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​​INTRODUCTION
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Not long after the bombing of Pearl Harbor and U.S. entry into the Second World War, the government realized it would need to draft so many able-bodied men that it would seriously deplete the country’s entire workforce, including entry-level labor, skilled trades, office staff and management. The only possible replacement was to be found in the ranks of the nation’s women. But for women to join the workforce, major changes would have to occur. 

Traditionally characterized as an emotional and caregiving labor force—homemakers, mothers, nurses, teachers and the like—women would have to adopt a whole new view of themselves and their capacities (as would men of them), and quickly. In a world without TV or internet, a radical revisioning of woman’s capabilities would have to be promulgated via radio, newspapers and magazines. So the U.S. government called together leading writers and journalists, asking them to help by printing and broadcasting stories, novels, and factual reports supporting the heretical notion that women could make great factory and office workers—and even run those factories and offices—without losing their “natural” urge to be homemakers, mothers, and wives.

This effort “to recruit women into the labor force,” as Nancy F. Cott writes in Women and War, was the “major propaganda campaign” directed toward American women during World War II. Thus, in the form of fiction and fact, the magazines and books of the era “devoted much space” to “encouraging women to enter male fields that were short of workers,” such as “manufacture of aircraft and electrical equipment, work in shipping, metal trades” and of course munitions. “To make war jobs look attractive ... magazines published romances in which women who entered defense industries and found fulfillment in performing important work for the nation.” In such tales of romantic adventure, the heroines “were rewarded for their dedication to difficult jobs with admiration from their communities and love from desirable men.” These women “were praised for bravery, loyalty to soldiers, intelligence, steadfastness, and competence.”

As Cott and others have reported, this campaign began in the May 29, 1943 Saturday Evening Post with a two-part kick-off: exploding off the cover, Norman Rockwell’s overpowering, goddess-proportioned painting of Rosie the Riveter in overalls, with a touch of lipstick and blush, a rivet gun balanced across her thighs, a look of unflappable nonchalance, the Stars and Stripes unfurled behind her, and a copy of Mein Kampf crushed beneath her feet. And, to her left, boxed text beckoned readers to discover the initial installment of “A New Kelland Serial—Heart on Her Sleeve, the story of a patriotic American college girl who steps up to run her father’s war plant; and when he is hospitalized by saboteurs...” the first novel written and published in response to the government’s request that “authors portray women war workers as enthusiastic defenders of democracy” and “bring out the spiritual satisfaction of serving the common cause,” and, we like to think, one of the best.

[image: image]

While in the prewar years Kelland typically contributed two or three novels per year to the Post, and one or two others to publications such as The American, Colliers, and Ladies Home Journal (in addition to a few dozen short stories), he became so consumed with war work that he produced only five novels and two short stories between 1942 and 1945. Four of the five novels (Heart on Her Sleeve, Murder for a Million, Alias Jane Smith, and Taxi! Taxi!) were written to fulfill the government request for stories that would inspire women to take up the jobs left empty by male recruits. So engrossed was Kelland in his war work, that it's likely he only wrote at all in order to answer his country's call for such stories.

Digital Parchment Press is proud to bring all four of these novels back into print as The Women of World War II Mysteries. Only two were ever printed in the U.S. in book form (Heart on her Sleeve and Alias Jane Doe), while one (Murder for a Million) was issued only in the U.K. in a small hardcover edition, and none were ever reprinted in paperback—and one (Taxi! Taxi!) has never been published in book form at all (although it was a hit Saturday Evening Post serial), due to wartime paper shortages. This first-ever edition of Clarence Budington Kelland's quartet of mysteries portraying strong women answering the call to WWII homefront work is a treat for readers, offering a unique historical peek at the era—and at a massive recruitment campaign of cultural and literary importance—as seen through Kelland's signature style of romantic suspense.

