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CHAPTER I
 IN QUEST OF JENNY-WREN

	“One for me! A dozen for Chris, as usual,” and Betty McLean laid her sister’s letters on the breakfast-table and sat down. “Mine’s a fat one, anyway!”

	The sun was streaming into the morning-room, and the windows were wide open to the little garden. Chris, married four months ago and just home from a tour abroad, was fair-haired and pretty; but not so pretty as Betty. Betty, just twenty-one, had soft red hair plaited round her head and a fair freckled skin, and was as Scottish in her type and colouring as she was in her accent and her shy, reserved nature.

	There was a touch of seriousness in her gray eyes which had come from the experiences of her home life; and Chris, glancing at her as she sat absorbed in her letter, noticed it afresh and wondered how she could banish that look from her younger sister’s face. The invitation to Betty to visit her new home had been given with the idea of “cheering Bets up,” for home was lonely for Betty now.

	Betty’s boarding-school life in Yorkshire had been very happy at first, but towards the end had been clouded by a heavy shadow. Her twin sister had had to be taken from school owing to illness, and Betty’s last year had been spent without her twin and burdened by the knowledge of Meg’s growing delicacy. She had left school early, as the family had gone abroad, in the hope that the Swiss air and the care of famous doctors would cure Meg’s trouble; but these efforts had failed, and Meg’s passing had left Betty heart-broken.

	Her parents, anxious on her account also, had carried both Chris and Betty off for a long visit to friends in South Africa, and they had returned only in time to prepare for Chris’s marriage. Now, after a few quiet, lonely months at home in Scotland, Betty was visiting Chris in her new home; and Chris had just one idea, to take Betty out of the dreamy, half-sad state into which she had lapsed, and to give her back her interest in life.

	“What a topping idea!” Betty looked up, an unusual flush on her cheeks and a light in her eyes. “I say, Chris, I wonder if I could”—and she paused.

	“Why not?” Chris said cheerfully. “I’m certain you could. What is it, anyway?”

	“Would you come with me? You didn’t know Jenny-Wren, but you’d like her, and I’d like to have your company. I think I’d be too shy to go alone.”

	“Jenny-Wren? Have I ever heard of the lady before?” Chris pondered. “Tell me a little more, Bets. Does Jenny-Wren ask you to go to see her? Where is she? The car’s at your service; and so am I, if I haven’t promised to be elsewhere. But you know——”

	“Oh, I know! You have six engagements for every day. It’s hard work to be a bride! No, Jen hasn’t asked me, or I wouldn’t be shy. She doesn’t know I’m in town. But she’s living in the country, somewhere near Wycombe, and Tickles says it isn’t far and why don’t I go to see her? But there’s Lady Marchwood; I’d be terrified of her.”

	Chris handed her a cup of coffee, her eyes dancing. “One fact I have grasped. Jenny-Wren lives near Wycombe. That’s really helpful; you can easily run down to see her, if you have her address. Go to-day; I’m not using the car. I can’t come with you, though. I’ve a dozen old ladies coming to tea, to inspect dear Tom’s wife. Now, Bets! Tell me a little more! Who is your Jenny-Wren? Where does she live? Who wants you to go to see her? Tickles, did you say? Sounds like a puppy or a kitten. And what has Lady Marchwood to do with the whole affair?”

	“Sorry,” Betty apologised. “I forgot you left Rocklands in the Middle Ages. It was all after your time. Jen Robins lived at The Grange, and we used to go across the moor and have tea with her. When I was Head, Tickles—Tekla—was an important junior; she’s now in the First Form, which seems absurd, and she’ll be Head next year. This letter is all about school, but at the end she says:—‘Why don’t you go to see Jenny-Wren? She was up here, at The Grange, in the Easter hols, but of course we didn’t see her. Her mother died suddenly, and Jen came home for a few days. But she couldn’t stay here alone; her father died six months ago, you know. So she’s gone back to stay with Lady Marchwood at Abinger Hall, near the old Abbey she used to tell us about. You know she’s engaged, I suppose? I should go to see her, if I were you, Bets.’—I didn’t know Jenny-Wren was engaged. It’s a nuisance; I wish she wasn’t,” Betty sighed. “I wonder who the lucky man is?”

	“A relation of Lady Marchwood’s, I should think; perhaps her son,” Chris said practically. “I agree with Tickles, Bets. By all means go and look up Jenny-Wren. Is she nice?”

