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INTRODUCTION

THE INVISIBLE MAN is a characteristic piece of H. G. Wells’s early writing. He wrote this long short story soon after he had made his spectacular start as a writer, and it belongs in the body of work that he produced between the end of 1893 and the early part of 1898. In those five years he wrote and sold The Time Machine, The Wonderful Visit, The Island of Dr. Moreau, The Wheels of Chance, The War of the Worlds, The Invisible Man, and a large part of the first draft of Love and Mr. Lewisham. Inside the same period he also wrote a number of short stories that were published together in a volume entitled The Stolen Bacillus.

It is easy to interpret this flurry of creative activity as the ebullient breakout of a young man feeling his oats, but to do so involves a misreading of Wells’s real situation. The body of work mentioned above was written by a man who was in poor health, in want, and no longer particularly young. Far from choosing writing as his profession and embarking on a literary career with excitement and delight, Wells turned to letters as a last resort after illness had forced him out of teaching, the occupation he had thought of as his vocation. Since his illness was tuberculosis of the lungs, for which the only treatment then available was founded on unlimited bed rest, he can be seen to have had limited options.

He was under pressure from time too, as he lay on his sickbed wondering which way he should turn. Happenstance, and a certain talent for complicating his private life, had landed him with a small army of dependents, so that his savings, not very great to start with, began to melt away. He had to think of some means of earning a living compatible with spending a good deal of time in bed recovering from hemorrhages. At the point of despair, he recalled his student days at South Kensington’s Royal College of Science—he had often succeeded in amusing his peers there with squibs and sketches—he could write sitting up in bed—he could give journalism a try—if he only knew how one got started in that field! Just at that point fate put a copy of James Barrie’s When a Man’s Single into his hands. Barrie’s book contained what was then an infallible recipe for writing saleable quarter- and half-column pieces for use in the morning and evening newspapers. These “fillers” were always in demand at a guinea a time. Wells tried the Barrie recipe and sold his first trial piece to William Waldorf Astor’s Pall Mall Gazette. He tried again and found the paper’s editor, Harry Cust, more than receptive. Astor had given Cust orders to liven up the paper, and to keep an eye open for new writers with a light touch. Cust told Wells that he was producing just what The Pall Mall Gazette wanted and asked for more. When the paper sent him a check settling for his October contributions at the beginning of November 1893, it was for fifteen pounds—he was earning at the rate of two hundred pounds a year—he was a journalist. Cust had a conscience and saw that his new man was wasting his time and risking a burnout of his talent by turning out endless fillers for the Gazette. He passed Wells on to Lewis Hind, the literary editor of the Gazette’s weekly supplement, The Pall Mall Budget. Hind liked Wells on sight and gave him another formula to write to—he said he was looking for a man capable of giving him “single sitting shorts with a scientific flavour.” They should take up a half page and they would earn him five guineas a time if they filled the bill. Wells went straight home after his first interview with Hind to sit down and write the story called The Stolen Bacillus.

The literary standards of the field of endeavor into which Hind had drawn Wells were not far above the level of those obtaining in the world of fillers to which Barrie’s formula had given him the entrée, but in it he was at least called upon to use his imagination and allowed scope to show that he had a very fertile one. As it had been with Cust, so it was with Hind. He, too, had a conscience and saw that his new man was wasting his time on hack work. Hind passed Wells on, with the highest of commendations, to W. E. Henley at The National Observer, saying that what Wells needed most was a free hand and plenty of space—that there was no saying what he might do for anyone who could give him his head. Henley trusted Hind’s judgment and proceeded to write to Wells asking him to come to The National Observer’s offices to talk with him. He hoped that Wells had something in the works that he might print—he needn’t worry about the length if his idea was an interesting one—he could have space in a number of successive issues if he needed it. The magazine could always use a strong series.

In the face of this overture, Well’s mind became a complete blank. Unable to think of anything new, he resorted once again to his Royal College souvenirs—he had something there that had been good enough for the Science Schools Journal—it had been about traveling through time as if it were space—the germ of it had been planted in his mind while he had been listening to a fellow student’s reading of a paper on the geometry of the fourth dimension to the undergraduate debating society. He had made his classmate Hamilton-Gordon’s idea the basis for an extravaganza—The Chronic Argonauts—that had gone leaden on him in the end—it had all hinged on the concept of duration as an unrecognized dimension, and his attempts to give a plausible explanation of that had stopped the story dead in its tracks. He could try Henley with the idea of traveling through space-time purged of those long-winded explanations—if Henley could be persuaded to accept a time machine that, well, just did it, he would be home and dry.

