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LOVERS QUARRELS





Joan Smith





Chapter One



Lovers quarrels are the renewal of love.

Terence, Andria (The Lady of Andros)



Miss Munch looked around the crowded little bedchamber and shook her snuff-brown head. She was small in stature, rather grim of face, rudely outspoken, and as faithful as a star to her young mistress. This is almost worse than being back at the Hall with your uncle, Miss Halsey. How a human beans supposed to keep the place tidy when the rooms not big enough to hold your wardrobe, let alone yourself and Missie, Im sure I dont know.

The room is certainly snug, Miss Halsey admitted. Its snugness at times caused a sensation of suffocation. The desk was rammed tight against the dresser, and it was impossible to open the door to the hall when the wardrobe door was ajar. But one became accustomed to a little crowding. Aunt Hermione had made some efforts at beautifying the room. The walls were covered in new flower-spangled paper, and the window hangings of green raw silk were unexceptionable. In any case, it was better than remaining at Halsey Hall with Uncle Horace. Anything was better than that!

Belle and I dont mind sharing the bed, Miss Halsey continued, and as to our trunks, you might as well put our party gowns and riding habits back in them and have them taken to the attics. We shant be needing them, and they are cluttering up the hall abominably.

Well see about that, Miss Munch declared, fire in her eyes. Youre out of mourning now. Youve been presented at Court, and Missie, too, as far as making her curtsy to the Queen goes. A pity she couldnt have enjoyed her Season.

I do feel sorry for Belle, Miss Halsey admitted. I had my crack at the beaux, but poor Belle was killed in covert. So pretty, she might have made a grand match if her Season hadnt been cut short by Papas illness. And now that Papa is dead and Uncle Horace lording it over the Hall, a match would be so welcome. But not the match Uncle had in mind, of course.

Miss Munch snorted. If you can call a sixty-year-old relic a match for our Missie. May and December is nothing to it. Swaddling clothes and a shroud is more like it. She barely eighteen, and that old bleater of a Rankin as bald as a billiard ball. Shocking, I call it.

I daresay Uncle Horace thought it for the best, Miss Halsey said doubtfully. Mr. Rankin has a good character, and an excellent bank account. My uncle is such a hermit, he could not become accustomed to having two ladies around the place. It was kind of Aunt Hermione to rescue us. She has no excess of funds herself, you must know, Munch. We are inconveniencing her terribly. This room used to be her sons study.

Miss Munch leveled a patronizing stare on the desk. We could move that piece of lumber out. Mr. Pettigrew wont need it now that hes through learning. Thatd give us room to swing a kitten. I shant say cat, for it wouldnt be true, she added, mentally measuring the oaken desk.

Miss Halsey considered this suggestion. Its nice to have the desk, though. We have plenty of letters to write to friends back home. Let us leave it for now. I dislike to be forever bothering Aunt Hermione about shifting things from here to there.

Miss Munch continued staring at the large desk. Why people who live in a shoebox must want furnishings to fit a palace is above and beyond me. Has your aunt seen better days, Miss Halsey?

Oh, yes. Like us, she is down on her luck at present. Her husbands early death left them high and dry. But Basil, her son, is looking for a position now that he has finished university. That will ease matters. And meanwhile the interest on my dot is more than enough to pay for Belles and my own support, so we are no financial burden at least.

I can live on less than you pay me, Miss Munch said at once. I dont have to pretend to you that Im a real ladys maid. Hot out of the kitchen I came to you, for Id not stay on with that old scholar of a Horace Halsey, not if he paid me in gold bunions. Expecting us to eat cods heads and pigs tails and calves feet, and never a slice of good-grained meat, fish, or fowl on the table. A human beans got her needs, same as anyone else.

Miss Munch enjoyed the distinction of being a human bean. She spoke of it often; her criterion for proper conduct toward herself was whether that conduct upheld the dignity of the human bean. She demanded no less for her charges, the Misses Halsey, of Halsey Hall in West Sussex. No matter if they were all reduced to battening themselves on the late Mrs. Halseys sister―they were human beans, and would be treated accordingly.

We are not quite so purse-pinched as that, Munch, Miss Halsey assured her. We can afford your wages.

