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Introduction


‘… quite particularly marked out for what is called in his and my profession an unhappy ending’

– Henry James



In the early summer of 1896, hard at work on the manuscript of what was to become The Whirlpool, George Gissing struck up a connection with the Jewish novelist Israel Zangwill. A natural solitary, wary of unburdening himself even to the friendliest male associate, Gissing seems to have decided that Zangwill, author of the best-selling Children of the Ghetto, was a suitable repository for his confidence. The fascinated account that Zangwill gave to his friend Montagu Elder of the evening on which Gissing ‘poured out his sad soul’ offers a horribly accurate precis of some of the personal demons that threatened to drag him down.


He is a handsome youthful chap but seems to have bungled his life in every possible way, and after a terrible uphill fight to be still burdened with some woman who, I suspect, breaks out in drink. He hates woman and is not in love with life. From another source I hear that the cloud on his career had its origin in imprisonment for stealing money from overcoats &c when he was the pride of Owen’s College, Manchester …



Above the miseries that Gissing brought upon himself in a career that stretched back to the early 1880s there rises the unmistakable scent of fatalism. His first wife, a prostitute whom he imagined he could redeem, and for whose benefit he was reduced to thieving from his fellow-students, was already dead in conditions of unimaginable squalor; her replacement – a working-class girl named Edith Underwood, more or less picked up in the street – had spent the four years of their marriage making his existence hell. In fact the domestic background against which The Whirlpool was written, mostly between May and December 1896, is a pattern demonstration of this shy and hyper-sensitive man’s habit of strewing his path through life with the kind of self-made obstacles calculated to impede his progress. By early 1896 the family Gissing – father, mother and four year-old son Walter – had been quartered at Epsom for nearly two years. The arrival of a second child, Alfred, soured Edith’s temperament to the point where Gissing resolved to transfer Walter to the care of his aunts in Wakefield. The separation produced a letter from mother to son signed off ‘with much love and kisses’. This Walter silently decorated with a drawing of a woman holding a stick.

Naturally all these afflictions wrought a physical effect. A photograph taken in the spring of 1896 shows a ravaged, unhappy-looking man – ‘shockingly haggard and aged beyond his thirty-nine years’ as one of his biographers puts it. He took a short holiday in a picturesque part of North Wales – much of the scenery reappears in The Whirlpool’s central section – and in the intervals of canvassing sympathetic friends on Walter’s plight (‘I am responsible for his future, and I know I am doing the right – the only right – thing’), his dealings with Edith kept to a bare minimum and the study door firmly shut, settled down to write. Progress was unexpectedly rapid. On 9 May he was able to inform his friend Eduard Bertz that ‘I have got to work again, quite seriously, and have done three chapters of my new book’. There were more domestic upheavals, sparked by Edith’s habit of conducting shouting-matches with the servants, but after a family holiday at the end of July, Gissing was back in the routine of his eight-hour working days: most of The Whirlpool’s 180,000 words were written by the middle of December. If this should seem an extraordinary rate of production, even by late-Victorian standards, then New Grub Street (1891) had been finished in a bare six weeks. The manuscript was enthusiastically received by Gissing’s publishers, Lawrence & Bullen, rated an advance of 150 guineas – a 50 guinea increase on his last novel, The Paying Guest – enjoyed a modest commercial success and – a mark of Gissing’s growing prestige among the upmarket reading public – attracted many substantial reviews. One rather mixed notice came from Henry James, who admitted to a ‘persistent taste’ for Gissing while wondering why ‘in going so far he persistently refuses to go further’.

In the letter to Bertz which advertises the book’s commencement, Gissing – always punctilious about his motivation – notes that ‘the theme is the decay of domestic life among certain classes of people, and much stress is laid upon the question of children’. But while there are several gloom-laden aphorisms on the inadvisability of marriage, and some poignant scenes that clearly reflect Gissing’s attachment to his elder son, very little of The Whirlpool is straightforwardly autobiographical, if only because it is set in a social sphere several rungs above the one which Gissing himself inhabited. As such it belongs to the second, or even third phase of his career. Gissing’s early novels – Workers in the Dawn (1880) say, or The Nether World (1889) – are essentially pieces of slum reportage. The clutch that followed them, notably New Grub Street (1891) and Born in Exile (1892), are largely about humbly born but intellectual types trying ineffectually to tug free from the shackles that constrain them, a task rendered doubly dangerous by its social dimension. From the angle of the late-Victorian reviewer – never someone in whose company Gissing was entirely comfortable – The Whirlpool is outwardly a more conventional work: a story of middle-class manners, and middle-class morals, with a hero to match. Diffident Harvey Rolfe, with his £900 a year – twice as much as Gissing was earning throughout most of the 1890s – and his library full of books is not so much Gissing himself as the person that Gissing wanted to be, and the upper-bourgeois world whose margins he laconically treads is clearly one that his creator knew only at a distance. There is, consequently, something rather self-conscious about the paraphernalia of the novel’s drawing-room scenes, its string quartets on genteel display, and its accounts of society – even society of a rather questionable kind – in action, the thought of newspaper gossip columns and musical gazetteers being robbed for supporting detail.

On the other hand it would be a mistake to assume that Gissing was ignorant of the world on which he sardonically reports: despite a personal reserve that very often shaded into aloofness, he was a more social animal than he is sometimes given credit for: even here in the mid 1890s he found relief from domestic turmoil in visits to George Meredith and dinners with the Omar Khayyam Club. Rather, it is a mark of his artistic conscientiousness, his determination to tether his characters to the world of which he imagined them to be a part, and his interest in how much money a ‘lady’ might spend in keeping up her wardrobe in 1886, the year in which the novel is set, stems from the same impulse that led him to file the forensic reports on how to live miserably on nothing a year that are such a feature of The Odd Women (1893). At the same time, the world in which The Whirlpool is established – the world of gentlemen’s clubs, West End bun-fights and private incomes, where ‘art’ tends to be practised for non-artistic reasons – offers a perfect vehicle for some of the anxieties he had begun to cultivate about the moral direction of late-Victorian life and its effect on the individual sensibilities gathered up in its slipstream. G. K. Chesterton once said that nearly every writer will at some point in his career produce a book whose title sums up his attitude to life. Dickens’s, naturally, was Great Expectations; Scott’s Tales of a Grandfather. Judged by this yardstick, Gissing’s is Born in Exile – a phrase that all too faithfully conveys his sense of having been detached by circumstance from the life he most wanted to lead – but The Whirlpool, with its homilies on the precariousness of human existence, the constant danger of being swept away into a maelstrom from which there is no return, runs it a very close second. Unusually for Gissing, who generally avoids prompt-cards of this kind, the words of the title echo through the book. At an early stage in the proceedings Rolfe assures his friend Hugh Carnaby that he feels ‘as if we were all being swept into a ghastly whirlpool which roars over the bottomless pit’. Later on his wife refers half-jokily to their rented house at Pinner, a convenient 30-minute train-ride from the West End, as being ‘on the outer edge of the whirlpool’. When Rolfe makes the unwelcome discovery that for the first time in his life he has financial cares to worry him he talks immediately of ‘being drawn into the whirlpool’. Finally there is a dramatic exchange between Carnaby and Rolfe, after the former has accidentally killed a man he wrongly believes to have seduced his wife: ‘The whirlpool!’ Carnaby laments. ‘It’s got hold of me, and I’m going down, old man – and it looks black as hell.’

