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A Husband by Proxy


CHAPTER I


THE PROPOSITION


With the hum of New York above, below, and all about him, stirring his
pulses and prodding his mental activities, Jerold Garrison, expert
criminologist, stood at the window of his recently opened office,
looking out upon the roofs and streets of the city with a new sense of
pride and power in his being.


New York at last!


He was here—unknown and alone, it was true—but charged with an energy
that he promised Manhattan should feel.


He was almost penniless, with his office rent, his licenses, and other
expenses paid, but he shook his fist at the city, in sheer good nature
and confidence in his strength, despite the fact he had waited a week
for expected employment, and nothing at present loomed upon the horizon.


His past, in a small Ohio town, was behind him.  He blotted it out
without regret—or so at least he said to himself—even as to all the
gilded hopes which had once seemed his all upon earth.  If his heart
was not whole, no New York eye should see its wounds—and the healing
process had begun.


He was part of the vast machine about him, the mighty brain, as it
were, of the great American nation.


He paced the length of his room, and glanced at the door.  The
half-painted sign on the frosted glass was legible, reversed, as the
artist had left it:


    JEROLD ————
    CRIMINOLOGIST.


He had halted the painter himself on the name, as the lettering
appeared too fanciful—not sufficiently plain or bold.


While he stood there a shadow fell upon the glass.  Someone was
standing outside, in the hall.  As if undecided, the owner of the
shadow oscillated for a moment—and disappeared.  Garrison, tempted to
open the door and gratify a natural curiosity, remained beside his
desk.  Mechanically his hand, which lay upon a book entitled "A
Treatise on Poisons," closed the volume.


He was still watching the door.  The shadow returned, the knob was
revolved, and there, in the oaken frame, stood a tall young woman of
extraordinary beauty, richly though quietly dressed, and swiftly
changing color with excitement.


Pale in one second, crimson in the next, and evidently concentrating
all her power on an effort to be calm, she presented a strangely
appealing and enchanting figure to the man across the room.  Bravery
was blazing in her glorious brown eyes, and firmness came upon her
manner as she stepped inside, closed the door, and silently confronted
the detective.


The man she was studying was a fine-looking, clean-cut fellow,
gray-eyed, smooth-shaven, with thick brown hair, and with a
gentleman-athlete air that made him distinctly attractive.  The
fearless, honest gaze of his eyes completed a personal charm that was
undeniable in his entity.


It seemed rather long that the two thus stood there, face to face.
Garrison candidly admiring in his gaze, his visitor studious and
slightly uncertain.


She was the first to speak.


"Are you Mr. Jerold?"


"Jerold Garrison," the detective answered.  "My sign is unfinished.


May I offer you a chair?"




His caller sat down beside the desk.  She continued to study his face
frankly, with a half-shy, half-defiant scrutiny, as if she banished a
natural diffidence under pressure of necessity.


She spoke again, abruptly.


"I wish to procure peculiar services.  Are you a very well-known
detective?"


"I have never called myself a detective," said Garrison.  "I'm trying
to occupy a higher sphere of usefulness.  I left college a year ago,
and last week opened my office here and became a New Yorker."


He might, in all modesty, have exhibited a scrap-book filled with
accounts of his achievements, with countless references to his work as
a "scientific criminologist" of rare mental attainments.  Of his
attainments as a gentleman there was no need of reference.  They
proclaimed themselves in his bearing.


His visitor laid a glove and a scrap of paper on the desk.


"It isn't so much detective services I require," she said; "but of
course you are widely acquainted in New York—I mean with young men
particularly?"


"No," he replied, "I know almost none.  But I know the city fairly
well, if that will answer your purpose."


"I thought, of course—I hoped you might know some honorable——  You
see, I have come on rather extraordinary business," she said, faltering
a little helplessly.  "Let me ask you first—is the confidence of a
possible client quite sacred with a man in this profession?"


"Absolutely sacred!" he assured her.  "Whether you engage my services
or not, your utterances here will be treated as confidential and as
inviolate as if spoken to a lawyer, a doctor, or a clergyman."


"Thank you," she murmured.  "I have been hunting around——"


She left the sentence incomplete.


"And you found my name quite by accident," he supplied, indicating the
scrap of paper.  "I cannot help observing that you have been to other
offices first.  You have tramped all the way down Broadway from
Forty-second Street, for the red ink that someone spilled at the
Forty-first Street crossing is still on your shoe, together with just a
film of dust."


