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    This volume brings together a focused selection of Mrs. Molesworth’s supernatural short fiction under the collective title Uncanny Tales. Its purpose is to present, in a single-author gathering, a compact yet representative view of her approach to the ghostly and the inexplicable. Rather than attempting a complete body of work, the collection assembles six tales that converse with one another in tone and method, allowing readers to trace recurring concerns across varied settings and situations. Read together, they reveal a writer best known for children’s narratives turning her finely tuned sense of domestic detail and moral shading toward episodes of quiet disquiet and carefully managed fear.

The pieces included here are short stories in the tradition of late nineteenth-century supernatural fiction. They are works of narrative prose, not plays, poems, letters, or essays. While their events often invite the label ghost story, the mode is better described as the uncanny: incidents that may admit of preternatural explanation, psychological unease, or a troubling ambiguity between the two. The stories are designed to be read individually and in a sitting, yet they reward close attention to voice, setting, and motif. Their brevity serves the cultivation of atmosphere, suggestion, and resonance more than overt spectacle or elaborate plot machinery.

A unifying thread runs through these tales: the unsettling of the ordinary. Molesworth situates readers amid familiar places and social routines, then lets a single detail tilt the world off balance. Liminal spaces and moments recur, whether a country lane at twilight, a meeting that may or may not occur, or a domestic interior where time seems misaligned. The recurring effect is one of hesitation, where characters question what they have perceived and what they ought to believe. Rather than providing firm explanations, the narratives preserve the tension between outward calm and inward disturbance, granting the uncanny its full, lingering aftertaste.

Stylistically, the collection is marked by restraint and clarity. Molesworth prefers suggestion to exposition, the gradual thickening of atmosphere to shock. Her prose is measured, observant, and attentive to small social cues, furniture and weather, the cadence of conversation, and the ethics of everyday obligation. The narrators speak with persuasive calm, building plausibility before the extraordinary intrudes. Endings avoid easy resolution; instead, they leave a shaped echo that feels earned by the preceding realism. This balance of decorum and dread is characteristic of the period’s best supernatural writing and remains one of the reasons these tales hold their power.

Within the broader landscape of Victorian and Edwardian ghost-story writing, Mrs. Molesworth occupies a distinctive place. Celebrated for children’s books, she also fashioned tales for adult readers in which the domestic sphere becomes the stage for uncanny experience. The social worlds she evokes are neither gothic ruins nor sensational chambers, but parlors, roads, inns, and quiet corners, rendered with a verisimilitude that makes any deviation from the expected all the more disconcerting. The collection thus reflects a cultural moment fascinated by spiritual inquiry and skeptical modernity, where belief and doubt coexist and narrative becomes a testing ground for both.

As a whole, these stories matter for their art of implication. They model how fear can be carried on a breath, a pause, a remembered sound, rather than on spectacle. They also demonstrate how the uncanny can enlarge moral and emotional inquiry, engaging questions of responsibility, memory, chance, and the ethics of attention to others. The tales exemplify the contribution of women writers to the shaping of supernatural fiction, extending the genre’s range beyond overt terror to the textures of unease. Their economy invites readers to participate imaginatively, filling the silences and living with the questions they pose.

Readers approaching this collection will find each tale self-contained yet enriched by its companions. The sequence gathers variations on crossing a threshold, whether of place, perception, or time, and it rewards reading in order or intermittently. The best approach is unhurried: let the settings come into focus, notice how ordinary objects accrue significance, and allow ambiguity to stand without forcing solutions. No prior knowledge is required beyond a willingness to inhabit the quiet tensions of the late nineteenth-century uncanny. Taken together, the six stories offer a sustained exercise in atmosphere and insight, a compact education in how to be artfully unsettled.
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    Mary Louisa Molesworth (1839–1921), widely known as Mrs. Molesworth, wrote across the high and late Victorian decades into the early twentieth century. Best remembered for children’s fiction, she also cultivated the genteel ghost story, culminating in the collection Uncanny Tales, issued in London in 1896. Her career overlapped with an evolving British tradition that stretched from Dickens’s seasonal apparitions to the refined anxieties of Margaret Oliphant and Vernon Lee. The fin-de-siècle moment, with its air of moral strain and aesthetic nervousness, shaped her preference for suggestion over shock, placing everyday settings—suburban parlors, lanes, and rail-side villages—under a penumbra of hesitation that links every narrative in the volume.