Each of these signature remarks gives the novel a terrific feeling of suppressed anxiety, the thought of people who fear the future, whose security is constantly imperilled, whose assumption that their comfortable existences are in danger is heightened by their inability to anticipate precisely what form the danger will take. Part of this nervousness is simply a general presentiment of doom, the suspicion that life is changing for the worse, and at such a rapid rate that it is beyond the capacity of the average human being to resist it. As Rolfe puts it to Carnaby in one of their meditative conversations: ‘There’s something damnably wrong with us all – that’s the one thing certain.’ Another part is to do with an awareness of England’s changing place in the world, and the call of an Imperial destiny – a subject which Gissing, as an arch-liberal and Kipling-mocker in the field of foreign policy, can be wonderfully ironic. But a third arises from the characters’ sheer inanition. A few domestic servants excepted, nearly everyone in The Whirlpool is either a member of the leisured classes or clinging desperately to their subsidized fringes. The men, in particular, are uncomfortably aware of their superfluity, their fatal want of occupation, here in a world where women are beginning to claim a degree of social freedom that would have been unthought of half a century before. Several of the Rolfe–Carnaby dialogues turn ruefully on the fact of female liberty, and the danger that it may turn into licence. ‘The days are past when a man watched over his wife’s coming and going as a matter of course,’ Carnaby assures his friend, and in many ways Carnaby is more of a victim of his time than Rolfe – a frustrated man of action, married to a well-born woman with expensive tastes, whose foreign travels and business ventures are undertaken largely with the object of giving him something to do.

What follows, whether set in the West End concert halls or in the shadow of the Welsh mountains to which the Rolfes briefly decamp, is at one level a study in how people ought to behave, with a marked emphasis – Gissing being Gissing, with two unhappy marriages behind him and a desperate yearning for high-class female companionship – on how women ought to conduct themselves. Rolfe, a reformed rake in his late thirties – exactly Gissing’s age when he came to write the book – is a confirmed bachelor, given to pious reflections on the disadvantages of the married state, and the particular misfortune of being attached to someone whose tastes and temperament you fail to share. At one point he muses on ‘the supreme folly of hampering himself by marriage’; at another he formulates the general principle that it is ‘an act of unaccountable folly to marry a woman from whom one differed on subjects that lay at the root of life’. Alma Frothingham, the woman who eventually breaks down this reserve, is the orphaned daughter of a financier driven to suicide by the collapse of the rather ominously titled ‘Britannia Loan, Assurance, Investment, and Banking Company, Limited’; a statuesque girl with musical tastes and a hankering for fashionable life, whom Rolfe assumes, in one of those glacial judgements in which Gissing’s fiction abounds, to have ‘absorbed the vulgarity of her atmosphere’. Despite his good intentions, Rolfe is duly ensnared (‘all his manhood was subdued and mocked by her scornful witchery’) and the couple depart for North Wales, Rolfe assuming his wife’s feigned enthusiasm for the simple life, living frugally and cultivating high ideals in close proximity to nature to be the real thing. Alma, alas, is not worth her husband’s interest, neglects her children, the second of whom dies, admits to herself, if not to anyone else, that her desire to be a professional violinist stems from vanity rather than a love of music, and whose destructive effect on the people around her is compounded by jealousy. Carnaby’s fatal assault on Cyrus Redgrave, the oily Croesus with whom Alma intrigues, takes place in the darkness of a suburban bungalow when, in a fit of passion, he mistakes Alma for his wife. Alma is only there because she suspects that Sybil Carnaby is bent on undermining Redgrave’s support for her professional debut. Later, when she discovers that her husband is paying for the upkeep of two abandoned children, her first thought is that the boy and girl are products of a mesalliance that he is determined to keep quiet.

Meanwhile, the reader’s opinion of Alma – never very high to start with – is being constantly recalibrated by wounding comparisons to the other women in whose orbit she moves: her stepmother Mrs Frothingham (conventionally minded but anxious to compensate those ruined by the bank smash out of her own resources); Sybil Carnaby (extravagant but, we infer, principled) and worthy Mrs Abbot (laid low by the Britannia disaster but capable of finding new employment as a school-mistress). The most injurious contrast of all is with virtuous Mrs Morton, the wife of Rolfe’s childhood friend, who lives modestly in the country, is meekness personified and devotes herself to housekeeping and her children. One forgives Gissing his bromides about Mrs Morton, her selfless devotion to hearth and home and the domestic idyll in which she and her husband calmly repose, in the knowledge that they are the result of a frustrated idealism. He would have liked nothing better than to live a reclusive life in a country town with a gentlewomanly helpmeet who was clever enough for him to talk to, rather than labour on in Epsom with the cantankerous and increasingly unstable Edith. That, in the end, none of these immensely pointed critiques turns Alma into a caricature is a tribute to the sureness of Gissing’s psychological touch. The scenes in which she prepares for her professional unveiling, for example, or tries to impress a sympathetic Mrs Abbot with the range of her accomplishments have an objectivity, a sense of the kind of person Alma is, that some of her husband’s assessments of his wife’s character rather lack: restless, dissatisfied, always searching for an excitement that child-bearing and servant-handling will never provide, forever trying to shore up her personal mythology of artistry and moral scrupulousness. As it is, Alma betrays herself from one utterance to the next, but her awareness of the tricks she is playing, both on herself and the people around her, give her a complexity she would otherwise struggle to acquire. It is the same with her recourse – half careless, half grimly determined – to the ‘fashionable narcotic’ that will help her sleep, with consequences that the experienced reader of Victorian fiction can see coming half a dozen chapters off. Neither, strictly speaking, are the various catastrophes Alma provokes altogether her fault. A stronger-minded husband than Rolfe would have taken her in hand, curbed her impetuousness, taken her away from the London charivari of malign influences and fairweather friends.