Wells set out for the National Observer’s offices in a mood of profound self-doubt, but he liked Henley when he met him and found him easy to talk to—he took Henley millions of years into the future and showed him what it was like. Henley was familiar enough with papers about other dimensions, the subject had become a favorite one with a particular type of crank. But this presentation was different. The tiny, almost birdlike, man in front of him was talking of the past and future of the planet—and of the entire solar system—in terms of visual images, as if he had seen it all in all its stages of development. Excited by the brilliance of Wells’s performance, Henley promised him that if he could write his project as well as he could talk it he could have all the space he chose to take in the magazine. It sounded to Henley as if ten installments in successive issues would meet the case.

Wells was elated by Henley’s demonstration of confidence in his ability to deliver on his verbal outline. But his sense of being on a clear path did not last. He had been planning to keep himself going while he worked on his series for Henley by throwing off a few fillers for The Pall Mall Gazette and two or three stories for Hind. He had his first jolt when the fillers came back from the Gazette by return post—with a cutting note saying that they were too slackly written to be publishable. Then Astor decided that The Pall Mall Budget was losing more money than he could afford and should die. Hind had to tell Wells that he would be buying no more stories from him. And after that The National Observer was sold over Henley’s head and he was fired by the new management. By the time this blow fell Wells had delivered seven of the ten articles that the project called for and he was sure of only one thing—that they were no good. His heart sank to his boots when the editor put in by the purchasers of the paper told him that he need not bother to send in any more of his stuff with a coldness that made it clear to Wells that he could forget about The National Observer as a market for the foreseeable future.

And this was not the sum of what was on Wells’s mind; he had another reason for being worried. Just when his outlets were beginning to close down on him, Amy Catherine Robbins, the young woman for whom he had not long before left his first wife, and to whom he was later to be married, began to show every sign of being seriously infected by the tuberculosis that had laid him low the previous year. Her doctor had warned him that if he didn’t get her out of London and into the country soon it wouldn’t be many months before she went through a crisis of the kind that he had just undergone himself. To avert that danger he moved into lodgings in Sevenoaks with his second family, consisting of his wife-to-be-as-soon-as-he-could-get-a-divorce, and that young woman’s mother.

Mrs. Robbins was a difficult woman for Wells to live with at close quarters. She had three great griefs on her mind: her husband’s death by suicide two years earlier, her daughter’s seduction by Wells, and her own subsequent citation in Wells’s wife’s petition for divorce. Mrs. Robbins was apt to leave rooms in floods of tears on the mention of any topic that could be, however remotely, linked to any one of these matters. Wells could, of course, be related to all three. Her daughter would never have taken up with him if she had not been upset first by the manner of her father’s passing. Mrs. Robbins took to having her meals alone upstairs, and to leaving rooms when Wells entered them, for this reason. The landlady, at first rather taken by the idea of having a lit’ry gentleman for a boarder, very soon tired of Mrs. Robbins’s demands for room service. A dispute arose in which Mrs. Robbins mistakenly played the card of class: the landlady had been steaming open the more interesting-looking letters in her boarders’ mail and knew what she knew. Fine gentlefolk!—the guilty parties in a divorce action. And as for the literary gent, she couldn’t be fooled—all his scribbling away and sitting up till all hours couldn’t alter the fact that it was a case of if-wishes-were-horses with him—she was used to letting rooms to substantial, respectable people who really were what they claimed to be. She opened a campaign of verbal harassment calculated to make life miserable for her lodgers.

And then, at the end of three dismaying months, Henley came back into the picture. He had found a new billet. He would be taking over The New Review in another two months. He still had faith in Wells, and he was still in love with the time traveling idea. But the whole thing would have to be rewritten. Wells must put his teaching days behind him: nobody wanted to be lectured about the fourth dimension. He would have to invent a sympathetic character to go into the past and the future in person, and he would have to send the reader off into space-time with him. He must stick to the idea of time traveling as an adventure, then everything would be all right. Henley was so sure that Wells could do it that he was ready to give him a hundred pounds down for the serial rights to the still unwritten work and to give him an undertaking that it would be run in The New Review at the earliest possible date. And Henley wasn’t content with committing himself to what lay behind those seven leaden and unusable articles, he talked the canny publisher William Heinemann into making an offer for the book rights to the thing that had more reality in his mind than it did in Wells’s. Heinemann’s bid was of an advance of fifty pounds, starting royalties of fifteen percent, and a guaranteed first printing of ten thousand copies. The two offers together gave Wells the courage to junk the dead weight of the rejected articles and to get started with the novel as a novel. Apart from one more crisis of confidence—through which Henley saw him—Wells was off as a novelist at last.

