















A TISSUE OF MOONSHINE: THE MECHANICS OF DECEPTION IN THE SEA LADY 
B.D. Sommerville
Many of H.G. Wells’s early scientific romances and fantasies contain internal chronological, spatial or factual contradictions. There is, for example, a contradiction in longitudinal bearings in The Island of Doctor Moreau[footnoteRef:1] which is the subject of a ‘silent correction’ by Leon Stover.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Robert M. Philmus, ed., The Island of Doctor Moreau: A Variorum Text, by H.G. Wells (Athens, Ga: University of Georgia Press, 1993), 89, n. 6 & 90, n. 8.]  [2:  Leon Stover, ed., The Island of Doctor Moreau: A Critical Text of the 1896 London First Edition, with an Introduction and Appendices, by H.G. Wells (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 1996), 1 & 59.
] 




Two chronological discrepancies have been noted in The Invisible Man,[footnoteRef:3] while conflicting geographical and chronological information is given by Bedford in the narrative of The First Men in the Moon.[footnoteRef:4] The Time Traveller of The Time Machine contradicts himself about the times of his departure and return.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  David Lake, ‘The Current Texts of Wells’s Early SF Novels: Situation Unsatisfactory (Part 2)’, Wellsian, 12 (Summer 1989), 21-35 (23); David Lake, ‘The 1897 Editions of The Invisible Man’, Wellsian, 17 (Winter 1994), 30-31 (30); and David Lake, ed., The Invisible Man, by H.G. Wells (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 149 & 160.]  [4:  Lake, ‘The Current Texts of Wells’s Early SF Novels: Situation Unsatisfactory (Part 2)’, 29-30; and David Lake, ed., The First Men in the Moon, by H.G. Wells (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 228.]  [5:  Harry M. Geduld, ed., The Definitive Time Machine: A Critical Edition of H.G. Wells’s Scientific Romance, by H.G. Wells (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 100, n. 21; and Bruce David Sommerville, ‘The Time Machine: A Chronological and Scientific Revision’, Wellsian, 17 (Winter 1994), 11-29 (12-13).] 

Most scholars attribute these discrepancies to error by the author, editor or typesetter. There are good reasons, however, for considering these, and other such contradictions in Wells’s early books, to be a deliberate strategy by him. The most compelling evidence for this view is that they occur only in his scientific romances or fantasies, and not in his novels. In a paper published in 1994, I argued that the chronological contradictions in The Time Machine are deliberate, and hold the key to an alternative plot which reveals the Time Traveller’s vision of the future to be a dream.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Sommerville, ‘The Time Machine: A Chronological and Scientific Revision’.] 

The present paper attempts to demonstrate this aspect of Wells’s writing more clearly by analysing The Sea Lady, which rides a very fine line between the fantasy of a Folkestone mermaid and the much more prosaic reality of an elopement. The ambiguous nature of the text may reflect what John Huntington calls the ‘two-world system’ of Wells’s scientific romances where the fantastic world and our world are made to share the same space.[footnoteRef:7] The fantastic worlds of the Fourth Dimension, of angels, and of the distant future, are juxtaposed to the everyday world of fraudsters, tramps, and too-clever scientists. In short stories such as ‘The Plattner Story’, ‘The Triumphs of a Taxidermist’ and ‘The Diamond Maker’, ‘we have simply the mechanics of deception, the fact that the same set of events can be read two different ways.’[footnoteRef:8] Two different readings are very evident in The Sea Lady. The aim of the present analysis is to explore the ways in which Wells subverts the primary narrative while simultaneously opening up the alternative reading. [7:  John Huntington, The Logic of Fantasy: H.G. Wells and Science Fiction (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), 21.]  [8:  Huntington, 27.] 