	“We loved her,” Betty said briefly. “She and I and Rhoda were real chums.”

	“Oh, if you loved any one she’s all right! Why not go this afternoon? I’ll need the car to-morrow; for the next few afternoons, in fact. There are calls I must return, and receptions and other things I’ve promised to go to. But to-day the car’s yours, and you know you’ll be glad to miss my tea-party. You haven’t met any of the dear people, so it would be fearfully stale for you. Why not have a country drive and call on Jenny-Wren?”

	Betty glanced out at the sunshine. “It sounds tempting. I’m not keen on meeting people I don’t know, whom I’ll probably never see again. But”—and she hesitated—“what about Lady Marchwood? Jen’s staying with her. If it were only Jenny-Wren, I’d go like a shot. But suppose Lady Marchwood isn’t nice?”

	“Would your Jenny-Wren be staying with her if she were not?” Chris asked seriously.

	Betty laughed. “Jen may be used to her. I’m frightened of Lady Marchwood.”

	“No, you’re not. You’re only shy; and you must get out of it, my dear. I’ll order the car, and you’ll go. You may never see Lady Marchwood, you silly kid. You’ll ask for your Jenny-Wren; I suppose she has a name of her own?”

	“She’s Jen Robins. Oh, if I thought I wouldn’t need to see anybody else——!”

	“It’s more than likely you won’t. Don’t be a babe, Bets! You’re of age!”

	“I don’t feel it,” Betty said soberly. “I do hate doing things alone!”

	Chris glanced at her quickly. This was the great trouble. Betty readily admitted that for Meg all was well; Meg was freed from the burden of weakness and ill-health which she had borne for years. But for herself, used through all her childhood and growing period to be one of two, the loneliness and sense of incompleteness were crushing. Betty missed her twin more than anybody understood; half of herself was gone; and she shrank continually from doing things alone.

	“I wish I could come with you, old girl,” Chris said gently. “But as I don’t know Jen Robins, I’d really be in the way. You’ll have a much jollier chat with her alone. You’d better go to-day, for it will be days before I could go with you. It’s most likely you’ll see her by herself. You needn’t be nervy.”

	“I will be scared when I get there,” Betty admitted. “But I’ll forget all about it as soon as I see Jen. If she’s out I’ll write and ask her to fix another day, or to meet me somewhere.”

	“How gray suits you, my child!” Chris said warmly that afternoon, as she tucked Betty into the car. “It shows up all your colour. You look lovely; you needn’t be shy of meeting anybody whatever! I say, you don’t know who these Marchwood people are, do you? I’ve just been asking Tom about them.”

	Betty’s nervous look returned. “Chris, what do you mean? They aren’t anybody particular, are they?”

	“That’s what I want to know. There was Sir Andrew Marchwood, the explorer, who was killed out in Africa a month or two ago. Is your Lady Marchwood a connection of his?”

	Betty looked scared. “I thought I’d heard the name somewhere! I don’t know; I don’t know anything about them. Chris, suppose she’s his wife or his mother! I couldn’t go calling at the house!”

	“Oh, but you aren’t going to see her! If that should be the case, it would make it all the more certain that you’d see only your Jenny-Wren, that’s all. Lady Marchwood wouldn’t be receiving people, if she’s his mother. He had a mother in this country, I know. I must ask Tom if Sir Andrew Marchwood had a wife! All sorts of people got married while we were at the Cape last year. But Tom’s gone back to the office, so I’ll have to tell you at night.”

	“By that time I suppose I shall know as much as Tom; unless Jenny-Wren’s out,” and Betty waved her hand bravely as the car set out.

	Then she settled down in her corner, her face sober; for the prospect of possibly intruding at an inconsiderate time into the family circle of a famous explorer was enough to daunt a bolder spirit than hers. As she thought it over, she almost told the driver to take her home again. But though Betty could shrink from an ordeal and even shirk it, she could not bear to be laughed at. To face Chris and own she had turned tail would have been too much. It was easier to go on, hoping desperately that fate would be kind, that Chris had been right, and that she would see only Jenny-Wren.

