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CHAPTER I
 THE CALL OF THE ABBEY


	“That’s done it!” and Dick came gloomily out from beneath the car.

	“Oh, Dick, what’s wrong? Can’t we go on?” wailed Sheila from the back seat.

	Della leaned over the side. “What’s up, old chap? Is it serious?”

	“ ’Fraid so. I don’t know exactly,” Dick confessed ruefully, “but she’s crashed; something’s crocked inside. I’ll have to get help from the village. Luckily, it isn’t far.”

	“Then we’re stuck here, I suppose;” his elder sister looked round at the hedges, and the fields, and the lane for inspiration.

	“Oh, but we must get on somehow!” Sheila cried strenuously. She was thirteen, with long waving brown hair, while Adela, who was twenty, was brown also, but had neatly shingled hair to show a prettily-shaped head.

	“We can’t desert Dicky and the car, Shee,” her sister said reproachfully.

	“I can! He doesn’t want us, if he’s going to tinker at the old thing’s inside. I’m dying to see your Abbey, and all its girls. Is it much farther, Dell? Couldn’t we walk? Or get a lift somehow?”

	“My Abbey! Thanks awfully! That’s a handsome present to give me. And it’s a thousand chances to one against any of the girls being there.” Della reached for the map. “Just exactly where are we, Dick?”

	“You know all about the Abbey. You’ve told me about it for years, and made me keen to see it. I’m dying to go down those secret passages you found, and to see the pit where Dicky nearly starved to death.”

	Dick turned sharply, as at a gruesome memory, from another examination of his engine. “Do take the kid away and stop her babbling, Dell! We passed a station five minutes ago. Why not take the train on and see the old place, and come back for me? It can’t be more than five miles. If you have any luck with trains, it won’t take you long. Then the infant might be satisfied.”

	Sheila ignored the epithets, or forgave them for the sake of the suggestion. “Oh, Dell, do! Do let’s go on and see the Abbey! Who wants to stick here in a lane? Come on back to the station, Della darling!”

	Della looked at her watch. “It’s only eleven. I said we’d started too early. The Abbey isn’t open till twelve. We’ve time to do it and get back for lunch with you. But suppose we don’t get back, you’ll remember there’s lunch for three in this basket, Dick.”

	“Trust me!” Dick grinned. “I’ll look after myself. But if I can get this old crock patched up, I may come after you and pick you up.”

	“I don’t suppose we shall ever meet again,” Della said equably. “Don’t you see, idiot, if you come to look for us, we may be coming back by train to look for you? We’ll spend the rest of our lives between here and the Abbey. You’d much better stop till we come back.”

	“Dinner’s at seven,” Dick told her. “If I don’t find you, you’ll get home somehow. But just to give us half a chance of meeting, you hang about the Abbey till three, or else get back here before one, for lunch. If you haven’t come, and if I can’t get to you by three, you go home by train and I’ll do ditto.”

	“Right-o!” Della said cheerfully. “I’ve a shilling or two for fares. If we can’t get back to you, we’ll have something to eat in the village. I know my way about, you know.”

	Dick grinned. “May have changed in seven years! Give my love to the chapter-house! And to the Joan-girl; and the smart one that guessed my tune. What was her name?”

	“Joy. It’s Jen I’d like to see, because she was so jolly decent to me,” Della said wistfully. “But I know there’s not one chance in a thousand of her being at the Abbey now. There’s no reason why she should be. She wasn’t related to the Abbey people; she was just one of the school crowd. But if we could meet any of them from the Hall, I might perhaps hear about her.”

	“She adopted you, didn’t she?” Sheila asked eagerly, as they set out for the station. It was a story of which she never tired. “I’ve always thought it was rather cheek, you know, Dell! She can’t have been so much older than you!”

	“My dear, she was one month younger, I believe,” Della said seriously. “But that didn’t matter to Jenny-Wren. She thought I needed bringing up, and she set out to do it. She was about right, too. I was rather a little rotter. She used to give me reams of good advice at night.”

	“She sounds awfully stodgy,” Sheila observed.

	Della’s laugh rang out. “Only motherly! She was a jolly good sort. I remember her with long legs—always in a gym. tunic, of course—and big blue eyes, and two long yellow pigtails. She was my ‘mother,’ and Jack was ‘father’; Jacky-boy was her chum, and they slept together and did everything together, and always said they were married. Jack was dark and bobbed; quite jolly, but Jenny-Wren was the jolliest.”