She withdrew her shoe beneath the edge of her skirt, although he had
never apparently glanced in that direction.


"Yes," she admitted, "I have been to others—and they wouldn't do.  I
came in here because of the name—Jerold.  I am sorry you are not
better acquainted—for my business is important."


"Perhaps if I knew the nature of your needs I might be able to advise
you," said Garrison.  "I hope to be more widely acquainted soon."


She cast him one look, full of things inscrutable, and lowered her
lashes in silence.  She was evidently striving to overcome some
indecision.


Garrison looked at her steadily.  He thought he had never in his life
beheld a woman so beautiful.  Some wild, unruly hope that she might
become his client, perhaps even a friend, was flaring in his mind.


The color came and went in her cheeks, adding fresh loveliness at every
change.  She glanced at her list of names, from which a number had been
scratched.


"Well," she said presently, "I think perhaps you might still be able to
attend to my requirements."


He waited to hear her continue, but she needed encouragement.


"I shall be glad to try," he assured her.


She was silent again—and blushing.  She looked up somewhat defiantly.


"I wish you to procure me a husband."


Garrison stared.  He was certain he had heard incorrectly.


"I do not mean an actual husband," she explained.  "I simply mean some
honorable young man who will assume the rôle for a time, as a business
proposition, for a fee to be paid as I would pay for anything else.


"I would require that he understand the affair to be strictly
commercial, and that when I wish the arrangement to terminate he will
disappear from the scene and from my acquaintance at once and
absolutely.


"All I ask of you is to supply me such a person.  I will pay you
whatever fee you may demand—in reason."


Garrison looked at her as fixedly as she was looking at him.


Her recital of her needs had brought to the surface a phase of
desperation in her bearing that wrought upon him potently, he knew not
why.


"I think I understand your requirements, as far as one can in the
circumstances," he answered.  "I hardly believe I have the ability to
engage such a person as you need for such a mission.  I informed you at
the start that my acquaintance with New York men is exceedingly narrow.
I cannot think of anyone I could honestly recommend."


"But don't you know any honorable young gentleman—like some college
man, perhaps—here in New York, looking for employment; someone who
might be glad to earn, say, five hundred dollars?" she insisted.
"Surely if you only know a few, there must be one among them."


Garrison sat back in his chair and took hold of his smooth-shaved lip
with his thumb and finger.  He reviewed his few New York experiences
rapidly.


"No," he repeated.  "I know of no such man.  I am sorry."


His visitor looked at him with a new, flashing light in her eyes.


"Not one?" she said, significantly.  "Not one young college man?"


He was unsuspicious of her meaning.


"Not one."


For a moment she fingered her glove where it lay upon the desk.  Then a
look of more pronounced determination and courage came upon her face as
she raised her eyes once more to Garrison's.


She said:


"Are you married?"


A flush came at once upon Garrison's face—and memories and heartaches
possessed him for a poignant moment.  He mastered himself almost
instantly.


"No," he said with some emotion, "I am not."


"Then," she said, "couldn't you undertake the task yourself?"


Garrison leaned forward on the table.  Lightning from an azure sky
could have been no more astonishing or unexpected.


"Do you mean—will I play this rôle—as your husband?" he said slowly.


"Is that what you are asking?"




"Yes," she answered unflinchingly.  "Why not?  You need the money; I
need the services.  You understand exactly what it is I require.  It is
business, and you are a business man."


"But I have no wish to be a married man, or even to masquerade as one,"
he told her bluntly.


"You have quite as much wish to be one as I have to be a married
woman," she answered.  "We would understand each other thoroughly from
the start.  As to masquerading, if you have no acquaintances, then who
would be the wiser?"


He acknowledged the logic of her argument; nevertheless, the thing
seemed utterly preposterous.  He rose and walked the length of his
office, and stood looking out of the window.  Then he returned and
resumed his seat.  He was strangely moved by her beauty and some
unexplained helplessness of her plight, vouchsafed to his senses, yet
he recognized a certain need for caution.


"What should I be expected to do?" he inquired.


His visitor, in the mental agitation which had preceded this interview,
had taken little if any time to think of the details likely to attend
an alliance such as she had just proposed.  She could only think in
generalities.


"Why—there will be very little for you to do, except to permit
yourself to be considered my lawful husband, temporarily," she replied
after a moment of hesitation, with a hot flush mounting to her cheek.


