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       England in the early nineteenth century was a place of extraordinary happenings. Great
Britain was at war in Europe and in North America, and feared invasion by the forces of Napoleon
Bonaparte. Social unrest threatened the ancient order of society: Enclosure Acts, Catholic
Emancipation, the Corn Laws, and industrialization all created discussion, dissension, and
change.

       The monarchy of Great Britain avoided the violent revolution that was overtaking so
many European kingdoms, but the royal Hanoverian dynasty was undergoing its own crisis. King
George III was unwell and his illness interfered with his ability to rule. Eventually, in 1811, his son,
George Augustus Frederick, Prince of Wales, was made Prince Regent for his ailing father.

       This Act of Regency gave its name to the era. The actual Regency of the Prince of Wales
(later King George IV) took place from 1811 to 1820. But for the purposes of fiction, design and
style, literature and art, the "Regency" is considered, by many, to extend from about 1800 to
1830.

       Famous names resound from the Regency era: Wellington, Byron, Wordsworth,
Brummell, Constable, Turner, Lamb, Beethoven, Austen. Bracketed by the bawdy eighteenth
century and the restrictions of the Victorian age, the Regency era was dominated by a glittering
group of aristocrats--the 'Beau Monde'--who ruled society. Nevertheless, the middle class grew, and
the poor still struggled to survive. These were the last years of an agricultural society, before
mechanization, steam transportation, and photography transformed the world.

       The Regency was an island in time, a romantic era, celebrated in this collection: The
Regency Storybook. These are fictional tales of lives, loves, and historical events long past, but as
vivid as yesterday.

       --Lesley-Anne McLeod

       Fashionable costumes of the Regency period began at a point of simplicity. The classical
draperies of the early years of the century had been brought into fashion by the spirit of revolution
in Europe, and a return to the perceived egalitarianism of the classical world.

       Early in the period, gentlemen moved away from the coloured coats and knee breeches
favoured in the eighteenth century, and ladies' draperies progressed to high waistlines and straight,
simple skirts. By the middle of the period, dark coats and light-coloured pantaloons were the norm
for gentlemen, and ladies were adding more decoration to their gowns. As the Regency ended and
George IV was crowned, the waistlines of ladies' dresses drifted lower as embellishment increased,
and gentlemen adopted trousers and frock coats.

       The twelve fashion illustrations herein, inspired by nineteenth-century sources, depict
six ladies and six gentlemen at different points throughout the Regency era.

       --Shakoriel
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       Imogen Rush, Dowager Marchioness of Lavington, accepting the support of her groom
from her carriage, stood on the pavement before the façade of the newly completed Steine
House and heartily approved of it. Maria Fitzherbert had done well for herself. Imogen could not
admire the Egyptian-style colonnade which fronted it, but the house was a substantial, attractive
building. The colonnade made it look disturbingly like some eastern fantasy of Thomas Hope, but
she had heard that Maria had had William Porden, Prinny's favourite architect, design it. It was only
to be expected that she would choose George's crony.

       One had only to turn one's head slightly to see the Marine Pavilion nearby in its gardens,
gleaming in the declining sun. The proximity was appropriate, even if the Prince of Wales had made
a botch of both of his weddings and most of his relationships.

       The Marchioness trod up the shallow steps, having dismissed the carriage and her maid
and told them to return in two hours. The broad panelled door was opened for her and Maria's
butler and no less than two footmen bowed her into the entry. She gazed around her: black and
white marble, some attractive consoles, a tall pier glass, and flowers everywhere. Certainly it was
Maria Fitzherbert's home; her impeccable taste was immediately evident.

       The train of Imogen's Prussian blue evening gown--she was rather fond of trains; noted
for them, in fact--whispered over the thick carpet as she was ushered up a handsome staircase to a
substantial drawing room. The butler left her, promising the immediate attendance of his
mistress.

       Imogen surveyed the spacious room with interest. It was hung with silk that would echo
the blue of Maria's eyes; she had ever been a clever creature, to be sure. Except in her relationship
with the Prince. The house was no more than she deserved, with what she had to endure.

       Examining the pictures--two by those new fellows, Turner and Constable--and the
porcelain and books which accented the chamber kept her occupied until her hostess joined her in
a flurry of apologies and lavishly laced pink muslin. Imogen surveyed her friend discreetly, noting
the addition of a pound or two of weight, and a slight greying of the blonde hair under its lace
cap.

       "My dearest Imogen, I am so sorry to keep you waiting. And it has been so long since we
have visited! You deserve better, my dear friend, but a domestic crisis required my attention."

       "I thought Briarley looked a little more bracket-faced even than usual." Imogen referred
to the butler with a quizzical look.

       "He does not like the new house. Despite it is more convenient, easier of care, and with
better quarters for the servants, he would have continued in the old house forever."

       "Servants have no vision." Imogen dismissed thought of the butler with a wave of her
hand.

       Maria gestured to a chair, and Imogen accepted a seat on the striped silk. Mrs.
Fitzherbert sat in a chair with its back to the broad windows. Imogen knew exactly why. She herself
tried always to choose a seat that protected her from the wrinkle-revealing natural light, no matter
the time of day.

       "You are dressed already for the evening?" her hostess asked. She was taking in
Imogen's turban and feathers. "When did you arrive in Brighton?"

       "Just yesterday. I am getting too old for all this jaunting about, but I am attending a rout
this evening directly after I leave you. Absolutely unavoidable."

       "You, my dear, will never be too old. It is in your life's blood to be active in society. I do
believe you would wither away without it."

       Imogen snorted inelegantly. "Be that as it may, and I'll not deny you could be correct,
your new home--and yourself--were my first objectives in visiting. The house is lovely, Maria, and a
credit to you. Well situated too. Does the Prince like it?"

