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T
CHAPTER I

Table of Contents

HERE is a letter for you, monsieur,” said the
concierge of the Hôtel du Soleil et de l’Ecosse.

He was a shabby concierge sharing in the
tarnish of the shabby hotel which (for the information of
those fortunate ones who only know of the Ritz, and the
Meurice and other such-like palaces) is situated in the
unaristocratic neighbourhood of the Halles Centrales.

“As it bears the Paris postmark, it must be the one which
monsieur was expecting,” said he, detaching it from the clip
on the keyboard.

“You are perfectly right,” said Martin Overshaw. “I
recognise the handwriting.”

The young Englishman sat on the worn cane seat in the
little vestibule and read his letter. It ran:

Dear Martin,
I’ve been away. Otherwise I should have answered your

note sooner. I’m delighted you’re in this God-forsaken city,
but what brought you here in August, Heaven only knows.
We must meet at once. I can’t ask you to my abode,
because I’ve only one room, one chair and a bed, and you
would be shocked to sit on the chair while I sat on the bed,
or to sit on the bed while I sat on the chair. And I couldn’t
offer you anything but a cigarette (caporal, à quatre sous le
paquet) and the fag end of a bottle of grenadine syrup and
water. So let us dine together at the place where I take such
meals as I can afford. Au Petit Cornichon, or as the snob of a



proprietor yearns to call it, The “Restaurant Dufour.” It’s a
beast of a hole in the Rue Baret off the Rue Bonaparte; but I
don’t think either of us could run to the Café de Paris or
Paillard’s and we’ll have it all to ourselves. Meet me there at
seven.

Yours sincerely,
Corinna Hastings.
Martin Overshaw rose and addressed the concierge.
“Where is the Rue Bonaparte?”
The concierge informed him.
“I am going to dine with a lady at a restaurant called the

Petit Cornichon. Do you think I had better wear evening
dress?”

The concierge was perplexed. The majority of the British
frequenters of the hotel, when they did not dine in gangs at
the table d’hôte, went out to dinner in flannels or
knickerbockers, and wore cloth caps, and looked upon the
language of the country as an incomprehensible joke. But
here was a young Englishman of a puzzling type who spoke
perfect French with a strange purity of accent, in spite of his
abysmal ignorance of Paris, and talked about dressing for
dinner.

“I will ask Monsieur Bocardon,” said he.
Monsieur Bocardon, the manager, a fat, greasy

Provençal, who sat over a ledger in the cramped bureau,
leaned back in his chair and threw out his hands.

“Evening dress in a little restaurant of the quartier. Mais
non! They would look at you through the windows. There
would be a crowd. It would be an affair of the police.”



Martin Overshaw smiled. “Merci, monsieur,” said he. “But
as you may have already guessed, I am new to Paris and
Paris ways.”

“That doesn’t matter,” replied Monsieur Bocardon
graciously. “Paris isn’t France. We of the south—I am from
Nîmes—care that for Paris——” he snapped his fingers.
“Monsieur knows the Midi?”

“It is my first visit to France,” said Martin.
“Mais comment donc? You speak French like a

Frenchman.”
“My mother was a Swiss,” replied Martin ingenuously.

“And I lived all my boyhood in Switzerland—in the Canton de
Vaud. French is my mother tongue, and I have been
teaching it in England ever since.”

“Aha! Monsieur is professeur?” Monsieur Bocardon asked
politely.

“Yes, professeur,” said Martin, conscious for the first time
in his life of the absurd dignity of the French title. It
appealed to a latent sense of humour and he smiled wryly.
Yes. He was a Professor—had been for the last ten years, at
Margett’s Universal College, Hickney Heath; a professor
engaged in cramming large classes of tradesmen’s children,
both youths and maidens, with such tricksters’ command of
French grammar and vocabulary as would enable them to
obtain high marks in the stereotyped examinations for
humble positions in the Public and semi-public services. He
had reduced the necessary instruction to an exact science.
He had carried hundreds of pupils through their
examinations with flying colours; but he had never taught a
single human being to speak thirty consecutive coherent



words of French or to read and enjoy a French book. When
he was very young and foolish he had tried to teach them
the French speech as a living, organic mode of
communication between human beings, with the result that
his pupils soul-strung for examinations had revolted and the
great Cyrus Margett, founder of the colossal and horrible
Strasbourg goose factory known as Margett’s Universal
College, threatened to sack him if he persisted in such
damnable and unprofitable imbecility. So, being poor and
unenterprising and having no reason to care whether a Mr.
James Bagshawe or a Miss Susan Tulliver profited for more
than the examination moment by his teaching, he had
taught the dry examination-bones of the French language
for ten years. And—“Monsieur est professeur,” from
Monsieur Bocardon!

