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A VALIANT IGNORANCE

CHAPTER T

“My pean Mamua,

“1 hope you are quite well I am
quite well, and Smut iz quite well. Her tail
is very fat. 1 hope papa iz quite well. I
have a box of soldiers, The eaptain has a
horse, Uncle Richard gave them fo me,
There is a hole in the horse, and he sticks in
~tight, Auntie is quite well, and zo is nurse,
and so iz cook,

“T am, your loving Son,
“ JoLiax”

It was the table d’hote room of one of
the best hotels in Nice; a large room, gay
and attractive, according to its kind, as fresh
paint, hright decoration, and expaise of look-
ing-glazs could make it. Frem end to end
were ranged small tables, varying in size but

YOI I B



2 A VALTIANT IGNOQRANCE

uniform in the radiant spotlessness of their
white eloths, and the brightnesa of their silver,
ching, or glass; and to and fro hetween the
tables, and from the tables to the door, moved
active walters, whose one aim in life seemed
to be the anticipation of the wishes of the
visitors for whose pleasure alone they ap-
parently existed,

It was emly, and ddjeuner proper was
hardly in full swing ns yet. DBut a good
many of the tables were occupied, and a sub-
dued hium of conversation pervaded the air; a
hum compounded of the high-pitehed chatter
of American women and the quick, eager
voluhility of French tongues, hacked by a less
pronounced but perfeetly pereeptible nnder-
current of German and English; the whole
diversified now and then by a light Jaugh.

The sounds were subdued Dbeecanse  the
room was large and sparsely filled, but they
were @ay. The smiling alacrity of the
waiters was apparently at onee a symptom of,
anidl 2 subtle tvibute to, the humour of the
hour. There were sundry strongly-marked
taces here and there among the little groups ;
middle-aged men to whom neither ambition
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nor care could have been empty words ;
middle-azed women with lines about their
faces not lightly come by ; young girls with
the vazue desire aud unrest of yonth ; young
men with its secvets and its aspivations.  DBut
all individuality of eare, anxiety, or (esire
seemed to be in abevance for the time being ;
enjoyment — somewhat conventional, well-
dreszed enjoyment, of the kind that rather
eovers up trouble as not “the thing” than
disperses it—was evidently the orvder of the
day. It was within three days of the carnival,
and the visitors who were crowding iuto Niee
came one and all with fixedly and obviously
light-hearted intention.

The link Dbetween the little letter—not
little by any means in a material sense, since
its capitals sprawled and stagmered over a
larwe sheet of foreion letter paper—and the
smart, pleasure-zecking atmosphere of the
Nice table d'héte room, was a woman who
sat at a little table by one of the open
windows.  And she was much more easily to
be identified, arguing from her appearance and
manner, with her present surroundings than
with the Images conjured up by the blotted
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4 A VALIANT IGNORANCE

letter in her hand. She was a small woman,
with a very ereet little figure, the trimness of
which was accentuated by the conventional
perfection of the dress she wore; it was not
such a dress as would comumend itself to the
fashionable woman of to-day—at that date,
eighteen hundred and seventy-two, tailor-made
earments for ladies were not—Dbut it bad won
a glance of respect, nevertheless, from every
woman in the room in the course of the few
minutes which had elapsed sinee its wearer had
entered, Her bair was fair ; very plentiful and
very fashionably dressed. Her eyes were blue ;
her colouring pale.  If she had had no other
claims on a eritie’s attention, no more marked
characteristics, she might have been ecalled
rather pretty. She was rather pretty, as a
matter of fact, but her prettiness was dwarfed,
and put out of sight by the stronger influence
of her manner and expression,

As she sat there reading her letter, neither
moving nor speaking, she was stamped from
head to foot—as far as externals went—as one
of a fype of woman which commands more
superficial homage than perhaps any other—
the woman of the world. The self-possession,
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the quiet, unquestioning assurance, even the
superficiality of her expression in its total
absenee of intellectuality or emotionalism,
spoke to character; the narvow character,
truly, which is cognisant only of shallow
waters, knows them, and reigns in them. But
it was a noticeable feature about her that even
this character had gone to the accentunation of
the type in her. As to herage, it would have
Leen extremely difficalt to guess it from her
appearance, Her face was quite wnworn—
evidently such emotions as she had known
had gone by no means deep—and yet it was
not young ; there was too much knowledge
of the world about it for vouthinlness. As
a matter of fact, she was twenty-siz years old.
She was sitting alone at the little table by
the window, and her perfect freedom from
nervousness, or even conscionsness of the
admiring glanees cast at her, emphasized her
perfeet aclf-possession.

A waiter, smiling and assiduous even
beyond the smiling assiduity with which he
had waited at other tables, appeared with her
breakfast, and as he arranged it on the table,
she replaced the blotted letter in its envelope