	Rather than dwell on the possible ordeal before her, her thoughts wandered off along a well-known track, as she sped swiftly westward. Out in Switzerland, in the blazing sunshine of the Platz above the Marienthal, Betty had sat by Meg’s bed and they had planned for the future—dreams which Betty now knew her twin must have guessed would never be realised. Betty herself had refused to look facts in the face; she had an ostrich-like faculty for burying her head and ignoring truth; and until the very last she had clung to her belief that Meg must be better soon. The shock, when it came, had stunned her, and though she was unaware of it she was still numb from its effects.

	Even now, the thought of life without Meg did not seem possible. So impossible did it seem that Betty was hardly facing it. Half the time when she sat dreaming, her eyes rapt and not unhappy, she was re-living those talks with Meg and going over the plans which would never be carried out; the flat in town, which they had discussed even to the colour of the wall-paper and the china, the college life for Meg, her own music, the quiet evenings of work and practice and talk, the concerts and country jaunts, the visits from their parents, the holidays which would always be spent in Scotland;—it had been all arranged. Now none of it could happen; but in her dreams, while wide-awake, Betty lived in that life, thought about it, hungered for it. To-day, as she raced westward, she was so far away that she saw nothing of the suburbs, and roused herself only as they crossed a long bridge and dived into tree-hung country roads.

	“I’m not looking at anything! It is silly; it’s lovely country,” and she began to look about her. “This is Buckinghamshire, I suppose!”

	Through little towns, rapidly becoming suburbs, they came to Wycombe and passed on, through the sweeping rounded Chilterns, to Risborough, where they left the hills behind and took the road below the wooded slopes. The chauffeur stopped once or twice to ask his way; and at last he turned to Betty, to point out a white house on the hill in front of them.

	“Marchwood Manor, miss. But you want Abinger Hall? They say that gray tower among the trees is the Hall.”

	“Abinger Hall; that’s right,” Betty said perplexedly. “But it’s Lady Marchwood’s house. Why doesn’t she live at Marchwood Manor?”

	“Couldn’t say, miss. Shall we go to the Manor first?”

	“No, go to the Hall. I was told to go to the Hall. But I don’t understand. Perhaps Lady Marchwood has let the Manor,” and Betty sat frowning in perplexity as the car swept through a village with a neat, triangular green, and up a lane under arching beech trees.

	Then she leaned forward with a cry. “Oh! Stop one moment, please! That must be the Abbey. We’re all right; we were to come to the Hall, near the Abbey,” and she gazed eagerly up at the great ancient gateway, behind which lay the Abbey ruins.

	“It’s beautiful! I’d like to go and examine it. But it wouldn’t be polite. We’d better go on. One moment!”—and she leaned over the side and called to a small girl in the road. “Does Lady Marchwood live at the Hall?”

	“Yes—Miss Joy——” the child stared at this ignorant foreigner. “Lady Marchwood—yes, miss.”

	“It sounds all right,” and Betty nodded to the man to drive on. “But who is ‘Miss Joy’? And what has she to do with Lady Marchwood? And why is Lady Marchwood living here? It’s all rather mysterious!”

	Her natural nervousness came over her again, as she realised that she had almost reached the Hall. If only she had not been alone! It was one of the moments when she craved for somebody, some one to keep up her courage. Always shy, she had become shyer still since she had lost her twin. If only Meg could have been there to laugh at her fears!

	To banish her shrinking dread, she began desperately to remember her old-time friendship with Jen Robins. What good friends they had been! How jolly Jenny-Wren had always seemed! Betty saw a swift series of pictures; Jen, with long yellow plaits and long white legs and a short frock of vivid blue, dancing morris jigs in the garden at The Grange, leaping and waving white handkerchiefs; Jen gravely watching the children she had taught in their dances and talking seriously of the improved feeling brought about by folk-dancing in the village; Jen, after her accident, lying on her couch under the yellow birch tree in the garden, on the sunny autumn afternoon when everybody brought gifts and the morris pipe was found, her plaits cut off and her curly “bob” already beginning to grow; Jen’s face as she tramped through the snow, clasping the Basque pipe to her breast, after the rescue of the old fisherman; Jen gazing intently, as her children danced in the competition, listening to the judge’s comments, radiant over the success of her team; Jen as the maypole in the middle of “Sellenger’s Round,” as the school teams and the village children caught hands and danced around her.

	“What a jolly time it was! I do hope she’s as nice as ever! She’ll be nearly twenty-one; can she still be our Jenny-Wren? What will she be like grown-up? And engaged! Oh, bother! I wish she wasn’t!”

