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    This volume presents Four Ghost Stories by Mrs. Molesworth, a single-author collection that brings together four concise works of supernatural fiction. The purpose is straightforward and focused: to gather a small, coherent set rather than a comprehensive survey of the author’s output. Read as a unit, these tales highlight a distinct facet of a Victorian writer best known for children’s books yet equally capable of crafting quiet, unsettling narratives for adults. The collection offers an accessible entry point to her ghostly mode, preserving the intimate scale and cumulative suggestiveness that can be obscured in larger omnibus editions or anthologies mixing multiple voices.

The texts here are short stories—self-contained prose narratives that belong to the English ghost-story tradition. They are not novels, poems, or plays, nor are they essays or letters, though they sometimes draw on conversational and reflective modes common in nineteenth-century fiction. Each piece develops a central incident of the uncanny within a manageable span, creating atmosphere through economy rather than elaborate plotting. The emphasis falls on perception, testimony, and recollection rather than on graphic incident. As such, the collection exemplifies the refined, domestic strain of supernatural literature in which suggestion, tone, and character response matter as much as outward events.

Across the four tales, unifying themes emerge: the intrusion of the inexplicable into familiar settings; the tension between rational explanation and lingering mystery; and the way memory, rumor, and personal history shape what witnesses think they see. Mrs. Molesworth’s hallmark is restraint. She favors implication over spectacle, letting an image, a gesture, or a reported occurrence carry a disquiet that grows after the page is turned. Ordinary rooms, social visits, and family conversations become thresholds where the past seems to press upon the present. The uncanny is never entirely resolved; it remains a quiet remainder, felt more than fully stated.

Stylistically, the stories balance conversational ease with careful control of point of view. The narrators speak with the cultivated clarity associated with late nineteenth-century fiction, inviting trust while leaving space for doubt. Settings are sketched with domestic detail—lamplight, stairways, corridors, fabrics—that grounds the supernatural in the everyday. Time is important: recollected episodes, ages and stages of life, and the hour’s mood all shape how events register. Dialogue is measured, description is selective, and the prose avoids ornament in favor of cadence and rhythm. The effect is cumulative; unease accrues gradually, leading readers to sense more than the characters can say.

Placed within the broader context of Victorian literature, these stories show how a writer renowned for work for the young could also contribute memorably to adult ghost fiction. Mrs. Molesworth’s perspective brings attention to interiors, social proprieties, and the emotional textures of domestic life, areas where the uncanny can feel most intimate. The collection demonstrates how the ghost story served as a flexible vehicle for exploring belief and skepticism in an age fascinated by science, testimony, and spiritual inquiry. Its enduring appeal lies in this balance: credible settings and voices that make the extraordinary appear both unsettling and plausible.

Readers approaching the collection may expect atmosphere rather than shocks. The narratives are designed to be read in a sitting, but they invite lingering reflection, since much of their power lies in inference and afterthought. Without resorting to overt terror, they cultivate a civilized chill, attentive to conscience, memory, and the residues of social encounter. The language reflects its period yet remains accessible, and the situations, though decorous, point toward concerns that remain current: how we trust perception, how we share experience, and how places seem to keep traces of what has happened there. Subtlety, not sensationalism, carries the day.

Encountered together, the four pieces form a cohesive portrait of Mrs. Molesworth’s supernatural art. Patterns and echoes emerge—motifs of seeing and being seen, of visitors and thresholds, of stories told carefully because words themselves can disturb. The collection is small enough to sustain a single mood yet varied enough to show range within restraint. It offers an inviting path into the Victorian ghost story from a female author whose voice is poised, observant, and humane. By gathering these works in one place, this edition lets their interrelated atmospheres resonate, making the quiet insistence of the uncanny all the more compelling.
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    Mary Louisa Molesworth (née Stewart, 1839–1921), known in print as “Mrs. Molesworth,” wrote her ghost stories amid a long career better remembered for children’s fiction. Born in Rotterdam to a British merchant family, she married Major Richard Molesworth in 1861 and later supported her children largely by writing, first as “Ennis Graham” and then under her married name. Her London publishers, notably Macmillan & Co., issued many of her titles; Four Ghost Stories appeared in the late 1880s (in London in 1888), when the market for refined, domestic supernatural tales was vigorous. That collection consolidates themes evident across her oeuvre: memory, household space, quiet dread, and moral perception.

