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Little Season, London, late November 1819 

Prudence Hartwell smoothed a hand over her silk dress, borrowed from her closest friend for this occasion. Tonight, she must talk with the Prince Regent to enlist his assistance. This was her last chance and he was her last hope.

With a flurry of people and noise, the Prince Regent arrived in the marble-lined foyer of Lord Linleigh’s Grosvenor Square house. One of his entourage helped him remove the cloak he shrugged from his shoulders. 

Prudence hurried forward to drop into a curtsy before his exulted and large personage. “Your Majesty. In the name of my dear departed husband, Captain Lord Richard Hartwell, may I request your assistance in a matter of grave importance?”

One of his companions made to intervene, but The Regent waved them back. He peered at her with rheumy eyes, then his pursed lips relaxed into a smile. “Mrs. Hartwell. I am very glad to see that you have returned to Society after your long absence. And you are looking remarkably well.” 

She rose from her curtsy and met the Prince Regent’s gaze. “Thank you, your Majesty for your kind words. However, I have not returned to Society per se, only this event, in order to request your assistance. I believe my husband was a friend to you?”

His eyes narrowed a little. “Indeed, Madam.”

Richard must have been, as he had lent The Regent money and lost a small fortune through gambling with him in the months between his resignation of his commission and his rejoining the cavalry after Napoleon’s escape from Elba. “I am seeking suitable accommodation...in one of the villages outside London. As yet, I have been unable to find an affordable residence.” She swallowed. “As you may know, my husband left considerable debts that have now been remitted, leaving me with just a small pension. I hope you can assist me.” Her cheeks heated. Do I look as desperate and pleading as I sound? She had never imagined herself in the embarrassing position of pleading with the monarch for assistance. But as her mother had said, ‘Needs must when the devil drives the horses.’

Wrinkles appeared on the Regent’s brow. “And how may I assist you?” His voice now held a stiffness not there before.

“If you could...if you could suggest someone from your acquaintance who would lease to me a cottage in a town or village near London?”

A long, anxiety-inducing pause followed. Over her shoulder the Prince Regent scanned the room. His brow cleared and a light appeared in his eyes, before he beckoned to someone. 

Prudence craned to see whom he commanded. A handsome gentleman, resplendent in immaculate black and white evening wear, approached. His light-brown hair framed a face defined by a square chin, a determined nose, and vivid blue eyes set beneath slightly arched eyebrows. Debutants and married ladies alike would surely dub him swoon-worthy. And she was no exception.

“Mrs. Hartwell, allow me to introduce my friend ‘Doughty’, Mr. de Certain, a gentleman who, like your husband, served our nation well during the war with France. Mr. de Certain, please meet Mrs. Hartwell. This lady is the widow of the gallant Captain Lord Richard Hartwell, who passed away from his injuries received at Waterloo.”

Prudence inclined her head, acknowledging The Regent’s words. The reminder of her husband’s death no longer struck a knife into her heart, but an aching tenderness remained. 

The gentleman’s blue eyes glinted with interest as he took her outstretched hand in his. Despite two layers of material, his gloved hand cradling hers sent warmth tingling over her skin. Oh my goodness! Her heart gave a little jolt. The look he sent her, as he raised her hand to place a kiss on the back of her silk-clad fingers, could only be described as flirtatious. 

“Enchanté, Madame.” 

Her smile faltered. His voice was as rich and smooth as fine wine, but his accent wrenched her from her bemused state. He’s French! She gritted her teeth and dipped her chin. “A pleasure, I’m sure.” 

“Likewise.”

She must remain polite, no matter how she really felt. “Your name is de Certain, but his Majesty called you ‘Doughty’?”

“A sobriquet from my school days,” he replied. “What else would school boys do but call someone with my name, something that means the opposite. And then to spell it after the Irish name seemed even funnier to my young associates, as I was French.”

The Regent interrupted with a harrumph. “Mrs. Hartwell, I’m sure Mr. de Certain will help you. I know he has a residence to let in the town of Hampstead.” He waved his hand in an upward spiral. “And how do I know? He told me so yesterday. And that he is yet to find a suitable tenant for his cottage.” A smug smile occupied the Regent’s face.

The Prince Regent turned his attention to the bewildered-looking man before him. “Am I not correct, Doughty? And it’s available for a very reasonable rate and a long lease, I hear.”

A brief flicker of annoyance flashed in the gentleman’s eyes before his eyelids closed and he tilted his head in a slow nod. When his eyes opened again, accompanied by a fixed smile, she read resignation in their blue depths. “I would be delighted to assist. If you give me your direction, Madame, I will send my man of business to yours with the lease papers on the morrow.” He bowed his head politely. 

The Regent smiled indulgently at her. “And once you have moved in, I shall send you a housewarming gift, which I know from experience, will provide you with endless entertainment in your new abode,” the Prince Regent added, his mouth working hard to suppress an amused quirk. 

What on earth did he mean? “I...thank you, your Majesty,” Prudence answered with habitual politeness, although her stomach had plunged floor-ward at the unexpected and disturbing outcome of her plea. 

His Majesty sent her a benign smile. “And now I must leave you both. Our hosts await me. Good evening.”

The Frenchman sent the Regent a significant look, accompanied by a lift of one eyebrow.

Surrounded by his entourage, his Majesty proceeded up the wide marble staircase to the assemblage waiting at the ballroom entrance. Prudence watched his bulk slowly ascend. Was he chuckling? 

A few moments later, His Royal Highness Prince George, Prince of Wales and Regent was announced to the guests in the ballroom above.