	Then the car turned sharply into the drive of the Hall, and Betty’s wandering thoughts came back to the ordeal of the moment.

	“What a lovely park! What gorgeous beech trees!—Oh, here’s the house! What a big place!”

	In her nervousness it was the size of the Hall, and not the beauty of the house, that she noticed. But before she had time for further thought, the car was drawing up before the door.

	Betty would have liked to send the man to ask if Miss Robins was in. But she pulled herself together, and stepped out bravely.

	“After all, if Jenny-Wren isn’t here, I needn’t see anybody. If she is, it will be all right,” she said, as she rang the bell.

	“Can I see Miss Robins? I think she’s staying here,” she said to the maid.

	She could not understand the look which came over the girl’s face. “Miss Jen—Lady Marchwood—yes, miss,” she stammered.

	“Not Lady Marchwood. It’s Miss Robins I want to see; Miss Jen,” Betty insisted, her fear of the dreaded Lady Marchwood forcing out the words.

	“Miss Jen—yes, Lady Marchwood,” said the girl helplessly again; and she turned to some one in the entrance-hall behind her.

	“Not Lady Marchwood; Miss Jen!” Betty laughed afterwards at thought of that duet of helpless misunderstanding.

	“Who is it? Who is the out-of-date person whose voice I seem to know? I’m afraid she can’t see Miss Jen without seeing Lady Marchwood too,” cried a voice, full of curiosity and suppressed amusement.

	The girl threw wide the door. “Lady Marchwood,—Miss Jen,” she said triumphantly to the visitor.

	Betty gave a cry of joy and incredulous amazement. “Jenny-Wren! It is you! What does she mean?”

	Jen, in a white frock, with waving yellow curls, and dancing eyes, her arms full of red roses, stood gazing at her from the lowest step of the dark oak staircase.

	“Betty McLean, by all that’s weird and wonderful! Oh, come in, my dear! What fun to see you again! Take these, Alice,”—and she thrust the roses at the maid. “Put them in water for me. Now, Betty——”

	“Jenny-Wren!” Betty had seen a gleam of gold. “Jenny-Wren, you aren’t married?”

	Jen tilted her chin defiantly. “Why not, please? I’m quite married. I’ve been married for a fortnight. I’m Lady Marchwood,” and she curtseyed. “One of the Lady Marchwoods! There’s an appalling number of us about. But I’m certainly one of them.”

	Then she broke into a laugh. “Didn’t you know, really, Bets? You poor thing! What a shock! Don’t you know anything? Come and hear all about it;—tea, Alice, please! In here, Betty; I must get that bewildered look off your poor face!” and she threw open the door of a small sitting-room.

	“Tell me what you mean at once!” Betty said firmly.

	


CHAPTER II
 BETTY AND MEG

	“You tell first!” Jen commanded, pushing Betty gently down into a chair. “I’ve told you the worst, the very worst, about me. But I’ve had the biggest shock. At least you came here expecting to find me; I hadn’t the remotest notion you were anywhere near. My explaining will keep. But where have you sprung from, Bets?”

	Betty hastily told the circumstances which had brought her to the Hall, as the quickest way of inducing Jen to tell her own story. “I was staying in town with my married sister. Tickles wrote from school, asking why I didn’t go to see you, and giving me your address. Chris sent me in her car—no, she’s not waiting outside!” at a quick question from Jen. “She had an engagement, so she couldn’t come. I came alone in the car.”

	“Driving yourself? No? Alice will give the man some tea. It was ripping of you to come, Betty. But what have you been doing with yourself, my dear?” Jen asked severely. “You don’t look well. And you look much older than twenty-one! Have you been ill? Or is anything the matter?” and her face lost its laughter and grew kindly. “I don’t like the look of you, Betty,” she scolded gently. “I think you need petting. What’s up?”

	Betty had flushed, but now she laughed. “You sound motherly. It’s sweet of you, Jenny-Wren, but I’m all right. We’ve had trouble; and we’ve been travelling since. I’m just home from the Cape. But I’m very well, really. Now tell me what it all means! Tickles said you were staying with Lady Marchwood. You say you are Lady Marchwood! And you’ve only been married for a fortnight? Jen! Have I arrived in the middle of your honeymoon? But Tickles didn’t know!”