       "He is already planning improvements." Mrs. Fitzherbert laughed and sighed at the same
time. "You know him--unable to sit still, unable to refrain from extravagance."

       Imogen wondered if Maria knew who the Prince's latest flirt was, or of his recent
expenditures on Carlton House, or of the latest indignities he had heaped upon his erstwhile official
wife, the Princess Caroline.

       She was disconcerted when her friend said, "I know how he goes on when he is not with
me, Imogen. All too well. There are always those malicious folk eager to inform me of the Prince's
peccadilloes."

       Imogen fiddled with the pendant of her necklace. "I must be aging poorly. There was a
time when nothing could be read from my expression."

       "'Tis just that I know you so well, my friend. Do you realize, twenty-one years we have
known each other."

       Maria's scrutiny was as intense as Imogen's had been. She wondered what changes her
friend saw in her. Not caring to think on it, she said, "Yes, since Lavington rented that wretched
house in Park Street, while Lavington House was being refurbished. The one good thing that came
from our sojourn there was meeting you."

       The butler entered the room with a maid and a footman, both bearing trays, in his wake.
Conversation between the friends languished while sweetmeats and cakes were set out, and the tea
tray laid in front of Mrs. Fitzherbert. The servants withdrew and the scent of toasted muffins filled
the chamber as Maria brewed the tea.

       "Your friendship has been the one constant in these turbulent twenty years, Imogen. I
thank you for it."

       Imogen accepted the cup of tea Maria offered and met her friend's serious gaze. "You
are very welcome. But that is sentimental nonsense and you know it. You have many steadfast
friends, and the Prince's devotion since you encountered him has certainly been unbroken."

       Mrs. Fitzherbert sipped her tea. "Yes, I think his devotion has been uninterrupted, but
his actions have not always been honourable, or admirable. The way he was forced into the
Brunswick marriage... He is constrained by more demands than he can manage, and is not always
wise." She sighed. "I should have loved a less volatile gentleman."

       Or a less foolish one! Imogen took a cake, hoping that her expression could not
again be read. "But you are content now?"

       "I am." Maria smiled. "I am truly blessed. The citizens of this town treat me with great
kindness, my material wants are more than comfortably supplied, and I do have good friends." She
nodded at Imogen. "And I have my girls."

       Imogen shifted in her chair. Even she--close friend though she was of Mrs.
       Fitzherbert--did not know the truth of the parentage of 'the girls.' Mary Ann and Mary were not admitted as the
children of the Prince and Maria. God alone knew the true facts.

       "But enough of me--how do you go on, dear Imogen? Do you mourn Lavington still? Is
the Dower House adequate for your needs?"

       Imogen sipped her tea reflectively. "No, I don't mourn Lavington; I do miss him, but
truth to tell, only once in a long while. We saw little enough of each other over the years. Ours was
not a grande passion, after all, but a convivial match that benefited both families. The Dower
House I have had completely redone, but I spend little time there. There is so much to do in London,
Maria. The Season truly glittered this year; I was at two or three events every evening, I do think. I
cannot imagine how you stay here in Brighton the year 'round."

       "I have not the stamina for it any longer," Mrs. Fitzherbert said with a rueful smile. "I am
content at home with those I love."

       Imogen snorted again. "Well, I am not ready for sensible slippers and fireside chats.
Maria, we are not yet fifty! My children seem to think I should reside happily at home also; Henry
reproaches, Jane cautions, George worries, and Katherine... Katherine repines my lack of interest in
my grandchildren. Only Peter understands, and encourages me. He dances with me at balls, takes
me driving, riding, even shopping. He's a good boy--wild, but very, very sweet."

       Maria shook her head. "You were ever more lively, more confident, and more animated
than I. And your Peter is a rake." She ameliorated her words with a warm smile. "Now if you have
finished your tea, come and see my house."

       The tour was extensive and intensive, but Imogen was not bored. Maria's taste was
impeccable, the Prince had been generous, and every modern convenience had been added to the
house.

       "The fireplaces and the balusters both iron?" Imogen said, planning changes to her
Dower House.

       "Indeed. Mr. Porden is most inventive, and he is most gentleman-like. The Prince has
him even now completing plans for the new stables and a riding school. Now, I cannot show you the
offices of the house, as Briarley is already miffed, but do come and look at my garden."

       The garden was undeniably lovely, and a charming gate led into the grounds of the
Marine Pavilion. Imogen had no doubt of the utility of that gate, and there was no question either
but that the Pavilion's gardeners were responsible for the luxuriant display of roses, lavender,
hollyhocks, and larkspur. Despite the lavishness and the excellence of both house and gardens, the
price Mrs. Fitzherbert paid for such indulgence was, Imogen felt, too high.

       When later they said their farewells, both were well-satisfied with their visit. As they
made their way to the entry, Maria said suddenly, "You have such flair for your costume, my dear,
always have had. If fashion suggested a certain style, you take it just a little further and make it your
own. I've not seen a turban so be-feathered and jewelled. It suits you so well. You will be much
admired tonight, I have no doubt of it."

       "You decorate your house, I decorate myself..." Imogen laughed. They kissed
affectionately.

       "You will come again?" asked Mrs. Fitzherbert.

       "I will. Though I am only in Brighton for a week. There is a house party at Oatlands I
must attend and then the shooting parties begin."

       Maria shook her head and smiled. Briarley had appeared and stood holding the door
open. "You are welcome whenever you can visit, you know that."

       Imogen waved her farewell from her carriage step, and watched the door close. The
footman handed her into her chaise and she settled into her seat deep in thought.
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