In view of the circumstances in which it was produced, it is not altogether surprising to find a great deal of tension and anxiety woven into the fabric of Wells’s earliest work. The several protagonists of his best-known novels and stories of the 1890s have a knack for getting themselves into extreme situations. The Time Machine ends with its central figure lost in space-time—all that is known of his fate for certain is that he has vanished into what might just as well be either one of time’s domains—the past or the future. A chill is cast over the book’s conclusion by the fact that he has gone off into another time more out of pique than out of the true exploring spirit. He hopes at his time of takeoff to bring back material proof that he can indeed travel through the ages. But to recognize the pettiness of his motive is to be moved to pity and terror—for to be lost in time is to confront the worst case view of the human condition—to make oneself a sign standing for human loneliness and insignificance.

Wells’s third book, The Island of Dr. Moreau, seems on first sight to be a deliberate inversion of The Time Machine. The novel’s action is effectively confined to eleven months on a small island in the empty quarter of the Pacific ocean where the sinister doctor has set up his research station. It is not an interest in the locality, or in anything peculiar to it, that has drawn the doctor to this faraway spot. He has gone there to seek the privacy he must have if he is to pursue his rather special line of inquiry. Dr. Moreau means to find out whether or no it lies within the power of a skilled surgeon to transform beasts into men. He has been carrying on his grisly surgical experiments for some time when chance brings Wells’s ordinarily humane protagonist to the island and maroons him there. He is so horrified by what he sees and hears of the doctor’s work that he is soon driven by his conscience to organize a revolt of the experimental animals. He means to set them free, but what he accomplishes is the interruption of an ongoing process. After the doctor’s death has brought an end to his treatments, the half-converted beasts revert to their original forms. The island becomes a place of horror.

The Island of Dr. Moreau was attacked on its first appearance as a piece of horror for horror’s sake and as an obscene work—the critics taking the latter line assuming that the first thing anyone who had succeeded in making an animal into a man would do with it would be to have sex. Another line of attack assumed that it was in some way getting at the Christian religion—the argument for this one being that Wells would not have gone on so about pain if that hadn’t been his target. My feeling about such criticisms of the book is that they come from not reading it—the coda states clearly enough what its author had on his mind at the time: “I look about me at my fellow men. And I go in fear. I see faces keen and bright, others dull and dangerous, others unsteady, insincere; none that have the calm authority of a reasonable soul. I feel as if the animal was surging up through them; that presently the degradation of the Islanders will be played over again on a larger scale. I know this is an illusion . . . that these seeming men and women about me are indeed men and women . . . yet I shrink from them, from their curious glances, their inquiries and assistance, and long to be away from them and alone. . . . When I lived in London the horror was well-nigh insupportable. I could not get away from men . . . I did not dare to travel unless I was assured of being alone. And it even seemed that I, too, was not a reasonable creature, but only an animal tormented with some strange disorder in its brain, that sent it to wander alone. . . .”

It seems to me that this is one of those cases in which the tale knows more than its teller and comes in loud and clear to assert itself—it informs me that this book, like The Time Machine, is “about” loneliness—Wells’s loneliness. This may seem to some a wildly interpretive shot, but we have Wells’s own account of the horror that possessed him once when he took Amy Catherine Robbins up onto Hampstead Heath on an August bank holiday and found himself hemmed in by the crowd. The loneliness he is handling in The Island of Dr. Moreau is of the particular kind engendered by its victims’ sense of being in some way set apart from the human swarm, whose members only have to glimpse them to be aware that they don’t belong. Many experience these feelings in their nightmares and can count themselves lucky if they stop there. To wake with the feeling that one is an anomaly set apart from the rest of humanity is apt to be a personal disaster, and though it is not clear whether Wells had been taught this by his experiences or by his intuitions, The Invisible Man demonstrates that he understood the danger very well.