Then, as he turned away and began to mount the dingy
stairs that led to his bedroom, it struck him that he was now
only a professor in partibus. He was no longer a member of
the professorial staff of Margett’s Universal College. The
vast, original Margett had retired with fortune, liver and
head deservedly swollen to county magnateship, leaving,
for pecuniary considerations, the tremendous educational
institution to a young successor, who having adopted as his
watchword the comforting shibboleth, “efficiency,” had
dismissed all those professors who did not attain his
standard of slickness. Martin Overshaw was not slick. The
young apostle of efficiency had dismissed Martin Overshaw
at a month’s notice, after ten years service. It was as
though a practised gougeur or hand gorger of geese had
been judged obsolescent and made to give place to one



who gorged them by Hertzian rays. The new Olympian had
flashed a glance, a couple of lightning questions at Martin
and that was the end.

In truth, Martin Overshaw did not emanate efficiency like
the eagle-faced men in the illustrated advertisements who
undertake to teach you how to become a millionaire in a
fortnight. He was of mild and modest demeanour; of
somewhat shy and self-depreciatory attitude; a negligible
personality in any assemblage of human beings; a man
(according to the blasphemous saying) of no account. Of
medium height, thin, black-haired, of sallow complexion, he
regarded the world unspeculatively out of clear grey eyes,
that had grown rather tired. As he brushed his hair before
the long strip of wardrobe mirror, it did not occur to him to
criticise his reflected image. He made no claims to
impeccability of costume. His linen and person were
scrupulously clean; his sober suit comparatively new. But his
appearance, though he knew it not, suffered from a
masculine dowdiness, indefinable, yet obvious. His ill-tied
cravat had an inveterate quarrel with his ill-chosen collar
and left the collar stud exposed, and innocent of sumptuary
crime he allowed his socks to ruck over his ankles.... Once
he had grown a full black beard, full in the barber’s sense,
but dejectedly straggling to the commonplace eye of a
landlady’s daughter who had goaded him into a tepid
flirtation. To please the nymph long since married to a
virtuous plumber whom Martin himself had called in to make
his bath a going concern, he had divested himself of the
offending excrement and contented himself thenceforward
with a poor little undistinguished moustache. A very



ordinary, unarresting young man was Martin Overshaw. Yet,
in his simple, apologetic way—exempli gratia, when he
smiled with deferential confidence on the shabby concierge
and the greasy Monsieur Bocardon—he carried with him an
air of good-breeding, a disarming, sensitiveness of manner
which commanded the respect, contemptuous though it
might have sometimes been, of coarser natures. A long,
thin, straight nose with delicate nostrils, the only noticeable
feature of his face, may have had something to do with this
impression of refinement. Much might be written on noses.
The Great Master of Noseology, Lawrence Sterne, did but
broach the subject. On account, perhaps, of a long head
terminating in a long blunt chin, and a mild patience of
expression, he bore at Margett’s Universal College the
traditional sobriquet of “Cab-horse.”

The cab-horse, however, was now turned out to grass—in
August Paris. He had been there three days and his head
swam with the wonder of it. As he walked along the
indicated route to the Petit Cornichon in the airless dark, he
felt the thrill of freedom and of romance. Down the
Boulevard Sébastopol he went, past the Tour Saint Jacques,
through the Place du Châtelet over the Pont au Change and
across the Île de la Cité to the Boulevard Saint Michel, and
turned to the right along the Boulevard Saint Germain until
he came to the Rue Bonaparte and his destination. It was
the sweltering cool of the evening. Paris sat out of doors, at
cafés, at gateways in shirt sleeves and loosened bodices, at
shop fronts, at dusty tables before humble restaurants.
Pedestrians walked languidly in quest of ultimate seats. In
the wide thoroughfares the omnibuses went their



accustomed route; but motor-cabs whizzed unfrequent for
lack of custom—they who could afford to ride in taxi-autos
on the rive gauche were far away in cooler regions—and the
old horses of crawling fiacres hung stagnant heads. Only the
stale dregs of Paris remained in the Boul’ Mich. Yet it was
Fairyland to the emancipated professor in partibus who
paused here and there to catch the odd phrases of his
mother tongue which struck his ears with delicious
unfamiliarity. Paris, too, that close, sultry evening, smelled
of unutterable things; but to Martin Overshaw it was the
aroma of a Wonder City.