	Sheila sighed. “I do wish we could see some of them! You needn’t tell me about Dick and the chapter-house; I know what he meant. It was simply awful of him! I’m glad Joan and Joy got hold of him; it served him right.”

	“If Dick really had to crash, I’m glad he did it so near a station. And our luck is in,” Della remarked, as they stood on the platform of a little wayside halt, and saw the motor train approaching. “To catch this with only five minutes to wait really is a bit of luck. Perhaps we’ll have luck at the Abbey, too, and find somebody at home.”

	“I wonder if they’d remember you?” Sheila said curiously.

	“Shouldn’t be surprised! If any one should be there, I’m hoping they’ll ask us to lunch at the Hall. It would be only decent, when we’re such old friends.”

	Sheila gave a little excited jump of joy. “Oh, that would be gorgeous! Oh, Della darling, do manage it somehow! I’d love to see inside the Hall! You’ll show me the outside in any case, won’t you?”

	“As much as I can. But you’re to leave the ‘managing’ to me, Shee,” Della said imperatively. “Don’t you go asking questions on your own, or you’ll mess things up altogether. If the same woman is there still, I’m going to see if she knows me again. She’s the caretaker now, but she was our nurse, years and years ago, when we were just kids. Let me do the asking; you keep quiet and listen, and see all you can of the Abbey. I rather think Dick wants to come after us,” she said, as they took their places in the train. “He pretends he doesn’t care a scrap about seeing the Abbey; but he seemed rather keen on coming to pick us up there, if he’d got the car running again. I wonder if he wants to see the girls, now that they’ll be grown up?”

	“It can’t be the Joan-girl he wants to see, for he never forgave her for catching him in the passages,” Sheila remarked. “And I’m sure he’s never forgiven the one who guessed his tune. So it must be Jenny-Wren he wants to see!”

	“Which side of the line is the Abbey on? Oh, it’s close to the hills, isn’t it? This side, then!” and Sheila presently crossed the carriage to gaze out of the window towards the wooded slopes and away from the fields of the other side.

	The train was of the tramway-type, long open cars, with seats along each side, driven by a motor engine. There was a small first-class compartment between two big third-class cars, and Della had taken first-class tickets from force of habit. There was only one other occupant of the car, a young man, who sat gazing towards the hills as eagerly as Sheila herself. He had glanced at the girls when they entered, and had looked a second time, for Della, with her smooth brown head and bright colour, was pretty and very full of life. Careless, though not unconscious, of his eyes, she had thrown her little hat on the seat, and stood by Sheila, looking eagerly for the Abbey among its trees.

	“There!” Sheila pointed excitedly ahead. “A gray tower, in those woods! Won’t that be the Abbey? And that big white house on the hill, farther on, will be the Hall, Dee!”

	“It’s too far off,” Della demurred. “The Hall is quite close to the Abbey. There’s miles between that big house and the Abbey; well, half a mile, at least! We used to run across the lawn, just outside the windows of the Hall, and through the gate into the Abbey. I’m sure it’s too far, Shee. And the Hall used to be gray, not white.”

	“Oh, you’ve forgotten!” Sheila said impatiently. “It’s seven years since you were here, Della.”

	“Forgive me!” the young man spoke pleasantly. “I think the gray tower must be the Hall; the Abbey is out of sight among the trees. The white house is Marchwood Manor, the house next to the Hall.”

	Della turned to look at him. She was not in the habit of allowing strange men to speak to her. But this man’s face was so pleasant, his interest so genuine, and his manner so frank, that she forgave him as instantly as she awoke to lively curiosity concerning him. For “traveller” was written all over his sunburnt face, and was confirmed by his rugs and overcoat and the labels on his travelling bag. Della’s glance swept over them—“Mombasa”—“Marseilles”—“Nairobi”—“Dover”; he had come a long way, but he seemed quite at home in this corner of Oxfordshire! At once she wanted to know more about him.

	“I believe you’re right,” she exclaimed. “Now I come to think of it, Sheila, the Abbey hasn’t a tower on it anywhere. It must be among the trees, buried out of sight, and that must be the Hall we can see. You know this part well, then?” she condescended to ask of the traveller.

	“I have stayed here as a boy. My grandfather lived near here. But I’ve been abroad for some years,” he explained.

	Sheila was pulling at the sleeve of Delia’s knitted coat; their heavy wraps had been left in the car. “Dee, ask him——” and she whispered energetically.