In each novel, you will meet a woman who had been living out traditionally-proscribed “women’s” roles before the war, but found herself unexpectedly plunged by the conflict into situations requiring a quickly-learned array of new skills—running a plant, solving a mystery, starting a business, outwitting spies, taking over a highly competitive organization—and discovering within herself the wit, strength and resourcefulness needed to perform them as well as, or better than, any man.

THE WOMEN OF WORLD WAR II MYSTERIES

Heart on Her Sleeve (1942)

Murder for a Million (1943)

Alias Jane Smith (1944)

Taxi! Taxi! (1945)
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Chapter One
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THE procession that entered the Fraise du Bois would have been comic if a certain indefinable dignity had not accompanied it. Major Lincoln Bowie of the Marine Corps had seen strange sights in various odd corners of the world but considered this one sufficiently notable to stare at it with undisguised astonishment.

There were but five persons in the procession, but somehow it seemed to be a parade that stretched for blocks. It contained four of the noblest sets of whiskers the Major ever had seen.

At the head of the cortege following Madame Bonnard between the tables was a gentleman in his late sixties, very tall, very thin, with a beard that seemed to be of spun silver and descended to the middle stud of his immaculate shirt front.

Behind him marched a burly gentleman with a black beard that would have given him resemblance to the pirate Teach had it not been so carefully tended.

The third individual was a young woman to whom the Major did not give his attention until he had finished with the whiskers.

The third set of these embellished a long, bony melancholy face and belonged to that genus known in England as Dundrearys. They were reddish, making the nude chin in the middle seem pallid, and sprouted from each cheek silkily.

The fourth gentleman would have been dumpy had it not been for the grandeur of his walk and bearing. His beard was iron gray and of the type called imperial. His mustaches reached needle points. His cheeks were a glowing pink, his eyes were small and set close to a nose that resembled a cruller, and altogether he favored a good-natured pig masquerading as a human being. All were in formal evening dress.

The Major, having surfeited himself on whiskers, turned his attention to the young woman who, being in the middle, gave the impression of a precious bit of porcelain packed in excelsior. He could not make up his mind about her.

That she was extraordinarily lovely was apparent, with a figure and carriage to cause faint dizziness. Her hair, dark brown, fitted her head like a helmet, her eyes were brown, and her cheekbones were appealingly high. But just what kind of beauty it was he could not discover.

It was a different sort from any that he had ever encountered, and what it promised or threatened he could not guess. He had an impression of something imprisoned within its fair surface, and for an instant he thought it was a naughty little boy, and then he thought it might be a pixy in a sort of strait jacket, and then he veered to the other extreme and guessed it was something cool, cold, emotionless and calculating.

Such contradictory impressions were bewildering. Clearly she was not American or English. But that she had been constructed by nature to puzzle and excite was beyond question. The Major was conscious of inward disturbance. And finally he thought that maybe it was not that something was imprisoned within that shell of beauty, but rather that something was lurking there in ambush, ready to pounce.

Madame Bonnard, carrying her embonpoint intrepidly, tripped lightly back between the tables. She hovered beside Major Bowie.

"The dinner does well, m'sieu?" she asked.

"Will you marry me, madame?" he asked.

Her kind eyes twinkled. "But my husband," she objected.

"Poison," said the Major in a whisper.

"Who then," she asked, "would cook for us?"

"Right," said the Major. "In that case will you both marry me?"

"Pendant the other war," she said, "there was a saying in Paris. Tout les amdricaines sont fou. It was a true saying."

"Who are the whisker fanciers who just came in?"

"One does not know, but they are very gentil."

"French?" he asked.

"One sees at a glance that they are not French," she said severely.

"Madame has the glance of an expert. What nationality, then?"

She shrugged and spread her hands eloquently. "One does not perceive. But very correct nevertheless. Very, very correct."

Major Bowie gave more attention to the newcomers than he did to the very excellent food on the table before him. It amused him to note the formality of the party; and the deference the four whiskered gentlemen paid to the young woman was not exaggerated courtesy to a woman, nor tribute to her beauty. It was a kind of deference to which Bowie was not accustomed, and he did not understand it. With an inward smile he thought of fairy tales and of gnomes whose duty it was to serve a princess.

