

  

    

      

    

  




  Author’s Note




  The Gunning sisters, Maria and Elizabeth, arrived in London from Ireland in 1751. They were immediately pronounced the most beautiful women alive’, but they were so poor that for some time they used to share one gown between them.




  In 1752, Elizabeth, the younger, married the sixth Duke of Hamilton at half-past-twelve at night at the Mayfair Chapel, with ‘a ring from the bed-curtain.’




  She had two sons who both became Dukes of Hamilton and, when her husband died in 1758, she married the Marquis of Lorne, who became the Duke of Argyll.




  The elder sister, Maria, married the sixth Earl of Coventry. Because OF her beauty she was mobbed in Hyde Park and the King insisted that she should have a guard of fourteen soldiers to protect her.




  She had five children, but she was only twenty-seven when she died of consumption after her health was upset by using cosmetics containing white lead.




  The fascinating little Madame Vestris, the pet of the Regency bucks and beaux, was notorious for her amorous interests as well as for her professional accomplishments. She blazed a trail of new attitudes and practises on the stage and her exquisite legs and her laughter were like a gleam of sunshine.




  Chapter One


  1821




  As Sir Hadrian Wynton was driven away down the unkempt drive, which was a complete contrast to the smart carriage he was travelling in, his daughters gave a sigh of relief.




  They had been hustling and bustling from morning until evening during the last few days, getting their father packed up and ready to set off for Scotland.




  Sir Hadrian’s hobby was geology and he had written erudite but rather dull books on the rocks and stones of Britain.




  Therefore, when he received an invitation from an old friend to visit him in Scotland, with the promise that he could not only explore the mountains of Perthshire but also journey to the Shetland Islands, he was as excited as any schoolboy at the idea.




  “I have always wanted to research, for one thing, the Pictish forts,” he said, “and see what type of stones they used and I should not be surprised if the Vikings brought with them stones from the other side of the North Sea which up to date have not been discovered.”




  Penelope, his youngest daughter, made no pretence of listening to her father talk on subjects in which she had no interest.




  But Alisa, who loved her father deeply, tried to understand what he was saying and she knew that, now that her mother was dead, his whole interest was concentrated on what he termed his ‘work’.




  She offered to copy out his manuscripts for him in her neat elegant handwriting before they went to the publishers and he would even read to her aloud a long chapter when Penelope was either in bed or trying to improve her very scanty wardrobe.




  Now, as they turned from the front door, having waved their father out of sight, Penelope said,




  “I have an idea to tell you about.”




  Alisa did not answer and Penelope then demanded insistently,




  “Did you hear me, Alisa?”




  “I was just wondering if Papa has taken enough warm clothing with him,” Alisa answered. “I am sure it is much colder in the North than it is here and he will go out in all weathers and forget that he is growing older and more prone to coughs and colds.”




  “Stop fussing over Papa as if you were a hen with only one chick!” Penelope exclaimed. “And come into the sitting room. I really have something very serious to talk to you about.”




  She had by now alerted her sister and Alisa looked at her with startled eyes as she followed Penelope from the hall into the untidy but comfortable sitting room, which in her mother’s time had been called the morning room.




  Now it was where Alisa and Penelope pursued their special hobbies and in consequence there was a half-finished gown thrown over one chair with a work basket open beside it and, on the small easel by the window, a picture that Alisa was painting of some primroses in a china vase.




  There were a great number of books in the room, too many to find places in the large Chippendale bookcase, which was already full.




  Many therefore stood rather untidily in one corner and there were also little piles of two or three on most of the tables.




  Alisa was the ‘reader’ and Penelope the ‘doer’ and they were very different in character, although in looks they were not unalike.




  At the same time there was a difference.




  Both were lovely, almost outstandingly beautiful, but Penelope was undoubtedly the more spectacular.




  It was impossible to think that any girl could present such an ideal of prettiness.




  Her hair was the gold of ripening corn, her eyes as blue as a summer sky, her complexion the pink-and-white that was to be found more often in poems than in actual fact.




  People, when they saw Penelope thought that she could not be real, then when they looked at Alisa and looked again, they realised that she was as lovely as her sister and yet it was not so obvious.




