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    In Will Warburton, a man’s sudden fall from secure middle-class standing to a livelihood in trade tests the fragile bonds between self-respect, social pride, and the claims of love, as every step he takes toward honest work deepens his conflict with a culture that cherishes status yet punishes candor, forcing him to weigh the dignity of labor against the powerful allure of keeping up appearances and the fear of being misread by those whose esteem he values.

Will Warburton: A Romance of Real Life is a late novel by George Gissing, published posthumously in 1905. Rooted in English social realism, it unfolds in the early twentieth century, largely in urban settings where commerce, class, and reputation animate daily life. Gissing, long attentive to the moral and economic contours of the lower-middle and professional classes, brings a steady, observant eye to the pressures exerted by work and status. The book straddles the waning Victorian ethos and the emerging Edwardian moment, illuminating the tensions of a society negotiating tradition, ambition, and the new rhythms of modern city life.

At its premise, the story follows Will Warburton, a man of education and ease who experiences a financial collapse that strips away the comforts of his former station. Determined to live by his own effort, he enters a respectable but socially devalued line of retail work, finding both purpose and unease in the discipline of trade. Conscious of the judgments of friends and acquaintances, he conceals aspects of his new livelihood, and the resulting tension drives the plot. The narration is measured and lucid, attentive to small gestures and quiet rooms, creating a sober yet humane portrait of wounded pride and persistent duty.

Themes of class identity and the dignity of labor shape every turn of the narrative. Gissing explores how ideals of the gentleman can become snares, fostering a corrosive shame about honest work even as it provides independence and usefulness. The novel interrogates the social algebra by which professions are ranked and persons are appraised, and it traces the psychic cost of living under constant surveillance of opinion. Yet it also honors competence, steadiness, and decency, suggesting that character is forged not in grand gestures but through exacting routines and conscientious service, where respect is earned slowly, often invisibly, at the counter and ledger.

The book’s romantic thread is inseparable from its scrutiny of status, secrecy, and trust. Affection flourishes in small exchanges, but it is tested by the fear that revelation might undo fragile hopes. Gissing treats courtship and companionship as moral trials, where candor and forbearance matter as much as feeling. The question is not only whether love can thrive across perceived social divisions, but whether an honest self can be presented without forfeiting dignity. In this way, the sentimental promise implied by the subtitle is grounded in practical concerns, and tenderness is weighed against the obligations and suspicions of the world.

Modern readers may find the novel timely for its depiction of economic shock, career reinvention, and the stigma that can accompany downward mobility. Questions that animate contemporary life—what kind of work deserves respect, how much we are defined by our jobs, and when to disclose what we do—echo throughout its pages. Gissing invites empathy for ordinary resilience, showing how integrity is maintained in the face of gossip, disappointment, and routine toil. The result is not an argument for retreat, but an encouragement to measure success by inner steadiness and useful service rather than by titles, incomes, or fashionable approval.

As an introduction to Gissing’s late manner, Will Warburton offers a quietly compelling study of conscience under pressure, rendered with restraint, intelligence, and a patient sympathy for everyday effort. Its urban scenes, unhurried pacing, and clean, exact prose invite careful reading, while its conflicts remain legible to anyone who has recalibrated a life after loss. Without resorting to melodrama, the novel builds moral weight from ordinary choices, asking readers to consider what kind of independence is worth having and what it costs to keep it. It endures as a humane meditation on work, worth, and the courage of candor.
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    Will Warburton is introduced as a young London gentleman of decent birth and easy prospects, moving among comfortable acquaintances and guided by a straightforward code of honor. He enjoys the settled habits of club, strolls, and domestic visits, and he trusts the competence of friends more experienced in business than himself. When a speculative opportunity arises, recommended by an ardent associate whose enthusiasm seems infectious, Will sees it as a chance to enlarge his freedom and do quiet good in time. The world he inhabits appears secure and kindly, with traditions that assure him a recognized place, provided circumstances do not abruptly shift.

The abrupt shift comes when the venture fails. Persuaded by the sanguine promoter Godfrey Sherwood to back a scheme promising modern efficiency and swift returns, Will finds himself ruined by miscalculation and bad luck. The loss is complete, and pride forbids appeals to wealthier connections. Refusing to live on charity or to abandon independence, he resolves on practical work. After sober reflection, he purchases a modest grocer’s business in a suburban district, relying on an experienced hand, Mr Allchin, to teach him the trade. The choice is deliberate: an honest livelihood, even if it strips him of the social ease he once took for granted.

Will keeps his new occupation secret from his former circle, anxious about the stigma that still clings to small shopkeeping in genteel opinion. He lodges near the shop, masters early hours and ledgers, learns suppliers’ habits, and comes to respect the steady knowledge of his assistants. Mr Allchin’s blunt good sense and loyalty prove invaluable, guiding him through stock, margins, and the quiet art of serving customers well. The practical discipline steadies Will’s shaken spirit, yet concealment weighs on him. He lives in two worlds, diligent behind the counter by day, and by evening cultivating the distance that protects his bruised pride.