The Invisible Man’s title warns us that it has to deal with a man set apart from his fellow men by a peculiarity, and this warning is repeated in the heading to Chapter One, “The Strange Man’s Arrival.” What is strange about him for the moment, however, is not his invisibility so much as the way in which he is dressed. That his wardrobe is odd is no wonder, since the gear he has on has been stolen from the shop of a theatrical costumer. His choice of a disguise—remembering that it was his aim to acquire clothes in which he could move unnoticed among ordinary men—is as bizarre as his choice of a suitable supplier. So when we first meet him, as he staggers out of a whirling snowstorm and into the cognizance of an English country village, he is wearing a fright wig with bushy sideburns attached; a very long, very pink, and very shiny artificial nose; a hugely brimmed soft felt hat; blue goggles with sidelights; an enormous overcoat; and a plethora of bandages, mufflers, gloves, and so forth—all the trappings, in short, of a figure of fun dressed up to be stared at. The role he’s to play declares itself on the day after his melodramatic arrival, when his luggage is brought to his lodgings from the station. The inventory of his props—which includes tomes of unusual sizes, phials, and retorts—identifies him immediately as the wizard or alchemist from the infancy of the post-renaissance drama: he’s the wise fool destined to be mocked and chivied by the country bumpkins—and in the paradoxical farce that follows, the yokels strip the wise fool of his pretentions and torment him into revealing himself to them undisguised. That is to say that they maneuver him into a corner from which he can escape only by tearing off his garments of visibility and disappearing. That it is couched in terms of a pantomime’s harlequinade doesn’t conceal the awfulness of the situation that the invisible man has got himself into—in disguise he’s a fraud, and as he is he’s a horror.

At midpoint in Wells’s story there’s a sudden change of tone: the masks of the good-natured yokels come off, and the comic chase of the invisible man becomes an earnestly pursued witch-hunt. Parallel with this change there’s another—a new character is introduced. The invisible man runs into someone he used to know—a man who was “up” at University College with him in his student days and whom he thinks he can trust to be on his side. He is wrong in jumping to this conclusion, but before he realizes this, he has told his former acquaintance, and so us, a great deal about himself. We learn from his own lips that he is mad and that he is being hustled along his self-destructive course by paranoia. We are also made to realize that Wells, as his chronicler, is not without sympathy for him. There are grounds for thinking so in Wells’s treatment of the old University College man’s decision to betray the invisible man’s trust in him—he admits that one must in the end be on the side of the law, the police, and the authorities against a homicidal maniac on the rampage, but the distinction between the fear-driven, hobnailed pursuers and their naked and deranged quarry isn’t that easily made. The question of which party Wells is “for” is unresolved when the chase and the story reach their endings. The invisible man’s invisibility, being something he has willed, naturally wears off once he is dead, in accord with the logic of dreams and nightmares. His corpse consequently becomes as visible as anyone else’s as it cools. But this proves to be no ordinary cadaver. What the little knot of people who are in at the death are left to contemplate is the body of an albino. His chest and shoulders have been crushed by repeated blows from a navvy’s shovel, and there is a look of agonized dismay on his face. The departed’s false friend is there, to see the white hair and beard come into view, to see that the wide open eyes are red as garnets, and to put him down as “a young man of about thirty.” That is, of course, just about what Wells was at the time he wrote the story.

What did Wells think when he first saw that corpse—of which he was the sole progenitor—staring back at him from the printed page? That he had put something on view there that would provide anyone who chose to consider it a great deal about the inner workings of his mind? Very probably. First published in 1897, The Invisible Man was one of the last books in which he gave his unfettered imagination free play. It is either the immediate predecessor or something very close to that of his Love and Mr. Lewisham—a substantial part of which existed in draft in the summer of that same year. Wells does not give his imagination a free rein, or even exercise it in Love and Mr. Lewisham; it is a distillation from his own recent experience, almost fictionalized autobiography. Its publication marks the first appearance of the Wells who wrote Kipps, Tono-Bungay, and The New Machiavelli, and the beginning of the end for the dreamer of vivid dreams.

Anthony West


 
CHAPTER 1

                                                                                                                                                                                    

THE STRANGE MAN’S ARRIVAL

THE STRANGER came early in February, one wintry day, through a biting wind and a driving snow, the last snowfall of the year, over the down, walking as it seemed from Bramblehurst railway station, and carrying a little black portmanteau in his thickly gloved hand. He was wrapped up from head to foot, and the brim of his soft felt hat hid every inch of his face but the shiny tip of his nose; the snow had piled itself against his shoulders and chest, and added a white crest to the burden he carried. He staggered into the Coach and Horses, more dead than alive as it seemed, and flung his portmanteau down. “A fire,” he cried, “in the name of human charity! A room and a fire!” He stamped and shook the snow from off himself in the bar, and followed Mrs. Hall into her guest parlour to strike his bargain. And with that much introduction, that and a ready acquiescence to terms and a couple of sovereigns flung upon the table, he took up his quarters in the inn.