If all this makes The Whirlpool sound like a case study in late nineteenth-century environmentalism, then Gissing’s insistence that we are conditioned by the company we keep is ultimately a false trail. More than one contemporary critic observed that his keenness on the debasing influence of milieu – as striking here as it is in his slum novels – is deceptive, for the relentlessness of his naturalism implies that most human beings will be unhappy wherever they live, and that the only solution to life’s miseries is a resolute stoicism. Rolfe at one point argues that the best kind of education for Walter would be one ‘which hardened his skin and blunted his sympathies … The thing is, to get through life with as little suffering as possible.’ Just as one of the novel’s satisfactions lies in its undeviating procedural line, so another rests in the knowledge of what awaited Gissing in the last six years of his life: a period in which failing health was to a certain extent compensated for by the attentions of Gabrielle Fleury, the intellectual companion whose vision he had pursued for most of his adult life. Written in the shadow of a disintegrating marriage, bitterly opposed to nearly everything that the late-Victorian age held dear, barely disguising a fatalism that is as much personal as philosophical, The Whirlpool is a convincing argument for Gissing’s claim, quite as credible as Hardy’s, to be regarded as the last great Victorian novelist.

D. J. Taylor, 2015
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PART THE FIRST


 





One

Harvey Rolfe was old enough to dine with deliberation, young and healthy enough to sauce with appetite the dishes he thoughtfully selected. You perceived in him the imperfect epicure. His club had no culinary fame; the dinner was merely tolerable; but Rolfe’s unfinished palate flattered the second-rate cook. He knew nothing of vintages; it sufficed him to distinguish between Bordeaux and Burgundy; yet one saw him raise his glass and peer at the liquor with eye of connoisseur. All unaffectedly; for he was conscious of his shortcoming in the art of delicate living, and never vaunted his satisfactions. He had known the pasture of poverty, and the table as it is set by London land-ladies; to look back on these things was to congratulate himself that nowadays he dined.

Beyond the achievement of a vague personal distinction at the Metropolitan Club, he had done nothing to make himself a man of note, and it was doubtful whether more than two or three of the members really liked him or regarded him with genuine interest. His introduction to this circle he owed to an old friend, Hugh Carnaby, whose social position was much more clearly defined: Hugh Carnaby, the rambler, the sportsman, and now for a twelvemonth the son-in-law of Mrs Ascott Larkfield. Through Carnaby people learnt as much of his friend’s history as it concerned any one to know: that Harvey Rolfe had begun with the study of medicine, had given it up in disgust, subsequently was ‘in business’, and withdrew from it on inheriting a competency. They were natives of the same county, and learnt their Latin together at the Grammar School of Greystone, the Midland town which was missed by the steam highroad, and so preserves much of the beauty and tranquillity of days gone by. Rolfe seldom spoke of his own affairs, but in talking of travel he had been heard to mention that his father had engineered certain lines of foreign railway. It seemed that Harvey had no purpose in life, save that of enjoying himself. Obviously he read a good deal, and Carnaby credited him with profound historical knowledge; but he neither wrote nor threatened to do so. Something of cynicism appeared in his talk of public matters; politics amused him, and his social views lacked consistency, tending, however, to an indolent conservatism. Despite his convivial qualities, he had traits of the reserved, even of the unsociable, man: a slight awkwardness in bearing, a mute shyness with strangers, a hesitancy in ordinary talk, and occasional bluntness of assertion or contradiction, suggesting a contempt which possibly he did not intend. Hugh Carnaby declared that the true Rolfe only showed himself after a bottle of wine; maintained, moreover, that Harvey had vastly improved since he entered upon a substantial income. When Rolfe was five and twenty, Hugh being two years younger, they met after a long separation, and found each other intolerable; a decade later their meeting led to hearty friendship. Rolfe had become independent, and was tasting his freedom in a twelvemonth’s travel. The men came face to face one day on the deck of a steamer at Port Said. Physically, Rolfe had changed so much that the other had a difficulty in recognizing him; morally, the change was not less marked, as Carnaby very soon became aware. At thirty-seven this process of development was by no means arrested, but its slow and subtle working escaped observation – unless it were that of Harvey Rolfe himself.

His guest this evening, in a quiet corner of the dining-room where he generally sat, was a man, ten years his junior, named Morphew: slim, narrow-shouldered, with sandy hair, and pale, delicate features of more sensibility than intelligence; restless, vivacious, talking incessantly in a low, rapid voice, with frequent nervous laughs which threw back his drooping head. A difference of costume – Rolfe wore morning dress, Morphew the suit of ceremony – accentuated the younger man’s advantage in natural and acquired graces; otherwise, they presented the contrast of character and insignificance. Rolfe had a shaven chin, a weathered complexion, thick brown hair; the penumbra of middle-age had touched his countenance, softening here and there a line which told of temperament in excess. At this moment his manner inclined to a bluff jocularity, due in some measure to the bottle of wine before him, as also was the tinge of colour upon his cheek; he spoke briefly, but listened with smiling interest to his guest’s continuous talk. This ran on the subject of the money-market, with which the young man boasted some practical acquaintance.

‘You don’t speculate at all?’ Morphew asked.

‘Shouldn’t know how to go about it,’ replied the other in his deeper note.

‘It seems to me to be the simplest thing in the world if one is content with moderate profits. I’m going in for it seriously – cautiously – as a matter of business. I’ve studied the thing – got it up as I used to work at something for an exam. And here, you see, I’ve made five pounds at a stroke – five pounds! Suppose I make that every now and then, it’s worth the trouble, you know – it mounts up. And I shall never stand to lose much. You see, it’s Tripcony’s interest that I should make profits.’

‘I’m not quite sure of that.’

‘Oh, but it is! Let me explain—’

These two had come to know each other under peculiar circumstances a year ago. Rolfe was at Brussels, staying – his custom when abroad – at a hotel unfrequented by English folk. One evening on his return from the theatre, he learnt that a young man of his own nationality lay seriously ill in a room at the top of the house. Harvey, moved by compassion, visited the unfortunate Englishman, listened to his ravings, and played the part of Good Samaritan. On recovery, the stranger made full disclosure of his position. Being at Brussels on a holiday, he had got into the company of gamblers, and, after winning a large sum (ten thousand francs, he declared), had lost not only that, but all else that he possessed, including his jewellery. He had gambled deliberately; he wanted money, money, and saw no other way of obtaining it. In the expansive mood of convalescence, Cecil Morphew left no detail of his story unrevealed. He was of gentle birth, and had a private income of three hundred pounds, charged upon the estate of a distant relative; his profession (the bar) could not be remunerative for years, and other prospects he had none. The misery of his situation lay in the fact that he was desperately in love with the daughter of people who looked upon him as little better than a pauper. The girl had pledged herself to him, but would not marry without her parents’ consent, of which there was no hope till he had at least trebled his means. His choice of a profession was absurd, dictated merely by social opinion; he should have been working hard in a commercial office, or at some open-air pursuit. Naturally he turned again to the thought of gambling, this time the great legalized game of hazard, wherein he was as little likely to prosper as among the blacklegs of Brussels. Rolfe liked him for his ingenuousness, and for the vein of poetry in his nature. The love affair still went on, but Morphew seldom alluded to it, and his seasoned friend thought of it as a youthful ailment which would pass and be forgotten.