The Sea Lady was published in 1902 and is set on the coast of Kent, at Folkestone, where Wells lived at the turn of the century. The book tells the story of the rescue of a mermaid by the Bunting family as they bathe at the beach near their holiday letting one August morning. The Sea Lady, tail and all, is taken in and accommodated by the Buntings. Although confined to a bathchair because of her ‘disability’, she soon becomes a part of the household and is passed off to curious neighbours, visitors and journalists as ‘Miss Doris Thalassia Waters,’ a cripple. Her attentions very quickly focus on the young handsome Harry Chatteris who is engaged to a younger friend of Mrs. Bunting, Adeline Glendower, who is also holidaying with the Buntings. Chatteris, however, is infatuated by the Sea Lady and goes to his death with her in a watery embrace after a sudden and dramatic break with Miss Glendower.
The narrator of The Sea Lady retells the story heard from his second cousin, Melville, an acquaintance of the Bunting family. Melville originally picked up the news of a mermaid landing at Folkestone from a member of his club, who in turn had heard it from a ‘rising journalist,’[footnoteRef:9] who had heard it from a ‘very superior young man’ on the Leas at Folkestone, who had heard it from his girl, who is a maid at the Bunting residence (70-71). The basic ‘fact’ of the mermaid’s existence, then, is sixth-hand information. Paradoxically, this distancing of the narrator from the central fact makes the fantasy more credible to the credulous reader. An alternative interpretation, however, is that the existence of a mermaid at Folkestone is a wild unsupported rumour. [9:  H.G. Wells, The Sea Lady: A Tissue of Moonshine (London: Methuen, 1902), 83-88. All subsequent references to the novel are contained parenthetically in the text.] 

Although he investigates the matter personally, Melville is short on facts and long on imagination. Referring to a conversation between Melville and the Sea Lady, the narrator tells us that even Melville himself ‘doubted whether this conversation could possibly have happened at all’ and he concedes that Melville ‘occasionally dreams conversations of so sober and probable a sort as to mingle quite perplexingly with his real experiences’ (171). The possibility of illusory perceptions is also conceded when the narrator says that Melville ‘felt he was after all quite possibly the victim of a foolish delusion, hypnotised by Mrs. Bunting’s beliefs’ (196). The central fact of the story is again undermined as the narrator states that Melville ‘had never seen that tail with his own eyes’ (195).

Not letting the facts (or the lack of them) stand in the way of a good story, the narrator also adds considerably to the fantasy from his own imagination. The narrative is replete with candid admissions of this embellishment, usually placed at the beginning of chapters or sections. At the beginning of Chapter the Second, for example, the narrator states, ‘There, with as much verisimilitude as I can give it, is how the Folkestone mermaid really came to land’ (30). Chapter the Fourth opens thus:

So far I have been very full, I know, and verisimilitude has been my watchword rather than the true affidavit style. But if I have made it clear to the reader just how the Sea Lady landed, and just how it was possible for her to land and become a member of human society without any considerable excitement on the part of that society, such poor pains as I have taken to tint and shadow and embellish the facts at my disposal will not have been taken in vain (89; emphasis added).

The narrator’s confession of adding ‘verisimilitude’ tells us that his narrative dresses up Melville’s ‘facts’ with a semblance of truth that they do not have.
The text, in fact, is littered with allusions to pure invention, conveyed by phrases such as: ‘so far as I have been able to piece it together’ (23), ‘I believe’ (26), ‘I understand’ (26), ‘I imagine’ and ‘I can’t help imagining’ (27), and ‘so it was or at least in some such way’ (28). Describing the carrying of the Sea Lady and her tail into the Bunting’s residence, the narrator remarks, ‘[the tail] flopped and dripped along the path – I imagine’ (27). Occasionally there is a frank admission by the narrator that he has no real knowledge of the events he is recounting: ‘When it is all summed up, I have to admit, I do not know, I cannot tell. I fall back upon Melville and my poor array of collected facts’ (42-43; emphasis added). Chapter the Fifth, ‘The Absence and Return of Mr. Harry Chatteris’, contains the following candid confession:

The meeting of Miss Glendower and her affianced lover on his return from Paris was one of those scenes in this story for which I have scarcely an inkling of the true details….
I must confess I envy the freedom of the novelist who can take you behind such a closed door as this and give you all that these persons said and did. But, with 
the strongest will in the world to blend the little scraps of fact I have into a continuous sequence of events, I falter at this occasion (118-19).

