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	‘She stood on a chair, encouraging and explaining.’
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CHAPTER I
 BAD NEWS FOR EVERYBODY

	‘I’ve bad news for you, President!’ Joan Shirley walked into the big hall at Broadway End, where Cicely sat on the settle by the fire, awaiting her and gazing sombrely into the flames.

	‘Oh?’ the President of the Hamlet Club looked up gloomily. ‘Well, I’ve some for you too, so we’ll be a jolly pair! But mine’s the same old thing, and I don’t want to go.’

	‘You’re off to Ceylon again?’ Joan threw her fur cap and big coat on a chair, and came to sit on the rug at her friend’s feet. ‘Oh, I am sorry, President!’

	‘So am I. I’d tons rather stay at home. It was all right the first time or two; but when it comes to every winter in Ceylon, I do get tired of it. Of course, I like to go with Daddy, and he does want me. But I’d like a Christmas at home sometimes!’

	‘But you must have a topping time out there?’

	‘I do, of course; and I’ve friends there now. But still I miss you all, and the club, and everything. I seem to have made more lasting friendships at school than most girls do. It’s four years since I left, and I’m twenty-one, but I’m still as keen on the old set, and you others who have come in since, as ever I was.’

	‘It’s jolly for us that you are. You might have forgotten us all. But I feel the same; I left two years ago, but, nineteen or not, I still want to be back there. I think it’s partly the club that takes us back for meetings, and so we keep in touch and can’t forget. And it made us all so friendly. We owe that to you, President; and also the fact that the club hasn’t fizzled out, as so many school things do. You keep it swinging along.’

	‘Although I’m away for months at a time! I wonder you all let me boss things still when I come back! Of course,’ Cicely laughed, ‘I’ve gone on liking it just because you let me boss. If I weren’t the President, I might have slacked off. That’s a confession for you! But I do like running things!’

	‘Of course you do, because you can do it. But even you can’t get all your own way, ma’am. Joy was over at school yesterday, on Belinda; that’s the new motor-bike she’s so crazy over; have you seen it yet? She flies all over the countryside, with no hat and an old mack on, looking a perfect sketch, and as happy as in the old days, when she tramped fifteen or twenty miles and came home mud up to her knees. Well, she brought back news from school that Jen is leaving at the end of this term. That rather upsets your little hopes for next year, doesn’t it?’

	‘Jen leaving? What, for good and all, Joan? But the kid’s only fifteen, although she’s so tall, isn’t she?’

	‘She’s sixteen. She’s awfully upset about it, but Joy says there seems no help for it. Her mother wants her at home; they don’t seem to care much about education, so long as she’s had just enough; I mean, matric and other exams leave them cold, and they see no need for Jen to pass, or to specialise, or anything. Heaps of money, you know, and a big country house, and Jen’s the only girl; rather like you and your grandparents here! All they want is to get her through school as soon as possible, and have her home to help her mother and be company for her. There’s no chance that she might ever have to work for herself, or anything like that. If she knows a little, and can play and sing a little, and speak French a little, and dance—that’s thanks to our club and you—that’s all they want. Jen’s pretty and smart, and has done well as far as she’s gone; she isn’t shy and has good manners, and isn’t afraid to speak to anybody; she carries herself well and is graceful and moves nicely—thanks again to you and the folk-dancing! So she’s just all they want, and she’s to go home and be an ornament to society, I suppose. I should think she’d die in a month!’ Joan said indignantly.

	‘Poor kid! How utterly rotten for her!’ Cicely, as only daughter of Broadway End, had had experience. ‘But I’ve had school and the club quite close, and could always run over and see some of you. Where does Jenny-Wren live? Isn’t it in some wild weird lonely place? How will the child exist?’

	‘Yorkshire; near Sheffield, I believe; on the moors, somewhere—awfully lonely! She’s frightfully upset, and I don’t wonder. It’s hard lines to know all your jolly school time is over at sixteen.’

	‘Perhaps she’ll pine and nearly die, and they’ll let her come back to save her life.’