Meanwhile, his social ties continue. Through friends he meets Rosamund Elvan and her mother, cultivated and conventional, who move in circles where taste and propriety carry weight. Rosamund’s aspirations, lightly literary and moral, attract him, and he is careful, yet reserved, in her presence. He also comes to know Bertha Cross, a sensible young woman who earns her living and approaches life with clarity and quiet humor. In their talk, questions of work, standing, and self-respect arise naturally. Will, drawn by sympathy and admiration, withholds the truth of his new circumstances, uncertain how each of these women would view the fact of his trade.

Complications follow from this division. Chance meetings near his shop threaten to expose him; a supplier’s greeting is almost overheard by acquaintances who know nothing of his changed life. Letters from Godfrey Sherwood arrive at intervals, hopeful, excusing, or candid by turns, sketching fresh projects and promising amends that never quite take shape. Will reads them with mixed feeling, unwilling to be harsh yet determined not to be drawn into further risk. In society, delicate remarks about commerce and class sharpen his anxiety. In the shop, his competence grows, but the question of how and when to speak truthfully becomes impossible to ignore.

Trade proves exacting but steady. Will gains the trust of customers by fair dealing, improves his shelves, and encourages his staff with practical kindness. Mr Allchin’s household offers glimpses of ordinary contentment, founded on thrift and mutual duty. The shop begins to prosper, and Will sees that the dignity of work is not a phrase but a daily practice. Yet the secrecy remains a strain, especially as conversation with Rosamund touches on the kind of life a gentleman ought to lead. The contrast between stated ideals and lived realities brings the social issue into clear relief, pressing him toward a decision he can no longer postpone.

A social occasion brings his two worlds into uncomfortable proximity. An errand, a visit, or a minor accident threatens to reveal what he has withheld, and the moment forces him to measure pride against simplicity. Friends show differing tempers when tested, and opinions about rank and usefulness are expressed more plainly than before. Bertha’s steady outlook suggests a standard less dependent on appearances; Rosamund’s views, sincerely held, reflect the assumptions of her upbringing. Will sees that any future happiness must rest on acknowledged fact. The tension of concealment strains to the breaking point, and the course of his personal attachments begins to turn.

Events quicken. A difficulty in the business demands prompt action and leadership, and Will’s choices there clarify his character in the eyes of those who depend on him. Godfrey Sherwood reappears with appeals that mix contrition with ambition, and Will meets them on terms that protect both conscience and responsibility. He frames a plain course, public as well as private, prepared to accept whatever social consequences may follow. The revelations that ensue alter several relationships, changing assumptions and prospects, but the narrative withholds simple triumphs. What emerges instead is a tested sense of worth, grounded in conduct rather than in the fluctuating estimates of a drawing room.

The novel closes by affirming the value of integrity, earned competence, and candid affection over the glitter of status. Without insisting on dramatic reversals, it shows how work, patience, and modest courage can reshape a life after loss. Will’s standing is at last defined by what he does and admits, not by what he seems. Around him, a small constellation of households and friendships illustrates the texture of London’s lower middle world at the turn of the century. The story’s movement is quiet but decisive, and its message is clear: independence and honesty give surer footing than any precarious success built on chance or pretense.
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    George Gissing’s Will Warburton is set in the social geography of late Victorian and early Edwardian England, with London and its expanding suburbs as the principal stage. Written at the end of Gissing’s life and published posthumously in 1905, the novel mirrors conditions of the 1890s–early 1900s: a capital transformed by mass transit, suburban growth, and an increasingly stratified service economy. Shops, small businesses, and professional offices line new high streets that serve clerks and commuters. The atmosphere is one of genteel aspiration and anxiety, where class identity is negotiated in drawing rooms and on shop floors, and where “trade” still bears stigma despite its growing indispensability.

A defining backdrop is the prolonged commercial turbulence spanning the “Long Depression” (circa 1873–1896) and its aftermath, punctuated by the 1890 Baring crisis. Barings’ overexposure to Argentine debt triggered a City credit shock; the Bank of England, under Governor William Lidderdale, orchestrated a rescue consortium. Deflationary pressures and cautious lending persisted into the mid‑1890s, and speculative ventures burned many middle‑class investors. The Companies Act 1900 sought tighter disclosure and auditing of public offerings after waves of dubious promotions. Will Warburton’s sudden financial ruin and compelled descent into shopkeeping reflect this environment: the period’s investment hazards could topple respectable professionals overnight, forcing them toward the very trades from which “gentlemen” still recoiled.

The retail revolution reshaped everyday life. Multiple shops and chains—Thomas Lipton’s grocery empire (founded 1871) and the Home and Colonial Stores (1883)—standardized prices, leveraged bulk purchasing, and undercut independents. The co‑operative movement, rooted in the Rochdale Pioneers (1844) and coordinated by the Co‑operative Wholesale Society (1863), counted roughly 1.5 million British members by 1900, paying “dividends on purchases.” Regulation touched the trade: Shop Hours Acts (1892, 1893, 1904) limited the employment of children and young persons; the Seats for Shop Assistants Act (1899) mandated seating for women. Will Warburton’s reluctant identity as a grocer evokes these currents—modern retail methods and relentless price competition collided with entrenched social scorn for “keeping a shop.”