Notwithstanding his faltering, the narrator then goes on to exercise all the ‘freedom of the novelist’ by giving a detailed account of their meeting, complete with dialogue: ‘Something there was in the nature of a caress, I believe, and then I incline to fancy she said “Well?” and I think he must have answered, “‘It’s all right”’ (123).
The narrator’s fictionalising reaches its climax in the aptly titled final chapter, ‘Moonshine Triumphant’. After a dramatic confrontation with Mrs. Bunting over her pursuit of Chatteris, the Sea Lady retreats to Lummidge’s Private and Family Hotel. ‘Just precisely what happened after that has been the most impossible thing to disinter’ concedes the narrator (286). Notwithstanding this impossibility, he describes how Chatteris comes to the Sea Lady late at night and carries her away into the darkness. Since Melville has not witnessed this event, his story ends just prior to it, and the narrator adds ‘with that my circumstantial record necessarily comes to an end also’ (288). The only witness is the hall porter, who is left ‘staring stupidly into the warm and luminous mystery of the night that has swallowed Sea Lady and Chatteris together’ (296).
Although conceding that ‘of the end I can only guess and dream’ (299), the narrator nevertheless proffers an account of their fate:

There was no one to see that last descent, to tell whether for a moment he looked back before he waded into the phosphorescence, and for a little while swam with her, and presently swam no longer, and so was no more to be seen by anyone in this grey world of men (298; emphasis added).

It is very clear, then, that the narrator’s account of the whole incident of the Sea Lady is almost entirely speculation.
The tenability of the story is also undermined by two chronological contradictions. The first is prefaced by the following passage, which opens Chapter the Sixth: ‘My cousin Melville is never very clear about his dates. Now this is greatly to be regretted, because it would be very illuminating indeed if one could tell just how many days elapsed before he came upon 
Chatteris in intimate conversation with the Sea Lady’ (133). The illumination comes when, during her conversation with Chatteris, the Sea Lady claims to have seen smugglers nearby ‘“Only about five weeks ago”’ (137). Since she comes ashore in August (2), and since Melville leaves Folkestone for London later that same month (177), the significance of the hint regarding dates is clear: the Sea Lady has let slip the fact that she has been in Folkestone at least a week longer than her hosts suspect, and this error lends the lie to her pretence at having been washed up at Folkestone by accident. She is there by design.
The second contradiction is a simple clash of dates: the year in which the event occurs is given early on as ‘1898’ (8), but is later given as ‘1899’ (146) or ‘eighteen hundred and ninety-nine’ (173).
Using a narrative strategy in which the main plot is subverted by equivocation, contradictions and outright falsehoods, Wells ‘white-ants’ the fantasy so extensively that it becomes almost transparent – a ‘tissue of moonshine’ indeed, through which a more prosaic alternative plot easily can be seen.
Many allusions in the text tell us that Miss Doris Thalassia Waters is merely an adventuress who sets her sights on Harry Chatteris and cleverly insinuates her way into the Bunting household to get him. When the Sea Lady is carried ashore by Fred Bunting, she prompts him as to what to do next:

‘Please carry me in,’ said the Sea Lady, closing her eyes as if she were ill – though her cheek was flushed and warm. ‘Carry me in.’
‘Where?’ gasped Fred.
‘Carry me into the house,’ she whispered to him.
‘Which house?’
Mrs. Bunting came nearer.
‘Your house,’ said the Sea Lady, and shut her eyes for good and became oblivious to all further remarks (20).

