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1 

 
An Accidental Muse 

 

Paris, France- 1922 

 Then there was the bad weather. A cold, late-February squall was 
pelting the city in a wind-whipped fury. The heavy rain that was 
hammering the streets of Paris, and those of the Montparnasse Quarter 
in particular, was reminding everyone scurrying to keep from getting 
drenched that winter hadn't yet given up its grip. 

 With his head bowed, one hand holding down his brown Fedora, and 
the other clutching his overcoat tightly against his collar, nineteen-year-
old Harold Palmer-Tinkham was quickly crossing the busy Boulevard 
de Raspail, nimbly dodging the smoke sputtering motor cars and 
omnibuses like a not quite confident matador, and skirting the clumps 
of manure from a horse drawn delivery cart to reach the red awning 
covered doors of the Café La Rotonde. 

 In contrast to the miserable weather outside, the comfortable 
atmosphere inside of the smoke-filled Cafe was cheerfully loud, warm, 
and inviting. Its many tables and padded benches were crowded with 
lively clusters of reveling free spirited Bohemians, Hobohemians, and a 
variety of expats in the brasserie’s more flattering, muted amber light. 

Pausing in the Café’s entrance, the young Englishman took off his 
once stylish, but now wet and drooping hat, removed his overcoat, and 
then hung the coat over his left forearm as he took in the familiar haunt. 

The celebrated photographer, Man Ray, who called his work 
rayographs, and his pretty model who called herself, Kiki, were locked 
in intimate conversation at a table to his left while the noted American 
poet who preferred to be called, Vincent, was locked in rowdy laughter 
with friends and acquaintances two tables to the right. There were a few 
more scatterings of poets and artists, of course, an heiress or socialite or 
two, and enough hungry and thirsty customers to keep Monsieur Victor 
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Libion, La Rotonde’s proprietor, and his busy staff, more than happy. 
Business tonight was good. 

Back in the social den of the swells, the not so swells, and everyone 
in between, young Palmer-Tinkham was very much at ease in this 
evening’s mix and milieu. 

After readjusting the line of his brown wool serge suit jacket, pocket-
square, and trendy bright green tie with is free right hand, he ran it over 
his slicked-back black hair as he glanced around the large red and gold 
colored room with its art filled walls hoping to find the comely artist 
model that was often there, or at least, another lovely, pleasant 
challenge. 

 He settled his gaze and a well-practiced disarming smile on a 
willowy and winsome smartly dressed young woman seated alone at a 
nearby table who was casually looking around the Café while idly 
toying with a long rope of pearls. She had a chic brown bob cut that 
peeked out of a canary yellow, bell-shaped Cloche hat. With its upturned 
brim the chapeau framed an attractive Gallic face. Her dress, a knee 
length, pale blue Le Monde cotton gauze with its tastefully done hand-
painted bright yellow floral design of haute couture accentuated long, 
shapely calves. Her shoes seemed designed more for show than comfort, 
and the Englishman was very much enjoying the display. 

 When she turned and caught him staring, he winked. Bemused, the 
young woman chuckled and returned a coquettish smile. Afterall, the 
tall young man in front of her was well-dressed, moderately handsome, 
and carried himself with a certain sense of charming elan. 

 With a hopeful, if not, great expectation for the evening, he pulled 
out a slightly worn monogrammed silver cigarette case from his jacket’s 
inside pocket and retrieved a Hassan Turkish cigarette as he approached 
her table. 

 “Pardonne-moi, Mademoiselle. Puis-je?” he said pointing to the 
table’s small votive candle in front of her. 

 "Oui." 
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 With an impressive flourish, Tinkham snatched up the candle in the 
small glass holder and lit the cigarette, all the while keeping his eyes 
and sly smile locked on the young woman. Drawing in the pungent 
smoke, he slowly blew it out towards the ceiling with a casual, yet 
calculated air. 

 “Merci, ma petite fleur,” he said, replacing the table candle and 
offering the lady yet one more enticing smile that some said reminded 
them of a wayward choir boy or a choir boy looking to become 
wayward. 