	“I don’t suppose she’s heard yet. I’ve had a week of my honeymoon; the rest’s postponed. I’m looking forward to it later on,” Jen said airily. Then her voice grew grave. “Betty, dear, don’t you know? We’ve had great trouble here. Really, I’m as sober as anybody could wish, and even a little sad; but the surprise and the joy of seeing you made me forget. And the shock of hearing you arguing with Alice—I really had to laugh. Poor Alice! We’re having such a time, trying to educate them all up to my new name; and then, when she’s doing her very best to remember, you turn up and insist—‘Not Lady Marchwood; Miss Jen!’ And the poor girl—‘Yes, Miss Jen—Lady Marchwood!’—doing her level best to stick to it. It really was priceless!”

	“I’m sorry,” Betty apologised. “I thought both Alice and I had gone daft. But isn’t there another Lady Marchwood, Jenny-Wren? Tickles said you were staying with her; and a child in the road, when we asked the way, said, ‘Miss Joy—Lady Marchwood.’ Do you wonder I arrived feeling in a perfect fog?”

	“I don’t blame you,” Jen conceded. Then she explained quickly, “Betty, dear, this is Joy Shirley’s house. You remember Joan Shirley, who came home with me to The Grange after that accident I had? Joy is her cousin, and as like her as if they were twins. Joy married Andrew Marchwood a year ago, and went out with him to Kenya. His younger brother, Kenneth, stayed at home and got engaged to me. Their mother lives at Marchwood Manor; I expect that’s been puzzling you too? She’s old Lady Marchwood; Joy is young Lady Marchwood. I don’t know what I am to the neighbours, for we aren’t seeing callers at present; but I suspect I’m ‘little Lady Marchwood,’ if any one of my height could be called little. Or perhaps ‘the new Lady Marchwood’!”

	“But how——?” Betty began. Then her face grew grave. “Oh, Jen! I’d forgotten! Sir Andrew—out in Africa——”

	“Yes. Joy came home two months ago, expecting him to follow her. He—didn’t. The news came at a bad time for her and nearly killed her. But she’s all right now, and almost strong again; and the twins are little angels.”

	Jen’s eyes were dancing. She laughed and nodded, as Betty raised her eyebrows.

	“Yes! Perfectly beautiful little girls, just like Joy and Joan, with their lovely bronze hair. Both girls; that’s why I’m Lady Marchwood. I hoped I’d be ‘Mrs.’ But it can’t be helped. They’re three weeks old, and angels for goodness. And, of course, they’re the greatest possible comfort to Joy.”

	“Oh, I am glad she has them!” Betty said fervently. “She can’t feel she has lost everything if she has two babies to live for.”

	“She says,” Jen said soberly, “that she feels her life is over—but at the same time that she’s begun a new life. She’s being very plucky, Bets; it’s done me good just to be with her. At first she was stunned, and wanted only to hold the babies and cry; but now she’s beginning to plan, for them first and then for all of us. She’s going to miss Andrew fearfully, but she isn’t going to go under, as we feared at first. The babies have saved her.”

	“But what about you, Jenny-Wren?” Betty urged. “Did you say you’d been married only a fortnight? But where is—is your——?”

	“My husband?” Jen said calmly. “Better get used to it! I’m only getting used to the idea myself. It still sounds funny. Ken had to go out to Kenya at once, to see about things for Joy and settle up about his own shamba; for he’ll live at home now. I thought I’d have to go out to Africa with him, and I was dreading it. I’m rejoicing to think that I can stay at home with Joy. We were married before he went, and we toddled off to town together for a week. Then we ‘had a few words and parted,’ and he went to Kenya and I came home to Joy and the twins.”

	“Oh, Jenny-Wren! That’s rather sad for you,” Betty cried sympathetically.

	“It is,” Jen agreed. “But it won’t be for very long. And I insisted on being married. I absolutely refused to let him go unless he married me first.”

	“Was it all your idea, Jenny-Wren?”

	“Oh, he proposed it!” Jen admitted. “But I’ll confess I jumped at the idea. Joy tried to make me wait, so that I could have a swanky wedding and invite people like you; but I’d lost all my own family and I wanted to belong to somebody. So Ken took me into his family, and made me Joy’s sister, and he left me his mother to look after. We’re worried about her; Andrew’s death was a terrible shock to her, and she wasn’t well when it happened. So I’m living half here and half at the Manor, and taking care of everybody. It’s far easier to do it as ‘the new Lady Marchwood,’ than just as Jen Robins, an old friend of the family!”