	Joan laughed. ‘Jen’s too healthy to pine. No, she’s a sport, and I believe she’ll face up to it and tackle it somehow, but it’s awfully rotten for her. You see, they really do seem to need her. She has three elder brothers, all away from home. One’s married and living in Glasgow; one’s studying medicine in Edinburgh; one’s farming out in Africa; and one was killed in a motor smash. Her father has had a serious illness this autumn, and needs some one to be with him and amuse him, as he can’t go out much; and the mother isn’t strong, and wants Jen’s help. Her work seems cut out for her.’

	‘Poor kiddy!’ Cicely said again. ‘I wish she lived nearer, so that we could see her through. How she’ll miss everything, and all of us!’

	‘That’s what she says. Says she doesn’t know how she’ll live.’

	‘And I wanted her for May Queen next year!’ Cicely wailed. ‘She’d have made such a jolly Queen! She looked topping as Maid of Honour this year; I was sure she’d be chosen next! You’re right, Joan; it does upset my hopes, and I don’t like having to give them up! It’s like when Mirry disappointed me by going and getting married! I’d planned everything for her so nicely; she was to be a great public singer, and all that! And then she went and married the first man who asked her, and settled down to keep house! I don’t know how she could!’

	‘But he’s very nice!’ Joan objected. ‘And you know Mirry’s just awfully happy; any one can see that! And she’s got a lovely home! I think you ought to be glad, instead of grumbling!’

	‘I don’t like having to give up my plans for people,’ the President insisted.

	‘Well, you had to do it in Mirry’s case; she just laughed at you. And you’ll have to do it this time, too. Shall you come over to the dance on Friday? Mirry says she’ll be there, but only to look on; says she won’t dance, but she’s bringing her husband to see the barn.’

	‘Oh, I’ll be there!—if only to tell Mirry again what I think of her. And I must tell Jenny-Wren how sorry I’ll be to lose her.’

	‘That will please her. Everybody feels the same. She’ll have plenty of partners; everybody will want to dance with her! What are you going to give me, President? I’d better bag you at once!’

	‘What’s on the programme? We ought to have some new dances, you know! I’ll have to get out the books.’

	‘I sometimes wonder,’ Joan said thoughtfully, ‘whether we get our new dances right when we take them out of the books? We may be missing points.’

	‘Oh, I think we’ve got them all right!’ Cicely had never lacked confidence. ‘We always seem to end up all right! Dance “Sellenger” with me. I can only dance that with somebody I really like!’

	Joan laughed. ‘I’d love to! I’ve the same feeling. It’s a very—very intimate kind of dance!—to me, at least. I always want to keep it for very special people. I’d like to have it always with you!’—at which Cicely laughed.

	But though Joan laughed too, she had spoken in earnest. She had never grown out of her love and admiration for Cicely, though now she was nineteen and no longer a schoolgirl. They were very close friends, with a bond between them dating back to a day before Joan had ever gone to school. Cicely had, indeed, left before that time came, but her close connection with the school, as President of its most prosperous club, had brought her into constant touch with the younger girls. Herself the second May Queen chosen by the club, she had always kept an elder-sisterly eye on her successors, and Joan and Joy, cousins and co-heiresses of the old Abbey and the beautiful Hall, had both been Queens in their day. Now that they had all, very regretfully, left school, Joy’s time was given almost wholly to music, except when she was out roaming in the woods to satisfy her gipsy nature; but Joan, with no such personal outlet, gave much time when her mother could spare her to the good of the Hamlet Club, training new members in the folk-dances the girls so much enjoyed, introducing new dances which she and the President together worked out from the books, and seeing that the old ones were kept up to standard, and helping the reigning Queen in any way she could. Her love and gratitude to Cicely for her introduction to all this had never wavered, and she was often with her in the big house at Broadway End, where Cicely, only grandchild of the old people, reigned supreme, adored by the servants, relied on by her grandparents, deferred to by everybody. As Joan sometimes said, ‘When you come to think of it, every single thing Joy and I have has come to us through Cicely. For if she and the Hamlet Club hadn’t taught us that minuet, we could never have danced it to Sir Antony, and he’d never have made that will—perhaps!—and how different everything would have been! No Abbey; no Hall; no school; no anything!’

	‘I’m dancing “Mary and Dorothy” with Jen,’ Joan added, as she sat on the rug at Cicely’s feet, gazing into the fire. ‘She has the same feeling for it; she calls it her first dance, and she danced it with me that first night, at the Hall; in those days, you know! So she always wants it with me.’