"And to whom would I play?" he queried.  "Should I be obliged, in this
capacity, to meet your relatives and friends?"


"Certainly—a few," said his visitor.  "But I have almost no relatives
in the world.  I have no father, mother, brothers, or sisters.  There
will be, at most, a few distant relatives and possibly my lawyer."


Garrison made no response.  He was trying to think what such a game
would mean—and what it might involve.


His visitor presently added:


"Do you consent—for five hundred dollars?"


"I don't know," answered the man.  Again he paced the room.  When he
halted before his client he looked at her sternly.


"You haven't told me your name," he said.


She gave him her card, on which appeared nothing more than just merely
the name "Mrs. Jerold Fairfax," with an address in an uptown West Side
street.


Garrison glanced at it briefly.


"This is something you have provided purposely to fit your
requirements," he said.  "Am I not supposed to know you by any other
name?"


"If you accept the—the employment," she answered, once more blushing
crimson, "you may be obliged at times to call me Dorothy.  My maiden
name was Dorothy Booth."


Garrison merely said: "Oh!"


They were silent for a moment.  The man was pondering the
possibilities.  His visitor was evidently anxious.


"I suppose I can find someone else if you refuse the employment," she
said.  "But you will understand that my search is one of great
difficulty.  The person I employ must be loyal, a gentleman,
courageous, resourceful, and very little known.  You can see yourself
that you are particularly adapted for the work."


"Thank you," said Garrison, who was aware that no particular flattery
was intended.  He added: "I hardly suppose it could do me any harm."


Mrs. Fairfax accepted this ungallant observation calmly.  She
recognized the fact that his side of the question had its aspects.


She waited for Garrison to speak again.


A knock at the door startled them both.  A postman entered, dropped two
letters on the desk, and departed down the hall.


Garrison took up the letters.  One was a circular of his own, addressed
to a lawyer over a month before, and now returned undelivered and
marked "Not found," though three or four different addresses had been
supplied in its peregrinations.


The second letter was addressed to himself in typewritten form.  He was
too engrossed to tear it open, and laid them both upon the table.


"If I took this up," he presently resumed, "I should be obliged to know
something more about it.  For instance, when were we supposed to have
been married?"


"On the 10th of last month," she answered promptly.


"Oh!" said he.  "And, in case of necessity, how should we prove it?"


"By my wedding certificate," she told him calmly.


His astonishment increased.


"Then you were actually married, over a month ago?"


"I have the certificate.  Isn't that sufficient?" she replied evasively.


"Well—I suppose it is—for this sort of an arrangement," he agreed.
"Of course some man's name must appear in the document.  I should be
obliged, I presume, to adopt his name as part of the arrangement?"


"Certainly," she said.  "I told you I came into your office because
your name is Jerold."


"Exactly," he mused.  "The name I'd assume is Jerold Fairfax?"


She nodded, watching him keenly.


"It's a good enough name," said Garrison.


He paced up and down the floor in silence a number of times.  Mrs.


Fairfax watched him in apparent calm.




"This is a great temptation," he admitted.  "I should like to earn the
fee you have mentioned, Miss Booth—Mrs. Fairfax, but——"


He halted.


"Well?"


"I don't exactly like the look of it, to be frank," he confessed.  "I
don't know you, and you don't know me.  I am not informed whether you
are really married or not.  If you are, and the man——  You have no
desire to enlighten me on these matters.  Can you tell me why you wish
to pretend that I am your husband?"


"I do not wish to discuss that aspect of the arrangement at present,"
she said.  "It is purely a business proposition that should last no
more than a month or two at most, and then terminate forever.  I would
prefer to have you remain out of town as much as possible."


"A great many haphazard deductions present themselves to my mind," he
said, "but all are doubtless inaccurate.  I have no morbid curiosity
concerning your affairs, but this thing would involve me almost as much
as yourself, by its very nature."


His brows were knitted in indecision.


There was silence again between them.  His visitor presently said:


"If I could offer you more than the five hundred dollars, I would
gladly do so."


"Oh, the fee is large enough, for up to date I have had no employment
or even a prospect of work," said Garrison.  "I hope you will not be
offended when I say that I have recently become a cautious man."


"I know how strange it appears for me to come here with this
extraordinary request," agreed Mrs. Fairfax.  "I hardly know how I have
done so.  But there was no one to help me.  I hope you will not
consider the matter for another moment if you feel that either of us
cannot trust the other.  In a way, I am placing my honor in your
keeping far more than you are placing yourself in charge of mine."