Mrs. Hall lit the fire and left him there while she went to prepare him a meal with her own hands. A guest to stop at Iping in the wintertime was an unheard-of piece of luck, let alone a guest who was no “haggler,” and she was resolved to show herself worthy of her good fortune. As soon as the bacon was well under way, and Millie, her lymphatic aid, had been brisked up a bit by a few deftly chosen expressions of contempt, she carried the cloth, plates, and glasses into the parlour and began to lay them with the utmost éclat. Although the fire was burning up briskly, she was surprised to see that her visitor still wore his hat and coat, standing with his back to her and staring out of the window at the falling snow in the yard. His gloved hands were clasped behind him, and he seemed to be lost in thought. She noticed that the melted snow that still sprinkled his shoulders dropped upon her carpet. “Can I take your hat and coat, sir,” she said, “and give them a good dry in the kitchen?”

“No,” he said without turning.

She was not sure she had heard him, and was about to repeat her question.

He turned his head and looked at her over his shoulder. “I prefer to keep them on,” he said with emphasis, and she noticed that he wore big blue spectacles with sidelights, and had a bushy side-whisker over his coat-collar that completely hid his cheeks and face.

“Very well, sir,” she said. “As you like. In a bit the room will be warmer.”

He made no answer, and had turned his face away from her again, and Mrs. Hall, feeling that her conversational advances were ill-timed, laid the rest of the table things in a quick staccato and whisked out of the room. When she returned he was still standing there, like a man of stone, his back hunched, his collar turned up, his dripping hat-brim turned down, hiding his face and ears completely. She put down the eggs and bacon with considerable emphasis, and called rather than said to him, “Your lunch is served, sir.”

“Thank you,” he said at the same time, and did not stir until she was closing the door. Then he swung round and approached the table with a certain eager quickness.

As she went behind the bar to the kitchen she heard a sound repeated at regular intervals. Chirk, chirk, chirk, it went, the sound of a spoon being rapidly whisked round a basin. “That girl!” she said. “There! I clean forgot it. It’s her being so long!” And while she herself finished mixing the mustard, she gave Millie a few verbal stabs for her excessive slowness. She had cooked the ham and eggs, laid the table, and done everything, while Millie (help indeed!) had only succeeded in delaying the mustard. And him a new guest and wanting to stay! Then she filled the mustard pot, and, putting it with a certain stateliness upon a gold and black tea-tray, carried it into the parlour.

She rapped and entered promptly. As she did so her visitor moved quickly, so that she got but a glimpse of a white object disappearing behind the table. It would seem he was picking something from the floor. She rapped the mustard pot on the table, and then she noticed the overcoat and hat had been taken off and put over a chair in front of the fire, and a pair of wet boots threatened rust to her steel fender. She went to these things resolutely. “I suppose I may have them to dry now,” she said in a voice that brooked no denial.

“Leave the hat,” said her visitor, in a muffled voice, and turning she saw he had raised his head and was sitting and looking at her.

For a moment she stood gaping at him, too surprised to speak.

He held a white cloth—it was a serviette he had brought with him—over the lower part of his face, so that his mouth and jaws were completely hidden, and that was the reason for his muffled voice. But it was not that which startled Mrs. Hall. It was the fact that all his forehead above his blue glasses was covered by a white bandage, and that another covered his ears, leaving not a scrap of his face exposed excepting only his pink, peaked nose. It was bright, pink, and shiny just as it had been at first. He wore a dark-brown velvet jacket with a high, black, linen-lined collar turned up about his neck. The thick black hair, escaping as it could below and between the cross bandages, projected in curious tails and horns, giving him the strangest appearance conceivable. This muffled and bandaged head was so unlike what she had anticipated, that for a moment she was rigid.

He did not remove the serviette, but remained holding it, as she saw now, with a brown gloved hand, and regarding her with his inscrutable blue glasses. “Leave the hat,” he said, speaking very distinctly through the white cloth.

Her nerves began to recover from the shock they had received. She placed the hat on the chair again by the fire. “I didn’t know, sir,” she began, “that—” and she stopped embarrassed.

“Thank you,” he said drily, glancing from her to the door and then at her again.