 “Je regrette,” said the young woman tilting her head towards the bar 
where her date for the evening was gathering up the drinks he had just 
ordered for the two of them. 

 "Ah, tant pis pour moi," he said, clutching his heart in a show of 
theatrical dejection. 

The young woman pushed out her lower lip in mock sadness, and 
then chuckled. 

“Another time, perhaps?” he said, winking and flashing another 
brilliant smile. 

 "Oui, another time, Monsieur," she said with a chin up nod and coy 
smile causing Tinkham to sigh as he turned and then spied his American 
writer friend sitting alone at a table across from the kitchen. 

 Tinkham brightened as he made his way over to the sturdy looking 
fellow, who was hunched over an open notebook with an unmoving 
pencil. His muses, apparently, weren't musing. 

 An almost empty carafe of red table wine and a half-filled glass 
didn’t seem to be helping the writer with inspiration, or perhaps, only 
added to his frustration. A small basket of what remained of a sliced 
baguette and a spray of bread crumbs added dismal support. 

 “Mind if I join you, old boy?” 
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 The American looked up and gave the young Englishman a nod and 
half smile. 

 “Sure, have a seat, Tink.” 

 "Splendid!" Tinkham said, hanging the wet coat and hat on a nearby 
wall peg. Before taking a seat he retrieved a small cloth bundle from the 
overcoat pocket and set it on the table. 

 “So, how’s goes it with the word work, Ernie?” 

 “Joyless and unmoving, a way you’ll never be. What’s in the 
bundle?” 

 “Distractions.” 

 “Distractions?” The American writer arched a curious eyebrow. 

 “Jig-Saw puzzle pieces," Tinkham said conspiratorially as he untied 
the small bundle. The contents tumbled onto the table, causing the writer 
to lean in and have a look. 

 “Naughty French postcard puzzle pieces,” he added, grinning 
conspiratorially as he looked back and asked for a glass from a waiter. 

“Hmm?" said Ernie. "Why do I suspect they must have something to 
do with you and the ladies, only right now I don’t have the damnedest 
clue as to what or why?” 

 “Life, as the Great Bard once wrote, is a mystery whose plot unfolds 
with the pen of time,” said Tinkham. “And in our time what are we 
drinking, my friend?” 

 “House wine, I’m afraid. It’s not bad, though. Did Shakespeare 
really write that?” 

 “If he didn’t, then he very well should have, I think.”  

 Hemingway chuckled and when the glass was delivered the 
American poured his young friend a drink, emptying the carafe. 
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 “Splendid!” Tinkham said, rubbing his hands together and then held 
up his right hand and waved it to get the waiter’s attention again. When 
he had it, the Englishman held up the empty carafe and motioned for 
another. 

 "Un autre, s'il vous plait!" 

 The waiter nodded as Tinkham made a closer inspection of the 
chalkboard menu and what more was on offered display. 

 The evening migration of expatriates in the café was its usual mix 
of struggling poets, writers, gifted and not so gifted artists, and 
philosophers, deep and shallow, who, some cynics had labeled, ‘Le 
Generation Perdu.’ The Lost Generation. 

 As with most evenings the arrivals filtered in early to find their 
friends, themselves, or at least a good table at which to sit, smoke, drink 
and socialize their plotlines and prose. 

 More so, though, they came in to be seen. These days in Paris, 
celebrity, or what passed for it, required visibility and a certain degree 
of performance, even for the lesser knowns, like Tinkham’s American 
friend and the not always struggling writer, Ernest Hemingway. 

 "Shall we eat?" 

 “I’m afraid I’m not exactly flush, Tink.” 

 “Not flush, what?” said the confused Englishman. 

 “It means I’m a little short of money.” 

 “Ah, American slang, yes. Brilliant!” Tinkham said, retrieving a 
plump billfold from his suit coat pocket. “My treat, my good fellow 
because the ten pounds I placed on a fine thoroughbred at Longchamps 
earlier today made a very splendid show! So, I’m flush, as you would 
say.” 