He found without difficulty the Café-Restaurant Dufour
whose gilded style and title eclipsed the modest sign of the
“Petit Cornichon” prudently allowed to remain in porcelain
letters on the glass of door and windows. Under the ægis, as
it were, of the poor “little gherkin” and independent of the
magnificent Dufour establishment, was the announcement
displayed: “Déjeuners 1 fr. 50. Dîners 2 fr. Vin Compris.” The
ground floor was a small café, newly decorated with fresco
panels of generously unclad ladies dropping roses on goat-
legged gentlemen: symptoms of the progressive mind of the
ambitious Monsieur Dufour. Only two tables were occupied—
by ruddy-faced provincials engaged over coffee and
dominoes. To Martin, standing embarrassed, came a pallid
waiter.

“Monsieur désire?”
“Le Restaurant.”
“C’est en haut, monsieur, Au premier.”
He pointed to a meagre staircase on the left-hand side.

Martin ascended and found himself alone in a ghostly-tabled



room. From a doorway emerged another pallid waiter, who
also addressed him with the enquiry: “Monsieur désire?”—
but the enquiry was modulated with a certain subtle
inflection of surprise and curiosity.

“I am expecting a lady,” said Martin.
“Bien, monsieur. A table for two? Voici.”
He drew back an inviting chair.
“I should like this one by the window,” said Martin. The

room being on the entresol, the ceiling was low and the
place reeked with reproachful reminders of long-forgotten
one-franc-fifty and two-franc meals.

“I am sorry, Monsieur,” replied the waiter, “but this table
is reserved by a lady who takes here all her repasts.
Monsieur can see that it is so by the half-finished bottle of
mineral water.”

He held up the bottle of Evian in token of his veracity.
Scrawled in pencil across the label ran the inscription, “Mlle.
Hastings.”

“Mademoiselle Hastings!” cried Martin. “Why, that is the
lady I am expecting.”

The waiter smiled copiously. Monsieur was a friend of
Miss Hastings? Then it was a different matter. Mademoiselle
said she would be back to-night and that was why her bottle
of Evian had been preserved for her. She was the only one
left of the enormous clientèle of the restaurant. It was a
restaurant of students. In the students’ season, not a table
for the chance comer. All engaged. The students paid so
much per week or per month for nourishment. It really was
a pension, enfin, for board without lodging. When the
students were away from Paris the restaurant was kept open



at a loss; not a very great loss, for in Paris one knew how to
accommodate oneself to circumstance. Good provincials
and English tourists sometimes wandered in. One always
then indicated the decorations, real masterpieces some of
them.... Only a day or two ago an American traveller had
taken photographs. If Monsieur would deign to look round ...

Martin deigned. Drawings in charcoal and crayon on the
distempered walls, caricatures, bold nudes, bars of music,
bits of satiric verse, flowing signatures, bore evidence of the
passage of many generations of students.

“It amuses them,” said the waiter, “and gives the place a
character.”

He was pointing out the masterpieces when a young
voice by the door sang out:

“Hallo, Martin!”
Martin turned and met the welcoming eyes of Corinna

Hastings, fair-haired, slender, neatly dressed in blue serge
coat and skirt and a cheap little hat to which a long
pheasant’s feather gave a touch of bravado.

“You’re a real Godsend,” she declared. “I was thinking of
throwing myself into the river, only there would have been
no one on the deserted bridge to fish me out again. I am the
last creature left in Paris.”

“I am more than lucky then to find you, Corinna,” said
Martin. “For you’re the only person in Paris that I know.”

“How did you find my address?”
“I went down to Wendlebury——”
“Then you saw them all?” said Corinna, as they took their

seats at the window-table. “Father and mother and Bessie
and Joan and Ada, etcetera, etcetera down to the new baby.



The new baby makes ten of us alive—really he’s the
fourteenth. I wonder how many more there are going to
be?”

“I shouldn’t think there would be any more,” replied
Martin gravely.

Corinna burst out laughing.
“What on earth can you know about it?”
The satirical challenge brought a flush to Martin’s sallow

cheek. What did he know in fact of the very intimate
concerns of the Reverend Thomas Hastings and his wife?

“I’m afraid they find it hard to make both ends meet, as
it is,” he explained.

