingots, with additions of specie and jewels. A British adventurer had

  recovered some of the loot, though very little in proportion to its over-all worth; my grandfather hauled up some more. But the great bulk of that treasure, estimated at a value of some nineteen

  million dollars, has never been found and is there to this day. Are you following me?”




  “Closely.”




  “Old Fitzhugh was an ingenious devil; his whole career proved it. Maybe we think of nineteenth-century diving expeditions as being crude, half-baked attempts. That’s a mistake. Jules

  Verne could write Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea in 1870. If you study the subject, you’ll find that sixty-odd years ago their diving equipment—canvas-and-rubber suit,

  metal helmet, with air pumped down through a tube from above—was only a less sophisticated version of what we’ve got today.




  “And adventurers had quite a piratical style at that time. If my esteemed grandparent had reported his discovery to the British authorities, he’d have been lucky to keep any

  considerable part of what he recovered. But he never told ’em; he never meant to. He slipped in and out so nimbly, so secretly, that they never even knew he’d been searching for

  treasure, let alone had found it. So he and his crew sailed home in triumph with the loot.




  “We know what he did. The specie . . . minted coins, that’s to say . . .”




  “I understand what specie is. Well?”




  Dave assumed an air of profundity.




  “Specie and jewels he sold on the q.t. for what they’d fetch. The gold he hid, and hid with such craft that nobody’s ever been able to lay hands on the stuff. Where he hid so

  much gold, how he could have hidden it beyond detection, has baffled shrewder wits than mine. This much, ancient friend, we actually know.”




  “All right, but how do we know it?”




  “From notes left by the commodore,” said Dave, beginning to pace the room, “and from what he told my father. There are clues to the problem, which I needn’t explain now,

  for those who want to have a try at it. And the story has two parts, as you’ll see. At this point they momentarily divide before uniting again.




  “In those days the family had a considerable number of business interests. Not that these much interested Fitzhugh, who hated business and said he couldn’t be bothered with it.

  Still, he did pretty well. Among the business interests was a big sugar plantation fifteen or sixteen miles upriver. Now you’ve heard, haven’t you, we’re distantly related to the

  Norman English family of Delys?”




  “Yes, I seem to have heard it somewhere.”




  “Cut the sarcasm, old son! Fitzhugh himself bought that plantation, also on the q.t., before leaving to look for treasure. But he couldn’t be bothered with growing sugar either. At

  the end of the eighteen-fifties an indigent younger son of the Delys clan had emigrated from England with his wife. Fitzhugh set ’em up as master and mistress of Faracres, the plantation, in

  a big pillated house that’s now dust. Though my grandsire owned and continued to own the place, he let everybody think the real owner was Arthur Delys.




  “Then came the Great Unpleasantness of ’61–’65.




  “It’s important to mention that at this time Fitzhugh Hobart, who soon became Captain Hobart and then Commodore Hobart, had two great friends. One remained his friend, the other

  didn’t. The first of these, who remained his friend, was the grandfather for whom you were named: Colonel Jeffrey Caldwell of the 4th Louisiana.” Dave stopped pacing. “Let me

  think, now, Jeff! Didn’t you yourself see service with the infantry during the late Great War?”




  “ ‘See service’ is much too strong a term; I never got near the front. I wound up as a shavetail in the 18th Connecticut.”




  Dave straightened up.




  “Got a very slight heart condition,” he declared, “that kept me out of the navy! Never mind; back to old shades. Fitzhugh’s other crony, who didn’t stay a

  crony very long, was a financial genius named Bernard Dinsmore, seven or eight years his senior.




  “Trouble between ’em flared up even before the outbreak of hostilities. Fitzhugh called him a damn Yankee-lovin’ traitor, and told him to go north with his goddamn friends.




  “Fitzhugh never forgave him. My father, only a baby then, later took steps to investigate the quarrel. My father always said the accused had been badly misjudged, and that right should

  have been done. Bernard Dinsmore, though a sharp businessman, just wanted the South to forget war. But he got into such hot water that he had to go north. If he didn’t join the Yankees in any

  active sense, he did make a fortune there. Bernard’s only surviving relative is his grandson, who must be a good deal older than either of us: Horace Dinsmore, a very pious and sour-faced

  Boston clergyman.”