	‘Jen’s always been keen on you. You were her first Queen, of course, so I suppose you mothered her when she arrived. And then the way you took her home to the Hall, during what you call “those days,” did something you’ll never undo. You adopted Jen, and she’s never forgotten it. She’ll miss you more than anybody. Poor infant, it is rotten luck; she’ll be awfully lonely!’ Cicely said sympathetically.

	But Jen, condoled with on every hand at the next dance-evening, took an unexpectedly independent view of her misfortune. ‘You can’t exactly say it’s rotten luck to go and live at home with your mother and father,’ she said sturdily. ‘Of course I shall miss you all, and school, and the club, and our meetings, hideously; I know that! I don’t know how I’m going to exist without anything at all, and I simply daren’t let myself think that I’m never going to see you all again, or the barn; or have any more dancing—our kind of dancing! I haven’t taken that in yet, and I’m trying not to. I’ve got to sit on that idea as long as ever I can. I suppose it will get hold of me sometime, but at present I simply don’t believe it. And I can’t let any one say it’s rotten luck to go home!’

	‘You’re sporting, Jenny-Wren!’ Cicely said warmly, as she led her out to be her “woman” in “Newcastle.”

	‘But I’m afraid she’ll have some rotten times, though she is so plucky about it,’ she said to Joan, as she met her on the other side of the set. ‘I’d like to help her through, but I don’t quite see what any of us can do.’

	


CHAPTER II
 THE GIFT OF THE HAMLET CLUB

	Alone in her room, Jen sat face to face with that crushing thought which had haunted her for weeks. She had stifled it for a while, and in the excitement of good-byes at school and the warm welcome from every one at home, it had lain passive and buried happily for some days. Cicely had already gone abroad, but Joan had seen her off, among a crowd of others, all bound for London as a starting-point for various parts of the country; but all the rest were coming back after Christmas. Only for Jen was it a real good-bye. She had clung to Joan with a sudden sob when the moment of parting came. ‘I shall see you again some day, Joan? You’ll come and stay, as we’ve planned?’

	‘Of course I will. And you’ll come to us. You’re quite at home at the Hall, you know!’ Joan had reminded her.

	But such visits, though joyful to look forward to, must be postponed till spring or summer, and there were long dreary months to be got through first. Jen, sitting chin on hand on her window-seat and gazing out at the falling snow, realised and faced the horrible truth at last; she was not going back to school. This was not holidays. The jolly happy dancing days at Wycombe were over. She was only an honorary member of the Hamlet Club, no longer an active one. All the old friendships were broken; the old interests must be cut right out of her life. And if life were not to be hopelessly dreary and empty, she must find new interests and friendships to take their places.

	She had courage and spirit, and a keenly active mind; but her brow puckered gloomily over the problem before her.

	‘I’ve got to!’ she said, to the snow-sprinkled hills. ‘I’ve simply got to have something to think about, or I shall die, that’s all. But what can I do here? School was so thrilling; always something going on! There’s nothing here, and nobody at all to chum with. What do people do in villages, anyway?’

	Before her window, beyond the big garden, the hill dipped to a narrow valley, where evidence of ‘works’ could just be seen in an occasional crane or bit of scaffolding or light railway, though most was out of sight under the brow of the hill. In one corner Jen could just see the clustered cottages of ‘Tin Town,’ where the workmen lived in bungalows of corrugated iron, a little colony by themselves, with their own shops, chapel, and school for the children; for the valley was in process of being turned into a reservoir, as so many others in the neighbourhood had been. It was unsightly enough at present, and Jen always walked or cycled in the other direction, where the reservoirs were finished and lay like beautiful lakes in the folds of the hills. But when this one was ready it too would be a long shining strip of water, with a wall and castled water-tower at one end; and ‘Tin Town’ would pack itself up and remove elsewhere. There were no friends for Jen in ‘Tin Town,’ though there were plenty of children; and the little old village of cold gray stone, not far from her front gate, could not supply any either. The rector was an old bachelor; the doctor had no family; her only possible friends would have to come from town, an hour’s train journey away.