“Yet I suppose they all flourish as usual—playing tennis
and golf and selling at bazaars and quarrelling over
curates?”

“They all seem pretty happy,” said Martin, not
overpleased at his companion’s airy treatment of her family.
He, himself, the loneliest of men, had found grateful warmth
among the noisy, good-hearted crew of girls. It hurt him to
hear them contemptuously spoken of.

“It was the first time you went down since——!” she
paused.

“Since my mother died? Yes. She died early in May, you
know.”

“It must be a terrible loss to you,” said Corinna in a
softened voice.

He nodded and looked out of window at the houses
opposite. That was why he was in Paris. For the last ten
years, ever since his father’s death had hurried him away
from Cambridge, after a term or two, into the wide world of



struggle for a living, he had spent all his days of freedom in
the little Kentish town. And these days were few. There were
no long luxurious vacations at Margett’s Universal College,
such as there are at ordinary colleges and schools. The
grind went on all the year round, and the staff had but
scanty holidays. Such as they were he passed them at his
mother’s tiny villa. His father had given up the chaplaincy in
Switzerland, where he had married and where Martin had
been born, to become Vicar of Wendlebury, and Mr. Hastings
was his successor. Mrs. Overshaw, with her phlegmatic
temperament, had taken root in Wendlebury and there
Martin had visited her and there he had been received into
the intimacy of the Hastings family and there she had died;
and now that the little villa was empty and Martin had no
place outside London to lay his leisured head, he had
satisfied the dream of his life and come to Paris. But even in
this satisfaction there was pain. What was Paris compared
with the kind touch of that vanished hand? He sighed. He
was a simple soul in spite of his thirty years.

The waiter roused him from his sad reflections by
bringing the soup and a bottle of thin red wine. Conscious of
food and drink and a female companion of prepossessing
exterior, Martin’s face brightened.

“It’s so jolly of them in Paris to throw in wine like this,”
said he.

“I only hope you can drink the stuff,” remarked Corinna.
“We call it tord-boyau.”

“It’s a rare treat,” said Martin. “I can’t afford wine in
England, and the soup is delicious. Somehow no English
landlady ever thinks of making it.”



“England is a beast of a place,” said Corinna.
“Yet in your letter you called Paris a God-forsaken city.”
“So it is in August. The schools are closed. Not a studio is

open. Every single student has cleared out and there’s
nothing in the world to do.”

“I’ve found heaps to do,” said Martin.
“The Pantheon and Notre Dame and the Folies Bergère,”

said Corinna. “There’s also the Eiffel Tower. Imagine a three
years’ art-student finding fun on the Eiffel Tower!”

“Then why haven’t you gone home this August as
usual?” asked Martin.

Corinna knitted her brows. “That’s another story,” she
replied shortly.

“I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to be impertinent,” said
Martin.

She laughed. “Don’t be silly—you think wallowing in the
family trough is the height of bliss. It isn’t. I would sooner
starve than go back. At any rate I should be myself, a
separate entity, an individual. Oh, that being merely a bit of
clotted family! How I should hate it!”

“But you would return to Paris in the autumn,” said
Martin.

Again she frowned and broke her bread impatiently. All
that was another story. “But never mind about me. Tell me
about yourself, Martin. Perhaps we may fix up something
merry to do together. Père la Chaise or the Tomb of
Napoleon. How long are you staying in Paris?”

“I can only afford a week—I’ve already had three days. I
must look out for another billet as soon as possible.”

“Another billet?”



Her question reminded him that she was ignorant of his
novel position as professor in partibus. He explained, over
the bœuf flammande. Corinna putting the “other story” of
her own trouble aside listened sympathetically. All Paris art-
students must learn to do that; otherwise who would listen
sympathetically to them? And all art-students want a
prodigious amount of sympathy, so uniquely constituted is
each in genius and temperament.

“You can’t go back to that dog’s life,” she said, after a
while. “You must get a post in a good public-school.”

Martin sighed. “Why not in the Kingdom of Heaven? It’s
just as possible. Heads of Public Schools don’t engage as
masters men who haven’t a degree and have hacked out
their youth in low-class institutions like Margett’s. I know
only too well. To have been at Margett’s damns me utterly
with the public-schools. I must find another Margett’s!”