The Victorian publishing ecology that shaped her career prized short, atmospheric fiction suited to winter evenings and Christmas numbers. From Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol (1843) onward, magazines such as Household Words, All the Year Round (1859–), Temple Bar (1860–), and The Cornhill Magazine (1860–) cultivated an appetite for seasonal hauntings read aloud in parlors. Circulating libraries—especially Mudie’s Select Library (founded 1842 in London)—rewarded decorous yet thrilling narratives aimed at family audiences. Molesworth’s supernatural pieces fit this respectable frisson, balancing suggestion and propriety. The collection’s four tales, issued together rather than serially, nonetheless inherit this periodical culture’s pacing, length, and conversational, confidential tone.

Equally important was the era’s fascination with Spiritualism and scientific inquiry into unusual experiences. The Fox sisters’ 1848 “rappings” ignited transatlantic séances, while the Society for Psychical Research (founded in London in 1882) sought empirical rigor. Its investigators—Henry Sidgwick, Edmund Gurney, Frederic W. H. Myers, and Frank Podmore—compiled testimony in Phantasms of the Living (1886), documenting crisis apparitions, shared visions, and veridical dreams. Late-Victorian readers thus encountered ghosts both as literary convention and as quasi-scientific data. Molesworth’s understated narrators, careful witnesses, and plausible settings converse with this culture of testimony, where corroboration, coincidence, and the ethics of belief mattered as much as melodrama.

Technological modernity furnished a visual grammar for ghostliness. The stage illusion known as “Pepper’s Ghost,” conceived by Henry Dircks and popularized by John Henry Pepper at London’s Royal Polytechnic Institution in 1862, made transparent figures glide in gaslit halls. Photography—from William H. Mumler’s 1860s “spirit” portraits in Boston to Frederick A. Hudson’s in London—blurred thresholds between record and apparition. Telegraphy (Cooke and Wheatstone’s British system from 1837), the telephone (Alexander Graham Bell, 1876), and domestic electric light (Edison’s carbon filament, 1879; UK Electric Lighting Act, 1882) transformed night, distance, and presence. Such advances underwrote fiction in which faint signals, misread shadows, and fleeting silhouettes felt newly credible.

Victorian domestic ideology, crystallized by Coventry Patmore’s The Angel in the House (1854–1862), cast the home as moral sanctuary, even as it became a prime site for unease. Changing marriage law—the Married Women’s Property Acts of 1870 and 1882—reshaped household authority, inheritance, and secrecy. Mourning culture after Prince Albert’s death in 1861, with Queen Victoria’s prolonged grief, normalized black crepe, veils, and trailing trains, infusing interiors with ritual and restraint. Molesworth’s quiet rooms, stairwells, nurseries, and guest chambers inherit this sensory world: rustling silk, a half-closed door, a late lamp. Her spectres rarely roar; they disturb etiquette, recollection, and the conscience of the house.

Built environments supplied her settings: rambling country houses layered by generations; new suburban villas expanding with the railways; London streets altered by gaslight, fog, and, later, electricity. The Gothic Revival—shaped by A. W. N. Pugin and John Ruskin—returned pointed arches and moralized craftsmanship to domestic taste, while Arts and Crafts wallpapers and heavy textiles darkened corridors and deepened shadows. Empire-era objects—ivories, shawls, miniatures—brought distant pasts into parlors. Bell-pulls, servant stairs, and attics created liminal zones ideal for minor mysteries. In such spaces, mislaid wills, portraits, and family rumors could haunt the living without grand theatrics, a scale congenial to Molesworth’s narrative restraint.

Her ghost stories were written alongside, and in dialogue with, her children’s classics. The Elementary Education Act of 1870 expanded literacy, while publishers like Macmillan professionalized the children’s list. Molesworth’s Carrots (1876), The Cuckoo Clock (1877), and The Tapestry Room (1879), often issued with distinguished illustrators, built her reputation for intimate, conversational narration attentive to childhood perception and household detail. Those same strengths carry into her supernatural work, which assumes a family readership and values suggestion over shock. The cross-over audience—adults reading aloud to the young—prized atmosphere, temporal layering, and gentle moral inference, all of which inform the four tales collected in the late 1880s.