Garrison looked at her steadily, and something akin to
sympathy—something that burned like wine of romance in his blood—with
zest of adventure and a surge of generosity toward this unknown
girl—tingled in all his being.  Something in her helplessness appealed
to his innate chivalry.


Calmly, however, he took a new estimate of her character,
notwithstanding the fact that his first, most reliable impression had
been entirely in her favor.


"Well," he said, after a moment, "it's a blind game for me, but I think


I'll accept your offer.  When do you wish me to begin my services?"




"I should like to notify my lawyer as soon as possible," answered Mrs.
Fairfax, frankly relieved by his decision.  "He may regard the fact
that he was not sooner notified as a little peculiar."


"Practically you wish me to assume my rôle at once," commented


Garrison.  "What is your lawyer's name?"




"Mr. Stephen Trowbridge."


Garrison took up that much-addressed letter, returned by the post, and
passed it across the table.  The one fairly legible line on its surface
read:


    STEPHEN TROWBRIDGE, ESQ.


"I think that must be the same individual," he said.  "I sent out
announcements of my business and presence here to nearly every lawyer
in the State.  This envelope has been readdressed, as you observe, but
it has never reached its destination.  Is that your man?"


Mrs. Fairfax examined the missive.


"Yes," she said, "I think so.  Do you wish his present address?"


"If you please," answered Garrison.  "I shall take the liberty of
steaming this open and removing its contents, after which I will place
an antedated letter or notification of the—our marriage—written by
yourself—in the envelope, redirect it, and send it along.  It will
finally land in the hands of your lawyer with its tardiness very
naturally explained."


"You mean the notification will appear as if misdirected originally,"
said Dorothy.  "An excellent idea."


"Perhaps you will compose the note at once," said Garrison, pushing
paper, pen, and ink across the desk.  "You may leave the rest, with the
address, to me."


His visitor hesitated for a moment, as if her decision wavered in this
vital moment of plunging into unknown fates, but she took up the pen
and wrote the note and address with commendable brevity.


Garrison was walking up and down the office.


"The next step——" he started to say, but his visitor interrupted.


"Isn't this the only step necessary to take until something arises
making others expedient?"


"There is one slight thing remaining," he answered, taking up her card.


"You are in a private residence?"




"Yes.  The caretaker, a woman, is always there."


"Have you acquainted her with the fact of your marriage?"


"Certainly.  She is an English servant.  She asks no questions.  But I
told her my husband is away from town and will be absent almost
constantly for the next two or three months."


Garrison slightly elevated his brows, in acknowledgment of the
thoroughness of her arrangements.


"I have never attempted much acting—a little at private theatricals,"
he told her; "but of course we shall both be obliged to play this
little domestic comedy with some degree of art."


She seemed prepared for that also, despite the sudden crimson of her
cheeks.


"Certainly."


"One more detail," he added.  "You have probably found it necessary to
withhold certain facts from my knowledge.  I trust I shall not be led
into awkward blunders.  I shall do my best, and for the rest—I beg of
you to conduct the affair according to your own requirements and
judgment."


The slightly veiled smile in his eyes did not escape her observation.


Nevertheless, she accepted his proposal quite as a matter of course.




"Thank you.  I am glad you relieved me of the necessity of making some
such suggestion.  I think that is all—for the present."  She stood up,
and, fingering her glove, glanced down at the table for a moment.  "May
I pay, say, two hundred dollars now, as a retainer?"


"I shall be gratified if you will," he answered.


In silence she counted out the money, which she took from a purse in a
bag.  The bills lay there in a heap.


"When you wish any more, will you please let me know?" she said.  "And
when I require your services I will wire.  Perhaps I'd better take both
this office and your house address."


He wrote them both on a card and placed it in her hand.


"Thank you," she murmured.  She closed her purse, hesitated a moment,
then raised her eyes to his.  Quite coldly she added: "Good-afternoon."


"Good-day," answered Garrison.


He opened the door, bowed to her slightly as she passed—then faced
about and stared at the money that lay upon his desk.


CHAPTER II


A SECOND EMPLOYMENT


For a moment, when he found himself alone, Garrison stood absolutely
motionless beside the door.  Slowly he came to the desk again, and slowly
he assembled the bills.  He rolled them in a neat, tight wad, and held
them in his hand.


Word for word and look for look he reviewed the recent dialogue, shaking
his head at the end.