“Why don’t you do something else?” asked the girl.
“What else in the world can I do? You know very well

what happened to me. My poor old father was just able to
send me to Cambridge because I had a good scholarship.
When he died there was nothing to supplement the
scholarship which wasn’t enough to keep me at the
University. I had to go down. My mother had nothing but my
father’s life insurance money—a thousand pounds—and
twenty pounds a year from the Freemasons. When she
wrote to her relations about her distress, what do you think
my damned set of Swiss uncles and aunts and cousins sent
her? Two hundred francs! Eight pounds! And they’re all
rolling in money got out of the English. I had to find work at
once to support us both. My only equipment was a



knowledge of French. I got a post at Margett’s through a
scholastic agency. I thought it a miracle. When the letter
came accepting my application I didn’t sleep all night. I
remained there till a week or so ago, working twelve hours a
day all the year round. I don’t say I had classes for twelve
hours,” he admitted, conscientiously, “but when you see
about a couple of hundred pupils a day and they all do
written work which needs correcting, you’ll find you have as
much work in class as out of class. Last night I dreamed I
was confronted with a pile of exercise books eight feet
high.”

“It’s a dog’s life,” Corinna repeated.
“It is,” said Martin. “Mais que veux-tu, ma pauvre

Corinne. I detest it as much as one can detest anything. If
even I was a successful teacher—passe encore. But I doubt
whether I have taught anybody even the régime du
participe passé save as a mathematical formula. It’s heart-
rending. It has turned me into a brainless, soulless,
heartless, bloodless machine.”

For a moment or two the glamour of the Parisian meal
faded away. He beheld himself—as he had wofully done in
intervals between the raptures of the past few days—an
anxious and despairing young man: terribly anxious to
obtain another abhorred teachership, yet desperate at the
prospect of lifelong, ineffectual drudgery. Corinna, her
elbows on the table, poising in her hand a teaspoonful of
tepid strawberry ice, regarded him earnestly.

“I wish I were a man,” she declared.
“What would you do?”



She swallowed the morsel of ice and dropped her spoon
with a clatter.

“I would take life by the throat and choke something big
out of it,” she cried dramatically.

“Probably an ocean of tears or a Sahara of despair,” said
a voice from the door.

Both turned sharply. The speaker was a middle-aged man
of a presence at once commanding and subservient. He had
a shock of greyish hair brushed back from the forehead and
terminating above the collar in a fashion suggestive of the
late Abbé Liszt. His clean-shaven face was broad and
massive; the features large: eyes grey and prominent; the
mouth loose and fleshy. Many lines marked it, most
noticeable of all a deep, vertical furrow between the brows.
He was dressed, somewhat shabbily, in a black frock coat
suit and wore the white tie of the French attorney. His voice
was curiously musical.

“Good Lord, Fortinbras, how you startled me!” exclaimed
Corinna.

“I couldn’t help it,” said he, coming forward. “When you
turn the Petit Cornichon into the stage of the Odéon, what
can I do but give you the reply? I came here to find our good
friend Widdrington.”

“Widdrington went back to England this morning,” she
announced.

“That’s a pity. I had good news for him. I have arranged
his little affair. He should be here to profit by it. I love
impulsiveness in youth,” he said addressing himself to
Martin, “when it proceeds from noble ardour; but when it



marks the feather-headed irresponsibility of the idiot, I
cannot deprecate it too strongly.”

Challenged, as it were, for a response, “I cordially agree
with you, sir,” said Martin.

“You two ought to know one another,” said Corinna. “This
is my friend, Mr. Overshaw—Martin, let me introduce you to
Mr. Daniel Fortinbras, Marchand de Bonheur.”

Fortinbras extended a soft white hand and holding
Martin’s benevolently:

“Which being translated into our rougher speech,” said
he, “means Dealer in Happiness.”

“I wish you would provide me with some,” said Martin,
laughingly.

“And so do I,” said Corinna.
Fortinbras drew a chair to the table and sat down.
“My fee,” said he, “is five francs each, paid in advance.”



A
CHAPTER II

Table of Contents

T this unexpected announcement Martin
exchanged a swift glance with Corinna. She
smiled, drew a five franc piece from her purse

and laid it on the table. Martin, wondering, did the same.
The Marchand de Bonheur unbuttoned his frock coat and
slipped the coins, with a professional air, into his waistcoat
pocket.

“Mr. Overshaw,” said he, “you must understand, as our
charming friend Corinna Hastings and indeed half the
Quartier Latin understand, that for such happiness as it may
be my good fortune to provide I do not charge one penny.
But having to eke out a precarious livelihood, I make a fixed
charge of five francs for every consultation, no matter
whether it be for ten minutes or ten hours. And for the
matter of that, ten hours is not my limit. I am at your service
for an indefinite period of time, provided it be continuous.”

