

  

	

	

	

  




Author’s Note


The Gaiety Theatre with its wealth, its happy sparkle, its vivacity and its full-blooded enjoyment, was a symbol of the Naughty Nineties.


The centre of London amusement, the Gaiety shows were always beautifully staged and superbly dressed and, under George Edwardes’s brilliant management, became unique.


As lovely as Goddesses, the Gaiety Girls had a grace, glamour and femininity that every man admired and desired.


The Runaway Girl, produced on 21st of May 1898, ran for 593 performances until 1900.


The unique authority of a ship’s Captain to marry any of his passengers who demanded it stemmed from the long voyages in sailing ships when women became pregnant and the child was likely to be born before they reached land.




  Chapter One ~ 1898


“Have you paid off all the debts, Mr. Mercer?” the Honourable Minella Clinton-Wood asked. The elderly man sitting opposite her hesitated before he replied,


“The house, the furniture, the horse and, of course, the estate, which has been sold off bit by bit, have covered practically all of them, Miss Minella.”


“How much is left?”


“Approximately,” answered Mr. Mercer, of Mercer, Conway and Mercer, “one hundred and fifty pounds.” 


Minella drew in her breath and, when she did not speak, he continued,


“I have taken it upon myself to keep aside one hundred pounds for you.”


“Should you do that?”


“It is what I insist on doing. After all you cannot live on air and I know you have not yet decided on which of your relations you would prefer to live with.”


The expression on Minella s face was very revealing as she responded,


“As you are aware, Mr. Mercer, that is very difficult. Papa did not have many relatives, and Mama’s are all in Ireland and I have not met any of them.”


“I thought,” Mr. Mercer said quietly, “that you would live with your aunt, Lady Banton, in Bath.” 


Minella sighed deeply.


“I suppose that is eventually just what I shall have to do, unless I can find some sort of employment.”


Mr. Mercer looked at her sympathetically.


He had met Lord Heywood’s widowed sister, who was older than he was and knew that she was not only in ill health but was one of those people who was always complaining and finding fault with everything and everyone.


In fact the last time he had come in contact with her he had said to his wife,


“I don’t believe that Lady Banton has ever said a nice thing about anyone in her life.”


“I suppose, poor dear,” his wife had replied, “she thinks that life has treated her badly and, of course, it had all started with her being excessively plain.”


Mr. Mercer had laughed.


But he thought now, looking at the girl opposite him, that her being so exquisitely lovely would not make her aunt feel any kinder towards her.


He leant across the desk, which had already been sold to pay for its late owner’s debts, to say,


“Surely there is someone else you could go to? What about that charming cousin who used to come here some years ago and ride with your father and then after your mother died helped him to entertain the guests at one of his shooting parties?”


“You must mean Cousin Elizabeth,” Minella said. “She married and is in India with her husband. She has not written to me so I presume she does not know that Papa is dead.”


“Could you not live with her?” Mr. Mercer asked. 


Minella shook her head.


“I am certain that she would not welcome my imposing on her in India and you know as well as I do, Mr. Mercer, that I could not afford the fare.”


Because the one hundred pounds that he had put aside for her would not last forever, Mr. Mercer admitted silently to himself that this was the truth.


Yet he was deeply concerned as to what would happen to the girl he had known since she was a child and who had grown lovelier year by year with nobody to admire her in the quiet, unfashionable County of Huntingdonshire.


Lord Heywood had often complained,


“Why my ancestors settled in this benighted hole, God only knows! I can only imagine that the house attracted them for there is nothing else.”


It was in fact a most attractive seventeenth century Manor House and, as Lady Heywood had always said, it was comparatively easy to run.


But there was nothing in Huntingdonshire to attract the sophisticated friends whom Lord Heywood enjoyed having around him except for himself.


There was no doubt that Roy Heywood was born to be the centre of an admiring throng. He had a vitality and a charm about him that was irresistible.


Minella was not surprised when after her mother died her father was constantly being invited to parties in every other part of the country except for where they lived.


There the County gentlefolk seldom gave parties anyway.


Because she was too young to accompany her father even if anyone had wanted her, she had been obliged to stay at home in The Manor and wait for his return.


