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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
Of the six girls working with
Bill and Gayle, only two possessed
evening dresses, and theirs were

somewhat outdated, Gayle
guessed.

“Wwe must all look our nicest
for the ball,” Gayle told the oth-
ers. ‘‘Fortunately we do not have
much changing of costumes to do
for the first act in 10 minutes,
and I am going to hire six or eight
little boys I know tc herd the
crowd from one place to another
that evening. We'll dress them
as wood sprites or brownies or
something, in keeping with the out-
door setting. But the girls—all of
us—must look our prettiest, so we
will get evening gowns and charge
it to expenses.”

The thought was thrilling.

Two of the six “Merrifield girls|
had never owned any sort of for-
mal attire. All of them welcomed
the opportunity to get new things.
They discussed the matter with
Gayle and learned, after some in-
vestigation, that simple, yet defi-
nitely pretty gowns, could be had
for about $35 each. This would in-
clude a few essential trimmings.

The total cost of about $250 did
seem like a great deal ef money
to Gayle. She shopped and looked
and figured and figured, but she
couldn’'t see any way to cut
down. She knew the girls had tc
be dressed well that evening; the
type of guests coming would make
that mandatory, as would the
whole tradition of the Oaks. And
she did not feel that it was fair to
ask the girls to pay $35 from their
own salaries- she herself had no
salary to draw from.

Finally she decided to risk it.
The girls had a veritable picnic
choosing. Most of their selections
were based on white—girlish, frilly
materials with assorted bits of
color. The other six girls all
ganged up on Lola Montesa, how-
ever, and saw to it that she had
a remarkable gown of crimson
lace, silk, over a similarly colored !
slip.

““You do your hair so beautifully,
Lola dear,” Gayle said, ‘‘so that
it forms a sort of black frame
or background for your face., Use
some makeup that matches the
slip in tint. And on your nails.
But the rest of us will all hate
you!”

Gayle told the girls each to add
a hair-do and manicure to the ex-|
pense list for that day, and inex-
pensive but pretty new shoes.

When they were back at The
Oaks again, Gayle went immedi-
ately upstairs to Mr., Merrifield’s
study, asked to see him and then
told him what she had done. She
w~as quietly apologetic, saying she
1oped that he wouldn’t think them
wasteful, and that they would
surely make more than enough
money out of the play to pay ex-
penses.

0Old Mr. Merrifield smiled be-
nignly. Then, in an instant his ex-
pression changed to the one of
mock ferocity he loved to assume.

*Mr. Weems!” he bellowed loud-
ly. "Come in here at once! Do
you hear me, sir?” .

“Oh, of course, sir!” The elderly
secretary hastened in from an ad-
joining office. He looked mildly
alarmed.

‘Mr. Weems, I am ashamed of
you. How long, sir, has it been
since you purchased flowers for
any woman?”’

Mr. Weems’ old mouth worked
silently, then—'‘W-woman, sir?”

*Yes, woman! Of course I said
woman! Don't you know what a
woman is?"”

“‘Oh, of course, sir!
—is—."

“I thought not. Mr. Weems, con-
fer with Miss Dixon, and order
flowers for each of the seven girls
in this house. You hear me?” He
scowled fiercely. ‘‘The best flow-
ers available, Mr, Weems. For the
night of the, ah, drama, and fae
ball. Put cards in each package

A woman

mirer, Benjamin W. Merrifield.’
Fresh, crisp flowers, Mr. Weems.
Import them, if necessary. You
hear me?” $

“Oh, of course, sir. But the cost
of imported—"

“Mr. Weems! I have some finan-
cial assets, sir! You—you and
your eternal finicky bookkeeping!
He records every penny I spend,
Miss Dixon! Spend a hundred dol-
lars on each box of flowers, Mr.
Weems. You hear?”

“Oh, of course, sir.”” Mr. Weems
went out, looking bored. This rou-
tine was no whit new to him.

But Gayle Dixon swallowed. And
stared. And bit her lip. And only
nodded when the old millionaire
continued to talk affably with her.
She couldn't say anything. She
just gazed at the old gentleman in
renewed awe. Seven hundred dol-
lars for flowers, when she had
come to apologize for budgeting
$250 for clothes! She stood up,
reached suddenly to squeeze his
old hand in genuine feeling, smiled
at him and hastened on back
downstairs.
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Bill and the seven girls spent
most of one morning addressing
envelopes. They had only 500 to
address and stamp, stuff with
neatly printed cards, seal and mail
but they made a morning’s task
of it, laughing and talking and
enjoying it. Jeremy Tucker was
coerced into helping for a while,
but at 11 o'clock he had tp leave
them and go for a horseback ride
with a couple of boy friends wgo
had ‘‘taken” to him.

The envelopes carried invitation
to *‘The Wit to Woo'' and its after
dance at $5 per person, R. S. V. P.

Ten dollars a couple! Gayle was
amazed at the temerity of Bill, set-
ting such a price, and she told;
him so.

‘“‘Listen, missy,"” he grinned,
“vou be the heroine and backstage
boss; I'll direct, and blow up the
ballyhoo. Look—we got $1.50 be-
fore, and they ate it up. We've
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had ten times as much attention

NOLD

for the new event. Everybody’'s
talking. Everybody, I tell you! The
social sets of the town like a sen-
sation once in a while, and we're
it. We might as well make it
pay-l!

‘“Yes, but $10, Bill—"

“Don’t forget there’'s a dance
afterward. All for charity. Any-
how, its worth 10 smacks to see
seven delirous damsels acting—
ha!”

But in spite of his hearty confi-
dence, Bill Bailey had certain pri-
vate qualms. He wondered what
the 500 invitations would produce.
He might have sent the full 800 or
even more, for 800 couples, but he
had a hunch that psychology dic-
tated a little stand-offishness.

In that hunch he was wholly
right. =

Two days after the mailing, the
society folk of the city were lit-
erally scrambling for the 500.

“What am I bid?. . . What am
I bid?. . .$25; do I hear $307. . .
Going. . . going. , . " Cholly Far-
rington’s muchly read column in
he Chronicla-Post proclaimed it
that way. ‘. . . not quite gone, in
fact I'm holding out for $50. But
the truth is, I have an invitation
to ‘The Wit to Woo’ and incidental

| merriment at the Merrifields’. In

these parlous times I might as
well scalp as the next fellow. And
brothers, scalping is being done.

“Not half enough invites were
mailed. I have one— keep getting
back to that—but have you?. . .
Too bad. Maybe you don’'t rate. Do
you know anybody who knows any-
body who knows Bill Bailey or
that beauteous Gayle, or grand-
son? Mayhap, if you're somebody
in finance, you can approach the
old gent himself. What am I of-
fered for mine?”’

Cholly was having his fun, and
recording society gossip and emo-
ions at the same time. As usual
he struck home, Tickets that are
talked about and lalked about—
and that are hard to get—become
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