Miss Munch nodded in satisfaction. She knew to a penny how her mistress was situated financially. Ten thousand pounds was the dowry she inherited from her mother. Safely invested in the funds, it gave Jane five hundred a year. Miss Belle had not a sou to her name, and old Horace Halsey had inherited everything else in sight―Hall, furnishings, cattle and carriages, income ... the lot. The old nip-cheese hadnt even the grace to give the girls their own mounts to take with them to London. In revenge, Miss Munch had given their saddles to the church jumble sale.

Well, if youre tight, just put my wages on tick, she offered, and meant it.

Goose! How would you pay for your own personal necessities if I did?

What necessities would the likes of me have? Miss Munch demanded, in a purely rhetorical spirit. If I ever need money, well―well burn that bridge when we come to it.

Miss Halsey smiled ruefully. Were good at that, are we not?

What choice was left to you? Id not trust Horace Halsey, not with a ten-foot pole. Now dont be blaming yourself for this quagmire youve sunk us into by ripping up at your uncle. We couldnt have little Missie shackled to an ancient. Shell nab the handsomest parti in town, once the lads get a look at her. Shes pretty as a pitcher.

They both looked at the miniature of Miss Belle, resting on the oak desk. Blond curls framed an exceedingly pretty face. The large blue eyes were heavily fringed in black lashes, and the smile was sweet.

Not a clever girl like yourself, of course, Miss Munch admitted, but a little lack of brains never stopped a man from falling in love.

Miss Halsey bit her lip and continued gazing at the picture. No, and it doesnt stop the girl from falling in love with all the wrong gentlemen either. I fear theres some tendre growing between Belle and Basil.

Theres not a penny betwixt the pair of them, Miss Munch said. Cant you just see our Belle living on a bone? She who has such a fondness for luxuries? What youve got to do is get her out where shell be seen, and meet some richer partis, Miss Halsey. Its your bounden duty.

Miss Halsey sat on the edge of the bed, for there was no space in the room for a chair. But how are we going to accomplish it, Munch? Aunt Hermione is not at all sociable. Here it is the end of May, the Season nearly over, and we havent been to a single real party. Just a few poky little dos, you know, where Belle doesnt meet anyone.

Dont you worry your head about that, Miss Halsey. Theres many a twist in life. Just when everything seems impossible, thats when a new twist comes along and unravels all the rest.

Miss Halsey considered this ambiguous encouragement. It seemed to her that her life was pretty well unraveled already. Within the space of eighteen months she and Belle had lost their father and their home. Belles Season had been nipped in the bud, she had very nearly been pressured into marrying an elderly neighbor, and was now encouraging the advances of a totally ineligible cousin. What was left to unravel?

With all Belles beauty, surely she could attract the attention of some more suitable parti than Basil Pettigrew. The trouble was, Belle was one of those women made for marriage. Nothing else in life was of much interest to her. She would accept the first reputable offer that came along. And if Belle accepted Basil, what was to become of herself?

Miss Munch, satisfied that she had lifted her charges spirits, went into the hall to seek assistance in moving the trunks, and Jane went to the mirror to tidy her hair. The image staring at her with somber eyes looked frustrated enough to strike someone. Jane admitted she did not take adversity well.

She disliked having to crowd herself and Belle in on Aunt Hermione. She hated being poor, and she was bored to flinders with the confined society of Catherine Street. If Belle married Basil, nothing would change. They would all four go on living here as they did at present. The answer must lie with herself. She must make a push to attach someone. At four and twenty, she was no longer quite a deb. It was time to give up girlish daydreams and face reality. She must seek an older gentleman, then, perhaps a widower, or some bachelor nabob hot from India, in a hurry to settle down and start his family.

She was still plenty young enough for that. Jane lifted the brush and drew it through her short curls, tousled from juggling the furnishings of her bedroom. Tints of peacock, gold, and purple reflected where the sunlight streamed on her raven hair. Her face was an oval of ivory, untouched as yet by times passage so far as wrinkles or crows-feet were concerned. Her eyes were two stormy pools of gray, deep and unfathomable as the ocean. 

Though her body was long and lean, it wasnt her figure that had kept her single. She might make a match yet if she could manage to control her tongue, and simper when a gentleman treated her as if she were a witless ninnyhammer, instead of a lady with a mind.

Before long Belle Halsey came pelting up the stairs, her face aglow with excitement. Jane heard her and went to the door.

What is it, Belle? she asked.

Cousin Basil has found a position! Belle chirped. Oh, isnt it exciting! You must come down at once and congratulate him, Jane.