Sometimes it would be a long wait, but she had learnt to be pretty well self-sufficient and was quite happy as long as she had horses to ride.


Until the end of last year she had been very busy being educated.


“For Heaven’s sake,” her father had said to her, “stuff a little knowledge into your head! You are going to be very beautiful, my darling, but that is not enough.”


“Enough for what?” Minella asked.


“Enough to keep a gentleman amused, attracted and in love with you forever,” her father answered.


“The way you loved Mama?” Minella asked.


“Exactly,” her father replied. “Your mother always intrigued and amused me and I never missed anybody or anything else as long as we were together.”


This was not entirely true, for Minella could remember times when he had expressed disgust and irritation because they had no money.


He hated not being able to whisk her mother off to London, to go to theatres and balls and meet people who were as gay as themselves.


Even so The Manor had always seemed full of sunshine and laughter until her mother had died.


It had been a desperately cold winter and, however many logs were piled onto the fire, the house always seemed to have a damp chill about it.


Alice Heywood’s cough had become worse and worse until finally, unexpectedly and without warning, it turned to pneumonia and within two weeks she was dead.


To Minella it was as if her whole world had crashed about her ears and she knew that her father felt just the same.


When the funeral was over, he had said violently in a voice she had never heard from him before,


“I cannot stand it, I cannot stay here thinking your mother will walk into the room at any moment.”


He had left that same evening and Minella knew that he had gone to London to try to erase the memory of her mother and the happiness they had known in the past, which haunted her as well.


From that moment on her father had changed.


Not that he had become morose, gloomy and introspective, as another man might have done. Instead he had gone back to the raffish, devil-may-care self that he had been before he married.


Because he did not want to think of the wife he had lost, there were now inevitably other women in his life.


He did not talk about them, but perceptively Minella was aware of them and there were letters, some of them scented and some of them written in a flowery, extravagant uneducated hand.


Some he tore up and threw away as if they were of no interest to him, but others he read carefully.


Then a little later, as if he did not want Minella to find him out, he would say casually,


“I have some business to see to in London. I think I will catch the morning train. I will not be away for long – ”


“I shall miss you, Papa.”


“I shall miss you too, my poppet, but I will be back by the end of the week.”


But at the end of the week there would be no sign of him and when he did return Minella had the feeling that it was not because he wanted to see her but because he did not dare spend any more money.


Even so she did not realise until he had died that he had spent so much or had so many unpaid debts.


Roy Heywood, who, as many of his friends often said, was as strong as a horse, had died by a quirk of fate that seemed quite inexplicable.


He came home late one night and, as soon as she saw him, Minella realised that he had not only had an amusing time in London but a somewhat debauched one.


She had grown to know by the lines under her father’s eyes and also his general air of dissipation that he had been to too many parties and had had far too little sleep.


Alcohol in excess had never agreed with him and he was, she was sure, compared to his friends quite abstemious.


But then when he had told her in his more expansive moments about the parties he went to, she had learnt that champagne flowed like water and the claret he drank with his friends at the Club was exceptionally good.


The combination invariably somewhat affected his health until the fresh air, the exercise he took and the plain food they had at The Manor restored him to his natural buoyancy.


On this occasion, as soon as he had walked into The Manor, looking, Minella thought, dashingly raffish but at the same time not well, he held out his hand to her and she saw that it was wrapped in a bloodstained handkerchief.


“What has ‒ happened, Papa?”


“I caught my hand by mistake on a piece of loose wire, or it was something like that, on the door of the railway carriage. It is damned painful and you had better do something about it.”


“Of course, Papa.”


Minella bathed his hand gently and saw that there was a nasty jagged cut going deep into the flesh.


She could not help wondering if he had been a little unsteady when he had caught the train. Perhaps he had staggered or fallen in a way that he would never have done at other times.


Her father was always so agile on his feet and he was usually so healthy that, if he hurt himself out riding or in any other way, she always expected him to heal quicker than anybody else would have done.


So she was very perturbed the next morning when she saw that, despite her ministrations of the night before, his hand was now swollen and beginning to fester.


Although her father said that it was all nonsense and quite unnecessary, she sent for the doctor.