Victorian class codes made a hard boundary between genteel professionalism and profit‑seeking trade. Yet economic forces eroded the old order. The Finance Act of 1894 (Sir William Harcourt) introduced estate duties that pressured landed and rentier incomes; deflation earlier reduced returns on investments, while salaries in the professions became a more stable aspiration for the lower middle class. Civil Service reforms (after the Northcote–Trevelyan principles and competitive exams from the 1870s) elevated meritocratic ideals, but social respectability still policed courtship and marriage markets. In the novel, secrecy about occupation and fear of social disgrace capture how powerful these conventions remained, even as livelihoods increasingly depended on commerce and salaried work.

London’s late‑century urbanization and transport innovations provided the physical matrix for new retail. The London County Council (established 1889) modernized infrastructure; electric trams expanded from 1901, carrying suburban clerks to and from burgeoning high streets. The Central London Railway opened in 1900, joining earlier Metropolitan and District lines to deepen commuter culture. Suburbs such as Clapham, Kilburn, and Hammersmith sprouted shopping parades with plate‑glass fronts and standardized displays. These corridors of small enterprise—grocers, tobacconists, stationers—formed the daily economy of the lower middle class. Will Warburton’s shop life resonates with this setting: footfall driven by transit, tight margins, and a clientele measuring worth and status through purchases and politeness.

Educational reform enabled new forms of aspiration shaping the novel’s social milieu. The Elementary Education Act of 1870 created school boards; the 1880 Act made attendance compulsory, and in 1891 fees were effectively abolished. The Education Act of 1902 reorganized secondary provision, channeling rates to voluntary schools and strengthening county control. These measures expanded literacy and clerical competence, supplying the offices, shops, and railways with disciplined workers. The result was a swelling lower‑middle‑class culture of examinations, shorthand, and ledgers, valuing self‑improvement and “respectability.” Will Warburton’s background as a cultivated gentleman set against retail routines mirrors the period’s friction between educational refinement and the practical demands of trade.

Imperial conflict and economic debate colored the turn‑of‑century atmosphere. The Second Boer War (1899–1902) exposed administrative inefficiencies and stirred “national efficiency” campaigns; wartime costs and supply disruptions affected prices and employment. In 1903 Joseph Chamberlain launched Tariff Reform, proposing Imperial Preference against Free Trade orthodoxy (entrenched since 1846). The issue polarized politics through the 1906 Liberal landslide, with small shopkeepers weighing promises of protection against fears of dearer food. Earlier labor disturbances—the 1889 London Dock Strike (“the docker’s tanner,” 6d an hour)—and the Charity Organization Society’s “scientific” relief (from 1869) framed arguments about poverty and responsibility. The novel’s world absorbs these debates, where patriotism, thrift, and anxiety over margins shape conversations about commercial honor and social worth.

By tracking a gentleman compelled into shopkeeping, the book critiques the brittle moral economy of late Victorian society. It exposes how speculative finance, sanctioned by polite society until collapse, was deemed more “respectable” than honest retail; how marriage expectations enforced status fictions; and how charitable doctrines could police the poor while ignoring precariousness among clerks and small traders. Against myths of effortless gentility, Will Warburton elevates diligence, probity, and the dignity of service. The narrative questions laissez‑faire complacency and class pretenses, illuminating the costs of a hierarchy that prizes appearances over usefulness and treats the trades that feed the nation as socially contaminating.
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The sea-wind in his hair, his eyes agleam with the fresh memory of Alpine snows[1], Will Warburton sprang out of the cab, paid the driver a double fare, flung on to his shoulder a heavy bag and ran up, two steps at a stride, to a flat on the fourth floor of the many-tenanted building hard by Chelsea Bridge. His rat-tat-tat brought to the door a thin yellow face, cautious in espial, through the narrow opening.

"Is it you, sir?"

"All right, Mrs. Hopper! How are you?—how are you?"

He threw his bag into the passage, and cordially grasped the woman's hands.

"Dinner ready? Savagely hungry[3]. Give me three minutes, and serve."

For about that length of time there sounded in the bedroom a splashing and a blowing; then Warburton came forth with red cheeks. He seized upon a little pile of letters and packets which lay on his writing-table, broke envelopes, rent wrappers, and read with now an ejaculation of pleasure, now a grunt of disgust, and again a mirthful half roar. Then, dinner—the feeding of a famished man of robust appetite and digestion, a man three or four years on the green side of thirty. It was a speedy business, in not much more than a quarter of an hour there disappeared a noble steak and its appurtenances, a golden-crusted apple tart, a substantial slice of ripe Cheddar[2], two bottles of creamy Bass.

"Now I can talk!" cried Will to his servant, as he threw himself into a deep chair, and began lighting his pipe. "What's the news? I seem to have been away three months rather than three weeks."

"Mr. Franks called yesterday, sir, late in the afternoon, when I was here cleaning. He was very glad to hear you'd be back to-day, and said he might look in to-night."

"Good! What else?"

"My brother-in-law wishes to see you, sir. He's in trouble again—lost his place at Boxon's a few days ago. I don't exac'ly know how it happened, but he'll explain everything. He's very unfortunate, sir, is Allchin."

"Tell him to come before nine to-morrow morning, if he can."

"Yes, sir. I'm sure it's very kind of you, sir."

"What else?"

"Nothing as I can think of just now, sir."

Warburton knew from the woman's way of speaking that she had something still in her mind; but his pipe being well lit, and a pleasant lassitude creeping over him, he merely nodded. Mrs. Hopper cleared the table, and withdrew.

