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			Introduction

			All four of my grandparents were Victorian. That is to say, they were born and reached maturity during the reign of Victoria and their values and cultural landscapes were Victorian. My mother, whose mother and father were born in 1870 and 1874 respectively, shared the literary tastes of her parents, and she, in turn, passed them on to me. So, I was brought up on H. Rider Haggard, Conan Doyle, Dickens, Frances Hodgson Burnett, Lewis Carroll, Captain Marryat and others. I quickly acquired a taste for the macabre, and this led inevitably to my being pointed in the direction of the Victorian ghost story of which there was a rich and almost inexhaustible supply.

			Nearly every writer of that period worth his or her salt had contributed a memorable spectral tale or two to the canon. Some, like Vernon Lee (real name, Violet Paget), J. Sheridan Le Fanu and the writer whom he greatly influenced, M.R. James, were specialists in this art form. You will find all three represented in this volume.

			In fact, it could be said without much fear of exaggeration that the Victorians invented the classic ghost story, as we know it today.

			In the early part of the nineteenth century improvements in printing technology led to literature being more widely available and in a more attractive form. It was the first great age of the magazine which contained articles, and often splendidly illustrated serials and short stories. 

			It was the call for the latter which led to the rise of the ghost story because it is particularly suited to the short form. A ghost story to be effective needs to evoke atmosphere, and to leave the reader with a memorable image of horror. It is what Edgar Allan Poe (1809–49), the first master of the modern horror tale, called ‘the immensely important effect derivable from unity of impression’. All this is best delivered within the compass of about 3,000 to 10,000 words.

			What gave the Victorian ghost story its breadth and depth was that psychic and psychological phenomena were beginning to be examined scientifically for the first time. The classic tales produced in this era tended to be more than pure folklore: they paid attention to the haunted as well as the haunter. The Society for Psychical Research was founded in 1882. Spiritualism, which had originated in the USA in the 1840s, was exciting much interest and controversy. 

			But why does Great Britain play such a prominent role in this rich seam of classic fiction? I offer you three possible reasons: the Church, Charles Dickens, and Christmas. 

			You will find in this volume many great stories written by the sons and daughters of the British clergy. J. Sheridan Le Fanu (of Huguenot descent) was the son of a Church of Ireland (Anglican) minister. Perceval Landon and M.R. James were the sons of Church of England vicars. Mrs. Gaskell was the daughter of a Unitarian minister; Jerome K. Jerome and Algernon Blackwood, the sons of Evangelical Christian lay preachers. E.F. Benson (whose brothers A.C. Benson and R.F. Benson also wrote ghost stories) was the son of Edward White Benson, a formidable Victorian Archbishop of Canterbury. 

			Why is this? Is it just an amusing coincidence? It is notable that none of the above writers followed their fathers into the church; they themselves perhaps lacked the firm conviction of their parents, but they had grown up in an atmosphere suffused with the spiritual and other-worldly. They retained the mystery, but not the dogma. One of the elements that makes for a classic ghost story is that of ambiguity. The phenomena are not to be tied down by any theological formula; they should remain shadows of the unknown. The attitude of these writers may be summed up by the words of M.R. James who towards the end of his life was asked about his belief in ghosts. He replied: “Yes, these things exist, but we don’t know the rules.” That is what is so dangerously terrifying about these stories: we don’t know the rules.

			Of the company included here Sabine Baring-Gould is perhaps the odd man out in that he actually was an Anglican clergyman and wrote the words to the hymn, ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’.

			Then there is Christmas and Charles Dickens.

			In 1843, Charles Dickens published a ghostly novella called A Christmas Carol. Though in some ways not a typical ghost story in that it did not rely on terror to produce its main effects, its amazing popularity revived the idea of the traditional ghostly winter’s tale which had been around at least since Shakespeare’s day:

			“A sad tale’s best for winter,” says Mamillius in The Winter’s Tale (c. 1611). “I have one of Sprites and Goblins… There was a man… dwelt by a churchyard….” M.R. James used that quotation to inspire one of his own stories entitled ‘There Was a Man Dwelt by a Churchyard’.