	Beyond ‘Tin Town’ and the valley, the hills rose again, cut up by hedges at first into fields and farms, then bare open brown moor rolling away over the crest. Just now it was beautiful, in a veil of powdery snow, but Jen had known it all her life, had scoured every inch of it with the boys; and she shrugged her shoulders as she gazed out at the emptiness. In summer it was beautiful; even now it had its beauty, and beauty of any kind made an instant appeal to her; but it was familiar, and with her present craving for the excitements of school life, for the full happy days, she found the valley and the hills empty and unsatisfying.

	For at school, beyond all the usual bustle of classes and games, of competition and excitement, there had been the added interest of the Hamlet Club, with its Saturday rambles over the Buckinghamshire hills and woods, its evenings for folk-dancing, its constant association of the elder girls who had left with those still in the school. The former Queens and many of the earlier members still came to dance-evenings whenever they could, and attended as a matter of course on ceremonial occasions, when the Queens wore their state robes and their Maids of Honour carried their trains. Jen had been a keen member of the club from her first arrival at school; had learned the folk-dances quickly and with great enjoyment, both in their movements and their music; and her cup of joy had been full, when, Queen Joan’s maid, Muriel, being chosen as Queen, she had been invited by Joan to fill the vacant place. Her love and admiration for Joan were great; she had accepted joyfully, and had worn Joan’s violet colours with much pride.

	She was aware of the suggestion whispered among the seniors that she might be the next Queen; and—‘I hope I’m not a baby, but—oh, I would have liked it!’ she said to herself, as she sat alone, three days after Christmas. ‘I would have tried to be a good one! And Joan would have helped me! If I could have had one more year!’

	Christmas had been very quiet. An attack of illness on her father’s part had made any house-party impossible, and it had not been thought wise even for Jen to have a visitor on her own account. Her mother had promised that for later on, and Jen had tried to be as cheerful as was expected of her. She saw clearly that even her mother had no idea how much she was missing the old life, and the first resolution she made as she stared out at the snow was a brave one, for her mother’s sake.

	‘I’ll never let them know. For they’d be sorry, and that would hurt us all. I’ve just got to pretend everything’s all right; they mustn’t guess. Everything is all right, of course; only—well, there used to be so much, and I don’t seem able to find it here! I suppose I shall in time.’

	‘If I were only nearer! ‘she sighed at last. ‘If I were like Cicely and Joan, and could go over to school for dance-evenings and rambles! I could stand it if I had something to look forward to! But there doesn’t seem anything here! What do people do in the country? I’d better’—she laughed a little—‘teach a Sunday School class, or get up a girls’ club, or a creche; couldn’t I start something? There doesn’t seem to be anything going on. It’s the dullest, grayest, coldest village in the world, I do believe! It will get on my nerves in time. Couldn’t I wake things up a bit? What is it, Alice?’ as the maid appeared at the door.

	‘Post’s come in, Miss Jen; and there’s a parcel for you.’

	‘Oh? A late Christmas present?’ and Jen sprang up. ‘That’s something, anyway!’ and she ran past Alice and away along the corridor, down the wide shallow staircase, to the round oak table in the middle of the big hall.

	A wooden box was awaiting her. She attacked it eagerly, and gave a cry of delight at sight of a letter in Joan’s writing lying just under the wrapping paper. She opened it eagerly, for a letter from Joan meant more than any present, even one in a big box looking mysterious and exciting.

	Joan’s letter was short, however.

	‘Dear Jenny-Wren,—This is a leaving-present from all of us in the club, but I was asked to see to it and send it off to you. I’m sorry it will be too late for Christmas, but the things didn’t come from town till Christmas Eve. I hope they’ll arrive safely. They’re to remind you of us all, and of the club, and our jolly evenings. I wish there were more; but these are all there are at present. I hope you’ll enjoy them; I think they’re very good.

	‘I’ll write on my own account in a day or two. This is just to give you best love and all good wishes from the Hamlet Club.

	‘Yours ever,

	‘Joan.’

	Puzzled and eager, Jen dived into the straw and shavings that filled the top of the box. ‘It’s carefully packed!—Records! That’s why they asked if we had a gramophone! What a funny present! What are they, I wonder? Oh! Oh, I say! I didn’t know you could get them! Oh, how simply gorgeous!’