He had never been so puzzled in his life.


The situation, his visitor—all of it baffled him utterly.  Had not the
money remained in his grasp he might have believed he was dreaming.


"She was frightened, and yet she had a most remarkable amount of nerve,"
he reflected.  "She might be an heiress, an actress, or a princess.  She
may be actually married—and then again she may not; probably not, since
two husbands on the scene would be embarrassing."


"She may be playing at any sort of a game, financial, political, or
domestic—therefore dangerous, safe, or commonplace, full of intrigue, or
a mystery, or the silliest caprice.


"She—oh, Lord—I don't know!  She is beautiful—that much is certain.
She seems to be honest.  Those deep, brown eyes go with innocence—and
also with scheming; in which respect they precisely resemble blue eyes,
and gray, and all the other feminine colors.  And yet she seemed, well,
helpless, worried—almost desperate.  She must be desperate and helpless."


Again, in fancy, he was looking in her face, and something was stirring
in his blood.  That was all he really knew.  She had stirred him—and he
was glad of the meeting—glad he had entered her employment.


He placed the roll of money in his pocket, then looked across his desk at
the clean, white letter which the postman had recently delivered.


He took it up, paused again to wonder at the meaning of what had
occurred, then tore the envelope and drew forth the contents.


He had barely spread the letter open when a knock on the door startled
every thought in his brain.


His first conclusion was that Mrs. Fairfax had returned to repudiate her
bargain and ask the surrender of her money.  With a smile for any fate,
he crossed the room and opened the door.


In the hallway stood a man—a little, sharp-faced, small-eyed, thin-nosed
person, with a very white complexion, and a large, smooth-shaved mouth,
open as if in a smile that never ceased.


"Garrison?" he said sharply.  "Wicks—I'm Wicks."


"Wicks?" said Garrison.  "Come in."


Mr. Wicks stepped in with a snap-like alacrity.  "Read your letter," he
said—"read your letter."


Obediently Garrison perused the missive in hand, typed on the steel-plate
stationery of the New York Immutable Life Insurance Company:


"DEAR SIR:


"At the recommendation of our counsel, Mr. Sperry Lochlan, who is still
abroad, we desire to secure your services in a professional capacity.
Our Mr. Wicks will call upon you this afternoon to explain the nature of
the employment and conclude the essential arrangements.


"Respectfully yours,


  "JOHN STEFFAS,


    "Dep't of Special Service."




A wave of gratitude toward Lochlan, the lawyer who had first employed
him, and advised this New York office, surged with another, of almost
boyish joy, through Garrison's being.  It seemed almost absurd that two
actual clients should thus have appeared within the hour.  He looked up
at the little man with a new, keen interest.


"I am glad to meet you, Mr. Wicks," he said.  "Will you please sit down?


I am at your service."




Mr. Wicks snatched a chair and sat down.  It was quite a violent
maneuver, especially as that sinister grin never for a moment left his
features.  He took off his hat and made a vicious dive at a wisp of long,
red hair that adorned the otherwise barren top of his head.  The wisp lay
down toward his left ear when thus adjusted.  He looked up at Garrison
almost fiercely.


"Obscure, ain't you?" he demanded.


"Obscure?" inquired Garrison.  "Perhaps I am—just at present—here in


New York."




"You are!" stated Mr. Wicks aggressively.


Garrison was not enamored of his manner.


"All right," he said—"all right."


Mr. Wicks suddenly leaned forward and fetched his index finger almost up
against the young man's nose.


"Good at murder?" he demanded.


Garrison began to suspect that the building might harbor lunatics,
several of whom had escaped.


"Am I good at murder?" he repeated.  "Doing murder or——"


"Ferreting murder!  Ferreting murder!  Ferreting murder!" cried the
visitor irritably.


"Oh," said Garrison, "if you wish to employ me on a murder case, I'll do
the best I can."


"You worked out the Biddle robbery?" queried Mr. Wicks.


Garrison replied that he had.  The Biddle robbery was the Lochlan
case—his first adventure in criminology.


"Take the case!" commanded Mr. Wicks in his truculent manner.  "Two
hundred and fifty a month as long as you work.  One thousand dollars
bonus if you find the murderer.  Accept the terms?"


"Yes, I'll take the case," he said.  "What sort of——"


Mr. Wicks made a sudden snatch at his wisp of hair, adjusted it quite to
the other side of his head, then as abruptly drew a paper from his pocket
and thrust it into Garrison's hand.