“I’ll have them nicely dried, sir, at once,” she said, and carried his clothes out of the room. She glanced at his white-swathed head and blue goggles again as she was going out the door; but his napkin was still in front of his face. She shivered a little as she closed the door behind her, and her face was eloquent of her surprise and perplexity. “I never,” she whispered. “There!” She went quite softly to the kitchen, and was too preoccupied to ask Millie what she was messing about with now, when she got there.

The visitor sat and listened to her retreating feet. He glanced inquiringly at the window before he removed his serviette, and resumed his meal. He took a mouthful, glanced suspiciously at the window, took another mouthful, then rose and, taking the serviette in his hand, walked across the room and pulled the blind down to the top of the white muslin that obscured the lower panes. This left the room in a twilight. This done, he returned with an easier air to the table and his meal.

“The poor soul’s had an accident or an operation or something,” said Mrs. Hall. “What a turn them bandages did give me, to be sure!”

She put on some more coal, unfolded the clotheshorse, and extended the traveller’s coat upon this. “And they goggles! Why, he looked more like a divin’-helmet than a human man!” She hung his muffler on a corner of the horse. “And holding that handkercher over his mouth all the time. Talkin’ through it! . . . Perhaps his mouth was hurt too—maybe.”

She turned round, as one who suddenly remembers. “Bless my soul alive!” she said, going off at a tangent; “ain’t you done them taters yet, Millie?”

When Mrs. Hall went to clear away the stranger’s lunch, her idea that his mouth must also have been cut or disfigured in the accident she supposed him to have suffered, was confirmed, for he was smoking a pipe, and all the time that she was in the room he never loosened the silk muffler he had wrapped round the lower part of his face to put the mouthpiece to his lips. Yet it was not forgetfulness, for she saw he glanced at it as it smouldered out. He sat in the corner with his back to the window-blind and spoke now, having eaten and drunk and been comfortably warmed through, with less aggressive brevity than before. The reflection of the fire lent a kind of red animation to his big spectacles they had lacked hitherto.

“I have some luggage,” he said, “at Bramblehurst station,” and he asked her how he could have it sent. He bowed his bandaged head quite politely in acknowledgment of her explanation. “To-morrow!” he said. “There is no speedier delivery?” and seemed quite disappointed when she answered, “No.” Was she quite sure? No man with a trap who would go over?

Mrs. Hall, nothing loath, answered his questions and developed a conversation. “It’s a steep road by the down, sir,” she said in answer to the question about a trap; and then, snatching at an opening said, “It was there a carriage was up-settled, a year ago and more. A gentleman killed, besides his coachman. Accidents, sir, happen in a moment, don’t they?”

But the visitor was not to be drawn so easily. “They do,” he said through his muffler, eyeing her quietly through his impenetrable glasses.

“But they take long enough to get well, sir, don’t they? . . . There was my sister’s son, Tom, jest cut his arm with a scythe, tumbled on it in the ’ayfield, and, bless me! he was three months tied up, sir. You’d hardly believe it. It’s regular given me a dread of a scythe, sir.”

“I can quite understand that,” said the visitor.

“He was afraid, one time, that he’d have to have an op’ration—he was that bad, sir.”

The visitor laughed abruptly, a bark of a laugh that he seemed to bite and kill in his mouth. “Was he?” he said.

“He was, sir. And no laughing matter to them as had the doing for him, as I had—my sister being took up with her little ones so much. There was bandages to do, sir, and bandages to undo. So that if I may make so bold as to say it, sir—”

“Will you get me some matches?” said the visitor, quite abruptly. “My pipe is out.”

Mrs. Hall was pulled up suddenly. It was certainly rude of him, after telling him all she had done. She gasped at him for a moment, and remembered the two sovereigns. She went for the matches.

“Thanks,” he said concisely, as she put them down, and turned his shoulder upon her and stared out of the window again. It was altogether too discouraging. Evidently he was sensitive on the topic of operations and bandages. She did not “make so bold as to say,” however, after all. But his snubbing way had irritated her, and Millie had a hot time of it that afternoon.

The visitor remained in the parlour until four o’clock, without giving the ghost of an excuse for an intrusion. For the most part he was quite still during that time; it would seem he sat in the growing darkness smoking in the firelight, perhaps dozing.

Once or twice a curious listener might have heard him at the coals, and for the space of five minutes he was audible pacing the room. He seemed to be talking to himself. Then the armchair creaked as he sat down again.