‘I’m convinced,’ said the young man presently, ‘that any one who really gives his mind to it can speculate with moderate success. Look at the big men – the brokers and the company promoters, and so on; I’ve met some of them, and there’s nothing in them – nothing! Now, there’s Bennet Frothingham.1 You know him, I think?’

Rolfe nodded.

‘Well, what do you think of him? Isn’t he a very ordinary fellow? How has he got such a position? I’m told he began just in a small way – by chance. No doubt he found it so easy to make money he was surprised at his success. Tripcony has told me a lot about him. Why, the “Britannia” brings him fifteen thousand a year; and he must be in a score of other things.’

‘I know nothing about the figures,’ said Rolfe, ‘and I shouldn’t put much faith in Tripcony; but Frothingham, you may be sure, isn’t quite an ordinary man.’

‘Ah, well, of course there’s a certain knack – and then, experience—’

Morphew emptied his glass, and refilled it. Nearly all the tables in the room were now occupied, and the general hum of talk gave security to intimate dialogue. Flushed and bright-eyed, the young man presently leaned forward.

‘If I could count upon five hundred, she would take the step.’

‘Indeed?’

‘Yes, that’s settled. What do you think? Plenty of people live very well on less.’

‘You want my serious opinion?’

‘If you can be serious.’

‘Then I think that the educated man who marries on less than a thousand is either mad or a criminal.’

‘Bosh! We won’t talk about it.’

They rose, and walked towards the smoking-room, Rolfe giving a nod here and there as he passed acquaintances. In the hall some one addressed him.

‘How does Carnaby take this affair?’

‘What affair?’

‘Don’t you know? Their house has been robbed – stripped. It’s in the evening papers.’

Rolfe went on into the smoking-room, and read the report of his friend’s misfortune. The Carnabys occupied a house in Hamilton Terrace. During their absence from home last night, there had been a clean sweep of all such things of value as could easily be removed. The disappearance of their housekeeper, and the fact that this woman had contrived the absence of the servants from nine o’clock till midnight, left no mystery in the matter. The clubmen talked of it with amusement. Hard lines, to be sure, for Carnaby, and yet harder for his wife, who had lost no end of jewellery; but the thing was so neatly and completely done, one must needs laugh. One or two husbands who enjoyed the luxury of a housekeeper betrayed their uneasiness. A discussion arose on the characteristics of housekeepers in general, and spread over the vast subject of domestic management, not often debated at the Metropolitan Club. In general talk of this kind Rolfe never took part; smoking his pipe, he listened and laughed, and was at moments thoughtful. Cecil Morphew, rapidly consuming cigarettes as he lay back in a soft chair, pointed the moral of the story in favour of humble domesticity.

In half-an-hour, his guest having taken leave, Rolfe put on his overcoat, and stepped out into the cold, clammy November night. He was overtaken by a fellow Metropolitan – a grizzled, scraggy-throated, hollow-eyed man, who laid a tremulous hand upon his arm.

‘Excuse me, Mr Rolfe, have you seen Frothingham recently?’

‘Not for a month.’

‘Ah! I thought perhaps – I was wondering what he thought about the Colebrook smash. To tell you the truth, I’ve heard unpleasant rumours. Do you – should you think the Colebrook affair would affect the “Britannia” in any way?’

It was not the first time that this man had confided his doubts and timidities to Harvey Rolfe; he had a small, but to him important, interest in Bennet Frothingham’s wide-reaching affairs, and seemed to spend most of his time in eliciting opinion on the financier’s stability.

‘Wouldn’t you be much more comfortable,’ said Rolfe, rather bluntly, ‘if you had your money in some other kind of security?’

‘Ah, but, my dear sir, twelve and a half per cent. – twelve and a half! I hold preference shares of the original issue.’

‘Then I’m afraid you must take your chance.’

‘But,’ piped the other in alarm, ‘you don’t mean that—’

‘I mean nothing, and know nothing. I’m the last man to consult about such things.’

And Rolfe, with an abrupt ‘Goodnight’, beckoned to a passing hansom. The address he gave was Hugh Carnaby’s, in Hamilton Terrace.

Twice already the horse had slipped at slimy crossings, when, near the top of Regent Street, it fell full length, and the abrupt stoppage caused a collision of wheels with another hansom which was just passing at full speed in the same direction. Rolfe managed to alight in the ordinary way, and at once heard himself greeted by a familiar voice from the other cab. His acquaintance showed a pallid, drawn, all but cadaverous visage, with eyes which concealed pain or weariness under their friendly smile. Abbott was the man’s name. Formerly a lecturer at a provincial college, he had resigned his post on marrying, and taken to journalism.

‘I want to speak to you, Rolfe,’ he said hurriedly, ‘but I haven’t a moment to spare. Going to Euston – could you come along for a few minutes?’

The vehicles were not damaged; Abbott’s driver got quickly out of the crowd, and the two men continued their conversation.

‘Do you know anything of Wager?’ inquired the journalist, with a troubled look.

‘He came to see me a few evenings ago – late.’

‘Ha, he did! To borrow money, wasn’t it?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘I thought so. He came to me for the same. Said he’d got a berth at Southampton. Lie, of course. The fellow has disappeared, and left his children – left them in a lodging-house at Hammersmith. How’s that for cool brutality? The landlady found my wife’s address, and came to see her. Address left out on purpose, I dare say. There was nothing for it but to take care of the poor little brats. – Oh, damn!’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Neuralgia – driving me mad. Teeth, I think. I’ll have every one wrenched out of my head if this goes on. Never mind. What do you think of Wager?’

‘I remember, when we were at Guy’s, he used to advocate the nationalization of offspring. Probably he had some personal interest in the matter, even then.’

‘Hound! I don’t know whether to set the police after him or not. It wouldn’t benefit the children. I suppose it’s no use hunting for his family?’

‘Not much, I should say.’

‘Well, lucky we have no children of our own. Worst of it is, I don’t like the poor little wretches, and my wife doesn’t either. We must find a home for them.’

‘I say, Abbott, you must let me go halves at that.’

‘Hang it, no! Why should you support Wager’s children? They’re relatives of ours, unfortunately. But I wanted to tell you that I’m going down to Waterbury.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Thirteen minutes – shall I do it? There’s a good local paper, the Free Press, and I have the offer of part-ownership. I shall buy, if possible, and live in the country for a year or two, to pick up my health. Can’t say I love London. Might get into country journalism for good. Curse this torment!’