With a sinking stomach, Prudence turned to the gentleman at her side—her new landlord. In any other circumstances but the dire ones in which she found herself, she would have politely refused the gentleman’s reluctant offer of accommodation and walked away. After her husband’s injury, she had vowed never to have anything to do with the French again—even émigré dressmakers.

Prudence knew such a prejudice was wrong, but she couldn’t alter her soul-deep feelings of resentment of the French for her husband’s ultimately fatal injuries, which had left him crippled and in pain for eighteen months before his death. “I thank you, Mr. de Certain. Please tell me about the cottage. Does it possess a garden?”

“It’s a small but well-maintained abode with a modest garden. However, it overlooks the extensive garden of the larger house next door, which increases its charm. You may redecorate the interior to your taste and add to the garden, likewise.”

A lightness filled her at his words. She had envisaged filling her days with gardening and her evenings with knitting, creating an array of winterwear. “You are most generous.” Prudence sent him a grateful but reluctant half smile, mindful that her landlord was still a hated Frenchman. 

With a quirk of his left eyebrow and a look of amusement in his eyes, he extended his hand, ready to take his leave. 

For politeness’ sake, she again placed her hand in his large one and experienced that warmth again. 

He raised her hand to his lips and held her gaze with his, one corner of his mouth raised slightly. “I hope we may become better acquainted in the future,” he murmured before he placed a kiss on her knuckles that tingled across her skin.

A tremor passed through her. No! If he thought she would engage in a flirtation with a Frenchie such as he, he was very mistaken. Prudence eased her hand from his. “Your businessman may call on me tomorrow morning at the residence of General Cherwell in Bedford Square.” 

Her future landlord smiled and bowed again and strode towards the staircase leading to the ballroom. Prudence watched him reach the floor above, then crossed the foyer and claimed her cloak. The beefy footman who had accompanied her here was summoned from below stairs and together they set off into the evening headed for her temporary home with General and Mrs. Cherwell. 

All the way to Bedford Square, Prudence’s mind jumped from one confusing thought to another. She would have a stable home and not be reliant to her friends’ kindness for a place to live. But, she would be beholden to a Frenchman! One with a beguiling crooked smile that fascinated and annoyed her. 

Never had she envisaged such an outcome from her plea to the Regent. Or that he would bestow a housewarming gift on her. 

***
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“Sacre bleu!” Luc de Certain shook his head as he trudged up the wide staircase to the ballroom above. What had just happened? A throw-away comment to the Prince Regent at the card table last night had resulted in an unsuitable tenant in his cottage at Hampstead today. A gentlewoman requiring a very low rent and a long-term lease, thanks to the Regent’s ‘request’. A woman with bottomless brown eyes that swallowed him whole.

It was an obligation that he would be unable to escape.

When would his service to this prince and his kingdom end? He had spent enough time fighting Napoleon’s regime as a spy for Britain. Resulting in his betraying both France and his family still living there.

Now, after wandering Europe since war’s end, he wanted to settle into a peaceful country life and improve the property he owned. He had grown up in Hampstead, the only son of the Vicomte de Trégor and his wife, who had fled across the channel from Brittany to escape the terror. He yearned to restore the place of his childhood innocence and adventures into a comfortable home and a place of peaceful refuge.

Luc entered the crowded ballroom. The din of voices from the crowd and the music from the ensemble seated at one end of the room, hit him. The smell of candle wax assaulted his nostrils. 

He halted abruptly and looked around. Hundreds of candles sparkled, their light glittering off the silk dresses and glittering jewels of the dancers before him. The light-heartedness, frivolity, and fun of the scene before him did not match his mood.

Luc waved to a footman carrying a tray of drinks. When the man halted before him, Luc accepted a glass of chilled champagne and took a sip, savoring the drink’s tart crispness on his tongue. 

Ah, that helped.

The lingering image of his new tenant in her burgundy red dress, her form perfectly rounded for holding, teased his imagination. The beguiling glimpse of her decolletage had quickened his pulse. Her glossy dark hair tempted him to bury his fingers in its thickness, scatter the combs holding her tresses in strict coiffure onto the floor, and release the waves down her slender back to her deliciously shaped derriere. Ooh la la! 

Luc swallowed a gulp of champagne.

Still the memory of Mrs. Hartwell would not fade. She puzzled him. Her face, although attractive, held lines that showed her life to date had not been without travails. And the line of her chin hinted at a firmness of purpose, which her plea to the Regent confirmed. 

Despite Luc’s annoyance at being manipulated by the Regent into offering her a home, he was definitely drawn to her. That must not continue. 

He must organize his thoughts. Get control of his emotions. And determine his course of action before tomorrow when he must send his man of business to Mrs. Hartwell. Cornered, frustrated, a little angry, as well as confused by his attraction to the young widow, he quaffed the remainder of his drink. Sacrilège.

He sighed. Although restless and eager to depart, before he left, he must fulfil his social obligations. He handed his empty champagne flute to a passing footman.

The Regent stood on the opposite side of the room in front of the balcony doors, which were firmly closed this winter evening. He would take his leave of his Majesty last, after he had recovered his savoir faire. 

Luc set off to greet those of his acquaintances not currently dancing. An hour later, duty done, he left the ball, happy to escape the crush, which was far too much of a distraction when all he wanted to do was to think. 

He retrieved his cloak and walking stick and hurried outside into the chilly winter evening, ready to wend his way home to his cozy rooms in Albany Chambers. He struck out along Grosvenor Street, swinging his Blackthorn cane by its silver handle. His thoughts quickly turned to











d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A REGENCY ROMANGC

ISABELLA HARGREAVES





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