	Betty laughed and agreed. “And have you and the twins and their mother all this great house to yourselves?”

	“My hat, no! We’re a large family. There’s Mrs. Shirley, to begin with. She’s Joy’s aunt, who brought her up and has been like a mother to her. Just at the moment Aunty Shirley’s staying at the Manor with Lady Marchwood. Joy’s illness and the anxiety and the birth of the twins upset her, and she had rather a collapse last week. The excitement was too much for her; and my wedding came on top of all the rest. So as soon as I came back from town I persuaded her to go to the Manor for a few days; I thought she’d rest more thoroughly if she went right away.”

	“She’ll be company for old Lady Marchwood too,” Betty remarked.

	“And there’s a delightful companion there, who is really a nurse and is splendid with old ladies, and she can look after two as easily as one. It’s jolly for them all; they’re both pleased about it, and the change is really doing Aunty Shirley good. We miss her here, but there are plenty of us left! There are Joy’s adopted twins as well; she adopted two daughters two years ago,” Jen explained. “It really served her right to get twin girls of her own, for she always used to speak of Ros and Maidie as ‘my twins.’ Rosamund’s seventeen, and Maidlin is sixteen; quite hefty girls to be adopted by Joy, who is only twenty-four herself! They’re at school at the moment, but you may see them presently. Maidlin is the reigning May Queen at school; Ros was the Queen two years ago, and I came in between. Yes, absurd, wasn’t it? But I went back last year, for cookery and other domestic stunts, and they made me be the Queen. If you hear me called Brownie, that’s the reason; I was the Brown Queen—beech brown. Maidlin is the Primrose Queen. My cookery wasn’t very extensive, as things happened, and I had to leave; but such as it is, it’s being quite useful, for on top of everything else we’re cookless, temporarily. Our—I ought to say Joy’s—old cook is away nursing her mother; a friend who was staying in the village came to the rescue, and cooked for us and pulled us through Joy’s illness and my wedding and my time in town. But three days ago she was wired for, because her little sister had suddenly begun with appendicitis and had to be operated on at once. So Nancy, who dotes on the kid, packed up and fled; and we felt rather stranded, till we got in a nice sensible woman from the village. Her cooking is as sensible as she is, but not always quite as nice; very reliable, but not frilly or thrilling! So occasionally I drift into the kitchen and fling a few things into a basin, and sometimes quite a decent pudding comes out; and Ros and Maidie fall on my neck. Joy says she likes my pastry and my cakes! Everybody’s been very kind and polite!”

	“I’m sure your cooking’s top-hole,” Betty said, laughing. “But I feel I ought not to have come at such a time, Jenny-Wren. We had no idea; we didn’t know whether your Lady Marchwood was connected with the explorer we had heard about or not. Will you apologise for me, and say I wouldn’t have dreamt of coming if I’d known? And you must be busy too; I am sorry——”

	“I’m not sorry! Haven’t I said I’m overjoyed to see you? But I am busy, acknowledging wedding-presents,” Jen said haughtily. “They’ve been pouring in while I’ve been in town. People hadn’t any warning; it was all over in such a hurry, and we never told anybody. Joy sent word round at the last minute, and folks came to the church; but there wasn’t time for presents. So now clocks and spoons and salt-cellars are arriving by every post.”

	“Congratulations!” Betty said warmly, laughing. “I’d have brought a salt-cellar if I’d had the least idea.”

	“I have to write about them all myself, of course. It’s not a job I can shove on to Mary-Dorothy—Mary? She’s Joy’s secretary, and our best friend, and she writes books for girls and dedicates them to me. I’m her godmother; well, she says so. She looks after the village; Joy has all sorts of social stunts going on, clubs and hostels and homes and country-dancing. Mary kept them all happy and attended to all the business while Joy was abroad. She’s one of the family. We’ll invite her to tea with us on the lawn. I see Alice is setting it out there; good girl! She knows what I like. Would you like me to steal Elizabeth and Margaret for you to see how beautiful they are?”

	“Elizabeth and Margaret?” Betty turned to her, an indescribably startled look on her suddenly white face.

	“Why, what’s the matter? What is it, Betty?” Jen cried anxiously. “What have I said to upset you?”

	“I’m silly,” Betty caught her breath. “I was taken by surprise. Are the new twins called Elizabeth and Margaret?”

	“Elizabeth Joy and Margaret Joan. What about it, Bets?”