Molesworth’s reputation arose from domestic and nursery-centered fiction, a sphere that granted women writers cultural authority while inviting reflection on fear within safe interiors. Works like Carrots (1876), The Cuckoo Clock (1877), and The Tapestry Room (1879) offered children moralized adventures but also introduced thresholds, whispers, and watchful objects. Such motifs migrate seamlessly into her supernatural tales, where staircases, attics, and dimly lit corridors become pressure points of perception. This corresponds to Victorian ideals of home as sanctuary and classroom, yet it exposes anxieties about privacy, memory, and the unseen. The same social world that exalted hearth and schoolroom proved fertile soil for quiet disquiet.

Late Victorian Britain engaged earnestly with spiritualism and psychical investigation. After the Fox sisters’ 1848 rappings sparked transatlantic enthusiasm, séances and trance phenomena entered respectable parlors. The Society for Psychical Research, founded in London in 1882 by Henry Sidgwick, Frederic W. H. Myers, and Edmund Gurney, offered a vocabulary of evidence, testimony, and controlled doubt. Molesworth’s tales echo this climate: narrators hedge, witnesses recall, and the uncanny is rendered as a deposit of experience rather than melodrama. Parallel currents—Theosophy (1875) and the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (1887)—kept occult speculation in London’s air, nourishing a literature that balanced moral restraint with metaphysical curiosity.

Modern technologies recalibrated Victorian rhythms and anxieties. Railways standardized time long before Parliament’s Statutes (Definition of Time) Act of 1880 fixed Greenwich Mean Time in law. Telegraph wires knit towns; telephone exchanges appeared in British cities by the late 1870s; gaslight yielded to electric supply from the early 1880s (London’s Holborn Viaduct station opened in 1882, following Godalming’s 1881 scheme). Domestic clocks and public timetables enforced punctuality while unsettling older habits of dusk and silence. In such an environment, a clock that misbehaves or a schedule that slips carries moral and metaphysical weight, letting Molesworth tap the tension between mechanical order and disturbances that resist measurement.

Victorian preoccupations with health offered another register of unease. Tuberculosis, long coded by the ominous cough, shaped families and fiction until Robert Koch identified the bacillus in 1882, while urban public health reforms culminated in the 1875 Act. London fogs, smuts, and the 1889–1890 influenza pandemic kept mortality visible despite scientific triumphalism. Mourning customs, cemetery culture (such as Highgate, opened in 1839), and consolatory theology coexisted with clinical language. Molesworth’s self-possessed narrators meet the uncanny as one more threshold—like sickness, grief, or convalescence—in a society that ritualized loss but feared contamination, allowing the supernatural to borrow the tones of case history and bedside testimony.

Shifts in landscape and mobility also inform the atmosphere. The expansion of suburban rail from the 1860s set villas and new parishes against older commons and lanes. Preservationist energies—the Commons Preservation Society (founded 1865) and the National Trust (1895)—signaled a public anxious to safeguard stiles, footpaths, and rural vistas even as cities pressed outward. Country roads with sudden dips, hedged by hawthorn, were increasingly traversed by day-trippers and commuters. Molesworth’s settings exploit edges where parish gives way to field, or where a footpath meets a high-road: practical wayfinding meets an older sense of place-memory, creating spaces where misrecognition, déjà vu, and errant rumor can thrive.