	Record after record, as she lifted them carefully out, bore the name of one of the dances she loved so well. She gave a little gasp of joy as she saw one after another.

	‘ “Peascods”!—how glorious! My dear “Sellenger”! Oh, old “Butterfly”! And “Rufty”! Now father will be able to hear what they’re like! “Hunsdon House”; I don’t know that. “The Old Mole”—how topping! And I was thinking of getting the music! These will be far better. “Sweet Kate”—I could do bits of that for father. “Newcastle “—oh, I am glad! And “Paper,” and “Mage”! There’s nothing in the world I’d have liked better. I must try them! But there are more yet. Here are some I don’t know; but I guess the tunes will be jolly. What’s this? Oh, morris! How simply perfect! Couldn’t I get some one to do “Rigs” with me? Perhaps I could teach Alice! I wonder if she could jump! Here’s the “Furry Dance”—and, oh! My darling “Jockie”! And I can dance that alone!’

	Wildly excited, she ran to the gramophone to try these new treasures. But to stand still when “Jockie to the Fair” began to come out was impossible. Jen’s eyes were shining till they almost seemed filled with tears, so full of associations was the tune for her. She had danced this on the cloister garth with Joan; she loved it, with its exultant ringing notes, almost more than any of the other jigs. She bore it for a moment, her feet tapping eagerly; then shut off the music, and raced upstairs for dancing-shoes, bells, and handkerchiefs.

	‘I couldn’t have stood it another minute!’ and she changed her shoes in breathless haste and pulled the bells up below her knees. ‘But I could never do “Jockie” in heels!’

	Jingling gaily, she sped back to the drawing-room, passing Alice with a laugh at her astonished face. ‘The carpet will feel funny. But it’s better than a polished floor! Now, you priceless thing, play it again for me! Band records! “Jockie” on a band! How gorgeous!’

	Wide-eyed and eager, heedless of Alice and Mabel at the door, she stood breathing quickly in excitement through ‘Once To Yourself,’ handkerchiefs hanging from her hands. Then, with an introductory jump and quick little step, she was into the springing morris movements, her arms swinging straight but easily, her feet light and quick. At the end of the first phrase she stumbled, beginning her side-step and finding it did not fit the music. ‘Oh, it’s written for two, of course! Then I must take a rest. Now!’ and to the amusement of the girls in the doorway she went slanting off across the big room waving her hands in circles round her head. But ‘Capers’ drew applause from them, and she turned and laughed to see them watching.

	‘I learned that at school. It is jolly, isn’t it? I say, Alice, if you’d get me two little sticks, like hoopsticks. I’d teach you something!’

	‘Eh, but it’s canny, Miss Jen! Would ye do it for cook an’ the rest?’

	Jen’s eyes danced. ‘You get them all into the back kitchen one night, and I’ll give you a performance,’ she promised. ‘I must show father and mother first, but you shall see it too, of course. I can’t be a whole “side” all by myself, but I can show you a good deal. Perhaps you’d like to learn some country dances? I say, what a perfectly priceless idea!’

	With eager happy eyes, she put on one after another of the much-loved dances, and listened with tapping feet and wistful face to ‘Newcastle,’ ‘Sellenger’s Round,’ and ‘Hey, Boys.’ Then she raced away upstairs to her father’s room, where her mother was sitting, to tell of her new treasures, offering to show as much as she could of the dances.

	‘Don’t you think I could teach somebody?’ she pleaded. ‘We loved it so at school; I’m sure anybody would enjoy it. Not cook, perhaps; she’s rather’—and she laughed, while her mother smiled, and her father shook his head with twinkling eyes at thought of cook taking to morris dancing. ‘But somebody! Country dances are so easy!’

	‘You’d probably find dozens of children down in ‘Tin Town’ who would be delighted to learn. They’d have to come up here for lessons, though; I couldn’t have you going down there at night,’ her mother remarked. ‘But you could have the big back kitchen; we shan’t be using it this winter.’

	‘Oh!’ Jen gave a little gasp. ‘Could I really? Do you really think there’s anything in it? I’d simply love it! But could I teach anybody anything? I’ve never tried!’

	‘You’ll never try younger. I should have a shot at it, if I were you,’ her father said encouragingly. ‘I shall come to see how your class is getting on. Will you let me join in?’