“That’s very good, indeed, of you,” said Martin. “I hope
you’ll join us,” he added, as the waiter approached with
three coffee cups.

“No, I thank you. I have already had my after dinner
coffee. But if I might take the liberty of ordering something
else——?”

“By all means,” said Martin hospitably. “What will you
have? Cognac? Liqueur? Whisky and soda?”

Fortinbras held up his hand—it was the hand of a
comfortable, drowsy prelate—and smiled. “I have not
touched alcohol for many years. I find it blunts the delicacy
of perception which is essential to a Marchand de Bonheur



in the exercise of his calling. Auguste will give me a syrop
de framboises à l’eau.”

“Bien, m’sieu,” said Auguste.
“On the other hand, I shall smoke with pleasure one of

your excellent English cigarettes. Thanks. Allow me.”
With something of the grand manner he held a lighted

match to Corinna’s cigarette and to Martin’s. Then he blew it
out and lit another for his own.

“A superstition,” said he, by way of apology. “It arises out
of the Russian funeral ritual in which the three altar candles
are lit by the same taper. To apply the same method of
illumination to three worldly things like cigars or cigarettes
is regarded as an act of impiety and hence as unlucky. For
two people to dip their hands together in the same basin,
without making the sign of the cross in the water, is unlucky
on account of the central incident of the Last Supper, and to
spill the salt as you are absent-mindedly doing, Corinna, is a
violation of the sacred symbol of sworn friendship.”

“That’s all very interesting,” said Corinna calmly. “But
what are Martin Overshaw and I to do to be happy?”

Fortinbras looked from one to the other with benevolent
shrewdness and inhaled a long puff of smoke.

“What about our young medical student friend, Camille
Fargot?”

Corinna flushed red—as only pale blondes can flush.
“What do you know about Camille?” she demanded.

“Everything—and nothing. Come, come. It’s my business
to keep a paternal eye on you children. Where is he?”

“Who the deuce is Camille?” thought Martin.



“He’s at Bordeaux, safe in the arms of his ridiculous
mother,” replied Corinna tartly.

“Good, good,” said Fortinbras. “And you, Mr. Overshaw,
where is the lady on whom you have set your affections?”

Martin laughed frankly. “Heaven knows. There isn’t one.
The Princesse lointaine, perhaps, whom I’ve never seen.”

Fortinbras again looked from one to the other. “This
complicates matters,” said he. “On the other hand, perhaps,
it simplifies them. There being nothing common, however,
to your respective roads to happiness, each case must be
dealt with separately. Place aux dames—Corinna will first
expose to me the sources of her divine discontent. Proceed,
Corinna.”

She drummed with her fingers on the table, and little
wrinkles lined her young forehead. Martin pushed back his
chair.

“Hadn’t I better go for a walk until it is my turn to be
interviewed?”

Corinna bade him not be silly. Whatever she had to say
he was welcome to hear. It would be better if he did hear it;
then he might appreciate the lesser misery of his own
plight.

“I’m an utter, hopeless failure,” she cried with an air of
defiance.

“Good,” said Fortinbras.
“I can’t paint worth a cent.”
“Good,” said Fortinbras.
“That old beast Delafosse says I’ll never learn to draw

and I’m colour blind. That’s a brutal way of putting it; but



it’s more or less true. Consequently I can’t earn my living by
painting pictures. No one would buy them.”

“Then they must be very bad indeed,” murmured
Fortinbras.

“Well, that’s it,” said Corinna. “I’m done for. An old aunt
died and left me a legacy of four hundred pounds. I thought
I could best use it by coming to Paris to study art. I’ve been
at it three years, and I’m as clever as when I began. I have
about twenty pounds left. When it’s gone I shall have to go
home to my smug and chuckling family. There are ten of us.
I’m the eldest and the youngest is three months old. Pretty
fit I should be after three years of Paris to go back. When I
was at home last, if ever I referred to an essential fact of
physiological or social existence, my good mother called me
immodest and my sisters goggle-eyed and breathless
besought me in corners to tell them all about it. When I tell
them I know people who haven’t gone through the
ceremony of marriage they think I’m giving them a peep
into some awful hell of iniquity. It’s a fearful joy to them.
Then mother says I’m corrupting their young and innocent
minds and father mentions me at Family prayers. And the
way they run after any young man that happens along is
sickening. I’m a prudish old maid compared with them. Have
you ever seen me running after men?”