  Dave had begun pacing again.




  “You’ll soon see, Jeff, how all this affects us today. The war storms rolled, wrecking so many Confederates but leaving the Hobarts untouched. Any bitterness is forgotten now,

  although one or two still gripe about what they did to Georgia in ’64. In New Orleans we had ’em on our necks from ’62 until the last carpetbagger was chased out in

  ’77.




  “Once Hobart fate hung in the balance when ‘Spoons’ Butler, the Federal commander, wanted to take over that plantation house upriver. Why they wanted a house so far from town I

  can’t tell you, but then Spoons wanted anything he could get, including the silverware. If they had known the place belonged to Fitzhugh, who had been playing hell with Union shipping . . . !

  But Arthur Delys swore Faracres was his own, and maybe by that time Arthur believed it.




  “ ‘I am a British subject,’ he said truthfully. ‘Unless you care to provoke an international incident, sir, you will keep your hands off my property.’ Spoons

  thought better of it.




  “Then, presently, Commodore Hobart returned. He didn’t return to Faracres, where he’d lived with my grandmother; probably he expected some carpetbagger would grab it. Jeff, why

  do we think men who had beards couldn’t have had any emotions? He never remarried, cherishing his wife’s memory. His son, whom he’d called Harald in her honor, was brought up by a

  nurse until the boy grew old enough for boarding school. Fitzhugh took furnished rooms in the Garden District, which he made his home for many years.




  “Arthur Delys and Mrs. Delys died in a fever epidemic at the end of the eighteen-seventies. With the last carpetbagger gone, my grandsire sold Faracres, safely reinvesting his considerable

  profit. In the spring of 1882, at the mature age of fifty-four, he went abroad; he went to England, where he’d spent his honeymoon. It was partly a sentimental pilgrimage, and partly to call

  on the head of the Delys family at Delys Hall, Delys, Lincolnshire.




  “There it stood in the fen country: a sixteenth-century Tudor manor house, dark-red brick, many windows, with the date 1560 cut in stone over the front door. But the old boy’s Delys

  kin, once so wealthy, had fallen on hard times; they wanted to sell. And Fitzhugh conceived another romantic dream.




  “He had already bought that big tract of land outside New Orleans, upriver but quite close to town, meaning to build a home there for his old age. Now he’d do better. He would buy

  Delys Hall and have it taken apart for transportation, to be set up again beside the Mississippi.




  “And that’s what he did. Apart from gaslight for modern illumination (people were already talking electric light, but hadn’t got to it), and a few other improvements like

  up-to-date bathrooms, there were no alterations in its history of more than three centuries. There it stands now, windows and tall chimneys and all, as you’ve seen it a thousand times in the

  past.”




  Jeff, who had been smoking one cigarette after another, crushed out the latest.




  “I don’t like to interrupt you, Dave . . .”




  “Then why interrupt?”




  “Because I don’t understand!”




  “What don’t you understand, for Pete’s sake?”




  Jeff stood up and faced him.




  “This family history is fascinating; to one with my turn of mind, anyway. But how does it affect the situation today?”




  “Eh?”




  “Dave, you’re as jumpy as a cat; you’ve been acting like a wanted criminal. You say there’s all hell to pay, and that something bad or dangerous will explode very soon.

  What has the commodore’s story, or your father’s story, got to do with some trouble that threatens you now?”




  “Everything! You don’t see it?”




  “No. And that’s not all.”




  “If you’d just shut up and let me get to the point,” Dave told him pettishly, “maybe you would see. You’ve still got reservations; all right! If I promise

  to prove I’m not talking through my hat, may I have the liberty of saying what I want to say?”




  “Of course. I didn’t mean—”




  Dave made a magnanimous gesture.




  “Though it’s true my father had little to do with it, I’d better include him. He was in his early twenties when they transplanted the Hall, and looked on as the workmen made

  those few alterations under the commodore’s direction. My father studied engineering, but never finished at M.I.T. All he did, mostly, was help handle financial affairs before the commodore

  died, and handled ’em entirely later.




  “Four years after the old boy kicked the bucket, both my father and my mother were afraid they’d have to get repairs done to the fabric of the Hall. That damp climate, remember, can

  be rough on old brick and wood. But the architect they consulted said it wouldn’t be necessary; any house that could stand the English fen country could stand Louisiana. They made no changes

  except to install electric light, and the architect watched it done.”