  It was their father who, in one of his more perceptive moods, had christened them ‘The Rose and the Violet’ and it actually was an extremely apt title, which he then forgot because he seldom had time to think about his daughters.




  In fact it was only two days before he left for Scotland that he said to Alisa,




  “Oh, by the way, Alisa, I have written to your Aunt Harriet and asked her to have you to stay.”




  “Aunt Harriet? Oh, no Papa!” Alisa exclaimed involuntarily.




  “What do you mean by that?” her father enquired.




  There was a pause and then Alisa replied,




  “I suppose we – could not – stay here? We would be quite – safe, as you well know, with the Brigstocks to look after us.”




  “The Brigstocks are servants,” her father replied, “and, although it has been all right for me to leave you with them for a night or two, it is quite a different thing to be away for two or perhaps three months.”




  Alisa did not reply.




  She was racking her brains to think of somebody they could invite to stay with them instead of having to leave the country she loved and stay with their aunt in London.




  They had been to her twice before for short visits and had found it incredibly boring and she knew that Penelope found the atmosphere of the house in Islington unbearable.




  Sir Hadrian’s elder sister had married, long before he had, an Army Officer.




  General Ledbury had had a long career in the Army, being what her father called scornfully ‘an armchair soldier’, which meant that he spent his time at the War Office and never saw active service.




  On his retirement he was awarded the K.C.B., then died, leaving his wife with little money and no children.




  This was perhaps the reason why Lady Ledbury took up good works and spent her time working to raise money either for Missionaries, crippled soldiers or orphaned children.




  Whenever her nieces stayed with her they were forced to spend their time either making ugly garments for natives in far-off places, who found it much more convenient to go naked or copying out tracts that the Society concerned found too expensive to have printed.




  The idea of spending two to three months on such activities was appalling, but, as her father was adamant that they could not stay at home. Alisa, who disliked arguing with him, accepted that there was nothing they could do but hope that he would return as quickly as possible.




  Now, looking around their sitting room, she thought despondently that her aunt would never allow her to waste time in painting and, if Penelope wished to sew for herself, she would have to do it secretly after she was supposed to be in bed.




  Penelope, however, was smiling and there was a look of excitement in her large eyes that made Alisa ask in surprise,




  “What is it? What has happened?”




  “I have a wonderful idea!” Penelope replied. “And it is all because of something Eloise said to me yesterday.”




  Eloise Kingston was the daughter of the local Squire, with whom the girls had shared lessons until she had been sent away a year ago to a smart Seminary for young ladies.




  She had come home a week ago and Penelope had seen her, while Alisa had been too busy packing for her father to be able to visit The Hall.




  “I am longing to see Eloise,” Alisa said now. “Is she excited at having left school?”




  “She is going to be presented at a ‘drawing room’ at the end of this month,” Penelope replied.




  For a moment the light had gone from her eyes and there was a bitter note in her voice.




  Only Alisa knew how much Penelope resented it that Eloise could have the chance to go to Court, to attend balls, Receptions and assemblies in London, while she had to stay at home.




  “It is unfair!” she had said over and over again. “Why should Papa not do something for us?”




  “The answer is that he cannot afford to,” Alisa had replied. “As you well know, Penelope, it is a struggle for us to live here as it is.”




  “Then why cannot Papa write a book which would make money, instead of producing those dreary old tomes that nobody wants to read?”




  Alisa had smiled.




  “I don’t think it has ever struck Papa that he should be a wage-earner. I am sure he would think it beneath his dignity.”




  “We cannot eat the family tree nor does the fact that Papa is the seventh Baronet buy me a new gown!” Penelope snapped crossly.




  Things might not have been so boring if Eloise, who was extremely fond of both of them, had not spent every moment, when she was at home, telling them of the people she had met and the entertainments planned for her in the coming Season.




  At Christmas the Squire and his wife had settled down to consider how they could launch their only daughter into the Beau Monde. The Squire was well known in Hertfordshire and was a large landowner, but London was different and the famous hostesses would not be likely to include Eloise among their guests unless her parents contrived to be socially recognised.




  They had been partly successful, for Eloise, according to Penelope, had already received invitations to various balls that were to take place next month and the reason she had delayed coming home after her time at the Seminary was finished was that her mother was buying her new gowns.