He had not thought it serious, but gave her a disinfectant salve to use on it, which she applied exactly following his instructions.


However, Lord Heywood’s hand grew much worse and at the end of the week he was in excruciating pain. 


By the time he had seen a surgeon it was too late.


The poison had spread all over his body and only the drugs that made him unconscious prevented him from screaming out with agony.


It had all happened so quickly that it was difficult for Minella to realise that it was really true.


Only when her father had been buried in the quiet little churchyard beside her mother did Minella realise that she was now completely alone.


At first, having no idea of the financial mess that her father had left behind him, she had thought that she could stay on at The Manor and perhaps try to farm a part of the estate that was not already let to tenants.


It was Mr. Mercer who disillusioned her and made her understand that such plans were only daydreams.


The Manor itself was mortgaged and so was at least half the land.


By the time that the mortgages had been paid and she had seen the huge accumulation of debts that her father owed in London, she faced the truth.


She was not only alone but penniless.


Now, looking across the desk at the Solicitor, she said,


“I don’t know how to thank you, Mr. Mercer, for all your kindness. I have given you a great deal of work and I only hope you have paid yourself a proper fee as well as everybody else.”


“Don’t worry about that, Miss Minella,” Mr. Mercer replied. “Both your father and your mother were very kind to me when they first came to live here and it was through your father that I acquired a great many new clients for my small and not very impressive family firm.”


Minella smiled.


“Papa always wanted to help everybody.”


“That is right,” Mr. Mercer replied, “and I think that was one of the reasons why his creditors did not press him as hard as they might have done. Every one of them expressed deep and sincere regrets to me that he should have died so suddenly.”


As this was such a moving tribute to her father, Minella felt the tears come into her eyes. Then she said, “Papa always told me that, when he could afford to take me off to London, perhaps next year, his friends would look after me and give me a wonderful time.”


“Perhaps they would do so now,” Mr. Mercer suggested hopefully.


Minella shook her head.


“I am sure that it would not be the same unless Papa was there, making them all laugh at every party he attended.”


Mr. Mercer knew that this was the truth, but he merely suggested,


“Perhaps there is some kind lady who knew your father who would be willing to be your hostess, Miss Minella, and introduce you to the Social world that you should be moving in.”


“I don’t think I am particularly interested in the Social world,” Minella said reflectively, almost as if she was talking to herself. “Mama used to tell me about it, but I know I do not want to live with Aunt Esther, which would be very very depressing!”


Because there was a note in her voice that sounded as if she might cry, Mr. Mercer said kindly,


“You don’t have to make your mind up today, Miss Minella, when we have had so many depressing things to talk about. You can stay here at least until the end of next month. That will give you time to think of someone you can go to live with.”


Minella wanted to reply that she had been seriously thinking about it already.


She had lain awake night after night and unable to sleep going over and over in her mind the Clinton-Wood relations who were still alive and repeating to herself the names of her mother’s relations whom she had never met.


“There must be somebody,” she sighed, as she had sighed a hundred times before.


“I am sure there must be,” Mr. Mercer smiled encouragingly.


He rose to his feet and started collecting his papers that were lying on the desk in front of him to place them in the leather bag he carried.


It was old and worn and he had used it ever since he had first become a Solicitor in his father’s firm. Although his Partners and his office staff often laughed at it, he would not think of parting from something so familiar.


Minella rose as well and now they walked together over the worn carpet from the study where they had been sitting into the small oak-panelled hall.


Outside the front door Mr. Mercer’s old-fashioned gig was waiting, drawn, however, by a young horse, which would not take long to reach the small Market-town of Huntingdon, where his offices were situated.


He climbed in and the young groom who had been holding the horse’s head jumped in beside him.


They drove off, the wheels of the gig grinding over the loose gravel of the sweep outside the front door, which badly needed weeding.


Minella waved as Mr. Mercer drove away and then walked slowly back into the house.


As she closed the front door behind her, she thought it impossible that this was no longer her home.  She did not own it and she had no idea where to go when she finally left it.


Except, of course, and the idea was like a menacing black cloud, to live with her Aunt Esther.


She could remember every word of the letter her aunt had written to her after her father’s death had been announced in the newspapers.