The mere fact that he was a soldier did not prevent him from being a fanciful and imaginative young man. The horror of Pearl Harbor and the long months in the jungles of the South Pacific had not quenched this flame in him, but rather had caused it to burn more brightly.

Now that he was home again, with a month of leave stretching invitingly before him before he took up the new duties to which he had been assigned, he was disposed to exalt attractiveness into glamour; to invest the commonplace with romance. He had come home in the mood of a young man confident that dreams would come true, that the world could and would be a place of unexpected marvels, and that he would somehow find his share of them. In short he sat there under the impression that the universe was his apple and that he was going to take a large and delicious bite of it.

The longer he watched the party the more acute became his curiosity and, being the sort of person he was, the more beautiful and mysterious became the young lady. He watched the way she distributed her words and smiles between her four hirsute companions with a measured exactitude and a diplomatic care that each should receive in fair proportion. Never, he thought, had he seen such perfect poise, natural and instinctive poise.

And yet he fancied he saw beneath that perfect self-possession—or hoped that he saw—something vivid and promising of the gamine variety. Something peeped out once in awhile. He wanted to think that she was pent within a surface of decorum which made her impatient, and that she would like to break through with some very human, even unconventional bit of behavior to relieve her feelings and to give rein to natural but repressed tendencies.

Once his eyes met the eyes of the young woman, but hers moved away deliberately, without change of expression. He could not assure himself that she had become aware of him. It fixed in him a determination that she should become aware of him.

But that posed a problem. Never before had he encountered a girl so thoroughly chaperoned. She sat there behind a rampart of beards leaving no avenue of approach.

Normally he would have been quick to find some pretext to speak to her or, failing that, would have hunted out a common acquaintance to perform correct introductions. But he was certain the four beards would tolerate no strategems, and certainly there was no common acquaintance. It put him on his mettle. He paid his check but lingered at the table.

Presently the party of five were done with their dinner. The very tall and distinguished gentleman upon the lady's right signaled to Madame Bonnard who advanced with the addition. The tall old man with the spun silver beard indicated that it should be presented to the burly gentleman with the Teach beard.

This individual received it, gave it meticulous scrutiny, and produced from his immaculate attire a wallet which did not bulge. From this he extracted a few greenbacks, made careful calculation again, and entrusted the money to Madame. She returned with change which Blackbeard counted coin by coin as if each one were very precious, and then left upon the plate a tip which seemed to Major Bowie to be of the minimum variety.

The young woman spoke to him, not sharply but with a manner. He seemed about to protest, but bowed from the waist with reluctant submissiveness and added a bill to the tip.

"They don't throw it around," the Major said to himself.

He wondered if it was only continental economy, or if the distressed face of Spadebeard indicated a financial stringency made more serious by the young woman's lavishness. It was inconceivable that there could be a money shortage. They looked not only like money but like something very special in the social way.

As they arose to make their exit he did note one fact that might or might not be revealing. The young lady wore no jewels—not a ring, not a clip, not a necklace.

As they waited for their outer garments at the check room the Major stood just behind them. It was the tall old man with the spun silver beard who placed the cape about the young woman's shoulders and he did it with an air as if it were a high privilege. They declined the taxicab offered by the doorman and walked eastward.

By this time Major Bowie's curiosity was at volcano heat. He had nothing else to do, and if he had he would have neglected it, so at a discreet distance he followed them.

They crossed Park Avenue, turned north for three or four blocks and then east again. They stopped at none of the smug houses in that expensive block but crossed Lexington Avenue into shabbiness. In the middle of the block they mounted the high steps of a house that had seen better days, and the gentleman with the fierce mustache and pointed beard unlocked and opened the door. And so they passed from the Major's sight into a gloomy and far from aristocratic interior.

He strolled slowly past the house, pausing to stare at its uninviting facade. Presently lights came on in that apartment described by boardinghouses as the "first floor front," but, the curtains being drawn, he could not see what took place inside.