The window looked across the gardens of Chelsea Hospital (old-time Ranelagh) to the westward reach of the river, beyond which lay Battersea Park, with its lawns and foliage. A beam of the July sunset struck suddenly through the room. Warburton was aware of it with half-closed eyes; he wished to stir himself, and look forth, but languor held his limbs, and wreathing tobacco-smoke kept his thoughts among the mountains. He might have quite dozed off had not a sudden noise from within aroused him—the unmistakable crash of falling crockery. It made him laugh, a laugh of humorous expostulation. A minute or two passed, then came a timid tap at his door, and Mrs. Hopper showed her face.

"Another accident, sir, I'm sorry to say," were her faltering words.

"Extensive?"

"A dish and two plates, I'm sorry to say, sir."

"Oh, that's nothing."

"Of course I shall make them good, sir."

"Pooh! Aren't there plates enough?"

"Oh, quite enough—just yet, sir."

Warburton subdued a chuckle, and looked with friendly smile at his domestic, who stood squeezing herself between the edge of the door and the jamb—her habit when embarrassed. Mrs. Hopper had served him for three years; he knew all her weaknesses, but thought more of her virtues, chief of which were honest intention and a moderate aptitude for plain cooking. A glance about this room would have proved to any visitor that Mrs. Hopper's ideas of cleanliness were by no means rigid, her master had made himself to a certain extent responsible for this defect; he paid little attention to dust, provided that things were in their wonted order. Mrs. Hopper was not a resident domestic; she came at stated hours. Obviously a widow, she had a poor, loose-hung, trailing little body, which no nourishment could plump or fortify. Her visage was habitually doleful[5], but contracted itself at moments into a grin of quaint drollery, which betrayed her for something of a humorist.

"My fingers is all gone silly[4] to-day, sir," she pursued. "I daresay it's because I haven't had much sleep these last few nights."

"How's that?"

"It's my poor sister, sir—my sister Liza, I mean—she's had one of her worst headaches—the extra special, we call 'em. This time it's lasted more than three days, and not one minute of rest has the poor thing got."

Warburton was all sympathy; he inquired about the case as though it were that of an intimate friend. Change of air and repose were obvious remedies; no less obviously, these things were out of the question for a working woman who lived on a few shillings a week.

"Do you know of any place she could go to?" asked Warburton, adding carelessly, "if the means were provided."

Mrs. Hopper squeezed herself more tightly than ever between door and jamb. Her head was bent in an abashed way, and when she spoke it was in a thick, gurgling tone, only just intelligible.

"There's a little lodging 'ouse at Southend, sir, where we used to go when my 'usband could afford it."

"Well, look here. Get a doctor's opinion whether Southend would do; if not, which place would. And just send her away. Don't worry about the money."

Experience enabled Mrs. Hopper to interpret this advice. She stammered gratitude.

"How's your other sister—Mrs. Allchin?" Warburton inquired kindly.

"Why, sir, she's doing pretty well in her 'ealth, sir, but her baby died yesterday week. I hope you'll excuse me, sir, for all this bad news just when you come back from your holiday, and when it's natural as you don't feel in very good spirits."

Will had much ado not to laugh. On his return from a holiday, Mrs. Hopper always presumed him to be despondent in view of the resumption of daily work. He was beginning to talk of Mrs. Allchin's troubles, when at the outer door sounded a long nervous knock.

"Ha! That's Mr. Franks."

Mrs. Hopper ran to admit the visitor.
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"Warburton!" cried a high-pitched voice from the passage. "Have you seen The Art World?"

And there rushed into the room a tall, auburn-headed young man of five-and-twenty, his comely face glowing in excitement. With one hand he grasped his friend's, in the other he held out a magazine.

"You haven't seen it! Look here! What d'you think of that, confound you!"

He had opened the magazine so as to display an illustration, entitled "Sanctuary," and stated to be after a painting by Norbert Franks.

"Isn't it good? Doesn't it come out well?—deuce take you, why don't you speak?"

"Not bad—for a photogravure," said Warburton, who had the air of a grave elder in the presence of this ebullient youth.

"Be hanged! We know all about that. The thing is that it's there. Don't you feel any surprise? Haven't you got anything to say? Don't you see what this means, you old ragamuffin?"

"Shouldn't wonder if it meant coin of the realm—for your shrewd dealer."

"For me too, my boy, for me too! Not out of this thing, of course. But I've arrived, I'm lancé, the way is clear! Why, you don't seem to know what it means getting into The Art World."

"I seem to remember," said Warburton, smiling, "that a month or two ago, you hadn't language contemptuous enough for this magazine and all connected with it."

"Don't be an ass!" shrilled the other, who was all this time circling about the little room with much gesticulation. "Of course one talks like that when one hasn't enough to eat and can't sell a picture. I don't pretend to have altered my opinion about photogravures, and all that. But come now, the thing itself? Be honest, Warburton. Is it bad, now? Can you look at that picture, and say that it's worthless?"

"I never said anything of the kind."

"No, no! You're too deucedly good-natured. But I always detected what you were thinking, and I saw it didn't surprise you at all when the Academy muffs refused it."

"There you're wrong," cried Warburton. "I was really surprised."

"Confound your impudence! Well, you may think what you like. I maintain that the thing isn't half bad. It grows upon me. I see its merits more and more."