 “You won?” 
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 “First time this month actually, but I think I’m genuinely getting the 
hang of it. I’ve almost broken even!” 

 “You want a sure thing when it comes to betting on the horses, do 
you?”  

 “Always appreciated.” 

 “Okay, then here it is,” Hemingway said leaning in with a 
conspirator’s tone. “Don’t ever bet what you can't afford to lose, and 
you’ll be a winner. But why do I believe that with you it isn’t so much 
about winning as it is about the chase?” 

 Tinkham grinned and then scanned the café only to have his eyes 
linger for a while on the young woman in the canary yellow hat before 
turning his attention back to the writer. 

 “Chase, but not chaste, I see,” laughed Hemingway. 

 “And always in the running.” 

 The American had heard the rumors. Tinkham could well afford to 
stay in the chase because his father, Sir Harold Palmer-Tinkham, one of 
London’s wealthiest bankers, pledged a more than comfortable monthly 
stipend to his errant son so long as he remained on the Continent and 
did not return to England anytime soon. 

 Tinkham had once confided in his American friend that it all had to 
do with a few silly misunderstandings back home. 

 “Misunderstandings, huh?” 

 “Well, with a certain Vicar’s wife, yes…” 

 “A Vicar’s wife?” 

 “A pleasant and enthusiastic woman, actually, as was the Cabinet 
Minister’s charming daughter, a Magistrate’s mistress, and our upstairs 
maid,” added Tinkham, holding both arms up in a 'what can I do?' 
pantomime gesture. 
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 "Ah, I see." 

 "Afraid my father didn't, but that wasn't the worst of it." 

 "It wasn't?" 

 "No," he said. 

 Tinkham then went on to tell of the final proverbial straw that had 
to do with an unfortunate hunting accident, where he, the only son and 
sole heir of his father’s vast holdings and considerable estate, mistook 
several of his father’s prized Homing Pigeons for pheasants on the fly. 

 “Easy to confuse the two as they are game birds of sorts,” he said. 
"Not my fault, really." 

 “Sure,” said Hemingway, dryly. “One is dull grey with white 
markings and about the size of a plump little tea pot while the other is a 
substantially larger, gold, and brown colored bird with scarlet, purple 
ring-necked markings. Easy to mistake.” 

 “Yes, all rather confusing, you know.” 

 “I take it you don't hunt?” 

 Tinkham shook his head. “No, not really, but that wasn’t the real 
problem, you see.” 

 “It wasn’t?” 

 “Oh, Heavens no! Apparently, I compounded my faux pas when I 
had our cook prepare the pigeons in a nice red wine sauce for dinner. It 
was wonderfully delicious actually, only my father was not very 
pleased.” 

 “I should say not.” 

 “More so, he said because not only was I a self-absorbed and 
inconsiderate womanizer, but that I hadn’t even the slightest idea of 
what horrible thing I'd just done.” 

 “Did you try apologizing?” 
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 Tinkham shrugged. “Yes, of course,” he said. “I told him I was 
deeply, deeply sorry and that I'd forgotten that pigeons are fowl and that 
they should always be served with a good white wine sauce, instead of 
a red. Whatever was I thinking?” 

 “Like your father, I too have no idea.” 

 “Exactly! And when I rose from the table to go and chastise the cook 
for not using a fine Rhine Riesling or a tasty Moselle, my father became 
incensed.” 

 “Well, it was an interesting apology.” 

 “And one that led to my temporary banishment here and my present 
situation, which, at the moment means finding creative ways to live 
within a somewhat restricted allowance while properly representing 
privileged hedonism.” 

 “A struggle, is it?” Hemingway said with a cynical snort. 

 “One does what one can,” said the Englishman, smiling.  

 “You, my young friend, are quite the louche.” 

 “I suppose I could be if I only knew what that word meant.” 

 “Rakish, but in a genial sort of way.” 