 
CHAPTER 2

                                                                                                                                                                                    

MR. TEDDY HENFREY’S FIRST IMPRESSIONS

AT FOUR o’clock, when it was fairly dark and Mrs. Hall was screwing up her courage to go in and ask her visitor if he would take some tea, Teddy Henfrey, the clock-jobber, came into the bar. “My sakes! Mrs. Hall,” said he, “but this is terrible weather for thin boots!” The snow outside was falling faster.

Mrs. Hall agreed with him, and then noticed he had his bag, and hit upon a brilliant idea. “Now you’re here, Mr. Teddy,” said she, “I’d be glad if you’d give th’ old clock in the parlour a bit of a look. ’T is going, and it strikes well and hearty; but the hour-hand won’t do nuthin’ but point at six.”

And leading the way, she went across to the parlour door and rapped and entered.

Her visitor, she saw as she opened the door, was seated in the armchair before the fire, dozing it would seem, with his bandaged head drooping on one side. The only light in the room was the red glow from the fire—which lit his eyes like adverse railway signals, but left his down-cast face in darkness—and the scanty vestiges of the day that came in through the open door. Everything was ruddy, shadowy, and indistinct to her, the more so since she had just been lighting the bar lamp, and her eyes were dazzled. But for a second it seemed to her that the man she looked at had an enormous mouth wide open,—a vast and incredible mouth that swallowed the whole of the lower portion of his face. It was the sensation of a moment: the white-bound head, the monstrous goggle eyes, and this huge yawn below it. Then he stirred, started up in his chair, put up his hand. She opened the door wide, so that the room was lighter, and she saw him more clearly, with the muffler held to his face just as she had seen him hold the serviette before. The shadows, she fancied, had tricked her.

“Would you mind, sir, this man a-coming to look at the clock, sir?” she said, recovering from her momentary shock.

“Look at the clock?” he said, staring round in a drowsy manner, and speaking over his hand, and then, getting more fully awake, “certainly.”

Mrs. Hall went away to get a lamp, and he rose and stretched himself. Then came the light, and Mr. Teddy Henfrey, entering, was confronted by this bandaged person. He was, he says, “taken aback.”

“Good-afternoon,” said the stranger, regarding him, as Mr. Henfrey says, with a vivid sense of the dark spectacles, “like a lobster.”

“I hope,” said Mr. Henfrey, “that it’s no intrusion.”

“None whatever,” said the stranger. “Though, I understand,” he said, turning to Mrs. Hall, “that this room is really to be mine for my own private use.”

“I thought, sir,” said Mrs. Hall, “you’d prefer the clock—” She was going to say “mended.”

“Certainly,” said the stranger, “certainly—but, as a rule, I like to be alone and undisturbed.

“But I’m really glad to have the clock seen to,” he said, seeing a certain hesitation in Mr. Henfrey’s manner. “Very glad.” Mr. Henfrey had intended to apologise and withdraw, but this anticipation reassured him. The stranger stood round with his back to the fireplace and put his hands behind his back. “And presently,” he said, “when the clock-mending is over, I think I should like to have some tea. But not till the clock-mending is over.”

Mrs. Hall was about to leave the room,—she made no conversational advances this time, because she did not want to be snubbed in front of Mr. Henfrey,—when her visitor asked her if she had made any arrangements about his boxes at Bramblehurst. She told him she had mentioned the matter to the postman, and that the carrier could bring them over on the morrow. “You are certain that is the earliest?” he said.

She was certain, with a marked coldness.

“I should explain,” he added, “what I was really too cold and fatigued to do before, that I am an experimental investigator.”

“Indeed, sir,” said Mrs. Hall, much impressed.

“And my baggage contains apparatus and appliances.”

“Very useful things, indeed, they are, sir,” said Mrs. Hall.

“And I’m naturally anxious to get on with my inquiries.”

“Of course, sir.”

“My reason for coming to Iping,” he proceeded, with a certain deliberation of manner, “was—a desire for solitude. I do not wish to be disturbed in my work. In addition to my work, an accident—”

“I thought as much,” said Mrs. Hall to herself.

“—necessitates a certain retirement. My eyes—are sometimes so weak and painful that I have to shut myself up in the dark for hours together. Lock myself up. Sometimes—now and then. Not at present, certainly. At such times the slightest disturbance, the entry of a stranger into the room, is a source of excruciating annoyance to me—it is well these things should be understood.”

“Certainly, sir,” said Mrs. Hall. “And if I might make so bold as to ask—”

“That, I think, is all,” said the stranger, with that quietly irresistible air of finality he could assume at will. Mrs. Hall reserved her question and sympathy for a better occasion.