"Statement of the case," he interrupted.  "Read it."


Garrison accepted the document, spread it open, and read as follows:


STATEMENT: Case of John Hardy.


Name—John Hardy.


Age—57.


Occupation—Real estate dealer (retired).


Residence—Unfixed, changed frequently (last, Hickwood, two days,
boarding).


Family—No immediate family (no one nearer than nephews and nieces).


Rating in Bradbury's—No rating.


Insured in any other companies—No.


Insured with us for what amount—Twenty thousand dollars.


Name of beneficiary—Charles Scott.


Residence—Hickwood, New York (village).


Occupation—Inventor.


Date of subject's death—May 27th.


Place of death—Village of Branchville (near Hickwood).


Verdict of coroner—Death from natural causes (heart failure or apoplexy).


Body claimed by—Paul Durgin (nephew).


Body interred where—Shipped to Vermont for burial.


Suspicious circumstances—Beneficiary paid once before on claim for
similar amount, death of risk having been equally sudden and unexplained.


Remarks—The body was found on the porch of an empty house (said by
superstitious neighbors to be haunted).  It was found in sitting posture,
leaning against post of porch.  No signs of violence except a green stain
on one knee.  Deceased uncommonly neat.  There is no grass growing before
the empty house, owing to heavy shade of trees.  No signs of struggle
near house.  Details supplied by old woman, Mrs. Webber, whose son found
deceased.  Our company not represented, either at inquest or afterward,
as no notification of subject's death was filed until the 31st inst.


At the bottom, written in pencil, appeared the words:


"Quiet case.  Steffas."


That was all.  Garrison turned the paper.  There was nothing on the
reverse.  Placing it face upward on the table, he thrust his hands into
his pockets and looked at Mr. Wicks.


"I'm expected to fasten this crime on Scott?" he inquired.  "Is that what
your company requires?"


"Fasten the crime on the guilty man!" replied the aggressive Mr. Wicks.
"If Scott didn't do it, we'll pay the claim.  If he did, we'll send him
to the chair.  It may not be murder at all."


"Of course," said Garrison.  "Who wrote this report?"


"What's that to you?" said Wicks.


"I wondered why the writer drops out of the case," answered Garrison.


"That's all."




"I wrote it," said Wicks.  "Scott knows me from the former case.  If you
want the case, you will start this evening for Hickwood and begin your
work.  Use your own devices.  Report everything promptly—everything.  Go
at once to the office and present your card for expenses and typed
instructions.  Good-day!"


He had clapped on his hat.  He strode to the door, opened it,
disappeared, and closed it again as if he worked on springs.  Garrison
was left staring at the knob, his hand mechanically closed on the
statement intrusted to his keeping.


"Well," he said, "I'll be scalloped!  Good old New York!"


He was presently out upon the street, a brisk, active figure, boarding a


Broadway car for the downtown office of the company.




At half past five he was back once more in his office with a second
hundred dollars in his pocket, fifty of which was for expenses.


He was turning away from his desk at last to leave for his lodgings,
thence to journey to Hickwood, when a messenger-boy abruptly appeared
with a telegram.


When Garrison had signed, he opened the envelope and read the following:


"Wire me you have arrived unexpectedly and will be here at eight, then
come.


"DOROTHY FAIRFAX."


He almost ran from the building, bought a five-dollar bunch of the
choicest roses, and, after wiring in accordance with instructions, sent
them to the house.


CHAPTER III


TWO ENCOUNTERS


Garrison roomed in Forty-fourth Street, where he occupied a small,
second-story apartment.  His meals he procured at various restaurants
where fancy chanced to lead.


To-night a certain eagerness for adventure possessed his being.


More than anything else in the world he wished to see Dorothy again; he
hardly dared confess why, but told himself that she was charming—and
his nature demanded excitement.


He dined well and leisurely, bought a box of chocolates to present to
his new-found "wife," dressed himself with exceptional care, and at
length took an uptown train for his destination.


All the way on the cars he was thinking of the task he had undertaken
to perform.  Not without certain phases of amusement, he rehearsed his
part, and made up his mind to leave nothing of the rôle neglected.


Arrived in the West Side street, close to the house which should have
been Dorothy's, he discovered that the numbering on the doors had been
wretchedly mismanaged.  One or the other of two brownstone fronts must
be her residence; he could not determine which.  The nearest was
lighted from top to bottom.  In the other a single pair of windows
only, on the second floor, showed the slightest sign of life.