  “I have never seen anything so beautiful!” Penelope had explained in awestruck tones when she had described them to her sister. “The latest fashions are quite, quite different from anything we have been wearing.”




  Her voice was lyrical as she went on,




  “Skirts are fuller round the hem and very elaborately trimmed with lace, flowers and embroidery, and, although the waist is still high, the sleeves are full, while the bonnets are so beautiful that they are indescribable!”




  Alisa could not help thinking that it was a mistake for Eloise to make Penelope so jealous of her possessions, but she knew it would be wrong to say so.




  She thought it would be a good thing when the Squire, his wife and their daughter left the country for London.




  Now thinking that she would have to listen to another rapturous description of Eloise’s clothes, Alisa sat down on the sofa and waited for Penelope to tell her what was on her mind.




  “Eloise was talking about two girls called the Gunning sisters,” Penelope said. “When they were eighteen, they arrived in London from Ireland and, although they were both exceedingly beautiful, they had no money.”




  Alisa smiled.




  “I know the story,” she said. “I read it ages ago and I told you about it.”




  “I suppose I was not listening,” Penelope replied. “The younger sister married two Dukes, Hamilton and Argyll and the elder married the Earl of Coventry.”




  “And she died when she was very young,” Alisa added, “from using a face cream to improve her skin that contained white lead.”




  “There is no need for you to do that.”




  Alisa s eyes widened.




  “Why should I want to?” she enquired.




  “Because we are going to be the Gunning sisters!” Penelope answered. “I have thought it all out and I know, however modest you may try to be, that we are just as beautiful as they were.”




  Alisa laughed.




  “I am quite prepared to agree with you, dearest, but it is very improbable that two Dukes will drop down the chimney or an Earl come through the window!”




  “Have you forgotten,” Penelope asked, “that we are going to London?”




  “To be honest, I am depressed at the thought,” Alisa answered. “The only men Aunt Harriet entertains, as you are well aware, are Parsons and Missionaries.”




  “Nevertheless, Aunt Harriet lives in London.”




  “But how does that help us?”




  Penelope was silent for a moment and then she said,




  “I am absolutely certain that, if you and I had a chance to appear at any of the parties Eloise has been invited to we should have the same sensational success as the Gunning sisters.”




  Alisa laughed again.




  “I think that unlikely. And we would look like beggars at a ball, dressed we are now, with everybody else wearing the new gowns that you have described so eloquently.”




  “The Gunning sisters had one gown,” Penelope said, “so when one went out, the other one had to stay in bed. We are going to have two gowns, one for you and one for me!”




  She saw that her sister looked surprised and went on,




  “Mrs. Kingston said something to me the other day that made me realise that, unlike the Gunning sisters, being together is important.”




  Alisa looked puzzled and Penelope continued,




  “She was talking about the vases on the mantelpiece – you know, the Sèvres china ones in the drawing room. As I have known them for years, I suddenly realised that there was only one there instead of two.




  “‘What has happened to the other Sèvres vase, ma’am?’ I enquired.




  “Mrs. Kingston sighed and answered,




  “‘One of the housemaids smashed it last week. I was very angry with the tiresome woman, because you know as well as I do that Sèvres china is valuable, but a pair is worth far more than just one by itself’.”




  “I have an idea what you are trying to say,” Alisa said. “But I am still wondering how, even if we were invited to a ball, we could afford one gown, let alone two.”




  She stood up from the sofa on which she had been sitting and said,




  “Oh, dearest, I know you mind so much not being able to come out and do the things that Eloise can. But as it says in the Bible, it is no good ‘kicking against the pricks’! We just have to accept things as they are and make the best of them.”




  As she spoke, she put her arm round her younger sister and kissed her cheek.




  To her surprise, instead of responding as Penelope usually did to any expression of affection, she merely moved away, saying in a hard, determined little voice,




  “I have every intention of ‘kicking against the pricks’, as you put it, and what is more, I will not lie down and let Fate, or rather poverty, trample all over me!”




  She looked so lovely, even when she was irritated, that Alisa could understand her frustrations.




  She knew that Penelope was rather like her father, determined to the point of obstinacy when he wished to do something, while she was like her mother, compliant, gentle and ready to accept the inevitable.