After Mrs. Hall had left the room, he remained standing in front of the fire, glaring, so Mr. Henfrey puts it, at the clock-mending. Mr. Henfrey not only took off the hands of the clock, and the face, but extracted the works; and he tried to work in as slow and quiet and unassuming a manner as possible. He worked with the lamp close to him, and the green shade threw a brilliant light upon his hands, and upon the frame and wheels, and left the rest of the room shadowy. When he looked up, coloured patches swam in his eyes. Being constitutionally of a curious nature, he had removed the works—a quite unnecessary proceeding—with the idea of delaying his departure and perhaps falling into conversation with the stranger. But the stranger stood there, perfectly silent and still. So still, it got on Henfrey’s nerves. He felt alone in the room and looked up, and there, grey and dim, were the bandaged head and huge blue lenses staring fixedly, with a mist of green spots drifting in front of them. It was so uncanny-looking to Henfrey that for a minute they remained staring blankly at one another. Then Henfrey looked down again. Very uncomfortable position! One would like to say something. Should he remark that the weather was very cold for the time of year?

He looked up as if to take aim with that introductory shot. “The weather”—he began.

“Why don’t you finish and go?” said the rigid figure, evidently in a state of painfully suppressed rage. “All you’ve got to do is to fix the hour-hand on its axle. You’re simply hum-bugging—”

“Certainly, sir—one minute more, sir. I overlooked—” And Mr. Henfrey finished and went.

But he went off feeling excessively annoyed. “Damn it!” said Mr. Henfrey to himself, trudging down the village through the thawing snow; “a man must do a clock at times, sure lie.”

And again: “Can’t a man look at you?—Ugly!”

And yet again: “Seemingly not. If the police was wanting you you couldn’t be more wropped and bandaged.”

At Gleeson’s corner he saw Hall, who had recently married the stranger’s hostess at the Coach and Horses, and who now drove the Iping conveyance, when occasional people required it, to Sidderbridge Junction, coming towards him on his return from that place. Hall had evidently been “stopping a bit” at Sidderbridge, to judge by his driving. “’Ow do, Teddy?” he said, passing.

“You got a rum un up home!” said Teddy.

Hall very sociably pulled up. “What’s that?” he asked.

“Rum-looking customer stopping at the Coach and Horses,” said Teddy. “My sakes!”

And he proceeded to give Hall a vivid description of his grotesque guest. “Looks a bit like a disguise, don’t it? I’d like to see a man’s face if I had him stopping in my place,” said Henfrey. “But women are that trustful, —where strangers are concerned. He’s took your rooms and he ain’t even given a name, Hall.”

“You don’t say so!” said Hall, who was a man of sluggish apprehension.

“Yes,” said Teddy. “By the week. Whatever he is, you can’t get rid of him under the week. And he’s got a lot of luggage coming to-morrow, so he says. Let’s hope it won’t be stones in boxes, Hall.”

He told Hall how his aunt at Hastings had been swindled by a stranger with empty portmanteaux. Altogether he left Hall vaguely suspicious. “Get up, old girl,” said Hall. “I s’pose I must see ’bout this.”

Teddy trudged on his way with his mind considerably relieved.

Instead of “seeing ’bout it,” however, Hall on his return was severely rated by his wife on the length of time he had spent in Sidderbridge, and his mild inquiries were answered snappishly and in a manner not to the point. But the seed of suspicion Teddy had sown germinated in the mind of Mr. Hall in spite of these discouragements. “You wim’ don’t know everything,” said Mr. Hall, resolved to ascertain more about the personality of his guest at the earliest possible opportunity. And after the stranger had gone to bed, which he did about half-past nine, Mr. Hall went very aggressively into the parlour and looked very hard at his wife’s furniture, just to show that the stranger wasn’t master there, and scrutinised closely and a little contemptuously a sheet of mathematical computation the stranger had left. When retiring for the night he instructed Mrs. Hall to look very closely at the stranger’s luggage when it came next day.

“You mind your own business, Hall,” said Mrs. Hall, “and I’ll mind mine.”

She was all the more inclined to snap at Hall because the stranger was undoubtedly an unusually strange sort of stranger, and she was by no means assured about him in her own mind. In the middle of the night she woke up dreaming of huge white heads like turnips, that came trailing after her, at the end of interminable necks, and with vast black eyes. But being a sensible woman, she subdued her terrors and turned over and went to sleep again.
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