Resolved to be equal to anything the adventure might require, he
mounted the steps of the lighted dwelling and rang the bell.  He was
almost immediately admitted by a serving-man, who appeared a trifle
surprised to behold him, but who bowed him in as if he were expected,
with much formality and deference.


"What shall I call you?" he said.


Garrison was surprised, but he announced:


"Just Mr. Jerold."


A second door was opened; a gush of perfumed air, a chorus of gay young
voices, and a peal of laughter greeted Garrison's ears as the servant
called out his name.


Instantly a troop of brilliantly dressed young women came running from


the nearest room, all in fancy costume and all of them masked.


Evidently a fancy-dress party was about to begin in the house.


Garrison realized his blunder.




Before he could move, a stunning, superbly gowned girl, with bare neck
and shoulders that were the absolute perfection of beauty, came boldly
up to where the visitor stood.  The others had ceased their laughter.


"Jerold!—how good of you to come!" said the girl, and, boldly patting
his face with her hand, she quickly darted from him, while the others
laughed with glee.


Garrison was sure he had never seen her before.  Indeed, he had
scarcely had time to note anything about her, save that on her neck she
wore two necklaces—one of diamonds, the other of pearls, and both of
wonderful gems.


Then out from the room from which she had come stepped a man appareled
as Satan—in red from top to toe.  He, too, was in mask.  He joined in
the laughter with the others.


Garrison "found himself" with admirable presence of mind.


"My one regret is that I may not remain," he said, with a bow to the
ladies.  "I might also regret having entered the wrong house, but your
reception renders such an emotion impossible."


He bowed himself out with commendable grace, and the bold masquerader
threw kisses as he went.  Amused, quite as much as annoyed, at his
blunder, he made himself ready as best he might for another adventure,
climbed the steps of the dwelling next at hand, and once more rang the
bell.


Almost immediately the dark hall was lighted by the switching on of
lights.  Then the door was opened, and Garrison beheld a squint-eyed,
thin-lipped old man, who scowled upon him and remained there, barring
his way.


"Good evening—is my wife at home—Mrs. Fairfax?" said Garrison,
stepping in.  "I wired her——"


"Jerold!" cried a voice, as the girl in the party-house had done.  But
this was Dorothy, half-way down the stairs, running toward him eagerly,
and dressed in most exquisite taste.


Briskly stepping forward, ready with the rôle he had rehearsed, he
caught her in his arms as she came to the bottom of the stairs, and she
kissed him like a sweet young wife, obeying the impulse of her nature.


"Oh, Jerold, I'm so glad!" she said.  "I don't see why you have to go
away at nine!"


She was radiant with blushes.


He recognized a cue.


"And how's the dearest little girl in all the world?" he said, handing
her the box of confections.  "I didn't think I'd be able to make it,
till I wired.  While this bit of important business lasts we must do
the best we can."


He had thrown his arm about her carelessly.  She moved away with a
natural gesture towards the man who had opened the door.


"Oh, Jerold, this is my Uncle Sykey—Mr. Robinson," she said.  "He and
Aunt Jill have come to pay me a visit.  We must all go upstairs to the
parlor."


She was pale with excitement, but her acting was perfect.


Garrison turned to the narrow-eyed old man, who was scowling darkly
upon him.


"I'm delighted to meet you," he said, extending his hand.


"Um!  Thank you," said Robinson, refusing his hand.  "Extraordinary
honeymoon you're giving my niece, Mr. Fairfax."


His manner nettled Garrison, who could not possibly have gauged the
depth of the old man's dislike, even hatred, conceived against him
simply as Dorothy's husband.


A greeting so utterly uncordial made unlooked-for demands upon his wits.


"The present arrangement will not endure very long," he said
significantly.  "In the meantime, if Dorothy is satisfied there seems
to be no occasion for anyone else to feel distressed."


"If that's intended as a fling at me——" started Robinson, but Dorothy
interrupted.


"Please come upstairs," she said, laying her hand for a moment on
Garrison's shoulder; and then she ran up lightly, looking back with all
the smiles of perfect art.


Garrison read it as an invitation to a private confidence, much needed
to put him properly on guard.  He bounded up as if in hot pursuit,
leaving her uncle down there by the door.


She fled to the end of the upper hall, near a door that was closed.
Garrison had lost no space behind her.  She turned a white, tense face
as she came to a halt.