Franks was holding up the picture, eyeing it intently. "Sanctuary" represented the interior of an old village church. On the ground against a pillar, crouched a young and beautiful woman, her dress and general aspect indicating the last degree of vagrant wretchedness; worn out, she had fallen asleep in a most graceful attitude, and the rays of a winter sunset smote upon her pallid countenance. Before her stood the village clergyman, who had evidently just entered, and found her here; his white head was bent in the wonted attitude of clerical benevolence; in his face blended a gentle wonder and a compassionate tenderness.

"If that had been hung at Burlington House, Warburton, it would have been the picture of the year."

"I think it very likely."

"Yes, I know what you mean, you sarcastic old ruffian. But there's another point of view. Is the drawing good or not? Is the colour good or not? Of course you know nothing about it, but I tell you, for your information, I think it's a confoundedly clever bit of work. There remains the subject, and where's the harm in it? The incident's quite possible. And why shouldn't the girl be good-looking?"

"Angelic!"

"Well why not? There are girls with angelic faces. Don't I know one?"

Warburton, who had been sitting with a leg over the arm of his chair suddenly changed his position.

"That reminds me," he said. "I came across the Pomfrets in Switzerland."

"Where? When?"

"At Trient ten days ago. I spent three or four days with them. Hasn't Miss Elvan mentioned it?"

"I haven't heard from her for a long time," replied Franks. "Well, for more than a week. Did you meet them by chance?"

"Quite. I had a vague idea that the Pomfrets and their niece were somewhere in Switzerland."

"Vague idea!" cried the artist "Why, I told you all about it, and growled for five or six hours one evening here because I couldn't go with them."

"So you did," said Warburton, "but I'm afraid I was thinking of something else, and when I started for the Alps, I had really forgotten all about it. I made up my mind suddenly, you know. We're having a troublesome time in Ailie Street, and it was holiday now or never. By the bye, we shall have to wind up. Sugar spells ruin[6]. We must get out of it whilst we can do so with a whole skin."

"Ah, really?" muttered Franks. "Tell me about that presently; I want to hear of Rosamund. You saw a good deal of her, of course?"

"I walked from Chamonix over the Col de Balme—grand view of Mont Blanc there! Then down to Trient, in the valley below. And there, as I went in to dinner at the hotel, I found the three. Good old Pomfret would have me stay awhile, and I was glad of the chance of long talks with him. Queer old bird, Ralph Pomfret."

"Yes, yes, so he is," muttered the artist, absently. "But Rosamund—was she enjoying herself?"

"Very much, I think. She certainly looked very well."

"Have much talk with her?" asked Franks, as if carelessly.

"We discussed you, of course. I forget whether our conclusion was favourable or not."

The artist laughed, and strode about the room with his hands in his pockets.

"You know what?" he exclaimed, seeming to look closely at a print on the wall. "I'm going to be married before the end of the year. On that point I've made up my mind. I went yesterday to see a house at Fulham—Mrs. Cross's, by the bye, it's to let at Michaelmas, rent forty-five. All but settled that I shall take it. Risk be hanged. I'm going to make money. What an ass I was to take that fellow's first offer for 'Sanctuary'! It was low water with me, and I felt bilious. Fifty guineas! Your fault, a good deal, you know; you made me think worse of it than it deserved. You'll see; Blackstaffe'll make a small fortune out of it; of course he has all the rights—idiot that I was! Well, it's too late to talk about that.—And I say, old man, don't take my growl too literally. I don't really mean that you were to blame. I should be an ungrateful cur if I thought such a thing."

"How's 'The Slummer' getting on?" asked Warburton good-humouredly.

"Well, I was going to say that I shall have it finished in a few weeks. If Blackstaffe wants 'The Slummer' he'll have to pay for it. Of course it must go to the Academy, and of course I shall keep all the rights—unless Blackstaffe makes a really handsome offer. Why, it ought to be worth five or six hundred to me at least. And that would start us. But I don't care even if I only get half that, I shall be married all the same. Rosamund has plenty of pluck. I couldn't ask her to start life on a pound a week—about my average for the last two years; but with two or three hundred in hand, and a decent little house, like that of Mrs. Cross's, at a reasonable rent—well, we shall risk it. I'm sick of waiting. And it isn't fair to a girl—that's my view. Two years now; an engagement that lasts more than two years isn't likely to come to much good. You'll think my behaviour pretty cool, on one point. I don't forget, you old usurer, that I owe you something more than a hundred pounds—"

"Pooh!"

"Be poohed yourself! But for you, I should have gone without dinner many a day; but for you, I should most likely have had to chuck painting altogether, and turn clerk or dock-labourer. But let me stay in your debt a little longer, old man. I can't put off my marriage any longer, and just at first I shall want all the money I can lay my hands on."

At this moment Mrs. Hopper entered with a lamp. There was a pause in the conversation. Franks lit a cigarette, and tried to sit still, but was very soon pacing the floor again. A tumbler of whisky and soda reanimated his flagging talk.

"No!" he exclaimed. "I'm not going to admit that 'Sanctuary' is cheap and sentimental, and all the rest of it. The more I think about it, the more convinced I am that it's nothing to be ashamed of. People have got hold of the idea that if a thing is popular it must be bad art. That's all rot. I'm going in for popularity. Look here! Suppose that's what I was meant for? What if it's the best I have in me to do? Shouldn't I be a jackass if I scorned to make money by what, for me, was good work, and preferred to starve whilst I turned out pretentious stuff that was worth nothing from my point of view?"