 “Why then, yes, I am!” laughed Tinkham. 

 He'd known Tinkham since he'd arrived from London eight months 
earlier. They'd met at one of Gertrude Stein's evening gatherings on the 
rue de Fleurus, and unlike many of the guests in attendance, he wasn't 
a pretentious artist or social climber, was genuinely affable, and was 
someone whose King's College education at Cambridge had taken a 
reasonably strong hold. He was well read, spoke fluent French and 
Italian, and more importantly carried a flask of absinthe that he shared 
with Hemingway, adding it to their glasses of champagne that Stein had 
provided for her guests that somehow made some of the snobs in 
attendance seem a bit more tolerable. 
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However, it wasn’t until a week later that the friendship actually took 
root. When the young Englishman was asked what he thought of several 
of the American Ex-Pats literary works by Sylvia Beach in her 
bookstore one afternoon, Tinkham confessed that while he didn't really 
like Stein's repetitious and somewhat tedious writing style, he felt that 
'this Hemingway chap's literary skills showed some genuine merit!' 

 As Alice B. Toklas was in the Shakespeare & Company bookstore 
at the time and overheard the remark, word had gotten back to Stein and 
Tinkham was never welcomed back to any more of the avant-garde 
poet’s parties. Word, though, had also gotten back to Hemingway, who 
always had a spot for him at his table afterwards. 

 When the waiter brought the carafe of house wine he asked if they 
wanted to order something to eat, Tinkham took a second glance at the 
day’s menu scrawled on the chalkboard and settled on the Croque 
Monsieur, the French ham and cheese sandwich, along with a plate of 
fresh oysters, and a plate of breaded and baked aubergines mixed with 
fresh, sliced green onion and dripping in a fine balsamic vinegar. 

 “Pour les deux,” he said and then to Hemingway added, “How does 
that sound, my friend?” 

 “Sounds good, but you don’t have to spring for both the booze and 
the eats,” said the writer reaching for his wallet only to have the 
Englishman wave it away. 

 “No, no! My treat old boy!" he said. "But do tell me about your latest 
musings?” said Tinkham, nodding to the writer’s open notebook. “Fill 
me in on the details. What’s it about?” 

 “It’s about nothing,” lamented the writer, frowning. “I’m afraid I’m 
two rounds into a tough bout of writer’s block.” 

 Hemingway took a deep drink of the wine and then stared into the 
near empty glass for a quiet moment. 
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 “Nonsense! You just need a better offering of the grapes to entice 
the muse,” Tinkham said, refilling the American’s glass. “Now tell me 
about your war again.” 

 “My war?” laughed Hemingway, more as a rebuff to himself than 
an attempt at humor. “Christ, nobody wants to hear about that again. 
That’s old news.” 

 “Ah, but new news for those of us who missed out on it. Flat feet, 
you see. The Army wouldn't have me. So, tell me about the war and 
more specifically, the part the nurses played for you at the hospital in 
Italy.” 

 “Ah, the nurses. Of course!” laughed the writer. “I should have 
known.” 

 “And don’t nick a damn story in the bud either, Old Sport. Do go 
into every lusty and sordid detail.” 

 “Every one of them, eh?” 

 “The lustier, the better.” 

 “Okay Tink, then here you go. Winter on the Fronte Italiano, the 
Italian Front in the Alps was bitter cold and harsh, and with a biting 
wind that blustered and bullied its way over the brooding high peaks 
and miserable crags and tore into you like a good boxer’s left jab, 
stinging your eyes until they glazed and watered and your face grew 
numb…” 

 “Yes, yes. Good description! The snow will kill a man’s marrow, 
well at least, until the torrents of spring.”  

 “What?” 

 “Your description of the mountains in the winter, I like it, 
immensely. In fact, I could almost feel the chill from the cold. Please do 
go on. Ah, here we are!” Tinkham said, as the waiter brought their order 
of food. 
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 “Du pain, s’il vous plait, monsieur,” he said to the waiter, handing 
him the now empty basket. "Avec du beurre aux herbes." 