The print economy that sustained Molesworth prized short fiction. After the repeal of the Newspaper Stamp Duty (1855) and Paper Duty (1861), periodicals proliferated—The Cornhill Magazine (from 1860), Temple Bar (from 1860), and Longman’s Magazine (from 1882) among them. Ghost stories clustered in Christmas numbers, a tradition established by Dickens after A Christmas Carol (1843). Reading aloud at winter gatherings, often by lamplight, gave such tales performative life. Street hoardings and handbills, ubiquitous in London and provincial towns, created a culture of notices—announcements and cancellations—that fiction could invert into ominous signs, making the language of everyday bills and placards into seeds of disquiet.

Molesworth’s signature as “Mrs.” situated her within circulating-library respectability—Mudie’s Select Library, founded in 1842, quietly policed domestic taste—while the 1870 Elementary Education Act expanded her readership. Debates about the New Woman in the 1890s, though distant from her maternal authorial persona, nonetheless altered expectations for female voices and subjects. Born in Rotterdam and working largely in London, she bridged Continental and English sensibilities, ending her life in 1921 after the Great War (1914–1918) recast conversations about death and survival. Across her career, the uncanny remained moral but elastic, accommodating new sciences and new readers without surrendering the intimate cadence of the fireside tale.
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    THE SHADOW IN THE MOONLIGHT.
An inexplicable, human-like shadow appears on moonlit nights where no body could cast it, unsettling a small circle of observers. As the phenomenon repeats, it points toward a buried episode from the past seeking acknowledgment.
THE MAN WITH THE COUGH.
A narrator becomes repeatedly aware of a stranger marked only by a persistent cough, whose uncanny reappearances coincide with moments of danger or moral crossroads. The figure’s presence gradually links disparate events into a single, ominous pattern.
HALF-WAY BETWEEN THE STILES.
In a rural parish, a liminal spot on a footpath becomes the site of a recurring encounter with something—or someone—that isn’t quite living. The meetings force the characters to confront a long-avoided truth tied to the landscape.
AT THE DIP OF THE ROAD.
Travelers passing a shallow hollow in the road experience a chilling replay of an earlier calamity. Unraveling the local legend reveals why the place holds fast to those moments—and what it demands from the living.
—— WILL NOT TAKE PLACE.
A cryptic message announces that a much-anticipated event 'will not take place,' setting nerves on edge. The ominous warning reshapes plans and exposes hidden dangers that would otherwise have gone unnoticed.
THE CLOCK THAT STRUCK THIRTEEN.
An old house’s clock tolls an impossible thirteenth stroke at night, signaling a breach in ordinary time. In that extra 'hour,' the past returns just long enough to press a claim on the present.
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PART I.

We never thought of Finster St. Mabyn's being haunted.[1q] We really never did.

This may seem strange, but it is absolutely true. It was such an extremely interesting and curious place in many ways that it required nothing extraneous to add to its attractions. Perhaps this was the reason.

Now-a-days, immediately that you hear of a house being "very old," the next remark is sure to be "I hope it is"—or "is not"—that depends on the taste of the speaker—"haunted".

But Finster was more than very old; it was ancient and, in a modest way, historical. I will not take up time by relating its history, however, or by referring my readers to the chronicles in which mention of it may be found. Nor shall I yield to the temptation of describing the room in which a certain royalty spent one night, if not two or three nights, four centuries ago, or the tower, now in ruins, where an even more renowned personage was imprisoned for several months. All these facts—or legends—have nothing to do with what I have to tell. Nor, strictly speaking, has Finster itself, except as a sort of prologue to my narrative.

We heard of the house through friends living in the same county, though some distance farther inland. They—Mr. and Miss Miles, it is convenient to give their name at once—knew that we had been ordered to leave our own home for some months, to get over the effects of a very trying visitation of influenza, and that sea-air was specially desirable.

We grumbled at this. Seaside places are often so dull and commonplace. But when we heard of Finster we grumbled no longer.

"Dull" in a sense it might be, but assuredly not "commonplace". Janet Miles's description of it, though she was not particularly clever at description, read like a fairy tale, or one of Longfellow's poems.