	‘You shall be my partner!’ Jen laughed delightedly. ‘I do believe I will try! The records just make it possible, of course, for even if I had the music I couldn’t play as well as teach.’

	‘And anyway, there’s no piano in the back kitchen!’ her mother remarked.

	‘I’m going to give a performance there one night,’ Jen laughed. ‘Shall I bring the music up here and do it for father? They all want to see “Jockie.” I’ll get the gram., and show you!’ and she sped away to enlist Alice’s help in carrying the gramophone upstairs, while her parents laughed to see her so much excited.

	‘I’m very glad of it,’ her father said warmly. ‘The child has been missing her friends, and we can’t have them here for her in mid-winter. Any new interest will be good for her. She thinks we don’t know, and she’s trying to hide it for our sake; but there’s no denying it’s a lonely house for a bit of a girl, when she’s been used to crowds and excitement all the time.’

	‘I’ve seen it too,’ Mrs Robins said soberly. ‘We’ll encourage this idea of teaching. It will give her something outside herself to think about, and something in the present. We can’t have her living in the past and regretting it. This dancing seems to have meant a great deal to her.’

	‘I think that was probably partly the close friendship with others who were all of the same mind. We heard enough about it in her letters, didn’t we?’ the father laughed. ‘Now we’re to see it for ourselves, apparently! It has taken an extraordinary hold on Jen, that’s certain!’

	‘I withdraw!’ he cried, laughing and delighted, a few minutes later. ‘I said your dancing had an “extraordinary” hold on you, Jen! I take it back; it’s not extraordinary at all. I don’t wonder you were fascinated by it. Anything jollier or more delightful than that dance I’ve never seen. What do you call it?’

	‘A morris jig—“Jockie.” I could show you others, but without music, and it isn’t the same,’ and Jen rested on the end of his bed, her eyes triumphant. ‘I knew you’d like it, father! I’ve tried to show you before, but the music just makes all the difference, doesn’t it? Did you like it, mother?’

	‘Very much. It’s so very free and natural. But I must get used to it. It’s so very different from ordinary dancing, you know.’

	‘Oh yes!’ Jen laughed. ‘It’s folk!’

	‘Is it that you’re going to teach the kiddies?’ her father asked. ‘I’m afraid the jumping will be rather beyond me—and cook!’

	‘Oh no!’ and she laughed again. ‘I’d just give them easy country dances. You don’t start with morris jigs, you know!’

	‘Well, go ahead, and good luck to you! I like it!’ her father assured her heartily.

	


CHAPTER III
 THE BLUE-EYED STRANGER

	Jen’s demonstration of folk-dancing to the servants in the big back kitchen was over, and amid their delighted applause she was resting and explaining while cook refreshed her with cake and lemonade. Making the most of the occasion—‘You have to, when so little happens!’ as she said—she had put on the blue dancing frock, with its full skirt and short loose sleeves, and the white stockings and low black shoes she had worn for dance-evenings at school. She had danced ‘Mother Oxford’ and ‘Jockie’ to the music, and ‘Princess Royal’ without; had shown bits of country dances, the clapping of ‘Peascods’ and the movements of ‘Sweet Kate’; and had even laughingly danced ‘The Old Mole’ and ‘Rufty’ without a partner. Now she was sitting on the big table, rather breathless but very happy, telling eagerly of her plans for teaching the village children or the girls from ‘Tin Town’ in the big unused back kitchen.

	‘We’d soon be able to show you some dances right through. I say, who’s at the door?’ and at loud knocking from outside she slid hastily down, lest a seat on the kitchen table should be thought undignified for the daughter of the house.

	Alice went to the door and came back giggling. ‘It be the guisers, Miss Jen. Shall they come in?’

	‘Mummers! Oh, rather! It’s years since I saw mummers!’ Jen cried eagerly. ‘Go and tell mother, Mabel! I’m afraid father can’t come down. I’ve been away from home for several Christmases, you know, and for a while they didn’t come round much. But I remember seeing them when I was quite a kid. Oh, what sport! It is Christmas, after all!’