In Tottenham Court Road, Rolfe bade his friend goodbye, and the cab rushed on.



Two

It was half-past ten when Rolfe knocked at the door in Hamilton Terrace. He learnt from the servant that Mr Carnaby was at home, and had company. In the room known as the library, four men sat smoking; their voices pealed into the hall as the door opened, and a boisterous welcome greeted the newcomer’s appearance.

‘Come to condole?’ cried Hugh, striding forward with his man-of-the-wide-world air, and holding out his big hand. ‘No doubt they’re having a high old time at the club. Does it please them? Does it tickle them?’

‘Why, naturally. There’s the compensation, my boy – you contribute to the gaiety of your friends.’

Carnaby was a fair example of the well-bred, well-fed Englishman – tall, brawny, limber, not uncomely, with a red neck, a powerful jaw, and a keen eye. Something more of repose, of self-possession, and a slightly more intellectual brow, would have made him the best type of conquering, civilizing Briton. He came of good family, but had small inheritance; his tongue told of age-long domination; his physique and carriage showed the horseman, the game-stalker, the nomad. Hugh had never bent over books since the day when he declined the university and got leave to join Colonel Bosworth’s2 exploring party in the Caucasus. After a boyhood of straitened circumstances, he profited by a skilful stewardship which allowed him to hope for some seven hundred a year; his elder brother, Miles, a fine fellow, who went into the army, pinching himself to benefit Hugh and their sister Ruth. Miles was now Major Carnaby, active on the North-West Frontier. Ruth was wife of a missionary in some land of swamps; doomed by climate, but of spirit indomitable. It seemed strange that Hugh, at five and thirty, had done nothing particular. Perhaps his income explained it – too small for traditional purposes, just large enough to foster indolence. For Hugh had not even followed up his promise of becoming an explorer; he had merely rambled, mostly in pursuit of fowl or quadruped. When he married, all hope for him was at an end. The beautiful and brilliant daughter of a fashionable widow, her income a trifle more than Carnaby’s own; devoted to the life of cities, wherein she shone; an enchantress whose spell would not easily be broken, before whom her husband bowed in delighted subservience – such a woman might flatter Hugh’s pride, but could scarce be expected to draw out his latent energies and capabilities. This year, for the first time, he had visited no wild country; his journeying led only to Paris, to Vienna. In due season he shot his fifty brace on somebody’s grouse-moor, but the sport did not exhilarate him.

An odd and improbable alliance, that between Hugh Carnaby and Harvey Rolfe. Yet in several ways they suited each other. Old-time memories had a little, not much, to do with it; more of the essence of the matter was their feeling of likeness in difference. Ten years ago Carnaby felt inclined to call his old school-fellow a ‘cad’; Harvey saw nothing in Hugh but robust snobbishness. Nowadays they had the pleasant sense of understanding each other on most points, and the result was a good deal of honest mutual admiration. The one’s physical vigour and adroitness, the other’s active mind, liberal thoughts, studious habits, proved reciprocally attractive. Though in unlike ways, both were impressively modern. Of late it had seemed as if the man of open-air, checked in his natural courses, thrown back upon his meditations, turned to the student, with hope of guidance in new paths, of counsel amid unfamiliar obstacles. To the observant Rolfe, his friend’s position abounded in speculative interest. With the course of years, each had lost many a harsher characteristic, whilst the inner man matured. That their former relations were gradually being reversed, neither perhaps had consciously noted; but even in the jests which passed between them on Harvey’s arrival this evening, it appeared plainly enough that Hugh Carnaby no longer felt the slightest inclination to regard his friend as an inferior.

The room, called library, contained one small case of books, which dealt with travel and sport. Furniture of the ordinary kind, still new, told of easy circumstances and domestic comfort. Round about the walls hung a few paintings and photographs, intermingled with the stuffed heads of animals slain in the chase, notably that of a great ibex with magnificent horns.

‘Come, now, tell me all about it,’ said Rolfe, as he mixed himself a glass of whisky and water. ‘I don’t see that anything has gone from this room.’

‘Don’t you?’ cried his host, with a scornful laugh. ‘Where are my silver-mounted pistols? Where’s the ibex-hoof made into a paper-weight? And’ – he raised his voice to a shout of comical despair – ‘where’s my cheque-book?’

‘I see.’

‘I wish I did. It must break the record for a neat house-robbery, don’t you think? And they’ll never be caught – I’ll bet you anything you like they won’t. The job was planned weeks ago; that woman came into the house with no other purpose.’

‘But didn’t your wife know anything about her?’

‘What can one know about such people? There were references, I believe – as valuable as references usually are. She must be an old hand. But I’m sick of the subject; let’s drop it. – You were interrupted, Hollings. What about that bustard?’

A very tall, spare man, who seemed to rouse himself from a nap, resumed his story of bustard-stalking in Spain last spring.3 Carnaby, who knew the country well, listened with lively interest, and followed with reminiscences of his own. He told of a certain boar, shot in the Sierras, which weighed something like four hundred pounds. He talked, too, of flamingoes on the ‘marismas’ of the Guadalquivir; of punting day after day across the tawny expanse of water; of cooking his meals on sandy islets at a fire made of tamarisk and thistle; of lying wakeful in the damp, chilly nights, listening to frogs and bitterns. Then again of his ibex-hunting on the Cordilleras of Castile, when he brought down that fine fellow whose head adorned his room, the horns just thirty-eight inches long. And in the joy of these recollections there seemed to sound a regretful note, as if he spoke of things gone by and irrecoverable, no longer for him.

One of the men present had recently been in Cyprus, and mentioned it with disgust. Rolfe also had visited the island, and remembered it much more agreeably, his impressions seeming to be chiefly gastronomic; he recalled the exquisite flavour of Cyprian hares, the fat francolin, the delicious beccaficoes in commanderia wine; with merry banter from Carnaby, professing to despise a man who knew nothing of game but its taste. The conversation reverted to technicalities of sport, full of terms and phrases unintelligible to Harvey; recounting feats with ‘Empress’ and ‘Paradox’, the deadly results of a ‘treble A’, or of ‘treble-nesting slugs’, and boasting of a ‘right and left with No. 6’. Hugh appeared to forget all about his domestic calamity; only when his guests rose did he recur to it, and with an air of contemptuous impatience. But he made a sign to Rolfe, requesting him to stay, and at midnight the two friends sat alone together.

‘Sibyl has gone to her mother’s,’ began Hugh in a changed voice. ‘The poor girl takes it pluckily. It’s a damnable thing, you know, for a woman to lose her rings and bracelets and so on – even such a woman as Sibyl. She tried to laugh it off, but I could see – we must buy them again, that’s all. And that reminds me – what’s your real opinion of Frothingham?’