"A castle by the sea—how perfect!" we all exclaimed. "Do, oh, do fix for it, mother!"

The objections were quickly over-ruled. It was rather isolated, said Miss Miles, standing, as was not difficult to trace in its name, on a point of land—a corner rather—with sea on two sides. It had not been lived in, save spasmodically, for some years, for the late owner was one of those happy, or unhappy people, who have more houses than they can use, and the present one was a minor. Eventually it was to be overhauled and some additions and alterations made, but the trustees would be glad to let it at a moderate rent for some months, and had intended putting it into some agents' hands when Mr. Miles happened to meet one of them, who mentioned it to him. There was nothing against it; it was absolutely healthy. But the furniture was old and shabby, and there was none too much of it. If we wanted to have visitors we should certainly require to add to it. This, however, could easily be done, our informant went on to say. There was a very good upholsterer and furniture dealer at Raxtrew, the nearest town, who was in the habit of hiring out things to the officers at the fort. "Indeed," she added, "we often pick up charming old pieces of furniture from him for next to nothing, so you could both hire and buy."

Of course, we should have visitors—and our own house would not be the worse for some additional chairs and tables here and there, in place of some excellent monstrosities Phil and Nugent and I had persuaded mother to get rid of.

"If I go down to spy the land with father," I said, "I shall certainly go to the furniture dealer's and have a good look about me."

I did go with father. I was nineteen—it is four years ago—and a capable sort of girl. Then I was the only one who had not been ill, and mother had been the worst of all, mother and Dormy—poor little chap—for he nearly died.

He is the youngest of us—we are four boys and two girls. Sophy was then fifteen. My own name is Leila.

If I attempted to give any idea of the impression Finster St. Mabyn's made upon us, I should go on for hours. It simply took our breath away. It really felt like going back a few centuries [2q]merely to enter within the walls and gaze round you. And yet we did not see it to any advantage, so at least said the two Miles's who were our guides. It was a gloomy day, with the feeling of rain not far off, early in April. It might have been November, though it was not cold.

"You can scarcely imagine what it is on a bright day," said Janet, eager, as people always are in such circumstances, to show off her trouvaille. "The lights and shadows are so exquisite."

"I love it as it is,[3q]" I said. "I don't think I shall ever regret having seen it first on a grey day. It is just perfect."

She was pleased at my admiration, and did her utmost to facilitate matters. Father was taken with the place, too, I could see, but he hummed and hawed a good deal about the bareness of the rooms—the bedrooms especially. So Janet and I went into it at once in a business-like way, making lists of the actually necessary additions, which did not prove very formidable after all.

"Hunter will manage all that easily," said Miss Miles, upon which father gave in—I believe he had meant to do so all the time. The rent was really so low that a little furniture-hire could be afforded, I suggested. And father agreed.

"It is extremely low," he said, "for a place possessing so many advantages."

But even then it did not occur to any of us to suggest "suspiciously low".

We had the Miles's guarantee for it all, to begin with. Had there been any objection they must have known it.

We spent the night with them and the next morning at the furniture dealer's. He was a quick, obliging little man, and took in the situation at a glance. And his terms were so moderate that father said to me amiably: "There are some quaint odds and ends here, Leila. You might choose a few things, to use at Finster in the first place, and then to take home with us."

I was only too ready to profit by the permission, and with Janet's help a few charmingly quaint chairs and tables, a three-cornered wall cabinet, and some other trifles were soon put aside for us. We were just leaving, when at one end of the shop some tempting-looking draperies caught my eye.

"What are these?" I asked the upholsterer. "Curtains! Why, this is real old tapestry!"

The obliging Hunter drew out the material in question.

"They are not exactly curtains, miss," he said. "I thought they would make nice portières. You see the tapestry is set into cloth. It was so frail when I got it that it was the only thing to do with it."

He had managed it very ingeniously. Two panels, so to say, of old tapestry, very charming in tone, had been lined and framed with dull green cloth, making a very good pair of portières indeed.