Molesworth’s collection also belongs to a broader tradition of female-authored ghost fiction. Margaret Oliphant (1828–1897), Mrs. J. H. Riddell (Charlotte Riddell, 1832–1906), Amelia B. Edwards (1831–1892), and Rhoda Broughton (1840–1920) developed domestic and psychological modes that complemented earlier Gothic methods seen in J. S. Le Fanu (1814–1873). Later, M. R. James’s antiquarian tales (from the 1890s) and Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw (1898) shifted emphasis, but Molesworth’s late-1880s stories retain the poise of the mid-Victorian mode. Issued in London when the form was mature, they harmonize literary inheritance, contemporary inquiry, and household realism—hauntings tempered by civility, memory, and witness.
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    Lady Farquhar's Old Lady
At Lady Farquhar's house, a visiting narrator comes to accept that the children's talk of an 'old lady' is no fancy; a gentle, persistent presence tied to the family's past quietly makes itself known.
Witnessed by Two
Two people, apart from one another, independently see the same uncanny figure at the same moment, and their converging accounts provide rare corroboration of a crisis apparition.
Unexplained
In a restrained first-person account, a sequence of precise yet baffling occurrences—glimpses, footsteps, and a door that will not behave—unsettles a respectable home and defies all proffered explanations.
The Story of the Rippling Train
A recurrent auditory haunting—the unmistakable rustle of a woman's silk train—passes through rooms and along a stair, seeming to retrace the lingering imprint of a long-ago incident.
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A TRUE GHOST STORY


"One that was a woman, sir; but, rest her soul, she's dead."



I myself have never seen a ghost (I am by no means sure that I wish ever to do so), but I have a friend whose experience in this respect has been less limited than mine. Till lately, however, I had never heard the details of Lady Farquhar[1]'s adventure, though the fact of there being a ghost story which she could, if she chose, relate with the authority of an eye-witness, had been more than once alluded to before me. Living at extreme ends of the country, it is but seldom my friend and I are able to meet; but a few months ago I had the good fortune to spend some days in her house, and one evening our conversation happening to fall on the subject of the possibility of so-called "supernatural[4]" visitations or communications, suddenly what I had heard returned to my memory.

"By the bye," I exclaimed, "we need not go far for an authority on the question. You have seen a ghost yourself, Margaret. I remember once hearing it alluded to before you, and you did not contradict it. I have so often meant to ask you for the whole story. Do tell it to us now."

Lady Farquhar hesitated for a moment, and her usually bright expression grew somewhat graver. When she spoke, it seemed to be with a slight effort.

"You mean what they all call the story of 'my old lady,' I suppose," she said at last. "Oh yes, if you care to hear it, I will tell it you. But there is not much to tell, remember."

"There seldom is in true stories of the kind," I replied. "Genuine ghost stories are generally abrupt and inconsequent in the extreme,[1q] but on this very account all the more impressive. Don't you think so?"

"I don't know that I am a fair judge," she answered. "Indeed," she went on rather gravely, "my own opinion is that what you call true ghost stories are very seldom told at all."

"How do you mean? I don't quite understand you," I said, a little perplexed by her words and tone.

"I mean," she replied, "that people who really believe they have come in contact with—with anything of that kind, seldom care to speak about it."

"Do you really think so? do you mean that you feel so yourself?" I exclaimed with considerable surprise. "I had no idea you did, or I would not have mentioned the subject. Of course you know I would not ask you to tell it if it is the least painful or disagreeable to you to talk about it."

"But it isn't. Oh no, it is not nearly so bad as that," she replied, with a smile. "I cannot really say that it is either painful or disagreeable to me to recall it, for I cannot exactly apply either of those words to the thing itself. All that I feel is a sort of shrinking from the subject, strong enough to prevent my ever alluding to it lightly or carelessly. Of all things, I should dislike to have a joke made of it. But with you I have no fear of that. And you trust me, don't you? I don't mean as to truthfulness only; but you don't think me deficient in common sense and self-control—not morbid, or very apt to be run away with by my imagination?"

"Not the sort of person one would pick out as likely to see ghosts?" I replied. "Certainly not. You are far too sensible and healthy and vigorous. I can't, very readily, fancy you the victim of delusion of any kind. But as to ghosts—are they or are they not delusions? There lies the question! Tell us your experience of them, any way."

So she told the story I had asked for—told it in the simplest language, and with no exaggeration of tone or manner, as we sat there in her pretty drawing-room, our chairs drawn close to the fire, for it was Christmas time, and the weather was "seasonable." Two or three of Margaret's children were in the room, though not within hearing of us; all looked bright and cheerful, nothing mysterious. Yet notwithstanding the total deficiency of ghostly accessories, the story impressed me vividly.