There was no warmth in the sentences her aunt had written. Then as a postscript she had penned,


 


“P.S. I suppose, as there are so few members of our family left, you will have to come and live with me. It will be an added burden but then, as I have had nothing else in my life, I am used to them.”


 


A burden!


The words seemed to haunt Minella.


With a pride that she had never realised she had, she had longed to retort that she would never be a burden to anybody.


‘And why should I be?’ she argued with herself. ‘I am young, I am well educated, I am supposed to be intelligent. There must be something I can usefully do to earn a living.’


There was no answer to that question.


As she then went back into the study, she remembered that, while she was talking to Mr. Mercer, she had thought that when he left she must take her father’s personal papers out of the desk and destroy them.


She had no wish for the newcomers to The Manor, who had just bought it for quite a reasonable sum with a great deal of the furniture as well, to pry into the personal affairs of the late Lord Heywood.


Minella was well aware that when the villagers, the farmers and their few neighbours in the vicinity of The Manor talked about her father, it was either with admiration because they wished that they could be as dashing as he was or with disapproval because of the way he enjoyed himself so much in London.


The stories of the smart and fashionable people who he associated with had inevitably reached the County sooner or later.


‘It is not their business.’ Minella had thought.


But she knew that if there were letters lying around they would read them and if there were bills they would ‘tut-tut’ over them.


If there was anything like a ball programme, a bow or a ribbon, a glove or a scented handkerchief, it would feed the tales they were already repeating about her father.


She knew what they were thinking by the way people in the local shops eyed her when she came in through the door.


She had not missed the note of irrepressible disapproval in the Vicar’s voice as he had read the Burial Service.


The old Vicar was a simple Godly man and, while he had always been grateful for the generosity her father had shown him and the fact that he never had to beg in vain, he had not approved of the life his Lordship had led since his wife had died.


Her father had laughed when she had told him that the village talked of nothing else but the gaieties that kept drawing him to London.


“I am glad that I give them something to talk about,” he had said. “At least it is a change from turnips, Brussels sprouts, the weather and that the Church steeple is falling down.”


“Oh, not again, Papa!” Minella had then exclaimed, knowing how much her father had already contributed towards the repairs to the Church.


“The only answer is to let it fall down,” Lord Heywood had said, “and, as falling is what they think I myself am doing, perhaps it would be appropriate.”


Minella had laughed.


“They like talking about you, Papa, and I don’t know what topic they would be left with if you vanished out of their sight.”


But indeed he had vanished and she felt that the conversation in the village would have to revert to turnips and Brussels sprouts!


She sat down at her father’s desk and pulled open the top drawer.


There was the usual miscellaneous collection of unsharpened pencils, pens that were unusable, stubs of cheque books, a bent penny and two threepenny bits in which her father had drilled a hole after they had been used in the plum pudding at Christmas and which her mother had told him were lucky.


“I will put them on my watch chain,” he had said at the time.


But, of course, he had forgotten to do so.


Now they looked tarnished and so did the buttons, which had once ornamented the livery of a footman.


The previous Lord Heywood, her dear father’s uncle, had employed no less than three footmen and a butler to wait on him.


When her father came to The Manor, they had a very efficient couple to run the house, a Nanny for her, a valet for her father and an odd-job man.


First the odd-job man had gone, then the valet and, when the couple grew too old and had to retire, they had been left with just Minella’s old Nanny.


She had looked after Minella’s mother when she was a child and had been the mainstay of the house until she had died at the age of seventy-nine shortly before Minella’s mother had passed away.


Minella often thought that, if Nanny had been alive, her mother would not have become so ill for she would have been able to warm the house better than they had.


After that there had been only daily women. Sometimes there were two or three of them but, although they cleaned the place most conscientiously, they were always in a hurry to get back to their own families.


Now there was nobody.


After her father’s death, Minella had deliberately ignored the dust accumulating in the rooms that they did not use.


She told herself that there was no point in spending money that she could not afford and she could manage quite well on her own without any help.


She pulled out of the drawer a piece of blotting paper covered with ink drawings, threw it away and collected everything else into a tidy heap, meaning to put it all into a box.