  “We have to have money for new gowns,” Penelope said, speaking as much to herself as to Alisa.




  Then suddenly she gave a scream that seemed to echo round the room.




  “I have thought of what we can do!”




  “To obtain money?” Alisa asked.




  “Yes,” Penelope replied. “I remember now something Mrs. Kingston said at tea yesterday when she was gossiping about people who have already asked Eloise to their parties. One woman was a Lady Harrison, whom Mrs. Kingston had known when she was at school.




  ‘She is very smart these days,’ Mrs. Kingston said, ‘because her husband is permanently in attendance on the new King’.”




  “She drivelled on for some time,” Penelope went on, “you know how she does. Then she said something that I have just remembered.”




  “What is it?” Alisa asked.




  “She said, ‘of course Lady Harrison tries to keep young by using salves and lotions, dozens of them, which she tells me that she buys in Bond Street from Mrs. Lulworth, and do you know that even the smallest pot of cream to restore the roses in her cheeks costs as much as a pound?’”




  Penelope stopped speaking and looked at Alisa.




  Then, as if she knew that she was expected to say something, Alisa remarked.




  “It seems a terrible lot of money. I wonder if it does any good.”




  “If it does not, then that is exactly what we want.”




  “What are you saying? Alisa enquired. “I don’t understand.”




  “Oh, dearest, you are being very thick-headed!” Penelope exclaimed. “Suppose you and I sell the creams that Mama used and which we now have to make for ourselves and which do improve the skin? Remember we gave some to that ugly Cosnet child two months ago, who had sores and blemishes on her cheeks and they healed in four days?”




  “Are you saying – are you suggesting – ?” Alisa started.




  “I am telling you,” Penelope interrupted, “that that is how we are going to make enough money to buy our gowns, one each for the morning and one each for the evening!”




  “You are crazy!” Alisa exclaimed “Nobody would pay us a pound for our creams, good though they are. All Mrs. Cosnet gave us for our trouble was a bunch of daffodils from her garden!”




  “I was not thinking of selling them to Mrs. Cosnet or people like her, stupid!” Penelope said impatiently. “We are going to make the creams and sell them to women like Lady Harrison, who would pay anything to try to look as beautiful as they did when they were young.”




  “It’s an impossible idea! Besides, what would Papa say?”




  “Papa will not know for at least two months, by which time the Season will be over. And you know as well as I do that as it is Coronation Year, it is going to be the most exciting glamorous summer that has ever happened!”




  Alisa knew that was true.




  The Prince Regent, who had waited so long to become King, and was now at fifty-eight an old man, was to be crowned in July.




  If the newspapers were to be believed, already London was filling up not only with the English Nobility coming in from the country for the festivities but with foreigners from all over Europe.




  “If we make quite a number of Mama’s creams,” Penelope was saying, “and think up wonderful names for them so that they will sound attractive, it will make people eager to buy them.”




  “Are you really suggesting, Alisa asked, “that we should take them to London to Mrs. Lulworth and sell them as if we were pedlars?”




  “I am prepared to sell anything so that we can buy gowns and what does it matter what Mrs. Lulworth thinks? She has never seen us before and, unless we have money, she is never likely to see us again!”




  This was unanswerable and, as Penelope went on pleading and persuading, Alisa found herself weakening. There was no doubt that her mother’s herbal products, which she had made from the flowers, herbs and plants in their garden, had been a success locally.




  People with sores and abrasions of every sort had begged her help and they also found that the tisanes she made could soothe and reduce a fever and remove a cough far more effectively than anything the doctors could prescribe.




  Her two daughters had always helped her in the still room, but not until this moment had Alisa thought that anything they might make could be saleable.




  “If we sell twenty pots at ten shillings each,” Penelope said in a practical way, “which Mrs. Lulworth could then sell for a pound, that would be enough for one gown.”




  “We are not even certain that this Mrs. Lulworth will take them.”




  “At least we can try and I am not going to London dressed as I am now. I refuse! I shall stay here all by myself until Papa returns.”




  “What does it matter what we look like in Islington?” Alisa asked almost beneath her breath.




  This was undoubtedly true and it made Penelope more determined than ever that they would have to make some money by hook or by crook so that, like the Gunning sisters, they could dazzle Society.