After being settled indoors, the Sea Lady recovers quickly and pumps Mrs. Bunting for information about Chatteris. The Sea Lady is disappointed to discover that Chatteris is not Mrs. Bunting’s son, and is also taken aback to hear that he’s engaged to Adeline:




The Sea Lady had made one queer mistake. ‘Your four charming daughters,’ she said, ‘and your two sons.’
‘My dear!’ cried Mrs. Bunting – they had got through their preliminaries by then, – ‘I’ve only two daughters and one son!’
[…] ‘And the other young man?’
[…] ‘He’s not my son. He’s – he’s a friend. He’s engaged to Adeline, the elder Miss Glendower…’
[…] The Sea Lady was not quite prompt in replying. ‘What a stupid mistake for me to make!’ she said slowly (54-57).

On hearing that Chatteris is away in Paris she pushes her inquiry further: ‘“He’ll come here again soon?” the Sea Lady asked quite carelessly’ (58).
To attend the Sea Lady, an exceedingly discreet personal maid, Parker, is employed who, despite Mrs. Bunting’s reservations, insists on buying stockings for the Sea Lady (96-97), a heavy hint that she has two legs not one tail. Even Mrs. Bunting falters in her belief when she uses the word ‘they’ in reference to the Sea Lady’s lower limb(s). The narrator remarks that this ‘was certainly almost as far or even a little farther than legitimate prevarication may go’ (90).
After the crisis precipitated by the Sea Lady’s pursuit of Chatteris, Mrs. Bunting becomes fully alive to her game, admonishing, ‘“I’ve been very much deceived in you, Miss Waters – very much indeed.”’
That Chatteris should break his engagement with Adeline for the Sea Lady is in keeping with his past history, which includes some trouble in his last year at university, ‘something hushed up about a girl or woman in London’ (111), and a scandal in America where ‘there seems to have been the daughter of a millionaire and something like an engagement in the story’ (114). Chatteris is a weak-willed romantic, ‘a dreamer, an impossible, extravagant discontent’ (203), unable to shoulder the responsibility of an impending marriage. ‘And then, at the first onset of duty, nay! – at the first whisper of restraint, this insubordination, this protest and flight!’ (201) The Sea Lady, ‘as lax and lawless

 as the sunset’ (236), offers Chatteris freedom, and his flight into the night with her is not to a watery grave but to another romantic adventure and, no doubt, further scandals.
When reading Wells’s stories, there is an almost irresistible tendency to underrate the subversive gainsaying that permeates many of his texts, to ignore the caveats, reservations, hints, and outright contradictions with which they are hedged. Perhaps this is because our minds delight in the exercise of the imagination. A quality of pleasure attaches to the fanciful flight of the mind and this causes us to dwell on the fantastic elements of the story. The prosaic and bland concessions to reality, on the other hand, are associated with the effort of attention the everyday world demands of us, and thus have a less pleasurable hue. The natural tendency of the mind, then, is to embrace the fantasy and evade the reality.
Moreover, the use of outer narrators telling second-hand stories has the somewhat paradoxical effect of aiding the fantasy. This may be due to the fact that a first-hand story is theoretically open to confirmation or falsification by the hearer; we may, for example, check what a friend tells us against our own knowledge of his or her activities. An unlikely incident occurring to ‘a friend of a friend’ cannot be so easily checked. In this case the mind is released from its obligation of scepticism and the imagination is set free.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Wells exploits these qualities of the human mind to good effect. Many of the early scientific romances and fantasies are told by outer narrators recounting what they have heard on someone else’s authority. This is true of many of the short stories such as ‘The Stolen Body’, ‘The Plattner Story’, ‘The Door in the Wall’ and ‘A Dream of Armageddon’, as well as the longer works, The Time Machine, The Invisible Man, In the Days of the Comet, The Sea Lady and The Island of Doctor Moreau, the latter using the Gothic convention of the ‘found manuscript’ to achieve the appropriate distance. Of all these, The Sea Lady displays the ‘mechanics of deception’ in Wells’s early works most clearly.
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