 “Herbal butter too, huh? You got expensive taste, kid.” 

 “Tastier to soak up the sauce, you see! I’m famished, and since we’re 
on the subject of all things saucy, tell me about your nurse that looked 
after you when you were wounded. Was she big bosomed? Blonde, 
ginger, or raven haired, or brunette, perhaps with a shapely derriere and 
long, tantalizing legs?” 

 “She was a large healthy brunette, full of life, allure, wit, and 
passion,” replied the writer. “But how about you, at least, let me get 
wounded in the mountains first, so I can get to part about the hospital 
and its nurses.” 

 “I see, Old Man, and like a fish story, you’re reeling me in!” 

 “You have the spleen of an editor, Tink.” 

 “Don’t you mean, heart?” 

 “No,” Hemingway said, frowning. “Editors don’t have hearts, balls 
either, for that matter. Did I mention that the sonsofbitches bark at the 
moon? But that’s another story. So where were we on this one?” 

 “The Italian Alps, I believe?” 

 “Oh yeah, and in the trenches that were awash in mud from the 
ground warmed by the constant trampling of wave after foot-slogging 
wave of brave, young, and frightened soldiers going up and over the top 
of the frozen trenches and into the hellish gun and shellfire. The mud 
oozed thick and slow in the wake. It caked on your boots, as if you were 
carrying a piece of the land with you moving the bloody frontline 
forward. Inch by miserable inch…” 

 “A farewell to farms, eh?” 

 “What?” 
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 “You moved the high mountain pastures, and, in a quite literal sense, 
you took the fields with you, you say?” 

 Hemingway paused and took another drink of wine as the waiter 
brought the bread and freshly mixed butter. 

 “Well…yes, I suppose…” the writer said, jotting something down 
and then pausing to break off a piece of bread and slowly dab it with 
butter momentarily lost in thought. 

 There was a sudden rush of cold air and wet street noise as the café’s 
door opened, and a young, dark-eyed beauty sauntered in like the sultry 
muse and siren she was for the much older, shorter, and brooding 
celebrated artist that trailed her. The touted artiste and impresario wore 
a long black wool coat with a matching scarf at the neck, and, of course, 
his trademark black beret that sat atop his head to cover his receding 
hairline. Ever the avant-garde figure his image was everything on the 
Left Bank these days, and the artist’s persona was as carefully crafted 
as his paintings. 

 He was a celebrity in his milieu, only the woman’s beauty detracted 
from the immediate attention he craved, which only seemed to make the 
artist brood even more. But he brightened immediately when the Maître 
d’ rushed over to welcome the famed painter with a flourish meant for 
royalty as he led the two to a reserved and better table at the back of the 
cafe. 

 As the two latest arrivals were passing by Tinkham and Hemingway, 
the Englishman turned in his seat and once again smiled. 

“Ah, bonsoir, mon amie,” he said, brushing her left hand. 

 The young woman stopped, smiled at Tinkham in warm recognition, 
and returned the greeting with an air of better familiarity and something 
that even the American writer thought said more than their words. 

 “Ah! Bonsoir, Tinky! Ca va?” 

 “Tres bien, et tu, mon tresor?” Tinkham asked how she was calling 
her his treasure and smiling his trademark smile. The artist turned back, 
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caught the end of the exchange, and dismissed the young Englishman 
with a face-bending sneer as he quickly shepherded the alluring model 
away. 

 "Come! Drink, my young Lothario!" laughed Hemingway, turning 
Tinkham's attention away from the now even more brooding artist. “I 
take it you know the great Picasso’s latest not-so-still life,” the 
American writer added. “I mean, judging from the warm reception you 
just received from that pompous little prick.” 

 “She’s, eh, just an acquaintance…” 

 “An acquaintance, is she?” 

 Tinkham gave a small shrug and an amused smile. “A quite 
intelligent one as well.” 

 “And the legend himself. You two seem to have some history.” 

