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The Case of Sir Edward Talbot

CHAPTER I

EATED apart and unnoticed in the embrasure
S of a window, the girl surveyed with a serene
expression of contentment the shouting assembly that
crowded the long drawing-room from end to end. At
the new arrival within the range of her vigion of any
woman, her grave eyes studied dispassionately and
quickly every detail of ber dress, subsequently return-
ing to the contemplation of a man who formed the
centre of a group almost immediately in front of her.

Admiration of his phyesieal qualitics could hardly
have been the canse of this recurrent attention, for
he wag a smallish, quiet-looking person, by no means
in his first youth. FPossibly a sense of sympathy
drew her to him; for, except for herself, he was the
only gmest in sight who had entirely preserved
mental and physieal coolness. Ilis associates di-
rected most of their remarks to him, with vehement
cries and gestures; and he replied softly, seriously
and with unvarying deliberation. The smooth, hair-
less face was one of the ealmest imaginable; the lips
gently emiling, the pale, luminous eyes alive with a

polite receptiveness, the whole expression admirably
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balanced and tolerant. From the demeanour of Lis
satellites one would have puessed him to be some-
thing of a notoriety, and the conjecture would have
been supported by the faet that he had a rather re-
markable skull.  Its size wag not the resnlt of any
local exagzeration ; it was big and solid in every part,
with a slizhtly convex foreliead; a head which must
have inspired the highest ndmiration and respect for
its owner i any phrenologist,  The pale ehestnut hair
was eut as short as was eonsistent with admitiing a
parting, and brushed smoothly. The ears were odidly,
even rather unpleasantly small, with a perfeetly
atraight upper edge.  Ilad not the malformation oe-
curred in bath, it might have heen taken to be due
to an aceident instead of to a congenital defect.  The
Jjaw was firm, but not prominent, the skin fair and
the mouth well eut. There was nothing beantiful
nor even remarkable in the faee, beyond its tran-
quillity, ITis general aspeet was that of o man some-
where between forty and forty-five years of age.

It iz searvcely possible to look at a person in one's
immediate neighbourhood for many seconds without
attraeting his  notice, and very shortly the
glances of the gir] and the object of her serutiny
met. Immediately sho allowed her eyes to travel
slowly and composedly past him; but his remained
fixed, and when, after a while, she casually looked
back in his direction he was still watching her.
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There was nothing impudent or challenging in his
stare, which spoke only of an awakened interest;
nevertheless it was sufficiently prenounced to eause
one or two of hig friends to follow its direction. The
girl slightly turned her head away and began to in-
terest herzelf in some newly arrived wvisitors; and
while she was g0 engaged the man left his compan-
ions and sanntered down the room, to retmn a few
minntes later in the wake of a portly, grev-haired
lady, picturesquely dressed in a loose robe of lace

“Little Shirley " cried the elderly woman in a full
rich voice which accorded with her dignified corpu-
lence,  “Sitting all lone and neglected!  How very
pathetie!  T'd no idea you'd come, even, Conldn’t
you find me "

“I did epeak to you when I arrived; and really
I've been quite happy sitting here watching the
PD‘C‘F]E‘-”

“My dear, T haven't the faintest recolleetion of
seeing you before, this evening. But there’s such
a crowd, isn't there? One's head quite spins. Do
let me introduce Sir Edward Talbot to you; such
an interesting man—7mnt of course vou've heard all
about him. He's most anxious to know you. Sir
Edward, come here! I want to introduwee yon to my
friend, Miss C'reszwell; and perhaps presently yon'll
take her and give her an ice or something. . . . How
sweet of you to come, dear Clara! I was so afraid
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that you might be too tired, after the theatre. Isi-
dore has been asking anxiously after you. Will you
come with me and find him #°

She moved off majestically, and Sir Edward Tal-
bot, after bowing with afiable dignity, took a seat
beside Shirley on the little sofu

“I hope you'll forgive me for forcing my eampany
on you,” he began in a pleasant, if rather expression-
less, voice.  “But you looked 20 cool and restful, and
I soon get weary of strenuous warmth,”

“There’s been nothing to break my rest yet,” she
explained, smiling. “I haven't seen anyone here 1
know, so far, except Mrs, Caseilis,”

“And she hasn’t been looking after you properly ?
However, vou appeared remarkably contented. I
hesitated about disturbing you.”

iz manner clearly shewed that the approach of
middle age had not robbed bim of the pleasure to
be derived from the zociety of an attractive woman.

“Oh, no! T'm glad to talk, theugh up to now
I've been enjoying the elothes. That’s my business
in life, you see. I design dresses.”

“Mrs, Cassilis was telling me. TFor Delbruck of
South Molton Street, isn’t it? T offer vou my com-
pliments. Several of the friends of whose ecompany
I feel proudest get their things there.  Shew me some
of your achievements here to-night.”

“There's Mra. Cassilis herself.”



