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      Certain she has met every man suitable for marriage to the daughter of an earl, Lady Patience Lumley decides to meet the unsuitable ones. She’s not desperate for love and she’s only twenty-two, so why not relax and enjoy her Season in London?

      Crispin Woodhouse doesn’t take insult when his good friend asks him to behave like a dullard when he meets the man’s sister to convince her she’d be bored married to a man in trade. But when Lady Patience repeatedly interferes with his investigation, he fears she’ll end up in the wrong place at the wrong time.
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        “Next year is my fourth Season. Just because you found a husband without going to Town with me this year doesn’t mean I need your assistance in selecting one.”

      

      

      

      
        
        March 1819

        London

      

      

      While Lady Patience Lumley didn’t exactly regret telling her twin sister that she didn’t need help finding a husband, she wished Madeleine was with her now in London rather than in Williamsburg, Virginia, where she’d moved after her marriage last summer. Patience had endured almost half a year without her twin. They’d had short stays apart from each other before then but had never gone so long without seeing each other. She missed Mad.

      That wasn’t to say she was alone in London. Mama, having recently come out of mourning, accompanied her to the family home in Mayfair, and her little sister Lucy-Anne was enjoying her second Season in Town. Two of their brothers and sisters-in-law lived there year-round. Patience didn’t have time to feel bored or lonely, but that didn’t stop her thoughts from strolling in that direction. Not lonely so much as bored.

      Morning calls and teas, playing cards and piano were incredibly dull. She longed for something new and different to do and searching for a man to love wasn’t new or different. Her sister-in-law Amelia, with whom she spent most of her time, had strong opinions on how Patience went about meeting gentlemen and had no qualms in sharing those opinions.

      “You’re too particular,” Amelia said for the umpteenth time since she’d married Patience’s brother Hugh five years ago. They sat in a corner of the drawing-room in the Earl of Bridgethorpe’s magnificent town house where the afternoon light made it easy to see the needlework projects they worked on. Mama, the dowager Lady Bridgethorpe, younger sister Lucy-Anne, and their brother Sam’s wife, Ellen, chatted quietly while they awaited the first of the ladies who would call on this, their first at-home day since arriving in London for the Season.

      “If there is one place a woman needs to be particular it’s in the qualities she looks for in a husband. Look how long it took you to decide on my brother,” Patience replied.

      Amelia turned over the hooped fabric in her hands and picked at a knot in her floss. With her head down, her deep brown ringlets hid her face. “That’s not the same. I cannot change the fact that I fell in love with my Mr. Clawson before Hugh, nor would I give up the brief time he and I shared before his death. And Hugh’s being my second husband doesn’t make my love for him any less⁠—”

      “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to imply that,” Patience quickly apologized. “But you took your time, made sure it was what’s best for both of you before accepting his attention.”

      “How could I not? Did you realize he was still single by design? Hugh wasn’t standing about hoping Mr. Clawson would die, of course, but he later told me he couldn’t love another woman, so he saw no point in allowing a young lady to believe he felt more for her than he did. Hugh is such a romantic.”

      “I knew he loved only you, Amelia. He often mentioned your deep brown curls and fine blue eyes, or some humorous quip you’d said. I’d never heard him describe any woman, so his praise of your looks was very sweet. However, I didn’t realize he’d decided against marriage when you wed someone else. That’s so…well, romantic.”

      “Now, here I am talking all about myself when my future is settled. Do you think you’ll meet any new gentlemen this Season? You’re much prettier than I so I’m surprised you haven’t found a husband. Gentlemen love pale blonde hair and porcelain complexions, I hear. You and Madeleine were considered Diamonds during your first Season, and you never lacked for dance partners.”

      “None of them interested me, I’ve told you. If I don’t meet someone new, I’ll never marry. Hugh must have a friend or two he hasn’t introduced to Lucy-Anne and me.”

      “He’d never play matchmaker, you know that. Besides, his friends are men he works with at the Magistrates’ Courts. None would make a suitable husband for an earl’s daughter.”

      Patience gasped, then giggled. “Amelia, I never knew you to be such a snob. How is it fine for a younger son of an earl to work in trade, but a daughter mustn’t form an attachment with such a man?” Patience set down the handkerchief she plied with decorative stitched flowers and stood. The bright sunlight streaming through the window called to her and she looked out on a fine carriage rolling past and various people strolling leisurely or striding as though they were late for an appointment.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Amelia’s frown said she’d meant nothing of the sort.