	Della raised her eyebrows. Then she laughed. “Sheila wants me to ask if you know whether Marchwood Manor has any connection with the great traveller, Sir Andrew Marchwood? If you know the district, you may know if it belongs to his family?”

	The young man laughed. “It did. It belongs to him now. Came to him from his father some years ago. He lives there—when he’s at home; but he still travels a good deal.” Then with another quick laugh, “In case my knowledge of the Manor should seem surprising, may I explain that I’m going there? I am Kenneth Marchwood; Andrew is my brother.”

	“Oh!” Delia’s eyes were so full of excited interest that she dropped them hurriedly. “Oh, I see! Of course you could put us right about the Manor and the Hall! Thank you very much.”

	Sheila’s face was frankly radiant. “How thrilling! But you’ve been travelling, too! Or is all that his luggage?”

	He laughed. “I live on the Equator,” he told her lightly. “I’m only home for a visit, to see my mother and to meet Andrew’s new friends. He said I must come and stay on his shamba, as he’s stayed so often on mine.”

	“Shamba? What’s that?”

	“A plantation; a coffee-farm.”

	“Oh, do you grow coffee?”

	“I try to, when the rains and everything else will let me,” he said laughingly. “The trouble often is to get bibis to pick it for me.”

	“Babies?”

	“Bibis; native women and girls. We’re generally short of labour.”

	“Oh, do you have women to work on your farm?”

	“To pick the berries,” he corrected. “But we have boys to do the cooking and washing and to make the beds and clean the house. They make very good housemaids.”

	“Why do you do everything backwards?” Sheila demanded.

	“We’re nearly at the station,” Della interposed, and pulled on her hat. “We’re only tourists, day-trippers,” she said; then relenting, for she knew the words might give a wrong impression. “We were coming to see the Abbey when our car broke down. So we left my brother crawling about underneath it, and Sheila and I came on by train. I stayed in the village near the Abbey years ago, and then went to school at the Hall for half a term; I’ve always wanted to see it again. Sheila has never seen any of it; she was just a baby seven years ago. We’re going to walk up through the woods to the Abbey, when we’ve had a look at the village. I want to see if the cottage I stayed in still looks the same.”

	“I expect—yes, the car is here to meet me,” and Kenneth Marchwood looked across the station to the big motor waiting at the gate. “Would you allow me to drive you as far as the Abbey? My brother is in town, so there is no one to meet me. Only my mother is at home at the moment. May I drive you up?”

	To Sheila’s intense indignation, Della declined the offer politely, but firmly. “We want to see the village first. And we should be too early for the Abbey; we’d have to sit on the doorstep till twelve o’clock. It’s very kind of you, but we’ll walk up through the woods, thank you.”

	“Della—why did you—why didn’t you?” wailed Sheila, as the car drove off with the bronzed interesting traveller and the much-labelled luggage. “He’s a perfect dear! I wanted to stay with him as long as ever I could! What does the old village matter?”

	“My dear kid, however nice he is you can’t go dumping yourself on a strange man! If he hadn’t been so jolly, of course I wouldn’t have spoken to him. Now, don’t grizzle, Shee. Be thankful for the bit of luck you’ve had. Not many kids of your age have talked to the brother of Sir Andrew Marchwood. You’ve not got much to complain of!” and Della led the way along the road to the village, and presently, when the outsides of various small shops and cottages had been inspected and identified, by a narrow winding path through the beech-woods towards the old Abbey of Grace-Dieu.

	It was the first week of May. The beeches were uncurling their earliest vivid green leaves, high up, and on the outskirts of the wood, where they could see the sun; but as the path led into the depths, all was still bare and cool and quiet, tall gray columns soaring up, satin smooth and shiny, deep red-brown carpet everywhere below, and a spongy ribbon of soft beechmast winding along, like a cushioned pathway. The girls’ feet sank in it and made no sound; overhead, wood-pigeons were crooning, but the rest of the world seemed asleep.

	“Even the trees!” Sheila whispered, and trod softly lest she should wake them. “But beeches are always lazy, aren’t they, Dee? This is topping! I’m almost glad we didn’t go in the car, after all.”

	Della laughed quietly. “Dick and I used to play Indians and Robin Hood in these woods. We were great at stalking and tracking. Look, Shee!”