"Oh, papa!" I cried, "do let us have these. There are sure to be draughty doors at Finster, and afterwards they would make perfect "portières" for the two side doors in the hall at home."

Father eyed the tapestry appreciatively, but first prudently inquired the price. It seemed higher in proportion than Hunter's other charges.

"You see, sir," he said half apologetically, "the panels are real antique work, though so much the worse for wear."

"Where did they come from?" asked father.

Hunter hesitated.

"To tell you the truth, sir," he replied, "I was asked not to name the party that I bought it from. It seems a pity to part with heir-looms, but—it happens sometimes—I bought several things together of a family quite lately. The portières have only come out of the workroom this morning. We hurried on with them to stop them fraying more—you see where they were before, they must have been nailed to the wall."

Janet Miles, who was something of a connoisseur, had been examining the tapestry.

"It is well worth what he asks," she said, in a low voice. "You don't often come across such tapestry in England."

So the bargain was struck, and Hunter promised to see all that we had chosen, both purchased and hired, delivered at Finster the week before we proposed to come.

Nothing interfered with our plans. By the end of the month we found ourselves at our temporary home—all of us except Nat, our third brother, who was at school. Dormer, the small boy, still did lessons with Sophy's governess. The two older "boys," as we called them, happened to be at home from different reasons—one, Nugent, on leave from India; Phil, forced to miss a term at college through an attack of the same illness which had treated mother and Dormy so badly.

But now that everybody was well again, and going to be very much better, thanks to Finster air, we thought the ill wind had brought us some very distinct good. It would not have been half such fun had we not been a large family party to start with, and before we had been a week at the place we had added to our numbers by the first detachment of the guests we had invited.

It was not a very large house; besides ourselves we had not room for more than three or four others. For some of the rooms—those on the top story—were really too dilapidated to suit any one but rats—"rats or ghosts," said some one laughingly one day, when we had been exploring them.

Afterwards the words returned to my memory.

We had made ourselves very comfortable, thanks to the invaluable Hunter. And every day the weather grew milder and more spring-like. The woods on the inland side were full of primroses. It promised to be a lovely season.

There was a gallery along one side of the house, which soon became a favourite resort; it made a pleasant lounging-place, in the day-time especially, though less so in the evening, as the fireplace at one end warmed it but imperfectly, and besides this it was difficult to light up. It was draughty, too, as there was a superfluity of doors, two of which, one at each end, we at once condemned. They were not needed, as the one led by a very long spiral staircase, to the unused attic rooms, the other to the kitchen and offices. And when we did have afternoon tea in the gallery, it was easy to bring it through the dining or drawing-rooms, long rooms, lighted at their extreme ends, which ran parallel to the gallery lengthways, both of which had a door opening on to it as well as from the hall on the other side. For all the principal rooms at Finster were on the first-floor, not on the ground-floor.

The closing of these doors got rid of a great deal of draught, and, as I have said, the weather was really mild and calm.

One afternoon—I am trying to begin at the beginning of our strange experiences; even at the risk of long-windedness it seems better to do so—we were all assembled in the gallery at tea-time. The "children," as we called Sophy and Dormer, much to Sophy's disgust, and their governess, were with us, for rules were relaxed at Finster, and Miss Larpent was a great favourite with us all.

Suddenly Sophy gave an exclamation of annoyance.

"Mamma," she said, "I wish you would speak to Dormer. He has thrown over my tea-cup—only look at my frock!" "If you cannot sit still," she added, turning herself to the boy, "I don't think you should be allowed to come to tea here."

"What is the matter, Dormy?" said mother.

Dormer was standing beside Sophy, looking very guilty, and rather white.

"Mamma," he said, "I was only drawing a chair out. It got so dreadfully cold where I was sitting, I really could not stay there," and he shivered slightly.

He had been sitting with his back to one of the locked-up doors. Phil, who was nearest, moved his hand slowly across the spot.

"You are fanciful, Dormy," he said, "there is really no draught whatever."

This did not satisfy mother.