      Looking slyly over her shoulder at her sister-in-law, Patience asked, “Then who will you introduce me to?”

      “I don’t know.” Amelia paused and looked at the floor, frowning. “I haven’t considered the few friends I’ve met of his with an eye toward matchmaking. I suppose they are handsome enough. Mr. Crispin Woodhouse is, but he’s a constable. You should consider a solicitor, at the least. Maybe a business owner.”

      “You are a snob, I knew it.” Patience laughed.

      Amelia blushed. “Only where you and your sisters are concerned. You are the daughters of an earl⁠—”

      “And sisters to a solicitor, a horse breeder, and a former captain in the cavalry.”

      “And an earl,” Amelia added. Both women laughed at that. Since Patience’s father’s death, her brother Adam, formerly styled Viscount Knightwick, was the new Earl of Bridgethorpe.

      “My brothers will want me to marry a man with good qualities. No one will care if he has a title.”

      “Very well. We’ll keep Mr. Woodhouse on the list.”

      Patience smiled and sat down again. Her list of possible husbands finally had a name on it. The others would be added soon enough, and she’d be engaged before summertime. She was determined to see that it happened.

      “Is there anyone from past Seasons you want to avoid? We should list them, too. It will help you choose which invitations to accept.”

      “Why don’t we wait to hear who has married since last year. I’m sure by the time our last guests leave today we’ll have no doubts who remains on the market.”

      As twittering voices in the hallway announced the first callers, Amelia set down her needlework and the two women smoothed their skirts and hair.

      “Lady Bridgethorpe,” called Mrs. Tuttle as she entered the room with her two nieces in tow. “It has been much too long since I last saw you. Since before the death of your husband, I believe. Are you much recovered? I dare say having so many grandchildren must keep you occupied.”

      Mrs. Tuttle and her nieces performed pretty curtsies before sitting together on a settee.

      Mama replied politely and enquired after the woman’s children. Lucy-Anne spoke to the nieces. Patience gave thanks she’d taken her own chair away from the center of the room.

      Lady Greenley arrived with her three daughters and introduced each of them.

      Amelia mouthed to Patience, “Three out at the same time!”

      As always, their sister-in-law Ellen remained silent, a perfect smile on her face. She was older than the Lumley sisters, in both age and experience. She and Sam had met during the war, where Ellen had traveled with her husband’s camp. The situations she must have been in were unimaginable to someone like Patience, who’d led a quiet, protected life.

      As Mrs. Tuttle and her nieces left, another family of Marriage Mart hopefuls arrived, but no gentlemen. Amelia exchanged a questioning glance with Patience. “Where are the men?”

      Patience’s shrug was almost imperceptible, she hoped, so Mama didn’t scold her later for her unladylike habits. “Perhaps no one wishes to appear too eager.”

      Patience’s cousin Charlotte entered without much to-do and hurried to hug Patience. She’d obviously overheard Patience. “They should appear eager so the young woman they hope to impress will take notice of them. A few weeks in Town isn’t enough time to wait to see who finds one attractive.”

      Amelia laughed and hugged their cousin in turn. “You’ve managed to avoid marrying all these years and yet you live in Town, Charlotte.”

      “It’s an accomplishment I’ve perfected,” she replied before laughing softly. “Now, Patience, tell me who you hope to see this year. Mama said we’ll hold some sort of entertainment if you or Lucy-Anne need to spend more time with some gentlemen.”

      “I doubt Lucy-Anne has plans of actually becoming engaged. She’s only nineteen, not on the shelf by any means.”

      “Not like I am, do you mean?” Charlotte asked with a wink.

      “How old are you now?” Amelia asked. “You aren’t a spinster, of that I’m certain.”

      “Twenty-seven,” Charlotte and Patience said in unison.

      “I’m in no hurry to marry, clearly.” Charlotte slid a chair nearby to join her cousins. “One day I might fall in love and change my mind, but Mother enjoys having me at home. I’m not romantic like you two, but neither am I overly pragmatic. I do enjoy watching others fall in love, however. Tell me the news you’ve heard. Who will be engaged by summer?”

      “Patience,” said Amelia.