			Some of the finest Victorian ghost stories to be found in this book, by, among others, Sheridan Le Fanu, Amelia B. Edwards, Mrs. Gaskell and Dickens himself, appeared in the Christmas Numbers of Household Words, and All the Year Round, weekly magazines edited by Dickens. The idea of a Christmas edition with a supernatural tale or two in it was taken up by many other journals, for example Home Chimes in which ‘Man Size in Marble’ (also here) was originally published.

			A hundred or so years later, my father John Oliver was still including at least one specially commissioned ghost story (always superbly illustrated) in the Christmas Number of The Sphere, the weekly magazine of which he was editor. I can just remember him in the early 1960s working on the layouts of the Christmas Numbers at home in his shirtsleeves in high summer. Very often he would revive a Victorian one as well, and once printed a haunting tale from the 1870s that he had discovered in a manuscript among some of my great uncle’s family papers. We never knew if it belonged to the realms of truth or fiction. The latter was suspected: it was just too good to be true!

			A decade later, in the 1970s, Lawrence Gordon Clark directed for BBC television a superb series of Victorian ghost stories by M.R. James at Christmas-time, and this tradition has been triumphantly revived by Mark Gatiss in recent years. His latest adaptation has been of that classic ‘The Mezzotint’, one of James’s very finest stories, which is included in this volume.

			Proof positive, as this volume will also demonstrate, that the Victorian ghost story is far from dead. To be more precise, it is un-dead and continues to probe our deepest fears and haunt our fevered imaginations.

			Reggie Oliver, Sternfield, Suffolk, 2022

		

	
		
			On the Leads

			Sabine Baring-Gould

			Having realised a competence in Australia, and having a hankering after country life for the remainder of my days in the old home, on my return to England I went to an agent with the object of renting a house with shooting attached, over at least three thousand acres, with the option of a purchase should the place suit me. I was no more intending to buy a country seat without having tried what it was like, than is a king disposed to go to war without knowing something of the force that can be brought against him. I was rather taken with photographs of a manor called Fernwood, and I was still further engaged when I saw the place itself on a beautiful October day, when St. Luke’s summer was turning the country into a world of rainbow tints under a warm sun, and a soft vaporous blue haze tinted all shadows cobalt, and gave to the hills a stateliness that made them look like mountains. Fernwood was an old house, built in the shape of the letter H, and therefore, presumably, dating from the time of the early Tudor monarchs. The porch opened into the hall which was on the left of the cross-stroke, and the drawing-room was on the right. There was one inconvenience about the house; it had a staircase at each extremity of the cross-stroke, and there was no upstair communication between the two wings of the mansion. But, as a practical man, I saw how this might be remedied. The front door faced the south, and the hall was windowless on the north. Nothing easier than to run a corridor along at the back, giving communication both upstairs and downstairs, without passing through the hall. The whole thing could be done for, at the outside, two hundred pounds, and would be no disfigurement to the place. I agreed to become tenant of Fernwood for a twelve-month, in which time I should be able to judge whether the place would suit me, the neighbours be pleasant, and the climate agree with my wife. We went down to Fern wood at once, and settled ourselves comfortably in by the first week in November.

			The house was furnished; it was the property of an elderly gentleman, a bachelor named Framett, who lived in rooms in town, and spent most of his time at the club. He was supposed to have been jilted by his intended after which he eschewed female society, and remained unmarried.

			I called on him before taking up our residence at Fernwood, and found him a somewhat blasé, languid, cold-blooded creature, not at all proud of having a noble manor-house that had belonged to his family for four centuries; very willing to sell it, so as to spite a cousin who calculated on coming in for the estate, and whom Mr. Framett, with the malignity that is sometimes found in old people, was particularly desirous of disappointing.

			“The house has been let before, I suppose?” said I.

			“Oh, yes,” he replied indifferently, “I believe so, several times.”

			“For long?”

			“No—o. I believe, not for long.”

			“Have the tenants had any particular reasons for not remaining on there – if I may be so bold as to inquire?”

			“All people have reasons to offer, but what they offer you are not supposed to receive as genuine.”

			I could get no more from him than this. “I think, sir, if I were you I would not go down to Fernwood till after November was out.”

			“But,” said I, “I want the shooting.”

			“Ah, to be sure – the shooting, ah! I should have preferred if you could have waited till December began.”