He continued on to the end of the block and then retraced his steps but had been able to contrive no expedient which would help him to satisfy his increasing curiosity. He considered mounting the steps to ring the bell and ask if a Mr. John Smith lived there, but had his doubts if this device would result in anything more fruitful than having the door closed in his face.

As he stared at the bleak face of the house he saw the curtain of a front window move. Someone had been looking out at the street, and he wondered if his interest in the premises had been observed.

He was about to turn away and go on about his business, when the front door opened and the burly gentleman with the piratical black beard stepped out upon the steps and walked with erect dignity down to the walk. There was purpose in his approach. Major Bowie waited to see what would come of it.

"Sir," the black beard accosted him, "you are of the armee of thees country an officer?"

"I am," the Major acknowledged.

"Therefore," said Blackbeard, "a gentleman."

"I can pass an examination," said the Major, "on Emily Post."

"So. I am direct' to request you to enter inside weeth me."

"My heart's desire," the Major said with enthusiasm.

He followed Blackbeard up the steps, into an entry hall, and thence into a regrettably dingy room, which in the heyday of the house had been the front parlor. Three other beards arose formally as he entered.

The young lady occupied a large chair upholstered in faded red plush. She was demure, but also watchful and curiously dignified.

"Your name, sir," said Blackbeard.

"Major Bowie."

"I present you," Blackbeard said courteously, "to Miss Jane Smith."

The young woman inclined her head graciously but did not rise nor offer her hand.

"Also," said Blackbeard, "to Messieurs Black, Brown, and Green. I, myself, am White."

"Color scheme," said the Major.

He smiled at Miss Smith who did not smile in return.

"You may be seated, sir," she said in English which was perfect, but nevertheless had a delightful lilt to it that was only the ghost of an accent. It was not her native language, but she added a subtle delight to it.

"I thank you," he said, and waited. It was an odd situation. He did not know what to expect, but that was the way he liked things to be.

"In the café," said Miss Jane Smith, "you stared at me."

"The plea is guilty."

"Also of the proprietress you asked questions."

"Your party," said the Major, "would have aroused curiosity in an oyster."

"Ah," she said gravely, "the beards, is it not? In America you do not appreciate beards. One young woman, eh, and four beards! As if, shall we say, I am protected by a hedge. So you follow us on the street and stand to stare at our house. Why?"

"Because," he said, "you are a beautiful young woman."

"It is a good answer," she told him, and then to her companions, "He has enterprise."

"He is," said the tall old gentleman with the spun silver beard, "of an impertinence."

"It is not impertinent to admire," said Miss Smith. "I like it." Suddenly her brown eyes twinkled at Major Bowie.

"But, Your—"

Major Bowie was practically certain the old gentleman had been about to say in shocked protest, "But, Your Highness!"

He was pleased with that. It gave to the adventure a tinge of romance. Even if this were some sort of racket, new to him, it was being very well done. Attractively done. Even to the hastily interjected, "Hush," from Miss Smith which silenced Silverbeard.

"We also have a curiosity," said Miss Smith, "but not because you are beautiful. No. Our curiosity is of the most practical."

"I hope I may be of service," he answered.

"A stranger must ask questions," she told him. "One not accustomed to the country and to its admirable ways must become informed. On our way to thees house we spoke of you. We spoke that you are an officer and a gentleman, and that it is suitable to ask questions of such a one."

"Shoot," said Major Bowie.

She frowned a moment at this abruptness, and then smiled a trifle dubiously, "Ah, an idiom, doubtless. Giving permission to proceed."

"Right," answered the Major.

"The large question," she said, "of first importance, is thees: How does one make money in the United States of America?"

"That," said Bowie, "is the sixty-four dollar question."

"But," said Miss Smith, "sixty-four dollars is not enough."

"A sense of humor is a dangerous virtue," Bowie said. "We will proceed as if I had not spoken. What kind of money do you mean? Eating money? Or diamond necklace money?"

She considered that a moment until she had sorted it out. Then she nodded and smiled.