	They had reached a sudden end to the trees. Here, in the middle of a smooth lawn, stood a great arched gateway, a wide round tunnel under a high gable, with big supporting buttresses at the sides. The stones were gray, but covered with brown and yellow lichen; and here and there grew clumps of golden or brown wallflower.

	Sheila, as she gazed, sniffed enjoyably. “How it smells! Is this the whole of the Abbey, Dee? Oh, but it couldn’t be! You said there were dining-rooms and sleeping-places. And there’s more behind; I see it now. What’s this, then?”

	“Only the gateway. That’s the first Abbot, in that niche. He’s Michael, the one whose grave is in the crypt, where Dick got buried and they found the jewels. This is where the monks used to give food to the poor, and strangers were allowed to sleep in a little room upstairs.”

	“We shan’t need Mrs.—what’s her name? Mrs. Watson! You’ll be able to tell me all the history,” Sheila suggested. “But don’t begin giving me lectures yet, Della dear! I want to see everything. Let’s go on!”

	Della laughed. “You’ll soon get to the end of all I know! Here’s the Abbey; and this is the door we go in by. Now we’ll see if Ann Watson remembers me!”

	But when the low door in the long gray wall was opened, and they looked through the pointed arch to the gray shadowy passage, it was a stranger who stood there, to Della’s great disappointment.

	“Oh——! Oh, can we see the Abbey? It is just twelve, I think. . . . It’s not Ann Watson,” she murmured in Sheila’s ear. “Perhaps she’s dead, or gone away. I shall ask this woman presently.”

	As they stood in the cloisters, looking out over the sunlit garth, a dreamy green lawn in the heart of the ruins, Della turned to their guide and interrupted her discourse on Early English architecture.

	“Have you been here long? I came before, but it was some one else who took me round.”

	“Mrs. Watson; it’s her job,” the woman said readily. “But she had to go away sudden, to her sister, up north, who were taken bad all in a minute. I come here before, when Mrs. Watson had her holiday, so they sent for me to help now. I can’t tell it all like she does, and that’s the truth; but I’ll do my best, miss, and nobody can’t do more.”

	“Oh, I’m sure you’ll tell us all we want to know,” Della said absently, and followed her towards the refectory, her eyes thoughtful but disappointed.

	“I’d meant to pump Ann, and get lots out of her about the people at the Hall,” she whispered to Sheila, as they climbed the dark winding stair. “I don’t suppose this old thing will be able to tell us much. It’s rotten luck!”

	


CHAPTER II
 THE GIRLS AT THE ABBEY


	Della was listening to the caretaker’s description of the monks’ dormitory, and thinking how much better Ann Watson had told the story, when Sheila, a little bored by ancient history, cried: “What’s that?”

	Della raised her head and listened intently.

	“It’s one of the young ladies from the Hall,” said their guide.

	“It’s a dance,” said Della. “But where is she? And what music is it?”

	The notes drifting across the garth and through the long lancet window-slits were high and clear and sweet, an imperative lilting tune with an urgent rhythm that almost compelled movement; Della’s foot was tapping unconsciously, even while she wondered what instrument could sound so like a bird.

	Sheila sprang up on to one of the high window-sills. “Della! Oh—come and look! Who is it?”

	Della stood gazing down over her shoulder. “Oh, Shee! What a bit of luck!” she breathed.

	From the shadows of the cloister out on to the sunlit garth, a tall yellow-haired girl came marching to her own music. She wore a short skirt and a jumper, and her bobbed waving curls were bare. There was a lilt in her walk that matched her tune, and a poise and balance in every movement that made her mere crossing of the garth a beautiful thing. A brown wooden pipe was in her left hand, held in two fingers, and touching her lips, while the thumb and first two fingers played lightly over the holes; her right hand was tapping her side to the rhythm of the tune.

	“By all that’s weird and wonderful, and by gorgeous good luck, it’s Jenny-Wren!” Della exulted under her breath. “Jen Robins grown into a lamp-post, and with bobbed hair; but it is Jenny-Wren! And isn’t she pretty? I never remember her being pretty. She’s jolly pretty now!”

	“She’s topping,” Sheila said fervently. “What kind of whistle is she playing, Dee? She’s only using one hand! Is anything wrong with her right arm? Can’t she lift it? Can’t we go and speak to her?”

	“There never used to be anything wrong with her. Wait a moment, Shee. There’s some one else coming. Perhaps it’s Joy or Joan.”

	“Miss Joy is in London,” the caretaker volunteered; “and Mrs. Raymond has left the Hall.”