Harvey laughed.

‘When such a lot of people go about asking that question, it would make me rather uneasy if I had anything at stake.’

‘They do? So it struck me. The fact is, we have a good deal at stake. The dowager swears by Frothingham. I believe every penny she has is in the “Britannia”, one way or another.’

‘It’s a wide net,’ said Rolfe musingly. ‘The Britannia Loan, Assurance, Investment, and Banking Company, Limited. Very good name, I’ve often thought.’

‘Yes; but, look here, you don’t seriously doubt—’

‘My opinion is worthless. I know no more of finance than of the Cabala. Frothingham personally I rather like, and that’s all I can say.’

‘The fact is, I have been thinking of putting some of my own – yet I don’t think I shall. We’re going away for the winter. Sibyl wants to give up the house, and I think she’s right. For people like us, it’s mere foolery to worry with a house and a lot of servants. We’re neither of us cut out for that kind of thing. Sibyl hates housekeeping. Well, you can’t expect a woman like her to manage a pack of thieving, lying, lazy servants. The housekeeper idea hasn’t been a conspicuous success, you see, and there’s nothing for it but hotel or boarding-house.’

‘If you remember,’ said Rolfe, ‘I hinted something of the kind a year ago.’

‘Yes; but – well, you know, when people marry they generally look for a certain natural consequence. If we have no children, it’ll be all right.’

Rolfe meditated for a moment.

‘You remember that fellow Wager – the man you met at Abbott’s? His wife died a year ago, and now he has bolted, leaving his two children in a lodging-house.’

‘What a damned scoundrel!’ cried Hugh, with a note of honest indignation.

‘Well, yes; but there’s something to be said for him. It’s a natural revolt against domestic bondage. Of course, as things are, some one else has to bear the bother and expense; but that’s only our state of barbarism. A widower with two young children and no income – imagine the position. Of course, he ought to be able to get rid of them in some legitimate way – state institution – anything you like that answers to reason.’

‘I don’t know whether it would work.’

‘Some day it will. People talk such sentimental rubbish about children. I would have the parents know nothing about them till they’re ten or twelve years old. They’re a burden, a hindrance, a perpetual source of worry and misery. Most wives are sacrificed to the next generation – an outrageous absurdity. People snivel over the deaths of babies; I see nothing to grieve about. If a child dies, why, the probabilities are it ought to die; if it lives, it lives, and you get survival of the fittest. We don’t want to choke the world with people, most of them rickety and wheezing; let us be healthy, and have breathing space.’

‘I believe in that,’ said Carnaby.

‘You’re going away, then. Where to?’

‘That’s the point,’ replied Hugh, moving uneasily. ‘You see, with Sibyl – I have suggested Davos. Some people she knows are there – girls who go in for tobogganing, and have a good time. But Sibyl’s afraid of the cold. I can’t convince her that it’s nothing to what we endure here in the beastliness of a London winter. She hates the thought of ice and snow and mountains. A great pity; it would do her no end of good. I suppose we must go to the Riviera.’

He shrugged his shoulders, and for a moment there was silence.

‘By-the-bye,’ he resumed, ‘I have a letter from Miles, and you’d like to see it.’

From a pile of letters on the table he selected one written on two sheets of thin paper, and handed it to Rolfe. The writing was bold, the style vigorous, the matter fresh and interesting. Major Carnaby had no graces of expression; but all the more engrossing was his brief narrative of mountain warfare, declaring its truthfulness in every stroke of the pen.

‘Fine fellow!’ exclaimed Rolfe, when he had read to the end. ‘Splendid fellow!’

‘Isn’t he! And he’s seeing life.’

‘That’s where you ought to be, my boy,’ remarked Rolfe, between puffs of tobacco.

‘I dare say. No use thinking about it. Too late.’

‘If I had a son,’ pursued Harvey, smiling at the hypothesis, ‘I think I’d make a fighting man of him, or try to. At all events, he should go out somewhere, and beat the big British drum, one way or another. I believe it’s our only hope. We’re rotting at home – some of us sunk in barbarism, some coddling themselves in over-refinement. What’s the use of preaching peace and civilization, when we know that England’s just beginning her big fight – the fight that will put all history into the shade! We have to lead the world; it’s our destiny; and we must do it by breaking heads. That’s the nature of the human animal, and will be for ages to come.’

Carnaby nodded assent.

‘If we were all like your brother,’ Rolfe went on. ‘I’m glad he’s fighting in India, and not in Africa. I can’t love the buccaneering shopkeeper, the whisky-distiller with a rifle – ugh!’

‘I hate that kind of thing. The gold grubbers and diamond bagmen!4 But it’s part of the march onward. We must have money, you know.’

The speaker’s forehead wrinkled, and again he moved uneasily. Rolfe regarded him with a reflective air.

‘That man you saw here tonight,’ Carnaby went on, ‘the short, thick fellow – his name is Dando – he’s just come back from Queensland. I don’t quite know what he’s been doing, but he evidently knows a good deal about mines. He says he has invented a new process for getting gold out of ore – I don’t know anything about it. In the early days of mining, he says, no end of valuable stuff was abandoned, because they couldn’t smelt it. Something about pyrites – I have a vague recollection of old chemistry lessons. Dando wants to start smelting works for his new process, somewhere in North Queensland.’

‘And wants money, I dare say,’ remarked the listener, with a twinkle of the eye.

‘I suppose so. It was Carton that brought him here for the first time, a week ago. Might be worth thinking about, you know.’

‘I have no opinion. My profound ignorance of everything keeps me in a state of perpetual scepticism. It has its advantages, I dare say.’

‘You’re very conservative, Rolfe, in your finance.’

‘Very.’

‘Quite right, no doubt. Could you join us at Nice or some such place?’

‘Why, I rather thought of sticking to my books. But if the fogs are very bad—’

‘And you would seriously advise us to give up the house?’

‘My dear fellow, how can you hesitate? Your wife is quite right; there’s not one good word to be said for the ordinary life of an English household. Flee from it! Live anywhere and anyhow, but don’t keep house in England. Wherever I go, it’s the same cry: domestic life is played out. There isn’t a servant to be had – unless you’re a Duke and breed them on your own estate. All ordinary housekeepers are at the mercy of the filth and insolence of a draggle-tailed, novelette-reading feminine democracy. Before very long we shall train an army of men-servants, and send the women to the devil.’

‘Queer thing, Rolfe,’ put in his friend, with a laugh; ‘I’ve noticed it of late, you’re getting to be a regular woman-hater.’

‘Not a bit of it. I hate a dirty, lying, incapable creature, that’s all, whether man or woman. No doubt they’re more common in petticoats.’