Jane followed her sister down to the saloon, where Basil was outlining his good fortune to his mother. Jane was constantly surprised at how little he had changed over the years. She had first known him as a boy, visiting at Halsey Hall. A wispy, gangling, awkward child two years her junior, he had been firmly under her thumb. Now he stood six feet tall, still wispy and gangling and awkward, still not completely free of her thumb. The greatest change was a pair of spectacles added to conceal his rather nice brown eyes. Despite his unprepossessing appearance, Basil was likable.

Basil had some inclination toward the poetic style in his dress. His hair was worn a little longer than most, and allowed to fall wantonly over his forehead. His well-cut jacket of blue Bath cloth and fawn pantaloons were well enough, but on most occasions he was more likely to wear a neckerchief than a proper cravat. These tokens of the Muse were a strong attraction to Belle. Jane was happy to see them all set aside on this occasion, probably because he had been on an interview. He turned when the ladies entered the saloon. His glimmering spectacles immediately sought out Belle, who smiled softly at him. Only after they had exchanged one of their secret, speaking smiles did he turn to Jane.

Congratulate me, cousin, he smiled. You are looking at a wage earner.

Jane went forward and took his hand. I couldnt be happier, Basil. Do tell us all about it.

He showed the ladies to the sofa and sat on a chair midway between it and his mothers seat. Mrs. Pettigrew was smiling in proud, maternal satisfaction. She had given up any pretense to beauty or fashion, and wore the raiments of a dowager. Her graying hair was concealed beneath a lace cap, and her dark gown was unadorned by anything except a mourning pin that held a lock of her late husbands hair. Yet the lineaments of her face pleased Jane, mirroring as they did some memory of her mothers mild expression and gray eyes.

Ive been hired by the British Museum, Basil announced. I have old Beakey, a friend from Oxford, to thank for this. His uncle, Sir Lawrence Beaker, is in charge of a whole department.

His mother said, How ideal for you, Basil. Your father always said it was not what you know, but whom you know. A foot in the door is the main thing. You must oil up to this Sir Lawrence Beaker, and youll advance in your career. You will love working in a museum. All those artifacts and books and things.

Yes, certainly I look forward to that, eventually.

The ladies exchanged a wary glance. Does your job not begin at once, Basil? his mother asked.

I already have an office and a key, but not to the museum. For the nonce I will be looking after the Elgin Marbles at Burlington House. The government bought them from Lord Elgin, you must know, and they are to be packed up and sent off to the museum, but meanwhile I am their custodian.

What are the Elgin Marbles, Basil? Belle asked.

Why, you must have read about them, Belle! The papers have been full of them. They are adornments, mostly from the Parthenon in Athens, which Lord Elgin retrieved and brought home safe to England. The whole place was blown to bits, for it was used as a powder magazine during some war, and that old Turk, Morosini, went at the statues and what not to carry them away. That was some time ago, however, he said vaguely.

Belle had heard of the Parthenon, but was a little unsteady as to exactly where, and what, it might be. Till she had time to study the matter, she spoke of other things. And you will be guarding them at Burlington House. How lovely. May we see them?

Yes, certainly. You really ought to go and study them.

May we see your office, too? she asked. Where Basil spent his days was of more interest to her than marble statues.

His gentle smile revealed a complete understanding of her thoughts. I have the carriage waiting. I hoped I might induce you to go this afternoon. He remembered Jane, and turned to her. And you, too, Jane, if you like. And you, Mama ...

Mrs. Pettigrew declined the invitation, but was not loath to have the youngsters out of the house for a few hours, and encouraged the outing. In particular, she urged Jane to chaperon them. Not that she had anything against Belle Halsey, but there was no denying Basil could do better for himself than an undowered orphan with no expectations of future money.

Jane accepted eagerly. She had no intention of letting the two off together, but quite aside from that, she was keen to see the popular Elgin Marbles. She and Belle went for their bonnets and pelisses, and soon the trio was climbing into the carriage for the trip to Burlington House. Jane enjoyed the trot along the Strand and up Haymarket to Piccadilly. The roads were alive with fashionable carriages. Basil even nodded out the window to a few gentlemen, but did not pull the check-string to stop and chat. She noticed with chagrin that masculine heads on the street strained for a glimpse of the pretty blonde by Basils side. Surely Belle could nab one of them, if only she could get about a little.