	“Who’s Mrs. Raymond? What has she got to do with us?” asked Sheila, bewildered. “It isn’t Joy or Joan, Dee. You said they had red hair.”

	“No, it’s some one older. Wait, Sheila! We’ll go down in a moment.”

	“It’s Miss Devine. She’s staying in the Abbey,” said the woman. “Miss Jen comes to sit on her bed and talk.”

	“It sounds like Jenny-Wren,” Della gazed down at the older girl, brown-haired and quietly dressed, who had followed Jen out of the cloisters.

	“Where are the silly children?” Jen ended “Lads a Bunchum” triumphantly, and stood shading her eyes with her right hand as she looked about her, in a way that effectually proved there was nothing the matter with her arm.

	Round the corner of the chapter-house, and out on to the garth, came a whirl of schoolgirls; only three, but for a moment they seemed a dozen. Sheila, absorbed and overjoyed, watched breathlessly.

	Della’s eyes were bright with curiosity and interest. Who were all these younger girls of the Abbey? She had thought Jen must be the youngest they would be likely to see.

	Two were sixteen, the other a year younger. The younger one had flying black hair, thick and long, and great dark eyes, and she wore a scarlet jersey over a short dark skirt. One of the sixteen-year-olds, wearing blue, had two long yellow plaits on her shoulders; the other, in a green jumper, had dark brown curls tied back.

	“Jen, play something we can dance!” the yellow-haired girl cried insistently.

	“Three of you?” Jen teased. “Or do you suggest I should dance and pipe both at once, Rosamunda? It isn’t done!”

	“Oh, Mary will join! She’ll be Biddy’s woman; I’ll be Maidie’s man. Pipe ‘Rufty’ for us, Jen; there’s a good chap!”

	Laughing, the older girl standing in the cloisters looked at Jen. “Is it allowable on the garth? I know it’s improper.”

	“Just for once! Nobody cares; and anyway, nobody will know,” Rosamund said largely.

	Della chuckled. “Trustful kid! And it’s after twelve o’clock. Are all their watches slow?”

	“Oh, let’s see this!” Sheila insisted. “You said they were always dancing!”

	“Jen, Joy told me you danced a jig here one night,” Maidlin urged, her black eyes eager. “So there can’t be any harm in it!”

	The brown-haired schoolgirl laughed and went to the older girl, who came out from the cloisters as Jen raised her pipe again. “May I have the pleasure of a dance with you at this party, Mary-Dorothy?” she asked ceremoniously.

	Facing Rosamund and Maidlin, they began the dance, running up to meet the other couple, setting to partners and turning round on the spot, running away and coming back hand in hand, then leading out their “opposites,” to the clear shrill treble of the music. As she piped, Jen’s right hand tapped her side unconsciously again in time to the tune.

	The movements of the dance, the running steps, the leading out and back in couples, were as simple and natural as the little tune, and all seemed strangely in keeping with the severe simplicity of the buildings around the garth, the strong pure lines of the Early English windows, the arches of the chapter-house, the wide, dignified refectory. Nowhere was there any ornament, any unnecessary decoration; that had been forbidden by the severe Cistercian rule under which the Abbey had been built. The music had no note that could have been spared, the dance no unnecessary movement; no fancy or decorative attitude was even hinted at.

	As it ended, Mary-Dorothy and Maidlin bobbed little curtseys, and their “men” gave them brief little nods, and the set broke up.

	“That was topping!” Rosamund said exuberantly. “Thanks, old thing! Can’t you play ‘Hey, Boys,’ for us, too?”

	“I’m not going to, whether I could or not. You’d better scoot home, all of you. It must be nearly twelve—good gracious alive! it’s half-past!” cried Jen aghast. “We’d better all vanish. There may be troops of tourists or Americans here, any minute!”

	“Oh, Dee, stop them!” Sheila implored. “Or I shall!” she added desperately, as Rosamund, Maidlin, and Biddy ran off towards the chapter-house again.

	“We’re going by Underground!” Biddy called to Jen.

	Della leaned out of the window and called: “Jen Robins! I say, Jenny-Wren!”

	Jen turned from a final word with Mary to stare blankly. The girls at the chapter-house door stopped, and gazed open-mouthed.

	“It’s some one up there!” Biddy proclaimed, and pointed to the lancet windows of the dormitory.

	“Somebody called you, Jen,” Maidlin said unnecessarily.