"He must have got a chill, then," she said, and she went on to question the child as to what he had been doing all day, for, as I have said, he was still delicate.

But he persisted that he was quite well, and no longer cold.

"It wasn't exactly a draught," he said, "it was—oh! just icy, all of a sudden. I've felt it before—sitting in that chair."

Mother said no more, and Dormer went on with his tea, and when bed-time came he seemed just as usual, so that her anxiety faded. But she made thorough investigation as to the possibility of any draught coming up from the back stairs, with which this door communicated. None was to be discovered—the door fitted fairly well, and beside this, Hunter had tacked felt round the edges—furthermore, one of the thick heavy portières had been hung in front.

An evening or two later we were sitting in the drawing room after dinner, when a cousin who was staying with us suddenly missed her fan.

"Run and fetch Muriel's fan, Dormy," I said, for Muriel felt sure it had slipped under the dinner table. None of the men had as yet joined us.

"Why, where are you going, child?" as he turned towards the farther door. "It is much quicker by the gallery."

He said nothing, but went out, walking rather slowly, by the gallery door. And in a few minutes he returned, fan in hand, but by the other door.

He was a sensitive child, and though I wondered what he had got into his head against the gallery, I did not say anything before the others. But when, soon after, Dormy said "Good night," and went off to bed, I followed him.

"What do you want, Leila?" he said rather crossly.

"Don't be vexed, child," I said. "I can see there is something the matter. Why do you not like the gallery?"

He hesitated, but I had laid my hand on his shoulder, and he knew I meant to be kind.

"Leila," he said, with a glance round, to be sure that no one was within hearing—we were standing, he and I, near the inner dining-room door, which was open—"you'll laugh at me, but—there's something queer there—sometimes!"

"What? And how do you mean 'sometimes'?" I asked, with a slight thrill at his tone.

"I mean not always, I've felt it several times—there was the cold the day before yesterday, and besides that, I've felt a—a sort of breaving"—Dormy was not perfect in his "th's"—"like somebody very unhappy."

"Sighing?" I suggested.

"Like sighing in a whisper," he replied, "and that's always near the door. But last week—no, not so long ago, it was on Monday—I went round that way when I was going to bed. I didn't want to be silly. But it was moonlight—and—Leila, a shadow went all along the wall on that side, and stopped at the door. I saw it waggling about—its hands," and here he shivered—"on that funny curtain that hangs up, as if it were feeling for a minute or two, and then——"

"Well,—what then?"

"It just went out," he said simply. "But it's moonlight again to-night, sister, and I daren't see it again. I just daren't."

"But you did go to the dining-room that way," I reminded him.

"Yes, but I shut my eyes and ran, and even then I felt as if something cold was behind me."

"Dormy, dear," I said, a good deal concerned, "I do think it's your fancy. You are not quite well yet, you know."

"Yes, I am," he replied sturdily. "I'm not a bit frightened anywhere else. I sleep in a room alone you know. It's not me, sister, its somefing in the gallery."

"Would you be frightened to go there with me now? We can run through the dining-room; there's no one to see us," and I turned in that direction as I spoke.

Again my little brother hesitated.

"I'll go with you if you'll hold hands," he said, "but I'll shut my eyes. And I won't open them till you tell me there's no shadow on the wall. You must tell me truly."

"But there must be some shadows," I said, "in this bright moonlight, trees and branches, or even clouds scudding across—something of that kind is what you must have seen, dear."

He shook his head.

"No, no, of course I wouldn't mind that. I know the difference. No—you couldn't mistake. It goes along, right along, in a creeping way, and then at the door its hands come farther out, and it feels."

"Is it like a man or a woman?" I said, beginning to feel rather creepy myself.

"I think it's most like a rather little man," he replied, "but I'm not sure. Its head has got something fuzzy about it—oh, I know, like a sticking out wig. But lower down it seems wrapped up, like in a cloak. Oh, it's horrid."

And again he shivered—it was quite time all this nightmare nonsense was put out
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