‘Been to the Frothinghams’ lately?’

‘No.’

‘I used to think you were there rather often.’

Rolfe gave a sort of grunt, and kept silence.

‘To my mind,’ pursued the other, ‘the best thing about Alma is that she appreciates my wife. She has really a great admiration for Sibyl; no sham about it, I’m sure. I don’t pretend to know much about women, but I fancy that kind of thing isn’t common – real friendship and admiration between them. People always say so, at all events.’

‘I take refuge once more,’ said Rolfe, ‘in my fathomless ignorance.’

He rose from his chair, and sat down again on a corner of the table. Carnaby stood up, threw his arms above his head, and yawned with animal vehemence, the expression of an intolerable ennui.

‘There’s something damnably wrong with us all – that’s the one thing certain.’

‘Idleness, for one thing,’ said Rolfe.

‘Yes. And I’m too old to do anything. Why didn’t I follow Miles into the army? I think I was more cut out for that than for anything else. I often feel I should like to go to South Africa and get up a little war of my own.’

Rolfe shouted with laughter.

‘Not half a bad idea, and the easiest thing in the world, no doubt.’

‘Nigger-hunting; a superior big game.’

‘There’s more than that to do in South Africa,’ said Harvey. ‘I was looking at a map in Stanford’s5 window the other day, and it amused me. Who believes for a moment that England will remain satisfied with bits here and there? We have to swallow the whole, of course. We shall go on fighting and annexing, until – until the decline and fall of the British Empire. That hasn’t begun yet. Some of us are so over-civilized that it makes a reaction of wholesome barbarism in the rest. We shall fight like blazes in the twentieth century. It’s the only thing that keeps Englishmen sound; commercialism is their curse. Happily, no sooner do they get fat than they kick, and somebody’s shin suffers; then they fight off the excessive flesh. War is England’s Banting.’6

‘You’d better not talk like that to Sibyl.’

‘Why, frankly, old man, I think that’s your mistake. But you’ll tell me, and rightly enough, to mind my own business.’

‘Nonsense. What do you mean exactly? You think I ought to—’

Hugh hesitated, with an air of uneasiness.

‘Well,’ pursued his friend cautiously, ‘do you think it’s right to suppress your natural instincts? Mightn’t it give her a new interest in life if she came round a little to your point of view?’

‘Queer thing, how unlike we are, isn’t it?’ said Carnaby, with a sudden drop of his tone to amiable ingenuousness. ‘But, you know, we get along together very well.’

‘To be sure. Yet you are going to rust in the Riviera when you want to be on the Himalayas. Wouldn’t it do your wife good to give up her books and her music for a while and taste fresh air?’

‘I doubt if she’s strong enough for it.’

‘It would make her stronger. And here’s a good opportunity. If you give up housekeeping (and housekeepers), why not reform your life altogether? Go and have a look at Australia.’

‘Sibyl hates the sea.’

‘She’d soon get over that. Seriously, you ought to think of it.’

Carnaby set his lips and for a moment hung his head.

‘You’re quite right. But—’

‘A little pluck, old fellow.’

‘I’ll see what can be done. Have another whisky?’

They went out into the hall, where a dim light through coloured glass illumined a statue in terracotta, some huge engravings, the massive antlers of an elk, and furniture in carved oak.

‘Queer feeling of emptiness,’ said Carnaby, subduing his voice. ‘I feel as if they’d carried off everything, and left bare walls. Sibyl couldn’t stay in the place. Shall I whistle for a cab? By Jove! that reminds me, the whistle has gone; it happened to be silver. A wedding present from that fool Benson, who broke his neck in a steeplechase three weeks after.’

Harvey laughed, and stepped out into the watery fog.



Three

A cab crawling at the upper end of the terrace took him quickly home. He entered with his latch-key as a church clock tolled one.

It was a large house, within a few minutes’ walk of Royal Oak Station. Having struck a match, and lit a candle which stood upon the hall table (indicating that he was the last who would enter tonight), Harvey put up the door-chain and turned the great key, then went quietly upstairs. His rooms were on the first floor. A tenancy of five years, with long absences, enabled him to regard this niche in a characterless suburb as in some sort his home; a familiar smell of books and tobacco welcomed him as he opened the door; remnants of a good fire kept the air warm, and dispersed a pleasant glow. On shelves which almost concealed the walls, stood a respectable collection of volumes, the lowest tier consisting largely of what second-hand booksellers, when invited to purchase, are wont to call ‘tomb-stones’ – that is to say, old folios, of no great market value, though good brains and infinite labour went to the making of them. A great table, at one end of which was a tray with glasses and a water-bottle, occupied the middle of the floor; nearer the fireplace was a small writing-desk. For pictures little space could be found; but over the mantelpiece hung a fine watercolour, the flood of Tigris and the roofs of Bagdad burning in golden sunset. Harvey had bought it at the gallery in Pall Mall not long ago; the work of a man of whom he knew nothing; it represented the farthest point of his own travels, and touched profoundly his vague historico-poetic sensibilities.

Three letters lay on the desk. As soon as he had lit his lamp, and exchanged his boots for slippers, he looked at the envelopes, and chose one addressed in a woman’s hand. The writer was Mrs Bennet Frothingham.

‘We have only just heard, from Mrs Carnaby, that you are back in town. Could you spare us tomorrow evening? It would be so nice of you. The quartet will give Beethoven’s F minor,7 and Alma says it will be well done – the conceit of the child! We hope to have some interesting people. What a shocking affair of poor Mrs Carnaby’s! I never knew anything quite so bad. – Our united kind regards.’

Harvey thrust out his lips, in an ambiguous expression, as he threw the sheet aside. He mused before opening the next letter. This proved to be of startling contents: a few lines scribbled informally, undated, without signature. A glance at the postmark discovered ‘Liverpool’.

‘The children are at my last address – you know it. I can do no more for them. If the shabby Abbotts refuse – as I dare say they will – it wouldn’t hurt you to keep them from the workhouse. But it’s a devilish hard world, and they must take their chance.’

After a stare and a frown, Harvey woke the echoes with boisterous laughter. It was long since any passage in writing had so irresistibly tickled his sense of humour. Well, he must let Abbott know of this. It might be as well, perhaps, if he called on Mrs Abbott tomorrow, to remove any doubt that might remain in her mind. The fellow Wager being an old acquaintance of his, he could not get rid of a sense of far-off responsibility in this matter; though, happily, Wager’s meeting with Mrs Abbott’s cousin, which led to marriage and misery, came about quite independently of him.

The last letter he opened without curiosity, but with quiet interest and pleasure. It was dated from Greystone; the writer, Basil Morton, had a place in his earliest memories, for, as neighbours’ children, they had played together long before the grammar school days which allied him with Hugh Carnaby.