	“Who is it? Who are you?” Jen called up to the narrow window. “If you really know me, and if there’s more of you than just a head, come down and explain yourself!”

	“We’re coming,” and the smooth brown head of Della vanished from the window-slit.

	When she crossed the lawn, swinging her hat and followed closely by Sheila, the schoolgirls and Mary had gathered round Jen to hear the explanation of the mystery. Jen had thrust her pipe into Mary’s hand, and now came striding forward to view the intruders.

	“I knew we might be caught by tourists if we were Cinderellas and stayed after twelve,” said she, “but I didn’t expect the tourists to hail me as Jenny-Wren! Who are you, and how—why, Della! By all that’s funny! If it isn’t my adopted daughter grown up, and dressed in the very latest fashion!”

	“Well, look at yourself, ‘mother’!” Della retorted. “It’s only seven years, but you’ve grown about five feet taller than you used to be! A regular lamp-post!”

	“Most people say ‘maypole,’ which is much prettier,” Jen said severely, and seized her hands warmly. “How topping of you to come back! And who is the little kid? She’s far more like my adopted child than you are. She’s just exactly what you used to be, Della Jessop. A sister, I suppose? Oh, yes, you told me you had a little sister!”

	“My sister Sheila. She’s heard so much about the Abbey that when we found ourselves not many miles away, staying with friends near Oxford, she teased till we brought her to see it. But I never dreamt of finding you here! Our car broke down, so we left Dick to see to it, and came on by train.”

	“Oh, is Dick somewhere about, too? Well, as Joan and Joy are both away, Dick will not be admitted to the Abbey except in charge of a keeper,” Jen said determinedly.

	Della’s laugh rang out. “Oh, he wouldn’t go carving his name on the walls now! He learnt a lesson. He may turn up presently, if he can get his engine right again.”

	“It would be queer to see Dick again,” Jen said reflectively. “It’s queer to see you! Somehow I’ve always felt you’d turn up again some day.”

	“But why are you here?” Della asked curiously. “Are you staying with Joan and Joy at the Hall? Wasn’t your home in Yorkshire or somewhere?”

	“It’s still there. But my people are in Paris, and I’m living with Joy for a while. I suppose you know Joan’s married?”

	“I didn’t know. How should I? Oh, is she Mrs. Somebody? That woman said Mrs. Somebody had left the Hall; we couldn’t see what Mrs. Somebody had to do with it.”

	“Mrs. Raymond. She’s been here with her husband and Janice; that’s her daughter. But they went home yesterday. Janetta’s just four months, and the most beautiful kid that ever was. But then you’d expect that; I’m her godmother.”

	“I see,” Della agreed. “Of course! Your families always turn out well, don’t they?”

	“I don’t know,” Jen said seriously. “I can’t say yet; I haven’t heard enough about you. You were my first. Are you doing me credit?”

	“And Joy isn’t married yet?”

	“Oh, no; only engaged! A fortnight ago; we’re hardly used to it yet.”

	“Oh? Only just happened? And isn’t she at home? Can’t I see her?”

	“I don’t think you’re likely to, unless you come back. She’s in town with Andrew Marchwood; well, I mean, staying with friends of Lady Marchwood’s, you know.”

	“Jen!” Della’s little shriek of excitement quite drowned Sheila’s eager question. “You don’t mean that Joy’s engaged to Sir Andrew Marchwood?”

	“From next door, where our nice man lives?” Sheila added eagerly.

	“That is what I mean,” Jen said calmly. “Why not? He does live next door, at the Manor; it’s very suitable. They’re as happy as a pair of—well, anything you like. But only so long as they’re together. If they’re long apart, they get difficult to live with. Joy does, anyway; and Andrew’s always hanging round the Hall unless she’s out with him. They’re no use to any one but one another. It’s a very good thing I am staying at the Hall! I can do some of the things Joy forgets every day; there are thousands of them. Mrs. Shirley’s always saying she’s glad she’s got me.”

	“Well, that is thrilling!” Della said, deep satisfaction in her tone. “Fancy Joy Shirley marrying Sir Andrew Marchwood! We came in the train with his brother,” she said offhandedly to Jen.

	“Oh?” Jen’s face lit up in interest. “Has he arrived, then? We’ve heard heaps about Ken. What is he like? Nice? Andrew says he’s quite different from him!”