“You are a modern Penthesilea,” said Fortinbras.
“Anyway, Wendlebury—that’s my home—would drive me

mad. I’ll have to go away and fend for myself. Father can’t
give me an allowance. It’s as much as he can do to pay his
butcher’s bills. Besides, I’m not that sort. What I do, I must
do on my own. But I can’t do anything to get a living. I can’t



typewrite, I don’t know shorthand. I can scarcely sew a
button on a camisole, I’m not quite sure of my multiplication
table, I couldn’t add up a column of pounds, shillings and
pence correctly to save my life, I play the devil with an egg
if I put it into a saucepan and if I attempted to bath a baby I
should drown it. I’m twenty-four years of age and a helpless,
useless failure.”

Fortinbras drank some of his raspberry syrup and water
and lit another cigarette.

“And you have still twenty pounds in your pocket?”
“Yes,” said Corinna, “and I shan’t go home until I’ve

spent the last penny. That’s why I’m in Paris, drinking its
August dregs. I’ve already bought a third class ticket to
London—available for six months—so I can get back any
time without coming down on my people.”

“That act of pusillanimous prudence,” remarked
Fortinbras, “seems to me to be a flaw in an otherwise
admirable scheme of immediate existence. If the ravens fed
an impossibly unhumorous, and probably unprepossessing,
disagreeable person like Elijah, surely there are doves who
will minister to the sustenance of an attractive and keen-
witted young woman like yourself. But that is a mere
generalisation. I only wish you,” said he, bending forward
and paternally and delicately touching her hand, “I only
wish you to take heart of grace and not strangle yourself in
your exhaustively drawn up category of incompetence.”

The man’s manner was so sympathetic, his deep voice so
persuasive, the smile in his eyes so understanding, the
massive, lined face so illuminated by wise tenderness that
his words fell like balm on her rebellious spirit before their



significance, or want of significance, could be analysed by
her intellect. The intensity of attitude and feature with which
her confession had been attended relaxed into girlish ease.

She laughed somewhat self-consciously and took a
cigarette from the packet offered her by a silent and
wondering Martin. She perked up her shapely head and
once more the cock-pheasant’s plume on her cheap straw
hat gave her a pleasant air of braggadocio. Martin noticed
for the first time that she had a little mutinous nose and a
defiant lift of the chin above a broad white throat. He found
it difficult to harmonise her appearance of confident
efficiency with her lamentable avowal of failure. Those blue
eyes somewhat hard beneath the square brow ought to
have commanded success. Those strong nervous hands
were of just the kind to choke the great things out of life. He
could not suddenly divest himself of preconceived ideas. To
the dull, unaspiring drudge, Corinna Hastings leading the
fabulous existence of the Paris studios had been invested
with such mystery as surrounded the goddesses of the
Gaiety Theatre and the Headmaster of Eton....

Martin also reflected that in her litany of woe she had
omitted all reference to the medical student now in the
arms of his ridiculous mother. He began to feel mildly
jealous of this Camille Fargot, who assumed the shadow
shape of a malignant influence. Yet she did not appear to be
the young woman to tolerate aggressive folly on the part of
a commonplace young man. Fortinbras himself had called
her Penthesilea, Queen of the Amazons. He was puzzled.

“What you say is very comforting and exhilarating,
Fortinbras,” remarked Corinna, “but can’t you let me have



something practical?”
“All in good time, my dear,” replied Fortinbras serenely. “I

have no quack nostrums to hand over at a minute’s notice.
Auguste——” he summoned the waiter and addressed him
in fluent French, marred by a Britannic accent: “Give me
another glass of this obscene though harmless beverage
and satisfy the needs of Monsieur and Mademoiselle, and
after that leave us in peace, and if any one seeks to
penetrate into this salle à manger, say that it is engaged by
a Lodge of Freemasons. Here is remuneration for your
prospective zeal.”

With impressive flourish he deposited fifteen centimes in
the palm of Auguste, who bowed politely.

“Merci, m’sieu,” said he. “Et monsieur, dame——?”
He looked enquiringly at Martin and Martin looked

enquiringly at Corinna.
“I’m going to blow twenty pounds,” she replied. “I’ll have

a kummel glacé.”
“And I’ll have the same,” said Martin, “though I don’t in

the least know what it is.”
The waiter retired. Corinna leaned across the table.
“You’re thirty years of age and you’ve lived ten years in

London and have never seen kummel served with crushed
ice and straws?”