      “We shall see,” said Patience. “I long for someone interesting and I haven’t found that in the ton.” She wondered how many times she was going to have to repeat herself before leaving Town. With any luck, Hugh would have the ideal friend with whom Patience could fall in love. Sam might know someone, too, but his friends were mostly soldiers. Patience didn’t think she could tolerate waiting at home for her husband to return safely. She certainly couldn’t travel with the troops like Ellen had, with no privacy or quiet, or—she’d admit it—no maid to help her dress.

      Her sisters-in-law were strong, capable women. Patience knew she could learn a lot if she imitated some of their strengths. But she was satisfied with who she was, and she had confidence she’d find the right man who loved her for the same reason.
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        * * *

      

      In the Magistrates’ Courts building on Bow Street in London, Crispin Woodhouse handed his boss a sheet of paper. “This is the sketch Eli drew based on the witness’s description of the pickpocket. I’ve written it down to give to the Hue and Cry for this week’s edition. Do you want anything more added to the file before I go home?”

      Chief Constable Leroy Evensworth scratched his balding scalp while he studied the portrait. “No, there’s nothing we can do tonight. Have a pleasant evening.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Crispin donned his coat before stepping out on the pavement. The shadows thrown by the closely built buildings made the air even cooler than normal on a spring evening. Not cold, but a brisk change from his stuffy office in the Magistrates’ Court building. He nodded at a fellow constable walking in the opposite direction. The number of criminal offenses had been low recently, with most of Polite Society at their winter homes in the country, but the Season was starting so he could expect more thefts and robberies.

      Crispin was grateful he didn’t participate in all the rituals of the Marriage Mart. Sending posies and flattering notes, followed by morning calls to whatever young lady caught his fancy wasn’t his way. Nor was the requisite ride or stroll through Hyde Park to see and be seen. He’d watched his cousin, heir to his granduncle’s viscountcy, go through the complicated process when he married, and Crispin was glad his family had no expectations for his own future.

      A familiar voice called out from behind and Crispin turned to see his good friend Hugh Lumley trot up. “Do you have supper plans this evening?” Hugh asked.

      “Only to eat it. Why? Are you inviting me to go to your club?” Crispin grinned, knowing his friend would understand his jest. Hugh had never been interested in the life of an earl’s son and had lived simply even before his marriage, dining at home or with his siblings.

      “An invitation, yes, but to dine with us–Amelia and I—at our home.”

      “And…? Which friend does your wife wish to introduce me to this time?”

      Hugh cleared his throat. “We enjoy your company alone, too. But this time my sisters are in Town. You remember Patience and Lucy-Anne.”

      “Lady Patience is one of the twins, correct? I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of meeting Lady Lucy-Anne. Hugh, you know how I feel about meeting sisters and cousins and grandmothers’ best friends’ daughters. Even if it’s merely to round out seating numbers, I’m not your man.” Crispin hated drawing-room conversations. His thoughts were always on his work, attempting to puzzle out what he’d overlooked in whichever crime was bothering him the most. Even if those around him were interested in the topic, he wasn’t at liberty to discuss it.

      “Humor me, please. Patience has decided the men she has met year after year are too dull to consider spending the rest of her life with. She and Amelia have spent the week listing any of my friends who are more exciting.”

      “I’m exciting?” He knew that was untrue. His life was consumed with work. “Lady Patience is not hoping to spend the rest of her life with a constable. I refuse to believe otherwise.”

      Hugh took a couple of quick steps and turned to walk backward as he spoke. “That’s my scheme. Let her see what an average man’s life is like and how poorly it fits with hers.”

      Lifting his right eyebrow, Crispin spoke with a straight face. “I shall ignore the fact you just referred to me as an average man but take caution the next time we meet in the ring at Gentleman Jackson’s boxing club.”

      “Don’t you see how perfect you are?”

      “Watch yourself. There are a few women who’ve called me perfect, but never a man.” This time Crispin grinned. “All you wish me to do is be present this evening and exceedingly dull?”

      “Yes, that would be perfect,” Hugh responded, once more walking at Crispin’s side. “We might have to play cards afterward, but nothing too tedious. Call at the usual hour. Amelia will be so pleased.”

      Pleased with Hugh, perhaps, but Crispin doubted she’d be happy with his performance. He was a prime cut of meat to the wives of his friends who considered his good looks and adequate income more than enough to recommend him.

      Amelia wasn’t his concern. She’d forgive him eventually, assuming she honestly hoped for a match between him and Patience. Regardless, he saw the Lumleys rarely enough that she’d put him quickly out of her thoughts and find another man to play pawn to her queen. The ladies in Society always did.
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