	“He looked jolly,” Della said guardedly. “Very brown; lots of luggage; we knew he was from abroad before he told us who he was. We were arguing about the Manor and the Hall, and he put us right. Is the school still staying at the Hall, Jen? Who are all the kids?” for Ros and Biddy and Maidie had drawn Sheila away, and were plying her with questions about Kenneth Marchwood.

	Jen laughed. “Oh, no! These are just Joy’s family. Ros and Maidie live at the Hall and go to school in Wycombe; Rosamund is the yellow one, and Maidlin is the little dark Italian, Maidie has lost her parents, and Rosamund’s people are abroad, and Joy has adopted them both out of sheer kindness of heart. Biddy—the brown girl—is staying with us for Easter, and Mary-Dorothy is her sister. Mary! Where have you got to?” severely. “Come and be introduced! You know all about the finding of the crypt and the jewels and the Abbey books? Well, this is Della Jessop, out of that old story. Now you’ll understand our excitement at meeting again after seven years. Della, this is Mary Devine, a friend of ours from town. She writes books; if you ask her very nicely, perhaps she’ll put you in one some day. The first one is dedicated to me, because I’m her fairy godmother.”

	“The first and only one, so far,” Mary said shyly, laughing across at Della. “Jen’s plural is very optimistic. The rest of the books are still in the future.”

	“Oh, they’ll come all right! Mary’s staying in the Abbey,” Jen explained. “When she came, before Easter, the Hall was rather full of all kinds of people, so Mary and her cousin had a room in the Abbey here. And now though the people have all gone, and there’s heaps of room, she won’t leave the Abbey. We can’t persuade her to come to the house.”

	“I love the Abbey. I’m delighted to have the chance of living in it. And I don’t ever see ghosts, or mind in the least about being alone,” said Mary.

	“The result being that I’m to be found at all hours sitting on her bed, hearing about the next book, or talking about Joy and Andrew Marchwood,” said Jen. “She’s all alone now, for Biddy won’t leave Ros; we can’t tear them apart. Mary’s cousin had to go suddenly, two days ago, to join her parents, who were arriving at Marseilles and wanted her to meet them and see something of the Continent before coming to England. They’re South Africans, and want to see everything while they’re over here. So Ruth Devine hopped off to town to pack and fly across to Paris, en route for the Riviera and Italy and Switzerland; she wasn’t going to miss such a chance! And so Mary’s left alone in the Abbey.”

	“And enjoying herself thoroughly,” Mary added.

	“Dee, what do you think?” Sheila broke away from the three girls with a little shriek of joy which matched Della’s own, and rushed up to catch her sister by the arm. “Dee, they go to the school—my school! I’m going there; I’m starting next week,” she explained breathlessly to Jen, who gazed down at her calmly. “Dee, Rosamund and Maidlin go there, and Rosamund was the May Queen last year, and she says she’ll look after me and see me through.”

	“It’s really Jen’s business now, though,” said Rosamund. “She’s the new Queen, you know.”

	“Jenny-Wren! What does she mean?” cried Della.

	“You can’t go to school?” cried Sheila. “You’re grown-up! Doesn’t the Queen have to be in the school?”

	Jen drew herself up to her full height, which was considerable, and looked down on them all majestically. “I do go to school. I am the new Queen. I was crowned at Broadway End last week; that’s why Mary and Biddy are here, and what all the other visitors came for. And I shall have another Coronation as soon as school begins; our Queens always have two, one for the Hamlet Club and one for the whole school. So I hope you’ll treat me with proper respect in future, Miss Jessop.”

	“But you aren’t still at school?” Della argued. “Jen Robins, you’re twenty!”

	“Oh, my dear, I’m very old!” Jen said airily. “All sorts of things have happened that you know nothing about! I left school at sixteen, and I’ve had years and years at home, and all kinds of experiences, including a serious illness in which I grew several feet taller and they bobbed my hair. I’ve taught clubs and classes; I’ve been to Vacation Schools and folk-dance parties; I’ve met heaps of interesting people! And now I’ve gone back to school. Don’t say they wouldn’t have me, for they would. They welcomed me with open arms. And the children have chosen me for the new May Queen, bless their little hearts!”

	“But what do you do at school?” Della asked severely. “You couldn’t possibly settle down to classes after all that? And why are you doing it?”