"At the moment," she answered, "it is eating money."

It was Major Bowie's turn to ponder. He wondered if this were an elaborate and skillful method of making a touch. He wondered what was going on here?

The whole situation was artificial, open to suspicion. It had all the earmarks of a novel racket. But if so, why pick on him? A major in the Marines was not exactly a golden objective.

He wondered if, by any chance, they could have investigated him and spread a net. It was a possibility. He was aware of what time, what art, a party of efficient crooks would spend upon entrapping a victim. It might seem wholly possible to them that he was not a mere major in the armed services, but was rather the son of Old Bowie of Bowie! The whole incident had the appearance of being impromptu—but that would be the very soul of art.

"You hesitate," said Miss Smith. "Is it then so difficult?"

"A beautiful young woman does not ordinarily invite into her house the first young man who comes along—to ask economic advice," he said. "I'd call it unusual."

"The circumstances," she said, "are unusual."

"Enumerate them," he said tersely.

The four sets of beards frowned and stared at him as if he had done something beyond the pale. Miss Smith raised her brows.

"We are," she said, "strangers in a land of whose customs and way of life we are ignorant. It is but natural that we should seek information. As you scrutinized us, it was but natural we should scrutinize you. The results were satisfactory. Your interest in us took the form of following us here."

"Therefore," said Blackbeard, "you were granted the honor of an audience."

This time Miss Smith did not speak quickly enough to stop the words before they were spoken. Bowie felt, oddly enough, that they were authentic.

Either Blackbeard was a superb actor, or the eccentricity of inviting a stranger in off the street to advise on pecuniary matters did not seem to him eccentricity. He seemed to believe that Miss Smith was endowed with a special right to call upon anyone, and that that individual would be honored by the command.

"All right," he said, "I'll play. What have you to offer?"

"I do not understand," said Miss Smith.

"If you want to make money," said Bowie, "you must have something to sell in the way of property or services. I take it the property angle is out. What can any of you do that someone will pay you for doing?"

He paused. "You can't go into business without capital. You can't get a job unless you can do something."

"The things we have been doing," said Miss Smith, "do not fit us for—jobs—in private industry."

He appraised her with his eyes and found her wholly satisfactory.

"You," he said, "could earn a decent living as a model."

There was silence in the room, stunned, shocked silence. The old gentleman with the spunglass beard was on his feet, his distinguished face a picture of outraged dignity.

"The audience," he said with suppressed rage, "is at an end."

"Whoa," said Bowie. "The best people do it. The annual Glamour Girl does it. Society dames do it. It's honest, and it pays."

"I do not think Major Bowie intended offense," said Miss Smith. "It is ourselves who do not understand, perhaps."

"The suggestion is mad. It is outrageous," said Blackbeard.

"I believe," said Miss Smith softly, "that there is a grand duke in New York who earns his daily bread as a barber."

"For us, yes," said Spunglass. "In your service—anything. To clean the street! To make the ditch to be dug. But you—no."

"Hunger," she said, again softly, "is not nice."

Major Bowie narrowed his eyes; then he directed his attention to Spunglass.

"Is there anything you can do, sir?" he asked, impelled somehow to add the respectful sir.

"I? In my leisure; in the time when the mind must relax, I have found it good to occupy the hands."

"Doing what?"

"He made me the most marvelous doll's house, with furniture complete. He makes the chair, the cabinet, the chest, the table."

"And you?" Bowie indicated Blackbeard.

That ferocious gentleman was embarrassed. Quite evidently he regarded his hobby with some shame.

"I," he said, "find recreation in making the pictures with brush and paint."

"What about you?" Bowie asked of the gentleman with the Dundrearys.

"I cannot make with the saw or the hammer. I cannot paint with the brush. I only make myself happy with the study of ceramics—the Sevres, the Capo di Monte, the pottery of ancient China. Not useful."

"Collector, eh? And what's your specialty?" he asked of the wearer of the pointed beard and mustaches.