"I shouldn't wonder if you're right," said Warburton reflectively. "In any case, I know as much about art as I do about the differential calculus. To make money is a good and joyful thing as long as one doesn't bleed the poor.[2q] So go ahead, my son, and luck be with you!"

"I can't find my model yet for the Slummer's head. It mustn't be too like the 'Sanctuary' girl, but at the same time it must be a popular type of beauty. I've been haunting refreshment bars and florists' shops; lots of good material, but never quite the thing. There's a damsel at the Crystal Palace—but this doesn't interest you, you old misogynist."

"Old what?" exclaimed Warburton, with an air of genuine surprise.

"Have I got the word wrong? I'm not much of a classic—"

"The word's all right. But that's your idea of me, is it?"

The artist stood and gazed at his friend with an odd expression, as if a joke had been arrested on his lips by graver thought.

"Isn't it true?"

"Perhaps it is; yes, yes, I daresay."

And he turned at once to another subject.
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The year was 1886.

When at business, Warburton sat in a high, bare room, which looked upon little Ailie Street, in Whitechapel; the air he breathed had a taste and odour strongly saccharine. If his eye strayed to one of the walls, he saw a map of the West Indies; if to another, it fell upon a map of St. Kitts; if to the third, there was before him a plan of a sugar estate on that little island. Here he sat for certain hours of the solid day, issuing orders to clerks, receiving commercial callers, studying trade journals in sundry languages—often reading some book which had no obvious reference to the sugar-refining industry. It was not Will's ideal of life, but hither he had suffered himself to be led by circumstance, and his musings suggested no practicable issue into a more congenial world.

The death of his father when he was sixteen had left him with a certain liberty for shaping a career. What he saw definitely before him was a small share in the St. Kitts property of Messrs. Sherwood Brothers, a small share in the London business of the same firm, and a small sum of ready money—these things to be his when he attained his majority. His mother and sister, who lived in a little country house down in Huntingdonshire, were modestly but securely provided for, and Will might have gone quietly on with his studies till he could resolve upon a course in life. But no sooner was he freed from paternal restraint than the lad grew restive; nothing would please him but an adventure in foreign lands; and when it became clear that he was only wasting his time at school, Mrs. Warburton let him go to the West Indies, where a place was found for him in the house of Sherwood Brothers. At St. Kitts, Will remained till he was one-and-twenty. Long before that, he had grown heartily tired of his work, disgusted with the climate, and oppressed with home sickness, but pride forbade him to return until he could do so as a free man.

One thing this apprenticeship to life had taught him—that he was not made for subordination. "I don't care how poor I am," thus he wrote to his mother, "but I will be my own master. To be at other people's orders brings out all the bad in me; it makes me sullen and bearish, and all sorts of ugly things, which I certainly am not when my true self has play. So, you see, I must find some independent way of life. If I had to live by carrying round a Punch and Judy show, I should vastly prefer it to making a large income as somebody's servant."

Meanwhile, unfortunately for a young man of this temperament, his prospects had become less assured. There was perturbation in the sugar world; income from St. Kitts and from Whitechapel had sensibly diminished, and it seemed but too likely, would continue to do so. For some half-year Will lived in London, "looking about him," then he announced that Godfrey Sherwood, at present sole representative of Sherwood Brothers, had offered him an active partnership in Little Ailie Street, and that he had accepted it. He entered upon this position without zeal, but six months' investigation had taught him that to earn money without surrendering his independence was no very easy thing; he probably might wait a long time before an opening would present itself more attractive than this at the sugar-refinery.

Godfrey Sherwood was a schoolfellow of his, but some two or three years older; much good feeling existed between them, their tastes and tempers having just that difference in similarity which is the surest bond of friendship. Judged by his talk, Sherwood was all vigour, energy, fire; his personal habits, on the other hand, inclined to tranquillity and ease—a great reader, he loved the literature of romance and adventure, knew by heart authors such as Malory and Froissart, had on his shelves all the books of travel and adventure he could procure. As a boy he seemed destined to any life save that of humdrum commerce, of which he spoke with contempt and abhorrence; and there was no reason why he should not have gratified his desire of seeing the world, of leading what he called "the life of a man." Yet here he was, sitting each day in a counting-house in Whitechapel, with nothing behind him but a few rambles on the continent, and certainly with no immediate intention of going far afield. His father's death left him in sole command of the business, and his reasonable course would have been to retire from it as soon as possible, for foreign competition was making itself felt in the English trade, and many firms more solidly established than that in Little Ailie Street had either come to grief or withdrawn from the struggle. But Godfrey's inertia kept him in the familiar routine, with day-to-day postponement of practical decision. When Warburton came back from St. Kitts, and their friendship was renewed, Godfrey's talk gave full play to his imaginative energies. Yes, yes, the refining business was at a bad pass just now, but this was only temporary; those firms that could weather the storm for a year or two longer would enter upon a time of brilliant prosperity. Was it to be supposed that the Government would allow a great industry to perish out of mere regard for the fetish of Free Trade? City men with first-hand information declared that "measures" were being prepared; in one way or another, the English trade would be rescued and made triumphant over those bounty-fed foreigners.