	At Alice’s invitation, a crowd of villagers hustled one another in, and were ushered into the back kitchen, the servants and Jen following and perching themselves on the big dresser to form an audience in the gallery. Mrs Robins preferred to stay upstairs, but sent a gift for the collection and an order that the performers should be entertained with tea and cake. The actual members of the mumming party were few, but they had collected a crowd as they came along, and a rabble of girls and boys had followed to see the fun.

	With much half-shy laughter, when it came to the moment of performance, and rough jokes in broadest Yorkshire dialect, with chaff and encouragement from the audience, the King and Queen, with blackened faces and patchwork garments, stood forth to play their parts. The clown ran round mocking everybody and wrangling with the King, his ‘father’; the Queen, an obvious boy in girl’s clothes, quarrelled with one and then the other, and was courted by the King, receiving his advances sometimes bashfully and sometimes with scorn, to the delighted jeers of the onlookers. Several boys armed with wooden swords ran in, interrupting the proceedings, and some rough-and-tumble horseplay followed, bearing only the remotest resemblance to a dance. One of the dancers fell dead in the midst of the swords, and the King and clown accused one another, in terrified dismay, of having done the deed; then, each denying it, tried to put the blame on the dancers with the swords. The King called for a doctor, and the Queen, throwing herself on the dead man, wailed in a way that drew enthusiastic applause from the crowd. The doctor appeared, clad in a long coat and very ancient tall hat, and riding on the shoulders of a big boy, who, bending double, represented a horse; with his bottle of magic medicine he tried to bring the man to life again, after a long recitation concerning the marvellous cures he could do; the clown finally did the deed by means of mysterious signs and incantations over the corpse; the dead man sprang up alive and well, and all the party joined in a triumphal joy-dance, at sight of which Jen broke into peals of delighted laughter, for it was the veriest caricature of her beloved ring-dances. Then a black-faced sweep with a big broom came jigging out to sweep them all away, and the maids went about with refreshments while the hat was passed round.

	‘They be-ant good guisers!’ said cook scornfully, as she dropped in a penny.

	‘Oh, why not? What was wrong with them? I thought they were simply priceless,’ Jen laughed.

	‘Should be a gra-and sword-dance to finish oop wi’,’ cook insisted. ‘Ye’ll have seen t’ swords, Miss Jen?’

	‘Sword-dance?’ Jen said curiously. ‘No, I haven’t. What is it like? Among those new records there’s one with two sword-dances on it. I wondered what they were.’

	‘T’ men dance it ivvery Christmas in my village. T’ guisers be-ant t’ real thing wi’oot t’ swords.’

	‘Men! You don’t often see men dancing! Are they as funny as these?’

	‘Be-ant foony at all!’ cook said indignantly. ‘Friday I be goin’ home to see t’ dance. Ask t’ mistress to let ye coom wi’ me, Miss Jen. Ah’ll tak’ good care o’ ye.’

	‘I shall,’ Jen said, with conviction. ‘I’d love to see men do a sword-dance.’

	‘It be champion! Our men be known for t’ dance,’ cook said proudly.

	While the collection was being taken, Alice came up to Jen, who still sat on the edge of the dresser.

	Jen said severely, ‘I’ve put in a shilling, Alice! Isn’t that enough? Of course it was worth pounds just to see that priceless fooling, but it’s rather soon after Christmas, you know! I’ve had no time to save up again.’

	Alice said eagerly, ‘Miss Jen, would ye dance again for them? They’d be that pleased, and they’d tell the kiddies an’ make them want to coom.’

	Jen laughed at the idea. ‘It would be a good advertisement, of course. Do you think they’d really like it? I wouldn’t mind a scrap, of course.’

	Reassured by an enthusiastic chorus, she slipped on her bells again, while Alice brought the records and cook swept the mummers and their followers back against the walls.

	Jen’s lips were twitching with amusement as she stood forth to dance; she had never expected an audience of this size! But they were from her own home village, just outside the gates; they had known her from her babyhood; and it would please them and interest the children in her invitation, when it came. So why not?

	As she waited for ‘Once To Yourself,’ her eyes ranged over the crowd, and she realised that there were strangers present, however. In the interest of watching the mummers she had not noticed the audience particularly, but suddenly she knew that there were at least two faces she did not know. Then the music called her imperatively to jump and start, and she had no time to wonder.