			“That would not suit me,” I said, and so the matter ended. When we were settled in, we occupied the right wing of the house. The left or west wing was but scantily furnished and looked cheerless, as though rarely tenanted. We were not a large family, my wife and myself alone; there was consequently ample accommodation in the east wing for us. The servants were placed above the kitchen, in a portion of the house I have not yet described. It was a half-wing, if I may so describe it, built on the north side parallel with the upper arm of the western limb of the hail and the H. This block had a gable to the north like the wings, and a broad lead valley was between them, that, as I learned from the agent, had to be attended to after the fall of the leaf, and in times of snow, to clear it.

			Access to this valley could be had from within by means of a little window in the roof, formed as a dormer. A short ladder allowed anyone to ascend from the passage to this window and open or shut it. The western staircase gave access to this passage, from which the servants’ rooms in the new block were reached, as also the untenanted apartments in the old wing. And as there were no windows in the extremities of this passage that ran due north and south, it derived all its light from the aforementioned dormer window.

			One night, after we had been in the house about a week, I was sitting up smoking, with a little whisky-and-water at my elbow, reading a review of an absurd, ignorantly written book on New South Wales, when I heard a tap at the door, and the parlourmaid came in, and said in a nervous tone of voice: “Beg your pardon, sir, but cook nor I, nor none of us dare go to bed.”

			“Why not?” I asked, looking up in surprise.

			“Please, sir, we dursn’t go into the passage to get to our rooms.”

			“Whatever is the matter with the passage?”

			“Oh, nothing, sir, with the passage. Would you mind, sir, just coming to see? We don’t know what to make of it.”

			I put down my review with a grunt of dissatisfaction, laid my pipe aside, and followed the maid.

			She led me through the hall, and up the staircase at the western extremity. On reaching the upper landing I saw all the maids there in a cluster, and all evidently much scared.

			“Whatever is all this nonsense about?” I asked. “Please, sir, will you look? We can’t say.” The parlourmaid pointed to an oblong patch of moonlight on the wall of the passage. The night was cloudless, and the full moon shone slanting in through the dormer and painted a brilliant silver strip on the wall opposite. The window being on the side of the roof to the east, we could not see that, but did see the light thrown through it against the wall. This patch of reflected light was about seven feet above the floor.

			The window itself was some ten feet up, and the passage was but four feet wide. I enter into these particulars for reasons that will presently appear.

			The window was divided into three parts by wooden mullions, and was composed of four panes of glass in each compartment.

			Now I could distinctly see the reflection of the moon through the window with the black bars up and down, and the division of the panes. But I saw more than that: I saw the shadow of a lean arm with a hand and thin, lengthy fingers across a portion of the window, apparently groping at where was the latch by which the casement could be opened.

			My impression at the moment was that there was a burglar on the leads trying to enter the house by means of this dormer.

			Without a minute’s hesitation I ran into the passage and looked up at the window, but could see only a portion of it, as in shape it was low, though broad, and, as already stated, was set at a great height. But at that moment something fluttered past it, like a rush of flapping draperies obscuring the light.

			I had placed the ladder, which I found hooked up to the wall, in position, and planted my foot on the lowest rung, when my wife arrived. She had been alarmed by the housemaid, and now she clung to me, and protested that I was not to ascend without my pistol.

			To satisfy her I got my Colt’s revolver that I always kept loaded, and then, but only hesitatingly, did she allow me to mount. I ascended to the casement, unhasped it, and looked out. I could see nothing. The ladder was over-short, and it required an effort to heave oneself from it through the casement on to the leads. I am stout, and not so nimble as I was when younger. After one or two efforts, and after presenting from below an appearance that would have provoked laughter at any other time, I succeeded in getting through and upon the leads.

			I looked up and down the valley – there was absolutely nothing to be seen except an accumulation of leaves carried there from the trees that were shedding their foliage.

			The situation was vastly puzzling. As far as I could judge there was no way off the roof, no other window opening into the valley; I did not go along upon the leads, as it was night, and moonlight is treacherous. Moreover, I was wholly unacquainted with the arrangement of the roof, and had no wish to risk a fall.

			I descended from the window with my feet groping for the upper rung of the ladder in a manner even more grotesque than my ascent through the casement, but neither my wife – usually extremely alive to anything ridiculous in my appearance – nor the domestics were in a mood to make merry. I fastened the window after me, and had hardly reached the bottom of the ladder before again a shadow flickered across the patch of moonlight.