"Hold on?" cried Sherwood. "Of course I mean to hold on. There's pleasure and honour in the thing. I enjoy the fight. I've had thoughts of getting into Parliament, to speak for sugar. One might do worse, you know. There'll be a dissolution next year, certain. First-rate fun, fighting a constituency. But in that case I must have a partner here—why that's an idea. How would it suit you? Why not join me?"

And so the thing came about. The terms which Godfrey offered were so generous that Will had to reduce them before he accepted: even thus, he found his income, at a stroke, all but doubled. Sherwood, to be sure, did not stand for Parliament, nor was anything definite heard about that sugar-protecting budget which he still believed in. In Little Ailie Street business steadily declined.

"It's a disgrace to England!" cried Godfrey. "Monstrous that not a finger should be lifted to save one of our most important industries. You, of course, are free to retire at any moment, Will. For my own part, here I stand, come what may. If it's ruin, ruin let it be. I'll fight to the last. A man owes me ten thousand pounds. When I recover it, and I may any day—I shall put every penny into the business."

"Ten thousand pounds!" exclaimed Warburton in astonishment. "A trade debt, do you mean?"

"No, no. A friend of mine, son of a millionaire, who got into difficulties some time ago, and borrowed of me to clear himself. Good interest, and principal safe as Consols. In a year at most I shall have the money back, and every penny shall go into the business."

Will had his private view of the matter, and not seldom suffered a good deal of uneasiness as he saw the inevitable doom approach. But already it was too late to withdraw his share from the concern; that would have been merely to take advantage of Sherwood's generosity, and Will was himself not less chivalrous. In Godfrey's phrase, they continued "to fight the ship," and perhaps would have held out to the moment of sinking, had not the accession of the Liberals to power in the spring of this present year caused Sherwood so deep a disgust that he turned despondent and began to talk of surrender to hopeless circumstance.

"It's all up with us, Will. This Government spells ruin, and will count it one of its chief glories if we come to grief. But, by Heaven, they shan't have that joy. We'll square up, quietly, comfortably, with dignity. We'll come out of this fight with arms and baggage. It's still possible, you know. We'll sell the St. Kitts estate to the Germans. We'll find some one to buy us up here—the place would suit a brewer. And then—by Jove! we'll make jam."

"Jam?"

"Isn't it an idea? Cheap sugar has done for the refiners, but it's a fortune for the jam trade. Why not put all we can realize into a jam factory? We'll go down into the country; find some delightful place where land is cheap; start a fruit farm; run up a building. Doesn't it take you, Will? Think of going to business every day through lanes overhung with fruit-tree blossoms! Better that than the filth and stench and gloom and uproar of Whitechapel—what? We might found a village for our workpeople—the ideal village, perfectly healthy, every cottage beautiful. Eh? What? How does it strike you, Will?"

"Pleasant. But the money?"

"We shall have enough to start; I think we shall. If not, we'll find a moneyed man to join us."

"What about that ten thousand pounds?" suggested Warburton.

Sherwood shook his head.

"Can't get it just yet. To tell you the truth, it depends on the death of the man's father. No, but if necessary, some one will easily be found. Isn't the idea magnificent? How it would rile the Government if they heard of it! Ho, ho!"

One could never be sure how far Godfrey was serious when he talked like this; the humorous impulse so blended with the excitability of his imagination, that people who knew him little and heard him talking at large thought him something of a crack-brain. The odd thing was that, with all his peculiarities, he had many of the characteristics of a sound man of business; indeed, had it been otherwise, the balance-sheets of the refinery must long ago have shown a disastrous deficit. As Warburton knew, things had been managed with no little prudence and sagacity; what he did not so clearly understand was that Sherwood had simply adhered to the traditions of the firm, following very exactly the path marked out for him by his father and his uncle, both notable traders. Concerning Godfrey's private resources, Warburton knew little or nothing; it seemed probable that the elder Sherwood had left a considerable fortune, which his only son must have inherited. No doubt, said Will to himself, this large reserve was the explanation of his partner's courage.

So the St. Kitts estate was sold, and, with all the deliberate dignity demanded by the fact that the Government's eye was upon them, Sherwood Brothers proceeded to terminate their affairs in Whitechapel. In July, Warburton took his three weeks' holiday, there being nothing better for him to do. And among the letters he found on his table when he returned, was one from Sherwood, which contained only these words:

"Great opportunity in view. Our fortunes are made!"
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When Franks was gone, Warburton took up The Art World, which his friend had left, and glanced again at the photogravure of "Sanctuary." He knew, as he had declared, nothing about art, and judged pictures as he judged books, emotionally. His bent was to what is called the realistic point of view, and "Sanctuary" made him smile. But very good-naturedly; for he liked Norbert Franks, and believed he would do better things than this. Unless—?

The thought broke off with an uneasy interrogative.

He turned to the few lines of text devoted to the painter. Norbert Franks, he read, was still a very young man; "Sanctuary," now on exhibition at Birmingham, was his first important picture; hitherto he had been chiefly occupied with work in black and white. There followed a few critical comments, and prophecy of achievements to come.

Yes. But again the uneasy interrogative.