Thus far, Belle was only mildly infatuated with Basil. She had been prey to many infatuations already. A more eligible parti could easily divert her attention, if only he showed up soon.

Burlington House was a huge, classical building with many portals. Basil led them to one of the lesser ones and through a tiled archway to his office. It was indeed an impressive sight after the cramped quarters of Catherine Street. Oak wainscoting climbed waist-high, and above it the plastered wall was hung with large old paintings, mainly landscapes by unrecognized artists.

This is my desk, he said proudly. Belle smiled with interest at the battered piece of lumber, which was large but serviceable.

And you have a window, she pointed out. He also had a view of ten feet of grass, before another wall rose up to impede the vista.

And bookcases. I can get my books out of the attic and bring them here, Basil said.

The simple speech reminded Jane most forcefully of how they had taken over his office at home. Basils new office was complete with a threadbare carpet, drapes, and a few pieces of bric-a-brac. What it did not have, however, was more than two chairs.

This is very handsome, Basil, Jane said. Now shall we go and inspect the famous Marbles?

Yes, by Jove.

He led them along corridors to the exhibition room, where a goodly crowd was inspecting the artworks. Jane joined the throng, peering over shoulders and around heads to catch a glimpse of the shattered carvings. Her first glimpse was disappointing. She knew the carvings were ancient, but had not thought they would be in such poor repair. Hardly a single figure was intact. If the head was in place, the arms or legs were sure to be missing. She had to use her imagination to fill in the gaps, but certainly the works were beautiful. The frieze, in particular, a procession of the Athenian gods, was in fairly good repair.

While Jane studied it, an elegant young gentleman studied her, marveling that he had nearly refused his brothers request to come here. It was fate, of course, that had arranged the timing of their visit. The Fates loved him, and conspired to bring his wishes to fruition. He wore a smile of simple, pure refinement not unlike one of the Grecian statues. An Attic smile, he would have called it himself, for Lord Romeo was an ardent lover of things Grecian. He had already named Miss Halsey Athene, till he could call her Lady Romeo, for of course he must marry her.




Chapter Two



The fateful visit of Lord Romeo Rutledge to Burlington House was precipitated by a discussion between his mother, the Duchess of Stapford, and her elder son, the Marquess of Renfrew. Both were concerned about Lord Romeos deepening state of melancholia, as they sat in the elegant gold saloon of Stapford House in Belgrave Square. No small part of the duchesss dismay was that she must be sitting in the great, pretentious, drafty chamber, and not comfortably home in Hampshire, tending her garden.

I am truly concerned about the boy, she admitted to Renfrew. Concern lent a piqued tone to her words, and thrust a sharp stab of impatience through her bosom when she thought how she was missing the roses best season at home. They would be climbing all over the trellises by now, and filling the air with their sweet scent.

The duchess, informally known as Stappy to her intimes, was not a beautiful lady. Her height would have qualified her for admission to the grenadiers, and her shoulders would not have disgraced the uniform either. Her face was designed on geometric lines: a perfectly square jaw, a straight wedge of nose, flat planes of cheeks. Her coiffure did nothing to soften this angular appearance. An indeterminate grayish-blond shade, it was dragged back into a knot. Renfrew always thought her eyes should be steel gray, but in fact they were an attractively deep shade of blue. Were it not for the slash of black eyebrows above them, one would be tempted to say they were feminine eyes.

The pattern card of elegance lounging in a bergère chair across from her was much prettier. It was one of natures little jokes to have made the gentlemen of the house of Stapford exquisite beauties, and the ladies what was politely called plain. Lord Renfrew was of a height with his mama, approximately six feet. His mama envied his long-lashed blue eyes, his delicately chiseled face, and his lithe figure. What she did not envy, or even comprehend, try as she might, was that he could be bothered taking such pains with his toilette.

That blue jacket, for example, that clung to his lean body without so much as a crease, was the work of someone called Weston. Renfrews tailor featured in his conversation with equal prominence to prime ministers or kings. She admired his flowered waistcoat enormously, but knew the pattern was too dainty for her. She would look absurd in rosebuds, much as she loved the live rose. Plain, dark colors were what her geometrical figure demanded.

Hell get over it, Renfrew said in a languorous drawl. Hes been jilted before.

Aye, but never by such a dasher as Lady Barbara Manfred. He had his heart set on marrying her, you must know, and now I read she is to have Lord Clivedon after all. It was very sudden, was it not?