			I was fairly perplexed, and stood musing. Then I recalled that immediately behind the house the ground rose that, in fact, the house lay under a considerable hill. It was just possible by ascending the slope to reach the level of the gutter and rake the leads from one extremity to the other with my eye.

			I mentioned this to my wife, and at once the whole set of maids trailed down the stairs after us. They were afraid to remain in the passage, and they were curious to see if there was really some person on the leads.

			We went out at the back of the house, and ascended the bank till we were on a level with the broad gutter between the gables. I now saw that this gutter did not run through, but stopped against the hall roof; consequently, unless there were some opening of which I knew nothing, the person on the leads could not leave the place, save by the dormer window, when open, or by swarming down the fall pipe.

			It at once occurred to me that if what I had seen were the shadow of a burglar, he might have mounted by means of the rain-water pipe. But if so – how had he vanished the moment my head was protruded through the window? and how was it that I had seen the shadow flicker past the light immediately after I had descended the ladder? It was conceivable that the man had concealed himself in the shadow of the hall roof, and had taken advantage of my withdrawal to run past the window so as to reach the fall pipe, and let himself down by that.

			I could, however, see no one running away, as I must have done, going outside so soon after his supposed descent.

			But the whole affair became more perplexing when, looking towards the leads, I saw in the moonlight something with fluttering garments running up and down them.

			There could be no mistake – the object was a woman, and her garments were mere tatters. We could not hear a sound.

			I looked round at my wife and the servants, – they saw this weird object as distinctly as myself. It was more like a gigantic bat than a human being, and yet, that it was a woman we could not doubt, for the arms were now and then thrown above the head in wild gesticulation, and at moments a profile was presented, and then we saw, or thought we saw, long flapping hair, unbound.

			“I must go back to the ladder,” said I; “you remain where you are, watching.”

			“Oh, Edward! not alone,” pleaded my wife.

			“My dear, who is to go with me?”

			I went. I had left the back door unlocked, and I ascended the staircase and entered the passage. Again I saw the shadow flicker past the moonlit patch on the wall opposite the window.

			I ascended the ladder and opened the casement.

			Then I heard the clock in the hall strike one.

			I heaved myself up to the sill with great labour, and I endeavoured to thrust my short body through the window, when I heard feet on the stairs, and next moment my wife’s voice from below, at the foot of the ladder. “Oh, Edward, Edward! please do not go out there again. It has vanished. All at once. There is nothing there now to be seen.”

			I returned, touched the ladder tentatively with my feet, refastened the window, and descended – perhaps inelegantly. I then went down with my wife, and with her returned up the bank, to the spot where stood clustered our servants.

			They had seen nothing further; and although I remained on the spot watching for half an hour, I also saw nothing more.

			The maids were too frightened to go to bed, and so agreed to sit up in the kitchen for the rest of the night by a good fire, and I gave them a bottle of sherry to mull, and make themselves comfortable upon, and to help them to recover their courage.

			Although I went to bed, I could not sleep. I was completely baffled by what I had seen. I could in no way explain what the object was and how it had left the leads.

			Next day I sent for the village mason and asked him to set a long ladder against the well-head of the fall pipe, and examine the valley between the gables. At the same time I would mount to the little window and contemplate proceedings through that.

			The man had to send for a ladder sufficiently long, and that occupied some time. However, at length he had it planted, and then mounted. When he approached the dormer window – “Give me a hand,” said I, “and haul me up; I would like to satisfy myself with my own eyes that there is no other means of getting upon or leaving the leads.”

			He took me under both shoulders and heaved me out, and I stood with him in the broad lead gutter.

			“There’s no other opening whatever,” said he, “and, Lord love you, sir, I believe that what you saw was no more than this,” and he pointed to a branch of a noble cedar that grew hard by the west side of the house.

			“I warrant, sir,” said he, “that what you saw was this here bough as has been carried by a storm and thrown here, and the wind last night swept it up and down the leads.”

			“But was there any wind?” I asked. “I do not remember that there was.”

			“I can’t say,” said he; “before twelve o’clock I was fast asleep, and it might have blown a gale and I hear nothing of it.”

			“I suppose there must have been some wind,” said I, “and that I was too surprised and the women too frightened to observe it,” I laughed. “So this marvellous spectral phenomenon receives a very prosaic and natural explanation. Mason, throw down the bough and we will burn it tonight.”