	“What pretty names!” Betty said conventionally, but her lips were quivering and she looked through the open window out to the lawn.

	“Betty McLean, I shall shake you if you don’t tell me what’s the matter!” Jen said sharply. Then she laid her hand on her friend’s knee. “What is it, old chap? Do tell me!”

	“I’m not sure if I can,” Betty said unsteadily. “My twin was Margaret; I’m Elizabeth, of course. I told you we’d had trouble. Meg—she was always Meg at home, though at school they called her Maggie, because they had a Meg and a Margaret already—she was ill and at home when you got to know us at Rocklands, so you never saw her. We took her to Switzerland, and we were there with her for months; but it was no use. I miss her every day. As children we did everything together. I can’t get used to being alone.” It was a real cry from her heart.

	Jen’s face had softened into understanding. “I didn’t know. I am so sorry, dear! You’ll miss her all the time. It must be frightfully hard to be brave and go on alone, but you’ll do it. She’d want you to, wouldn’t she? I know how I felt when father went first and then mother. A twin must be a very sore loss. But you’ll do it, Bets; you’ll pull yourself together and go ahead. Nobody with any grit in them can be content to sit down and feel hopeless. It’s just what Joy’s having to do, in a way; to make up her mind to go on alone. She’s going to make something of her life, even without her husband; and you’ll do it too, Bets.”

	“But she has her children. They’ll make up for everything,” Betty said unsteadily. “As you said just now, she’ll begin a new life for their sake. I have to go on with my old life, but without Meg. We’d planned all our lives together.”

	“You’ll have to make a new start. Wait for me one moment, old chap!” and Jen was gone, racing off upstairs.

	She went quietly into the big sunny room where Joy sat by the open window, gazing out with hungry brown eyes at the lawn and the beech avenue; eyes which asked an endless question of life.

	She turned back to the present at sight of Jen, however. “Who’s here, Brownie? I saw a strange car. Is it somebody for you?”

	Jen knelt beside her chair. “ ‘Traveller’s Joy,’ may I borrow Betty and Meg? I want them to do a little missionary work downstairs.”

	Joy frowned at the contraction of her children’s stately names. Then she smiled.

	“What missionary job have you found for them now? You may always have them if there’s work for them to do. They’re pleased to help. What is it, Brownie? Who wants to see them? How are they to be missionaries? And why are you messing up their names? You must have some reason, for you know I don’t like it. You aren’t just teasing, Jenny-Wren?”

	“There’s another Betty downstairs,” Jen explained. “Such a pretty Scottish Betty! I’d love you to see her sometime. She was at that school near my home, and I knew her when she was the head girl. We were great friends. She came to see me, not knowing anything; she sends all sorts of apologies to you for intruding, but she hadn’t the least idea. She nearly swooned when she saw my wedding-ring; and she’s rather dazed by all I’ve been telling her.”

	“I can believe that, if you talked at your usual rate,” Joy said dryly. “What a pow-wow you must have had! And does she want to see the babies?”

	“Her twin was Meg, and she’s just lost her, and she’s heart-broken and lonely, ‘Traveller’s Joy.’ When I referred to Elizabeth and Margaret, her face showed me there was something wrong, so I made her tell me. She feels she can’t live without her Meg, who was evidently her other half.” Jen’s eyes met Joy’s.

	Joy looked away quickly to the garden again. “Take the children to her, Jenny-Wren. Give her my love, and tell her she must find something to give her heart to. She can’t live if it’s empty and crying out. Bring the babies back to me quickly.”

	Jen kissed her. “You dear brave thing! I’ll only keep them for five minutes. I know you don’t like to feel they’re out of your sight. Nurse must carry one. I daren’t go downstairs holding two.”

	Joy smiled wistfully as the children were lifted from their cradles, and little Margaret gave a protesting murmur, which was promptly echoed by Elizabeth.

	“I’m sure they hear one another. As soon as either speaks the other answers. They’ll be a perpetual duet when they can talk,” said Joy. “So far as I can see, they both copy one another. It’s not always Elizabeth who begins the conversation, by any means, although she’s the elder. Give a nice message to Aunty Brownie’s Betty and be good girls downstairs, children!”

	Jen laughed and carried Margaret away, followed by the nurse with Elizabeth.

	Betty was standing by the window looking out over the lawn.