  “Is this relevant too?”




  “Strictly relevant. Don’t forget old Fitzhugh’s hidden treasure.”




  Dave crossed to the door giving on to the texas deck. He opened the door, peered out, then closed it softly and returned.




  “That place,” he went on, “never seemed incongruous in its new demesne, as it might have seemed. It looks old; it is old; it was bound to gather legends. Ever since

  the commodore did his transplanting job, finished in 1883, there’s been a persistent rumor you must have heard because so many have heard. Delys Hall, they’ll whisper, contains a secret

  room, a hidden room, and that’s where my grandsire put his Spanish gold. Isn’t there a story like that about some place in Scotland?”




  “Yes, about Glamis Castle. But Glamis Castle is a huge place where almost anything might be hidden. The Hall is large, admittedly, and yet . . .”




  “You needn’t argue, Jeff; I agree. Another story says there’s no ‘room’ in a technical sense, but that the gold has been stashed away between two of the

  walls.”




  “Just a minute, now! The commodore found his gold, you tell me, more than two decades before he ever set eyes on Delys Hall. If he insisted on stashing it away in some place or other,

  where did he stash it during those twenty-two years?”




  “I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter. Our subject is the Hall; let’s stick to it. Well, there’s no gold stashed away between any of the walls; I can testify to

  that.”




  “How so?”




  Dave’s excitement had grown along with his nervousness.




  “The workmen,” he replied, “went into the walls when they put in the electricity and the telephone. And that architect had got interested enough in legends to watch everything.

  I was only twelve years old then; Serena was younger. Neither my father nor the architect would tell me what they kept muttering about. But little pitchers have big ears and eyes;

  I’ve since verified what I thought. And you needn’t take my word for it. The architect in question is still very much alive; why not ask him? Nothing between the walls. At the same

  time,” Dave sighted along his pointing forefinger, “the damn gold has got to be somewhere in the house!”




  “Sure of that?”




  “Dead sure. The commodore left notes in a big ledger he called his log, as I started to remind you. It’s now available for inspection. He also talked to my father, who long

  afterwards talked to me.”




  “Gold bullion in the form of ingots, was it? How much gold?”




  “The weight is roughly in those notes. I asked a friend of mine at the Planters & Southern Bank, putting it as a hypothetical question about America’s gold supply, what would be

  the value of that weight in bullion. It works out at just under three hundred thousand dollars.”




  “As much gold as that?”




  “As much gold as that; no kidding! ‘It’s here,’ the old boy once said to my father, meaning in our house. ‘It’s not buried; in one way it’s not even

  concealed. It’s in plain sight, when you know how to look for it.’ ”




  “He didn’t say, ‘When you know where to look for it’? He said, ‘When you know how to look for it’? ”




  “His very words. Pretty wild, isn’t it?”




  “It’s more than wild; it’s against nature!” Jeff stared at him. “Dave, do you understand your own grandfather? We might reconcile the hard-boiled with the

  sentimental; that seems to have characterized his generation. But he left your parents one fortune, didn’t he? If he salted away another fortune in some hiding place that’s not a hiding

  place, why had he kept it so secret? Why didn’t he just tell ’em?”




  Dave swaggered a little, thumbs hooked at the lapels of his dressing-gown.




  “To my way of thinking, the ingenious old devil enjoyed making it a challenge.”




  “Suppose he’s been stringing everybody for all this time?”




  “No, Jeff; grandpop wouldn’t have lied. By all accounts he never lied, though he did get a kick from making misleading statements inside the truth, like one of those mystery stories

  that play fair. You used to read a lot of mysteries, didn’t you?”




  “I still do.”




  “Yes, my father liked ’em too. The old commodore would have been a fiend for the stuff, if in his day there’d been anybody to read about besides Sherlock Holmes. He never

  thought our family would need that gold, you know. We don’t really need it now, of course, but what a triumph if somebody could read the riddle!”




  “That’s not the only riddle in this affair, Dave, or your grandsire’s conduct either. Your own conduct is just as odd as his.”




  “My conduct?”




  “Yes, yours. You say you’ll explain the jitters that so patently affect you, and make everything clear. But not one word of explanation have you uttered so far!”
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