"There was a leetle museum," he said, and there was grief in his voice. "A so leetle museum when compare' weeth the great ones of the worl'. But in it nothing but of the mos' desirable. Not many tapestries, but one—nevertheless of the finest. You understand. The mos' magnificent Gothic vestment. The textile of ol' Peru. The fate of thees thing' make me mos' triste."

Again Bowie surveyed the little assemblage. It was, in his own word, phony, but phony in an impressive way. It had the sort of phoniness that might have a commercial value in a city where too much money was in too many wrong hands, and where, so many times, the spurious was more attractive than the real.

In his head an idea stirred. It was, in a way, a comical idea; even a colossal joke. But it had possibilities.

"There wouldn't be one of you with a quirk for management, would there? Someone who can pull things together and make them run?"

Miss Smith exchanged smiles with her companions.

"There have been times," she said, "when I have pull' things together and make them ron."

"Right," said the Major. "I've an idea by the tail. It needs some turning over and over. What if I go along and whip it into some kind of shape, and call tomorrow?"

Miss Smith's eyes twinkled.

"And tomorrow," she said, "there will yet be details to discuss the day after. I think you are a good soldier. You make the strategy."

"Wouldn't you in my place?" Bowie asked with some impudence.

"Of a certainty," she said, "if the girl is pretty enough. But before you depart, can you not make a hint of thees idea? Thees idea that will utilize the so useless talents of us all?"

"Why not?" asked Bowie. "Ever hear of an interior decorator?"

"In all my life—never," she said. "What kind of an interior does it decorate? Not the stomach—no?"

"Not the stomach," said Bowie, rising. "I'll want to talk to a couple of people. Get some information. At what hour tomorrow?"

Miss Smith glanced at her companions, and there was something like defiance in her pert, shrewd eyes.

"The hour of luncheon," she said. "One o'clock of the afternoon."

"I'll be here," said Major Bowie.

He bowed himself out, walked slowly down the street wondering. He had let himself in for something. Had he made a fool of himself? Was he on the way to being taken by a group of canny confidence people? Or what?

He decided he didn't care. He decided that an opportunity to cultivate the acquaintance of Miss Smith was well worth any risk involved. And, being not without self-esteem, he was quite sure he could protect himself in the clinches.
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Chapter Two
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MAJOR BOWIE sat by the side of Jane Smith, their backs against the wall of Club Thirteen. This headquarters of celebrities—and of those permitted to pay exorbitant prices for food and drinks in order to stare at celebrities—was, as usual overcrowded.

Miss Smith was patently interested. One might almost say she was agog. She asked questions, she was interested in everything, she demanded that personages be pointed out to her. Hers was almost the attitude of a little girl at her first country fair. It surprised Bowie and pleased him and puzzled him.

"One would think," he said, "that you never had been in a booby trap like this."

"I do not know booby trap," she said. "But never have I been in a place like this. It is very diverting."

"But you look like a girl who has been around. Certainly you dress as if you knew your stuff. But you act tonight as if you had never seen anything—as if you just had been graduated from a convent school."

"Not a convent school," she said, and then addressed herself to the excellent petite marmite that the waiter had placed before her.

Major Bowie, between spoonfuls, studied her covertly. It had been no simple matter to achieve this little party of two. Only against determined opposition had he managed it.

That afternoon he had lunched with Miss Smith and the four bewhiskered retainers. It had been a decidedly formal and businesslike meeting. In the beginning he had felt a sense of affront at their manner to him, who was going out of his way to be of service to them. They seemed to take service for granted; to act toward him as if it were Miss Smith who was doing the favor by permitting him to be of service.

But his appreciation of the absurd came to his rescue. He made a presentation, as salesmen express it. He explained and amplified his idea about the possibility of entering the profession of interior decorator. He answered questions, some acute, some disclosing an abysmal ignorance of everyday affairs that was incredible.

"Is it a truth," asked Mr. Black, who, singularly enough was the possessor of the lustrously white beard, "that it is the habit of Americans frequently to refurnish their houses? Or to erect new houses requiring to be furnished?"