 Tinkham shrugged, again. “I might have mentioned to Max Jacob 
that I thought old Pablo draws horrible nudes! One breast here, one way 
over there, possibly with an eye or ear attached. I can assure you she’s 
not like that in the flesh…” 

 “Unless it is your eye or ear on her warm bosom, I’m guessing, 
judging from his reaction.” 

“Art is as art does, old boy. Now, what say we move to another table? 
I’m feeling a draft, I think,” Tinkham said, gathering up the plate of 
food, bread basket, and his drink to head to a corner table that was just 
being vacated. “Come on, Hem, let’s make it a moveable feast.” 

 “A what?” 

 “We’ll pick up our eats and move over to the table closer to the 
kitchen. It’s warmer over there, I suspect,” he said, moving to the table 
that conveniently had an unobstructed view of the young woman and 
the back of the artist. Hemingway trailed Tinkham, carrying the wine 
and his weathered notebook and pencil. 
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 After the artist and his model were quietly ensconced in their private 
table the manager hurried away and returned with two glasses and a 
bottle of his best wine and a complimentary spread of olives and cheese. 
A few moments later when Picasso rose and excused himself to make 
his way to the WC, Tinkham seized the opportunity. Scooting his chair 
back, he jumped to his feet, and untied the small bundle of Jigsaw puzzle 
pieces he had brought with him. 

 "You're not..." said Hemingway when he realized what the young 
Englishman was about to do. 

 "Why yes, I am!" 

 “You have no shame, do you?”  

 “To have and have not,” Tinkham replied, grinning as he made his 
way over to the woman where he dumped the contents of the small cloth 
bundle out on the table. The shiny puzzle pieces flickered in the golden 
glow of the glass candleholder on the table to assist in the ruse. 

 Tinkham then took the woman’s hand and kissed it. Pulling out the 
small, red carnation from the table’s vase he presented the flower to her 
with a flourish. As he flirted he spread the Jigsaw puzzle pieces in a 
loose and haphazard fashion. 

 Hemingway grinned watching as Tinkham leaned in and whispered 
something in the young woman’s ear. She smiled, shook her head 
protesting, but after some theatrical pleading by the Englishman, she 
finally gave in to his persistence with a boisterous laugh. 

 The two were still in their intimate conversation as the door to the 
WC opened and Picasso emerged. The artist, though, held up by 
momentary flattery and a rousing chorus of praise from the café’s owner 
and several enthusiastic patrons, missed the brief encounter which gave 
Tinkham the necessary time to slip away from the lovely woman. 

 Back at the writer's table he said, “Hate to dash, Old boy but I dare 
say, it is time to leave, I’m afraid.” 
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 Retrieving his plump billfold from the inside pocket of his jacket 
Tinkham dropped off far more than enough francs to cover the café bill. 
“How about we pick up the story where we left off about those nurses 
of yours, say at Le Dome, across the street in an hour or so?” 

 “Le Dome? It’s a little early for Le Dome, Tink. The sun’s just 
setting…” 

 “Ah, but it also rises. She’s going to meet me there in a bit,” 
Tinkham said, stealing another look at the woman from across the room 
as Picasso rejoined his muse. This time, though, the brooding artist 
didn’t notice as the woman sniffed the flower she was holding and 
smiled a not-so-enigmatic smile to the young man standing a few tables 
away. Picasso hadn’t noticed because his attention was focused on the 
disorganized puzzle pieces on the table in front of him. 

 Hemingway chuckled. “Ah, the mystery revealed!” he said to the 
Englishman. 

 “Enjoy the food. The herb butter really is exceptional,” said 
Tinkham, retrieving his coat and hat. "See you in a bit?" 

 “Naw, I think I’ll stay put for a while,” Hemingway said, going back 
to his notebook and pencil with revived interest. 

 “Chiseling away at the writer’s block, eh?” 

 “One chip at a time, sport.” 

 “So where exactly do you get your ideas?” 

 Ernie just smiled. “Damned if I know, Tink,” he said. “Damned if I 
know.” 
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