	“This is Joy’s little Margaret, Bets,” Jen said gently. “Sit down and hold out your arms! I’ll fill your lap with babies; Margaret on that arm; Elizabeth on this one! There! Do you wonder Joy feels she has something to live for?”

	“Oh——! The little angels!” Betty whispered, as the tiny red heads nestled against her.

	Jen repeated Joy’s message. “You’ll find something or some one, Bets. There must be somebody needing you.”

	“How very kind of ‘Joy’! Will you thank her for me, Jen? I can’t think of her except as Joy; I hope she won’t mind. It’s beautiful of her to think for me at this time. And tell her I’ve never seen such lovely babies. Look at the wee curls already!”

	“It’s the dainty hands and feet I love. I could cuddle their toes all day; I try to, don’t I, nurse? And they can grip with their fingers already; look!” and she gave one finger to each twin and laughed as the little crumpled hands closed on them. “They cling like small monkeys!”

	“Do you do anything in this house besides baby-worship?” Betty queried.

	“I write notes of thanks for salt-cellars,” Jen reminded her.

	“Oh, yes, I forgot the salt-cellars! I must hurry home and see if I can find one for you. I’m interrupting your work most frightfully. But I do appreciate having been allowed to see these wee people.”

	“It’s not everybody who is honoured to that extent,” Jen informed her. “But they come down to speak to very special friends. They’re meeting all our circle by degrees. Now, Margaret dear, if you could bring yourself to give up that finger, it’s time you went back to mother!”

	“Margaret Joan! Elizabeth Joy! I understand the Joan and Joy, but where did the other names come from?” Betty asked.

	“Margaret is for Mrs. Shirley; Joy’s aunt and Joan’s mother. Elizabeth is for Lady Marchwood; our mother. Joy and I call her ‘our’ mother now; neither of us quite feels like saying ‘my’ mother. I can’t put her in the place of my own mother, and Joy still has Aunty Shirley. But Lady Marchwood is ‘our’ mother; and that reminds us that we belong to one another at last. Now, babies, say good-bye to Aunty Betty! It’s tea-time for everybody!”

	


CHAPTER III
 WHAT HAPPENED TO BETTY

	Jen stood on the terrace waving good-bye as the car bore Betty away down the beech avenue.

	Tea had been laid in a grassy corner, whose walls were red climbing roses. Then Jen had led the way down a shrubbery path and through an old gate into the Abbey ruins, and had shown Betty quickly round.

	“You must come again to see it properly, and to hear all the stories and see the underground parts. It’s a long job to do it thoroughly; if I start on the legends you won’t be home to dinner and your sister will be sending out wireless inquiries for you. I’m sorry you haven’t seen Ros and Maidie, but they often have to stay after school. As Queen and ex-Queen, they’re important people, and they’re needed for all sorts of things,” Jen had explained. “You’ll find me here or at the Manor, so I do hope you will come again.”

	“I’d love to!” Betty said warmly.

	As she lay back in the car, after waving good-bye to “Lady Marchwood,” Betty was conscious of a happier feeling than had possessed her before her visit. It was not merely the easing of her nervous dread or the happiness of renewed friendship. There had been an indefinable atmosphere about the house, a sense of courage in the face of loss, and of resolute rebuilding of life, which had ministered to her own need.

	“Jenny-Wren makes a lot of Joy’s pluck,” she said to herself, as they drew near the lodge gates. “But she has plenty herself. It can’t have been easy to let her husband go away so far, after only a week together. And when Joy’s husband didn’t come back—no, Jen must have her bad times, though she says nothing about that. Of course, those babies are helping them all. If I had something that really needed me! I suppose I shall find something. I haven’t been looking for it; I’ve only been thinking how lonely I am. Their way is better; I shall have to buck up! I’ve been a slacker. There’s mother, to begin with; she misses Meg too. I’ve only thought about myself. I have been selfish.”

	Her brows puckered in a frown. Then, as the car swerved round a sharp corner, just beside the great Abbey gateway, Betty sprang up with a wild cry. “Oh, stop! Stop quickly! You’ll run over them!”

	Two cycles lay in the road, one with a twisted wheel. Two schoolgirls were just picking themselves up from the dust when the car bore down upon them.

	Betty’s shout was echoed by a yell from one girl and a scream from the other. The chauffeur jammed down his brakes and swung the car round into the hedge. The turn was too sharp; the wheel caught the edge of the ditch, and the car crashed over on its side.
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