She was not quite certain what she would do with it but she would keep at least the silver buttons with the family crest on them and perhaps if she could not earn any money, she might even be grateful for the two threepenny bits.


Then, as she realised there was nothing incriminating or anything to make any ‘Nosey-Parker’ curious, she shut the drawer and opened one of the side ones.


This was very different and was stuffed full of letters. She realised that her father seldom answered letters but put them in the drawer, not as keepsakes but because he meant sooner or later to reply.


She started to open the letters systematically, tearing up those that were out of date and no longer of any interest.


A typical example read,





“Dear Roy,


We are expecting you to stay with us for the Hunt Ball. You know you are the only person who can make it enjoyable! We are also relying on you to bring the house party safely down from St. Pancras Station – ”


 


Minella did not bother to read any more but merely tore up the letter and threw the pieces into the wastepaper basket.


There were many others written in the same strain with addresses embossed on the top of the writing paper and surmounted by impressive crests or coronets.


But every invitation made it clear that her father was invited because he made the party ‘go with a swing’ or, as one invitation written in a woman’s hand, said,





“The whole thing will be a complete failure unless you are there as usual to make us laugh and, as far as I am concerned, to make me very happy – ”


 


Minella tore up the letter quickly as she had the feeling that anybody reading it would put an interpretation on the words that she did not wish them to do.


Then, because she herself had no wish to pry into her father’s private affairs, she tore up one letter after another without even taking them out of the envelopes or, if they were loose, without reading them.


She was just about to do the same to the last letter in the drawer when the name on the bottom of it caught her eye, ‘Connie’.


She looked at it, thought that she did recognise the handwriting and then with a second glance she was sure that she did.


Constance Langford was the daughter of the Clergyman in the next village to the one in which they lived.


Her father was a clever intelligent man who should never have accepted a country Living but should have been a Don at a University.


Her mother had persuaded him to teach Minella a number of subjects that were beyond the capabilities of the retired Governess who lived in their own village.


It had taken Minella a quarter of an hour riding across the fields to reach the Vicarage of Little Welham and the Reverend Adolphus Langford made her work very hard.


She had first gone to him when she was just fourteen and had shared the lessons with his daughter Constance, who was three years older than her.


It had been more fun learning with another girl and Minella had been very proud of the fact that she was quicker to learn and on the whole much more intelligent than Constance.


Constance, when they were not in her father’s study, made it quite clear that she thought lessons were a bore.


“I think you are lucky to have such a clever father,” Minella said politely.


“I think you are lucky to have such a handsome and exciting one!” Constance replied.


“I will tell Papa what you said,” Minella laughed. “I am sure he will be very flattered.”


She had brought Constance home to tea and, as her father was at home, he made himself very pleasant, as he always did with everybody, and Constance had gone into ecstasies about him.


“He is so smart and so dashing,” she kept saying. “Oh, Minella, when can I come to The Manor again? Just to look at your father is thrilling!”


She had thought that such a gushing compliment was somewhat unkind to Constance’s own father.


She liked the Vicar and found the way that he taught her was efficient and stimulating, but she soon had the suspicion that Constance was being particularly nice to her so that she would invite her again to The Manor.


Because she had so few friends, Minella was only too happy to oblige.


Constance had the use of a horse when her father did not need it and so they would ride back together across the fields. When they reached The Manor, to please Constance, Minella would go in search of her father.


Usually he was in the stables or in the garden and, as it was quite obvious that Constance looked at him with wide-eyed admiration and listened to every word he spoke as if it was the Gospel, Lady Heywood had laughed and said,


“You have certainly captured the heart of the village maiden, Roy, but you must not let her or Minella be a bother to you.”


“They are no bother,” her husband replied good-humouredly, “and the girls of that age always have a passion for the first man they meet.”


“As long as she is not a nuisance,” Lady Heywood said.


“If she is, I shall look to you to protect me,” Lord Heywood replied.


He had put his arms around his wife and they walked away into the garden, completely happy, as Minella knew, to just be together.


A year later, Constance, or rather ‘Connie,’ as she would now called herself, saying that ‘Constance’ was too staid and dull, had gone to London.
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