“No,” replied Martin simply. “What is kummel?”
She regarded him in wonderment. “Have you ever heard

of champagne?”
“More often than I’ve tasted it,” said Martin.
“This young man,” remarked Corinna, “has seen as much

of life as a squirrel in a cage. That may not be very polite,



Martin—but you know it’s true. Can you dance?”
“No,” said Martin.
“Have you ever fired off a gun?”
“I was once in the Cambridge University Rifle Corps,”

said Martin.
“You used a rifle, not a gun,” cried Corinna. “Have you

ever shot a bird?”
“No,” said Martin.
“Or caught a fish?”
“No,” said Martin.
“Can you play cricket, golf, ride——?”
“A bicycle,” said Martin.
“That’s something, anyhow. What do you use it for?”
“To go backwards and forwards to my work,” said Martin.
“What do you do in the way of amusement?”
“Nothing,” said Martin, with a sigh.
“My good Fortinbras,” said Corinna, “you have your work

cut out for you.”
The waiter brought the drinks, and after enquiring

whether they needed all the electricity, turned out most of
the lights.

Martin always remembered the scene: the little low-
ceilinged room with its grotesque decorations looming
fantastic through the semi-darkness; the noises and warm
smells rising from the narrow street; the eyes of the girl
opposite raised somewhat mockingly to his, as straw in
mouth she bent her head over the iced kummel; the burly
figure and benevolent face of their queer companion who
for five francs had offered to be the arbiter of his destiny,



and leaned forward, elbow on table and chin in hand,
serenely expectant to hear the inmost secrets of his life.

He felt tongue-tied and shy and sucking too nervously at
his straw choked himself with the strong liqueur. It was one
thing to unburden himself to Corinna, another to make
coherent statement of his grievance to a stranger.

“I am at your disposal, my dear Overshaw,” said the
latter, kindly. “From personal observation and from your
answers to Corinna’s enfilade of questions, I gather that you
are not overwhelmed by any cataclysm of disaster, but
rather that yours is the more negative tragedy of a starved
soul—a poor, starved soul hungering for love and joy and
the fruitfulness of the earth and the bounty of spiritual
things. Your difficulty now is: How to say to this man, ‘Give
me bread for my soul.’ Am I not right?”

A glimmer of irony in his smiling grey eyes or an
inflection of it in his persuasive voice would have destroyed
the flattering effect of the little speech. Martin had never
taken his soul into account. The diagnosis shed a new light
on his state of being. The starvation of his soul was certainly
the root of the trouble; an infinitely more dignified matter
than mere discontent with one’s environment.

“Yes,” said he. “You’re right. I’ve had no chance of
development. My own fault perhaps. I’ve not been strong
enough to battle against circumstances. Circumstances
have imprisoned me, as Corinna says, like a squirrel in a
cage, and I’ve spent my time in going round and round in
the profitless wheel.”

“And the nature of the wheel?” asked Fortinbras.
“Have you ever heard of Margett’s Universal College?”



“I have,” said Fortinbras. “It is one of the many mind-
wrecking institutions of which our beloved country is so
proud.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that,” cried Martin. “I’ve been
helping to wreck minds there for the last ten years. I’ve
taught French. Not the French language; but examination
French. When the son of a greengrocer wants to get a boy-
clerkship in the Civil Service, it’s essential that he should
know that bal, cal, carnaval, pal, regal, chacal take an ‘s’ in
the plural, in spite of the fact that millions of Frenchmen go
through their lives without once uttering the plural words.”

“How came you to teach French?”
“My mother tongue—my mother was a Swiss.”
“And your father?”
“An English chaplain in Switzerland. You see it was like

this——”
And so, started on his course, and helped here and there

by a shrewd and sympathetic question, Martin, the
ingenuous, told his story, while Corinna, slightly bored,
having heard most of it already, occupied herself by drawing
a villainous portrait of him on the tablecloth. When he
mentioned details unknown to her she paused in her task
and raised her eyes. Like her own, his autobiography was a
catalogue of incompetence, but it held no record of
frustrated ambitions—no record of any ambitious desire
whatever. It shewed the tame ass’s unreflecting
acquiescence in its lot of drudgery. There had been no
passionate craving for things of delight. Why cry for the
moon? With a salary of a hundred and thirty-five pounds a
year out of which he must contribute to the support of his