  “In any case,” Alisa went on, “even if we do make a little money, that will not get us invitations to the balls or even to the Receptions of anybody of importance.




  “I have thought of that too,” Penelope said.




  Alisa waited apprehensively. The ideas that Penelope had already expressed were frightening her.




  “Do you remember how Mama used to talk about a friend of hers she used to stay with when she was young, a woman by the name of Elizabeth Denison?” Penelope asked.




  She did not wait for Alisa to answer, but went on,




  “I realised only the other day that she is now the Marchioness of Conyngham, whose name often appears in the newspapers.”




  “The Marchioness did not pay much attention to Mama after she married,” Alisa commented.




  “How could she, when Mama was buried down here with Papa? And Elizabeth Denison, who was older than Mama, was very rich.”




  Alisa was silent, knowing that her mother had been far too proud ever to ask favours of anybody.




  If her friend had drifted away into a higher social circle, she would never have tried to cling to her for old times’ sake.




  “What we are going to do,” Penelope went on, “and I thought this out last night, is to write to the Marchioness of Conyngham when we reach London, telling her that Mama is dead and that we have a little memento of her when she was a girl which we are sure she would like to have.”




  “How could we do such a thing?” Alisa asked indignantly.




  “It is something I have every intention of doing,” Penelope declared. “Oh, Alisa, do stop being stuffy and realise that the one thing Mama would have hated would be for us to be incarcerated here as if we were shut up in a tomb, seeing nobody, going nowhere and just wasting our beauty!”




  Penelope spoke so passionately that Alisa was silent.




  She knew it was true that her mother, who had been completely happy living in the country because she loved her husband, would have wanted them to enjoy the life she had known when she was a girl.




  Her parents had been important in Hampshire, where her father had a large estate and they had always gone to London for the Season.




  When their two daughters grew up, she had been presented at Court to the King and Queen and had a Season whose gaieties had been described over and over again to her daughters when they were old enough to understand.




  However, three months after their mother had made her debut, she became engaged to Sir Hadrian and they had been married in the autumn, to live, as Alisa had often said with a smile, ‘happily ever after’.




  Unfortunately during the long war Sir Hadrian’s fortune had dwindled year by year and, when his wife’s father died, he left everything he possessed to his son.




  Then, soon after he came into his inheritance, their uncle had been killed fighting with Wellington’s Armies and the estate went not to his sister but to a distant cousin of the same name.




  Alisa knew that Penelope was speaking the truth when she said that it would have upset her mother if she had known how dull it was for them these days and how seldom her father entertained, with the consequence that they were rarely invited to other houses in the neighbourhood.




  Another reason for this was obvious.




  “We are too pretty and attractive, that is what is wrong with us,” Penelope had said last week. “I heard from Mrs. Kingston that the Hartmans are giving a small dance next month, but there will be no invitation for us.”




  “I think it is rather unkind of them not to invite us.” Alisa agreed.




  ‘“Unkind? They are just taking precautions against our taking away any young man who might be interested in that plain tongue-tied Alice or that spotty-faced Charlotte!”




  “You should not say such unkind things!”




  “It is true! You know it is true!” Penelope insisted. “What man, if he could dance with you or me, would want to trundle round a dance floor with them? They are both as heavy as a sack of coal!”




  Alisa laughed as if she could not help it.




  Although she hesitated to agree with Penelope, she had seen the expression on Mrs. Hartman’s face the last time they had been there, when Colonel Hartman had told them how pretty they were and made them sit one on either side of him at luncheon.




  Because she felt agitated, Alisa went to the window. The lawn was unkempt, but there was a carpet of golden daffodils under the trees and the almond blossoms were pink and white against the sky.




  “It is so lovely here!” she said. “We ought to be content.”




  “Well, I am not!” Penelope replied positively. “So please, please, Alisa, help me! I have nobody else to turn to but you.”




  It was a cry that went straight to Alisa’s soft heart and it was impossible for her to refuse.




  Ten minutes later she agreed to what she thought was the wildest most ridiculous scheme Penelope had ever suggested.




  “We will try to sell Mama s face creams,” she agreed, “but I will take them to London alone.”




  “You will never sell them as well as I could,” Penelope said.
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