The match had been brewing awhile, Renfrew replied. His mama nodded. Renfrew knew all the on-dits. Lady Barbara wasnt right for Romeo, too hot at hand, and too rackety, he added, but with no air of censure.

She was quite a scandal, which is why I thought her chaperon might let her marry Romeo―just to be rid of her. There is no denying Romeo is a little odd. It is his sojourn in Greece that accounts for it, but his poor lungs―he could not tolerate Englands climate. Fifteen years in the Mediterranean is enough to make anyone loony. Not that I mean to say Romeo is actually mad. Only different.

Renfrew listened with an air of amusement. Romeo is delightfully mad, Mama, he said, again without censure. There isnt another such interesting lunatic in all of England. He actually thinks. It is just that he doesnt bother thinking about practical things, like eating, and being civil to people, and coming in out of the rain. Given the proper wife, Romeo could handle life without being locked up, or shot―or hung. What we must do is find him a wife, and keeper, for I cannot like to see him leave us again.

The duchess clicked her tongue against her teeth. Hed not settle for some harridan, Renfrew. Romeo is very nice in his requirements. Lady Barbara is a stunner, for all her shabby behavior.

Hed settle for an ax murderess, if she had the right face, which is to say, a classical face. Not that we shall hobble him with a murderess. Just some strong-willed, practical lady of good common sense.

His mother turned a derisive eye on her son. To say the words with no bark on em, what sensible gel would have him? Hed make a laughingstock of her with his antics. Hes insulted every worthy in London, by calling names. As to keeping an appointment, if he happened to see a lintel or column that caught his fancy, hed stay mooning over it for a fortnight and forget to visit his lady, for you know he never can draw himself away from anything Grecian. No, Renfrew, I think we must let him return to Athens. He speaks of doing so, and I come to think it is the proper place for him.

His lungs are cured now, Mama, Renfrew pointed out. Why consign the lad to Greece? The lady who marries him need not be well-dowered. Penniless ladies are not so nice in their requirements. A genteel lady with her pockets to let would be inclined to overlook the odd missed appointment. Indeed, she would appreciate it. And Romeo is biddable enough when he is in love.

That Renfrew condescended to discuss the matter told his mother it was important to him, more important than his bored demeanor would suggest. Do you have someone in mind? she asked hopefully.

Till now, I hadnt bent my mind to the question. We thought Romeo would marry Lady Barbara, but as that is over, I shall review the ladies of my acquaintance and find him a wife. She can take him off to his Hampshire estate and let him build Grecian temples. Thatll keep him happy and out of mischief, and close enough that we may continue seeing him. I like Romeo. He sounded surprised at the admission.

The mischief referred to, though Lord Renfrew did not wish to trouble his mother with the tale, was the daughter of a certain publican in Taunton. Romeo had begun by planning an affair with the female. Her father had objected, at which point Romeo had fallen in love with Lady Barbara Manfred instead. When she accepted an offer from Lord Clivedon, Romeo began to talk up the idea of marrying the woman from Taunton. Marriage with such a person was out of the question, but if marriage was what he had in mind, let him marry a decent woman.

A shadow in the hallway beyond caught Renfrews attention, and he looked up to see his brother hovering there. The words from a poem came to mind: alone and palely loitering. That was how Romeo was behaving lately, and it pierced Renfrew with sorrow to see it. It was obviously his duty to rectify the matter.

He detached himself gracefully from the chair and went to meet Romeo. So there you are! We were just speaking of you, he said heartily.

No ill, I hope? Romeo inquired. He wore a detached, remote smile of ineffable sweetness. Lord Romeo was slight of stature, but his appearance was something quite out of the ordinary. His beautiful locks were bleached nearly white, and arranged à la cherubim. His eyes, a clear, celestial blue, glowed with an inner light, and had even longer lashes than Lord Renfrews. He was a very tulip of fashion, but in the poetic style. At his throat he wore a silk kerchief of cerulean blue, tied in the Belcher fashion.

Certainly not, his brother assured him.

Then it must have been a short conversation, Romeo sighed. What good is to be said of me? What have I, with all my talents, accomplished? A few paintings, a few verses, of which not more than a dozen lines will be immortal. Was I put on earth for so little cause? I am become an albatross around the familys neck. I shall not trouble you much longer, James. This albatross is about to slip into the sea, like that of the ancient mariner.