"Houses, apartments, even places of business," said Bowie.

"Incredible," exclaimed the old gentleman. He frowned his disapproval. "My own house has stood almost without change inside or out for generations."

"Also mine," said Mr. White of the Dundrearys.

"A strange custom," said Mr. Green, of the pointed beard and needle mustaches, "that a man should hire a stranger to select for him the intimate objects weeth which he abides."

"It is not the singular customs of the country that we discuss. We accept the fact," said Miss Smith. "It is that there are a sufficient number of people doing thees—decorating, do you say?—to require a profession of decorators."

She turned her lovely brown eyes upon Bowie.

"The point of interest," she said acutely, "is how does one obtain clients?"

"That," said Bowie, "hits the bull's-eye. By advertising. By publicity. The best decorators build up the illusion that it adds to one's social prestige to have a house done by them. A faint but detectable odor of snobbery. You hear dowagers brag that their dining room was done by Duveen."

"Ah, like that," said Miss Smith pensively. "You gain prestige by hiring the right person to buy your bed for you. It iss very droll."

She considered a moment. "How do these decorators derive a profit, eh?"

"They charge a commission," said Bowie. "Ten per cent. Also some of them play both ends against the middle."

"You are obscure," said Miss Smith.

"Say a highboy costs to the customer a thousand dollars. The commission to the decorator will be a hundred dollars. But that decorator may also have an arrangement with the antique dealer for a discount, say of twenty per cent. In that case the thousand dollar highboy would be billed to the customer at a thousand dollars, but two hundred dollars of that price would go to the decorator."

Miss Smith smiled impishly at Mr. Bowie.

"Not unlike international finance," she said. "But to succeed one requires knowledge and good taste."

"Or the ability to sell something the suckers think is good taste," Bowie said. "You can make a swell reputation on eccentricity. Start a fad. Be utterly cockeyed."

"I have seen in the magazines these picture—of rooms," said Miss Smith. "I did not believe. No. In such rooms I would die."

"The boobs," said Bowie, "thrive even with backache."

Miss Smith's face became grave, almost severe. There was shrewd concentration in her eyes.

"This thing," she said, "we can do. But the difficulty is to find someone to do it to."

"Publicity," said Bowie. "Build up a story that you are hard to get."

"There must be a place of business," Jane Smith said.

"Sure. You've got to have a trap."

She smiled. "This trap—to catch patrons—it must be different, eh? It must cause astonishment."

"You catch the idea," Bowie said.

"People mus' be made to talk—to discuss. There must be a difference from all other decorators."

"You've got plenty of raw material to work with," Bowie said, and could not restrain a grin as he looked at the array of beards.

Jane Smith's eyes danced. "Ah, it is so," she said. "In this land my four old friends are not commonplace."

"Now listen," Bowie said, "this is business. I've no desire to pry into your privacy, but a little sniff of aristocracy doesn't hurt. This color scheme of Brown and White and Green and Black wouldn't deceive a cub reporter on a country weekly.

"And the Jane Smith stuff. You can't be so naïve as to believe that mess of noms de plume will pass the censor. Couldn't you dig up a dose of nobility? A countess for a minimum. Over here where all men are born free and equal we certainly do a nose dive for a title."

"Your meaning iss," asked the young lady, "that thees people would prefer to buy a table for the house from a countess than from merely Jane Smith?"

"Ten to one," said Bowie.

All five of the inmates of the house frowned. The men frowned as if affronted; Miss Smith frowned with concentration.

"No," she said finally. "No. That I will not make to tolerate."

"It could be a phony title. Nobody would investigate."

"That," said Miss Smith, "would be even more bad. No."

"But for this enterprise," interjected Mr. Brown, "one requires funds."

"Not a great deal," Bowie said. "Run with other people's money. Some cash you will need. For rent, telephone, employees. To fix up your place of business."

"A leetle we have," said Mr. Brown.

"Noblesse oblige," said Mr. Black, running his delicate fingers down his silky beard.