Their acquaintance dated from the year after Warburton's return from St. Kitts. Will had just established himself in his flat near Chelsea Bridge, delighted to be a Londoner, and was spending most of his leisure in exploration of London's vastness. He looked upon all his earlier years as wasted, because they had not been passed in the city on the Thames. The history of London, the multitudinous life of London as it lay about him, with marvels and mysteries in every highway and byway, occupied his mind, and wrought upon his imagination. Being a stout walker, and caring little for any other form of exercise, in his free hours he covered many a league of pavement. A fine summer morning would see him set forth, long before milk-carts had begun to rattle along the streets, and on one such expedition, as he stepped briskly through a poor district south of the river, he was surprised to see an artist at work, painting seriously, his easel in the dry gutter. He slackened his pace to have a glimpse of the canvas, and the painter, a young, pleasant-looking fellow, turned round and asked if he had a match. Able to supply this demand, Warburton talked whilst the other relit his pipe. It rejoiced him, he said, to see a painter engaged upon such a subject as this—a bit of squalid London's infinite picturesqueness.

The next morning Warburton took the same walk, and again found the painter at work. They talked freely; they exchanged invitations; and that same evening Norbert Franks climbed the staircase to Will's flat, and smoked his first pipe and drank his first whisky-and-soda in the pleasant room overlooking Ranelagh. His own quarters were in Queen's Road, Battersea, at no great distance. The two young men were soon seeing a great deal of each other. When their friendship had ripened through a twelvemonth, Franks, always impecunious, cheerily borrowed a five-pound note; not long after, he mirthfully doubled his debt; and this grew to a habit with him.

"You're a capitalist, Warburton," he remarked one day, "and a generous fellow, too. Of course I shall pay what I owe you when I sell a big picture. Meanwhile, you have the gratification of supporting a man of genius, without the least inconvenience to yourself. Excellent idea of yours to strike up a friendship, wasn't it?"

The benefit was reciprocal. Warburton did not readily form intimacies; indeed Godfrey Sherwood had till now been almost the only man he called friend, and the peculiarity of his temper exposed him to the risk of being too much alone. Though neither arrogant nor envious, Will found little pleasure in the society of people who, from any point of view, were notably his superiors; even as he could not subordinate himself in money-earning relations, so did he become ill-at-ease, lose all spontaneity, in company above his social or intellectual level. Such a man's danger was obvious; he might, in default of congenial associates, decline upon inferiors;[1q] all the more that a softness of heart, a fineness of humanity, ever disposed him to feel and show special kindness for the poor, the distressed, the unfortunate. Sherwood's acquaintances had little attraction for him; they were mostly people who lived in a luxurious way, went in for sports, talked about the money market—all of which things fascinated Godfrey, though in truth he was far from belonging by nature to that particular world. With Franks, Will could be wholly himself, enjoying the slight advantage of his larger means, extending his knowledge without undue obligation, and getting all the good that comes to a man from the exercise of his kindliest feelings.

With less of geniality, because more occupied with himself, Norbert Franks resembled his new friend in a distaste for ordinary social pleasures and an enjoyment of the intimacies of life. He stood very much alone in the world, and from the age of eighteen he had in one way or another supported himself, chiefly by work on illustrated papers. His father, who belonged to what is called a good family, began life in easy circumstances, and gained some reputation as a connoisseur of art; imprudence and misfortune having obliged him to sell his collection, Mr. Franks took to buying pictures and bric-a-brac for profit, and during the last ten years of his life was associated in that capacity with a London firm. Norbert, motherless from infancy and an only child, received his early education at expensive schools, but, showing little aptitude for study and much for use of the pencil, was taken by his father at twelve years old to Paris, and there set to work under a good art-teacher. At sixteen he went to Italy, where he remained for a couple of years. Then, on a journey in the East, the elder Franks died. Norbert returned to England, learnt that a matter of fifty pounds was all his heritage, and pluckily turned to the task of keeping himself alive. Herein his foreign sketch-books proved serviceable, but the struggle was long and hard before he could house himself decently, and get to serious work as a painter. Later on, he was wont to say that this poverty had been the best possible thing for him, its enforced abstinences having come just at the time when he had begun to "wallow"—his word for any sort of excess; and "wallowing" was undoubtedly a peril to which Norbert's temper particularly exposed him. Short commons made him, as they have made many another youth, sober and chaste, at all events in practice; and when he began to lift up his head, a little; when, at the age of three-and-twenty, he earned what seemed to him at first the luxurious income of a pound or so a week; when, in short, the inclination to "wallow" might again have taken hold upon him, it was his chance to fall in love so seriously and hopefully that all the better features of his character were drawn out, emphasized, and, as it seemed, for good and all established in predominance.

Not long after his first meeting with Warburton, he one day received, through the publishers of a book he had illustrated, a letter signed "Ralph Pomfret," the writer of which asked whether "Norbert Franks" was the son of an old friend of whom he had lost sight for many years. By way of answer, Franks called upon his correspondent, who lived in a pleasant little house at Ashtead, in Surrey; he found a man of something less than sixty, with a touch of eccentricity in his thoughts and ways, by whom he was hospitably received, and invited to return whenever it pleased him. It was not very long before Franks asked permission to make the Pomfrets acquainted with his friend Warburton, a step which proved entirely justifiable
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