"It was early in the spring of '55 that it happened," began Lady Farquhar; "I never forget the year, for a reason I will tell you afterwards. It is fully fifteen years ago now—a long time—but I am still quite able to recall the feeling this strange adventure of mine left on me, though a few details and particulars have grown confused and misty. I think it often happens so when one tries, as it were too hard, to be accurate and unexaggerated in telling over anything. One's very honesty is against one. I have not told it over many times, but each time it seems more difficult to tell it quite exactly; the impression left at the time was so powerful that I have always dreaded incorrectness or exaggeration creeping in. It reminds me, too, of the curious way in which a familiar word or name grows distorted, and then cloudy and strange, if one looks at it too long or thinks about it too much. But I must get on with my story. Well, to begin again. In the winter of '54-'55 we were living—my mother, my sisters, and I, that is, and from time to time my brother—in, or rather near, a quiet little village on the south coast of Ireland. We had gone there, before the worst of the winter began at home, for the sake of my health. I had not been as well as usual for some time (this was greatly owing, I believe, to my having lately endured unusual anxiety of mind), and my dear mother dreaded the cold weather for me, and determined to avoid it. I say that I had had unusual anxiety to bear, still it was not of a kind to render me morbid or fanciful. And what is even more to the point, my mind was perfectly free from prepossession or association in connection with the place we were living in, or the people who had lived there before us. I simply knew nothing whatever of these people, and I had no sort of fancy about the house—that it was haunted, or anything of that kind; and indeed I never heard that it was thought to be haunted. It did not look like it; it was just a moderate-sized, somewhat old-fashioned country, or rather sea-side, house, furnished, with the exception of one room, in an ordinary enough modern style. The exception was a small room on the bedroom floor, which, though not locked off (that is to say, the key was left in the lock outside), was not given up for our use, as it was crowded with musty old furniture, packed closely together, and all of a fashion many, many years older than that of the contents of the rest of the house. I remember some of the pieces of furniture still, though I think I was only once or twice in the room all the time we were there. There were two or three old-fashioned cabinets or bureaux; there was a regular four-post bedstead[6], with the gloomy curtains still hanging round it; and ever so many spider-legged chairs and rickety tables; and I rather think in one corner there was a spinet. But there was nothing particularly curious or attractive, and we never thought of meddling with the things or 'poking about,' as girls sometimes do; for we always thought it was by mistake that this room had not been locked off altogether, so that no one should meddle with anything in it.

"We had rented the house for six months from a Captain Marchmont, a half-pay officer, naval or military, I don't know which, for we never saw him, and all the negotiations were managed by an agent. Captain Marchmont and his family, as a rule, lived at Ballyreina[3] all the year round—they found it cheap and healthy, I suppose—but this year they had preferred to pass the winter in some livelier neighbourhood, and they were very glad to let the house. It never occurred to us to doubt our landlord's being the owner of it: it was not till some time after we left that we learned that he himself was only a tenant, though a tenant of long standing. There were no people about to make friends with, or to hear local gossip from. There were no gentry within visiting distance, and if there had been, we should hardly have cared to make friends for so short a time as we were to be there. The people of the village were mostly fishermen and their families; there were so many of them, we never got to know any specially. The doctor and the priest and the Protestant clergyman were all newcomers, and all three very uninteresting. The clergyman used to dine with us sometimes, as my brother had had some sort of introduction to him when we came to Ballyreina; but we never heard anything about the place from him. He was a great talker, too; I am sure he would have told us anything he knew. In short, there was nothing romantic or suggestive either about our house or the village. But we didn't care. You see we had gone there simply for rest and quiet and pure air, and we got what we wanted.

"Well, one evening about the middle of March I was up in my room dressing for dinner, and just as I had about finished dressing, my sister Helen came in. I remember her saying as she came in, 'Aren't you ready yet, Maggie? Are you making yourself extra smart for Mr. Conroy?' Mr. Conroy was the clergyman; he was dining with us that night. And then Helen looked at me and found fault with me, half in fun of course, for not having put on a prettier dress. I remember I said it was good enough for Mr. Conroy, who was no favourite of mine; but Helen wasn't satisfied till I agreed to wear a bright scarlet neck-ribbon of hers, and she ran off to her room to fetch it. I followed her almost immediately. Her room and mine, I must, by the bye, explain, were at extreme ends of a passage several yards in length. There was a wall on one side of this passage, and a balustrade overlooking the staircase on the other. My room was at the end nearest the top of the staircase. There were no doors along the passage leading to Helen's room, but just beside her door, at the end, was that of the unused room I told you of, filled with the old furniture. The passage was lighted from above by a skylight—I mean, it was by no means dark or shadowy—and on the evening I am speaking of, it was still clear daylight. We dined early at Ballyreina; I don't think it could have been more than a quarter to five when Helen came into my room. Well, as I was saying, I followed her almost immediately, so quickly that as I came out of my room I was in time to catch sight of her as she ran along the passage, and to see her go into her own room. Just as I lost sight of her—I was coming along more deliberately, you understand—suddenly, how or when exactly I cannot tell, I perceived another figure walking along the passage in front of me. It was a woman, a little thin woman, but though she had her back to me, something in her gait told me
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