"I snooped around this morning," said Bowie. "I think I found a place on Fifty-seventh Street. Reasonable rent."

"We will inspect it," said Miss Smith.

"Check," Bowie said. "You're going to be a decorator. How's for you and I celebrating it tonight?"

"You and I? Celebrate?" Clearly this suggestion was one that nonplused her.

"The idea," he said, "to put it into plain words, would be this: Major Bowie dusts off his best uniform. He calls for Miss Smith. He takes her to a place where there is food. After that a show. After that dancing. People do it. It happens every night. It causes no international complications. Even the police smile upon it."

Mr. White was on his feet, black beard bristling.

"Sir!" he exclaimed belligerently.

"Fantastic," gasped Mr. Green.

"Intolerable presumption," snarled Mr. Brown.

Mr. Black said nothing, he merely goggled unbelievingly, shocked and appalled.

Major Bowie grinned at him amiably. "Haven't you a contribution to make?" he asked.

"Gentlemen!" said Jane Smith. She said it very quietly but there was command in her voice.

"Proceed, Major Bowie," she directed.

"I'm on leave," he said. "I crave amusement. You, Miss Smith, don't look as if you were overdoing mirth and merriment. This is New York. There's fun to be had, and I am suggesting that we go catch some of it."

"Is it your amazing suggestion that Her—that Miss Smith—accompany you, sir, to places of public amusement?" demanded Mr. Black.

Jane Smith laughed a little, tinkling laugh.

"The suggestion," she said, "is attractive."

"Your Highness!" expostulated Mr. Brown.

"So attractive," said Jane Smith, "that I shall accept."

She held up a tiny hand, palm toward them. "I know things," she said, "that you are not yet ready to believe.

"We are in America, this huge, bewildering country. Not of our own will nor by invitation. By necessity. The old ways, the old rules, the old inhibitions, do not operate here. I am Jane Smith."

She smiled graciously, almost apologetically upon the old men.

"Be patient with me. My way will be best. Let Jane Smith be Jane Smith."

Her eyes darkened, her face became eager.

"Oh, I like it," she said eagerly. "I like being Jane Smith. I like being free, not fenced in, not penned by rules and regulations and decorum.

"I'm young, old friends. I want to live; I want to have my own life—to live as I please, to risk as I please. I want to play. I want to adventure, to try, to enjoy. Very well, this may be temporary. Someday the old rules may rule again. But, until they do, let me be Jane Smith. Let me have these few months, these few years, for memories."

There was silence. Mr. Black raised his splendid head and looked from one of his companions to the others.

"So her mother spoke—years ago," he said sadly. "What she asked was not ours to give. It was not a happiness to imprison that little bird that wanted to sing."

"It was of a sadness," said Mr. Green.

The old man's voice became pleading, urgent. "What harm can she take? The world is in torture. Solidity is nowhere. She is good, she is brave, she is wise. Cannot we let her have her time for play?"

"Let it be so," said Blackbeard after a pause that was more than a mere stoppage of talk.

He walked to Jane Smith, lifted her hand to his lips, and then stood erect.

"Play, then, little Jane Smith," he said, "and may you have only joy to remember from it."

"Sir," said Mr. Black, "to you we are entrusting someone who is precious to us. Let us never regret our trust."

The moment was somehow strained and solemn. Jane Smith relieved the strain.

"Have I not looked after you, old friends? Did I not lead you across stricken France, into troubled Spain, then to this distant land? Did I not extricate you? Who was it who found us food and where to sleep? With armies marching and populations in flight? Then cannot I protect myself for one so short evening?"

Lincoln Bowie had a strange, uncomfortable sensation in his throat. He found himself saying to himself, "If this setup is a fake, then it's a bloody masterpiece."

He got to his feet and said in a matter of fact way—as if there had been no moment of emotion, "Seven o'clock? Dine early to make the theater?"

"Thank you," said Jane Smith.

So it came about that they sat in Club Thirteen with the evening stretching before them.
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