Renfrew felt a spasm of alarm, as he gazed at his forlorn brother. Worry lent a sharp edge to his words. Dont talk nonsense!

Ah, James, I hear the very echo of Papa in that brusque speech. You scowl and snarl because you are sorry for me, and have the English dislike of tender emotions. But you misunderstand my meaning, brother. I am not speaking of drowning myself. Perhaps one day, but not yet. I have definitely decided to return to Greece. England is not fit for human beings. It should be given back to the wolves.

Renfrews heart stopped pounding. But you just got here! And London ...

Romeo held out a white, long-fingered hand. Pray do not cite Dr. Johnsons tedious epithet that when a man is tired of London, he is tired of life. When a man is tired of London, he is ready for life, but he will not find it here, amid the fog and ugly buildings and noisy chatter of barbarians. The islands send out their siren call, and I shall heed it. I have lingered too long in this limbo. I found myself anticipating a bite of roast beef in the kitchen just now. Imagine to what depths I have sunk! To even consider eating an innocent fellow animal. I particularly admire the placidity of bovines, too.

Though it was a relief to realize suicide was not in Romeos mind, Renfrew was grieved to hear his brother planned to leave England. He sought for something to distract Romeo. Bright, golden sunlight streamed through the windows. It was the end of May, and outside Romeo might find the weather enjoyable.

Well, you shant be leaving today. Before you go, let us take your carriage out for a ride, Renfrew suggested.

It is kind of you to try to distract me, James. I really do appreciate it, but there is nowhere to go in London, Romeo said simply.

Take him to a park, Renfrew, the duchess said.

Romeo cast a sorry eye on her. Why do you speak as though I were not here, or a helpless old man, Mama? Just so did you used to speak of Grandfather Stapford, before he died, but he was deaf. I hear perfectly, and I do not wish to go to a park. I want to go home. My psyche is pining for Athens.

James had the inspiration of the Elgin Marbles, tokens from Athens, and suggested viewing them.

I am opposed on principle to paying to see them, Romeo said firmly. It is tantamount to approving of Lord Elgins rape of the Parthenon.

You mean you havent seen them yet? Renfrew asked, shocked.

Certainly I have. I saw them at the Acropolis before Elgin had them removed. They were in a shambles, half of them scattered on the ground. The works of Phidias, imagine! A sacrilege. I sketched the head of one particularly fine piece―one of the graces. It had become severed from the body. I wonder if Elgin brought it to London.

Why dont we go and see? Renfrew tempted.

Romeo remembered that hauntingly beautiful head, with a gentle smile. He thought it must be Thalia, goddess of bloom, for she appeared to be blooming with rapture. You didnt notice if Thalia was there? Romeo asked, with an air of curiosity.

Thalia who? Renfrew was so unwise as to ask.

Ah, James, even you are as ignorant as a swan. What do they teach you at Oxford? Thalia is one of the three goddesses of fertility. I cannot like to satisfy Elgin by paying him for his depredations, but I see I must accompany you to view the Marbles, for you have not appreciated them as you ought. Come, we shall go now. Pray say good-bye to Mama for me. I mean to show her how it feels to be spoken of as though one were absent.

Renfrew bit back a rueful smile and turned to his mother. Were off, Mama. He winked broadly over Romeos shoulder, and went after his curled beaver and malacca cane. Renfrew pointed out some of the more appetizing sights of London as the carriage hastened toward Burlington House. Lord Romeo closed his eyes and shuddered in revulsion.

Tell me when we arrive. You know I become ill at the sight of English architecture. The vulgarity of domes, in particular, quite unmans me. I hold Wren responsible in large part for this blight that London has become.

As the Earl of Burlington had had his mansion built in the classical style, Romeo was able to open his eyes as he entered. At the doorway, he took up a catalog of the Marbles, and calmly told the man at the door, I shall not be paying, but lest you think me merely clutch-fisted, I want you to know I shall be giving a large donation to my favorite charity.

On this speech he swept past the doorman. Renfrew handed the man fare for them both, and the incident passed without fuss. Lord Romeo was sufficiently known in London that people stared when he entered the room. The crowd parted before him, as though he were a monarch, and soon he stood in front of the shattered marbles, shaking his head. People listened to hear his pronouncement.

The Three Fates, he murmured. Was there ever anything so exquisite? I feel the hand of the master in the drape of that gown. Phidias, of course. No underling was responsible for that drape, though I discern the clumsier hand of Ictinus, the architect, in some of these carvings. See the column-like arm he has put on the third Fate.