‘For aught I know,’ began Morton, ‘you may at this moment be drifting on the Euphrates, or pondering on the site of Alexandreia Eschate.8 It is you who owe me an account of yourself; nevertheless, I am prompted to write, if only to tell you that I have just got the complete set of the Byzantine Historians.9 A catalogue tempted me, and I did buy.’

And so on in the same strain, until, in speaking of nearer matters, his style grew simpler.

‘Our elder boy begins to put me in a difficulty. As I told you, he has been brought up on the most orthodox lines of Anglicanism; his mother – best of mothers and best of wives, but in this respect atavistic – has had a free hand, and I don’t see how it could have been otherwise. But now the lad begins to ask awkward questions, and to put me in a corner; the young rascal is a vigorous dialectician and rationalist – odd result of such training. It becomes a serious question how I am to behave. I cannot bear to distress his mother, yet how can I tell him that I literally believe those quaint old fables? Solvetur vivendo,10 of course, like everything else, but just now it worries me a little. Generally I can see a pretty clear line of duty; here the duty is divided, with a vengeance. Have you any counsel?’

Harvey Rolfe mumbled impatiently; all domestic matters were a trial to his nerves. It seemed to him an act of unaccountable folly to marry a woman from whom one differed diametrically on subjects that lay at the root of life; and of children he could hardly bring himself to think at all, so exasperating the complication they introduced into social problems which defied common sense. He disliked children; fled the sight and the sound of them in most cases, and, when this was not possible, regarded them with apprehension, anxiety, weariness, anything but interest. In the perplexity that had come upon him, Basil Morton seemed to have nothing more than his deserts. ‘Best of mothers and of wives’, forsooth! An excellent housekeeper, no doubt, but what shadow of qualification for wifehood and motherhood in this year 1886? The whole question was disgusting to a rational man – especially to that vigorous example of the class, by name Harvey Rolfe.

Late as it was, he did not care to go to bed. This morning he had brought home a batch of books from the London Library, and he began to turn them over, with the pleasure of anticipation. Not seldom of late had Harvey flattered himself on the growth of intellectual gusto which proceeded in him together with a perceptible decline of baser appetites, so long his torment and his hindrance. His age was now seven and thirty; at forty he might hope to have utterly trodden under foot the instincts at war with mental calm. He saw before him long years of congenial fellowship, of bracing travel, of well-directed studiousness. Let problems of sex and society go hang! He had found a better way.

On looking back over his life, how improbable it seemed, this happy issue out of crudity, turbulence, lack of purpose, weakness, insincerity, ignorance. First and foremost he had to thank good old Dr Harvey, of Greystone; then, his sister, sleeping in her grave under the old chimes she loved; then, surely himself, that seed of good within him which had survived all adverse influences – watched, surely, by his unconscious self, guarded long, and now deliberately nurtured. Might he not think well of himself?

His library, though for the most part the purchase of late years, contained books which reminded him of every period of his life. Up yonder, on the top shelf, were two score volumes which had belonged to his father, the share that fell to him when he and his sister made the ordained division: scientific treatises out of date, an old magazine, old books of travel. Strange that, in his times of folly, he had not sold these as burdensome rubbish; he was very glad now, when love and reverence for things gone by began to take hold upon him. There, at the same height, stood a rank of school-books preserved for him by his sister till she died; beside them, medical works, relics of his abortive study when he was neither boy nor man. Descending, the eye fell upon yellow and green covers, dozens of French novels, acquired at any time from the year of his majority up to the other day; in the mass, they reminded him of a frothy season, when he boasted a cheap Gallicism, and sneered at all things English. A sprinkling of miscellaneous literature accounted for ten years or more when he cared little to collect books, when the senses raged in him, and only by miracle failed to hurl him down many a steep place. Last came the serious acquisitions, the bulk of his library: solid and expensive works – historians, archæologists, travellers, with noble volumes of engravings, and unwieldy tomes of antique lore. Little enough of all this had Rolfe digested, but more and more he loved to have erudition within his reach. He began to lack room for comely storage; already a large bookcase had intruded into his bedroom. If he continued to purchase, he must needs house himself more amply; yet he dreaded the thought of a removal.

He knew enough and to spare of life in lodgings. His experience began when he came up as a lad to Guy’s Hospital, when all lodgings in London shone with the glorious light of liberty. It took a wider scope when, having grasped his little patrimony, he threw physic to the dogs, and lived as a gentleman at large. In those days he grew familiar with many kinds of ‘apartments’ and their nomadic denizens. Having wasted his substance, he found refuge in the office of an emigration agent, where, by slow degrees, he proved himself worth a couple of hundred pounds per annum. This was the ‘business’ to which Hugh Carnaby vaguely referred when people questioned him concerning his friend’s history.

Had he possessed the commercial spirit, Harvey might have made his position in this office much more lucrative. Entering nominally as a clerk, he undertook from the first a variety of duties which could only be discharged by a man of special abilities; for instance, the literary revision of seductive pamphlets and broadsheets issued by his employer to the public contemplating emigration. These advertisements he presently composed




































Further Reading
The definitive biography of Gissing is Pierre Coustillas’s three-volume The Heroic Life of George Gissing, Part I: 1857–1888 (2011), Part II: 1888–1897 (2011) and Part III: 1897–1903 (2012). For a more concise introduction to Gissing’s life and work, see Paul Delaney, George Gissing: A Life (2008). Gissing’s correspondence during the period of The Whirlpool’s composition is included in Paul F. Mattheisen, Arthur C. Young and Pierre Coustillas, eds., The Collected Letters of George Gissing, Volume Six: 1895–1897 (1995). Gissing’s diary for 1896 can be found in Pierre Coustillas, ed., London and the Life of Literature in Late Victorian England: The Diary of George Gissing, Novelist (1978). The literary culture of Gissing’s time is outlined in John Gross, The Rise and Fall of the Man of Letters: Aspects of English Literary Life Since 1800 (1969).

For a selection of contemporaneous criticism, including reviews by Henry James and H. G. Wells, see Pierre Coustillas and Colin Partridge, eds., Gissing: The Critical Heritage (1972). Simon James’s Unsettled Accounts: Money and Narrative in the Novels of George Gissing (2003) discusses The Whirlpool’s status as ‘the last of Gissing’s novels in which the protagonist attempts to escape the condition of enforced negotiation with the hostile market’, pp. 129–38. Two previous editions of The Whirlpool with useful introductions are those edited by Patrick Parrinder (Harvester Press, 1977) and William Greenslade (Everyman, 1997). See also P. F. Kropholler, ‘Additional notes to The Whirlpool’, Gissing Newsletter, 21 (2), (April 1985): 16–21.
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