	But between the phrases, standing while the partner who was not present should have done her share, for the record was arranged for two, Jen’s eyes sought and found the strangers again; first a tall young man, watching her with intense interest; then, at his side, a girl of about sixteen, wearing a close fur hat and a big fur coat. What was it there was in the schoolgirl’s eyes? Not the interest her companion showed, that was certain! She was watching ‘Jockie’ and ‘Old Mother Oxford’ very closely, but surely there was something strange, something critical, if not scornful, in her eyes? Between the phrases of her jigs, Jen looked again and again at the stranger girl, and if she could have believed her own eyes, she would almost have thought she read amusement in her face. Did the morris appeal to her merely as funny? If so, she was not worth looking twice at; and anyway, she was a stranger whom nobody knew. Probably she and her brother—the relationship was obvious in the black hair and bright blue eyes and the features of both—had been passing through the village, and had followed the mummers to see the fun. It was cheek, of course, to have come unasked into a private house, but no doubt they had thought to be unnoticed in the crowd.

	Breathing quickly, Jen faced her delighted audience, and strove to forget those critical blue eyes under the close fur hat. ‘There are other dances, but I can’t do them for you all alone. If I had a partner, I’d show you “Blue-Eyed Stranger” and “Rigs,” but they’d be silly done by one.’

	From the crowd stepped the blue-eyed girl. ‘I could do those with you. If you really want to give a demonstration, you’d better let me help you.’

	She threw off her big coat and cap and looked despairingly at her shoes. ‘I’ll do my best! It’s a good thing I never wear high heels. Give me your handkerchief!’ and she turned to her brother. ‘Now shall we do “Blue-Eyed”?’

	With wide eyes, Jen stared at her. ‘Do you know—have you learnt——’

	‘Oh, I’m a folk-dancer! Have you all the records there?’

	Too much amazed to speak, Jen found and placed the new record. ‘Why didn’t you offer to do the jigs with me?’ she demanded, as they waited side by side for ‘Once To Yourself.’

	The strange girl laughed. ‘Because your side-step is so bad. I couldn’t have borne it. Oh, yes, it is!’ as Jen turned on her in wrathful amazement. ‘It’s awful! Who on earth taught you?’—and then there was no more time for talk. ‘We can do it all but the hey. Cross-over next,’ said the strange girl.

	In a whirl of surprised indignant thought, Jen realised as she danced that this girl had not spoken without knowledge. Her morris was good; she put a snap and vigour into the dance, which Jen found herself striving to match, and failing.

	‘How hard you dance!’ she panted at the end.

	‘Have you never seen men dance that?’ the girl was hardly out of breath.

	‘Men? No, do they? I’ve not seen anybody do it but our girls.’

	‘Oh!’ There was a note in the stranger’s voice which seemed to say, ‘That explains everything!’ She said aloud, ‘Would you like me to help you in any more? For I oughtn’t to be here.’

	‘Oh, “Rigs,” if you would. I tried to teach one of the maids this afternoon, but she couldn’t get her hands and feet right.’

	‘No, she wouldn’t, of course. You’d better do the tapping; it’s your show, though mine’s sure to be better than yours! Have you sticks? Oh, hoopsticks! Yes, those will do! Turn the record over, then!’

	This dance, with its jumping and tapping and quick flashing up and down of the stick, brought a roar of applause. The stranger said grimly, ‘Put on any others you want quickly. Oh, I know them all!—all that are on records, anyway. We’ll do the Furry Dance round the room, and make stars by ourselves. Would you like me to show you side-step? If you’ve never seen morris, it’s time you did. Better come to Cheltenham next August!’

	‘Why?’ Jen demanded, as they circled the room hand in hand.

	‘School. You haven’t heard? Oh well, never mind! But you know a jolly lot for such a hopeless outsider! I say, what on earth has happened to your sword-dancers?’

	‘My sword-dancers?’ Jen stared at her blankly.

	‘In that play. Do you mean to say you don’t know? There ought to have been a sword-dance instead of all that fooling about. Don’t you know anything? And yet you’ve mummers in your own village? I say! People are funny! There’s always a sword-dance in the mumming-play; the man has to be killed by the dancers. Something must have happened to yours; those boys just played about with the swords; no movements at all! You ask some of the old people! You’ll find there used to be a dance, but the men who knew it are all dead.’
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