Renny looked at the headless ladies and said, A pity the heads didnt make it.

Ex pede, Herculem. Pythagoras deduced Hercules stature from length of his foot, and from the sublime toes of this Fate, I can appreciate the genius of Phidias.

Romeo fell into one of his trances, and after a moment, his brother gently nudged his elbow. Shall we move along and see the Birth of Athene?

You go, James. I shall stay and communicate a moment with the shade of Phidias. I can see at a glance that Elgins foragings are largely rubble. It quite crushes me to see these relics from the age of Pericles come to such a fate. The metopes are practically dust.

The frieze is in fair repair.

James! One does not visit an art gallery to admire the frames. But perhaps I shall find Thalia.

Renfrew finally got his brother moved along, to permit the other viewers to see the Fates. While Romeo assessed some portions of the frieze, Renfrew glanced around at the crowd, wondering if he might see a friend to pass the next half hour with, or perhaps a pretty lady to pique Romeos interest. Eer long, his practiced eye had discovered a diamond of the first water.

Golden curls nestled around a pretty little face. He saw Belle Halsey in profile first, and admired the slight tilt of her nose. By edging closer, he got a look at her from the front, for he knew Romeo would not be tempted by a gap tooth, or a squinty eye, and a profile might be concealing such faults. The young lady was a very pineapple of perfection. Her eyes were wide and dewy, her lips a rosebud, and her expression of a sweetness to challenge Romeos. Who could she be? It was strange such a beauty had not come to his attention before now.

Renfrew took a quick look at her partner, and thought he had seen the man before, possibly at Oxford. Not his own year, but surely he knew that thin-faced scholar with spectacles. He would speak to the man, and scrape an acquaintance if he didnt know him already.

Lord Romeo eventually parted company with Phidias and looked around for his brother. Across the room, he beheld perfection. The breath caught in his lungs, and he murmured Pallas Athene, in an awed whisper. However, it was not the softness and grace of Belle Halsey that filled his ideals of perfection. The other lady had the air of firmness and composure of Zeus own daughter. Her high, clear brow bespoke wisdom, and a certain firmness of mouth and jaw suggested her powers in combat. But for a spear and shield, and of course some anachronism in toilette―easily remedied―she was the very incarnation of Pallas Athene.

Lord Romeo wafted forward on winged feet till he stood within touching distance of his new ideal. He didnt speak, but he stared with such awful intensity that Miss Halseys sixth sense sent a shiver up her spine. She turned and found herself gazing at a rather small Adonis. Smiling and simpering at wayward gentlemen was not her way. Her nostrils dilated in annoyance, and she said rather curtly, May I help you, sir?

She couldnt have reacted in a manner to please him more unless she had pulled a spear out of her reticule and attacked him. Her haughty stare was the proper reaction for a modern-day Athene. As she watched, his soft lips lifted in a vague smile, and his blue eyes seemed lit from behind. Yes, you may save my life, if you will be so kind, he said gently.

Miss Halsey blinked in surprise. Are you ill, sir? she asked.

I was close to expiring, but you have made me well. Allow me to present myself. I am Romeo, a loyal subject of your Athens.

At this peculiar speech, Miss Halsey looked around for Basil, as it was clear she had run into a lunatic. Basil and Belle had wandered along to admire the frieze. You are mistaken, sir. I do not come from Athens, she said sharply, and turned to leave.

Romeo followed at her heels. To deny it is to say apples do not come from trees, or milk from cows.

I come from West Sussex, sir―not that it is any of your concern.

Ah! I have heard of Sussex.

Miss Halsey stopped in her tracks. The man was a foreigner, then. That explained, to some extent, his odd behavior. His appearance was more than respectable, and his manner so extremely mild and courteous that she decided to turn him off politely. You speak English very well, she said. Where are you from?

I have already told you, indirectly. I am from Athens.

Athens? Then the Marbles are of considerable interest to you, no doubt.

I cherish every crumb, for they brought us together―at last.

That odd feeling that the man had escaped from Bedlam came washing over Jane again, and she began to edge away. Well, I hope you enjoy them.

Romeo smiled more broadly. You shall not escape, Athene. I have many swift arrows in my quiver. He shimmered after her, moving smoothly, as though on skates. Jane found her companions and ran the last few yards to join them.
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