	“Partly to please my parents, and partly to please myself. I was sorry to leave school so early,” Jen dropped her teasing tone and spoke seriously. “When father and mother went off to Paris for some months, I jumped at the chance of going back to Miss Macey’s, and of living with Joy for a time. I’ve been at the Hall a good deal; of course, I had to be Joan’s bridesmaid! I was her Maid of Honour when she was Queen. I do Domestic Science at school; cookery and hygiene and housewifery; besides French and music. Some of it’s a fag and a bore; but quite a lot is jolly interesting. And I love being at school again.”

	“Oh, I see! I’ve been in Paris for two years, and I’m going abroad now with the friends we’re staying with, as soon as we get Shee settled at school. Pater and the mater are off on a tour in the East.”

	“So they’ve had to dispose of you and Dick again?” Jen’s eyes twinkled at memory of the former occasion. “Oh, well, you’re old enough to have some sense now! Do you want to go on seeing the Abbey? Miss Jenkins is bringing in another party; suppose we vanish? You can come back later, when they’ve gone. You’ll come to the Hall for lunch, of course? It’s almost time. You haven’t any one waiting for you?”

	Sheila’s eyes flashed joyfully to Della’s. Della said warmly: “Oh, no, we’re alone! We were meaning to get something to eat in the village, but of course—but it’s very good of you! Are you quite sure it will be all right?”

	“Oh, Joy would want you to come to the house. She always asks everybody. And we must give Sheila a chance to make friends with Ros and Maidie, if they’re going to school together. Of course you must come! Mrs. Shirley will be pleased. Come along, Mary-Dorothy! You’d promised to come to lunch; you aren’t going to sneak away just because Della’s turned up. I’m willing to let you have the Abbey to yourself at night, though I’m rather jealous of you; but you really must come to the house for meals!”

	Mary had been hesitating diffidently in the background. “I don’t think——”

	Jen stamped her foot on the cloister garth. “Mary-Dorothy Devine! I will not have you saying you don’t think! Haven’t I told you so before? Come on, silly! Here come the tourists and Jenky!”

	“You needn’t make holes in the lawn, if you are in a rage,” Della remarked, as Jen seized Mary by the arm, and, being so much bigger, carried her off by force.

	“Lawn!” groaned Jen. “As if it was meant for tennis! You’ll call it ‘the green’ next, and suggest drying clothes on it. Della Jessop, you always were a horror! Don’t you know it’s where the monks were buried?”

	“Then you shouldn’t stamp on it,” Della retorted.

	“Oh, they’re used to me! But I don’t allow anybody to call the cloister garth a lawn. Where have the children gone?”

	“I can guess, knowing Shee fairly well. She’s simply panting to see those underground passages.”

	“Oh, well, Ros can guide her through them! They might have waited for us. I haven’t got a torch, so we’ll postpone the secret passages till after lunch,” and Jen led Della and Mary to the tresaunt and the Abbot’s garden, and so to the old gate which led to the Hall.

	


CHAPTER III
 IN DEFENCE OF THE ABBEY


	To Della’s eyes, Mrs. Shirley at the Hall had hardly changed at all in the seven years; she was quieter and frailer, her hair a little more white and her face a little paler, that was all.

	But Mrs. Shirley found it almost impossible to recognise, in this grown-up and shingled damsel, the thirteen-year-old schoolgirl with long brown curls who had spent a few weeks at the Hall, much against her will, in bygone days. Like Jen, she found more of Della in Sheila, who was very like her sister.

	Della’s one request was that she might go upstairs to the little room in which Jen and Jacqueline Wilmot had been her adopted parents.

	“If you insist, I suppose you’ll have to. But I don’t advise it. I’m sleeping in it,” Jen warned her, “and not even a term’s Domestic Science has been able to turn me into a tidy person. But I don’t mind! You can see it at its worst, if you want to.”

	“Do you ever see Jacky-boy? What’s she doing, and where is she? And are any of the others married?”

	“Jack lives in town now. I see her whenever I’m up there, of course. I saw a lot of her at Christmas. She’s at college, going for her B.Sc. Several of the old May Queens are married. Cicely Everett—the President—has a son, twins with Joan’s baby; one day between them. Miriam has a big girl and a baby boy; Marguerite has a daughter. Quite a junior Hamlet Club coming along!”

	“You’ll have to go and do likewise, since it seems the fashion for Queens!”

	“I! I hope not!” Jen said fervently. “I’ve no leanings at all that way. I’m not going to carry on that tradition!”

	“Oh, you never know,” Della told her hopefully. “These things just happen, and often when you least expect them.”
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