			The branch was cast over the edge, and fell at the back of the house. I left the leads, descended, and going out picked up the cedar branch, brought it into the hall, summoned the servants, and said derisively: “Here is an illustration of the way in which weak-minded women get scared. Now we will burn the burglar or ghost that we saw. It turns out to be nothing but this branch, blown up and down the leads by the wind.”

			“But, Edward,” said my wife, “there was not a breath stirring.”

			“There must have been. Only where we were we were sheltered and did not observe it. Aloft, it blew across the roofs, and formed an eddy that caught the broken bough, lifted it, carried it first one way, then spun it round and carried it the reverse way. In fact, the wind between the two roofs assumed a spiral movement. I hope now you are all satisfied. I am.”

			So the bough was burned, and our fears – I mean those of the females – were allayed. In the evening, after dinner, as I sat with my wife, she said to me: “Half a bottle would have been enough, Edward. Indeed, I think half a bottle would be too much; you should not give the girls a liking for sherry, it may lead to bad results. If it had been elderberry wine, that would have been different.”

			“But there is no elderberry wine in the house,” I objected.

			“Well, I hope no harm will come of it, but I greatly mistrust—”

			“Please, sir, it is there again.”

			The parlourmaid, with a blanched face, was at the door. “Nonsense,” said I, “we burnt it.”

			“This comes of the sherry,” observed my wife. “They will be seeing ghosts every night.”

			“But, my dear, you saw it as well as myself!”

			I rose, my wife followed, and we went to the landing as before, and, sure enough, against the patch of moonlight cast through the window in the roof, was the arm again, and then a flutter of shadows, as if cast by garments.

			“It was not the bough,” said my wife. “If this had been seen immediately after the sherry I should not have been surprised, but – as it is now it is most extraordinary.”

			“I’ll have this part of the house shut up,” said I. Then I bade the maids once more spend the night in the kitchen, “and make yourselves lively on tea,” I said – for I knew my wife would not allow another bottle of sherry to be given them. “Tomorrow your beds shall be moved to the east wing.”

			“Beg pardon,” said the cook, “I speaks in the name of all. We don’t think we can remain in the house, but must leave the situation.”

			“That comes of the tea,” said I to my wife. “Now,” to the cook, “as you have had another fright, I will let you have a bottle of mulled port tonight.”

			“Sir” said the cook, “if you can get rid of the ghost, we don’t want to leave so good a master. We withdraw the notice.”

			Next day I had all the servants’ goods transferred to the east wing, and rooms were fitted up for them to sleep in. As their portion of the house was completely cut off from the west wing, the alarm of the domestics died away.

			A heavy, stormy rain came on next week, the first token of winter misery. I then found that, whether caused by the cedar bough, or by the nailed boots of the mason, I cannot say, but the lead of the valley between the roofs was torn, and water came in, streaming down the walls, and threatening to severely damage the ceilings. I had to send for a plumber as soon as the weather mended. At the same time I started for town to see Mr. Framett. I had made up my mind that Fernwood was not suitable, and by the terms of my agreement I might be off my bargain if I gave notice the first month, and then my tenancy would be for the six months only. I found the squire at his club.

			“Ah!” said he, “I told you not to go there in November. No one likes Fernwood in November; it is all right at other times.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“There is no bother except in November.”

			“Why should there be bother, as you term it, then?” Mr. Framett shrugged his shoulders. “How the deuce can I tell you? I’ve never been a spirit, and all that sort of thing. Mine. Blavatsky might possibly tell you. I can’t. But it is a fact.”

			“What is a fact?”

			“Why, that there is no apparition at any other time. It is only in November, when she met with a little misfortune. That is when she is seen.”

			“Who is seen?”

			“My aunt Eliza – I mean my great-aunt.”

			“You speak mysteries.”

			“I don’t know much about it, and care less,” said Mr. Framett, and called for a lemon squash. “It was this: I had a great-aunt who was deranged. The family kept it quiet, and did not send her to an asylum, but fastened her in a room in the west wing. You see, that part of the house is partially separated from the rest. I believe she was rather shabbily treated, but she was difficult to manage, and tore her clothes to pieces. Somehow, she succeeded in getting out on the roof and would race up and down there. They allowed her to do so, as by that means she obtained fresh air. But one night in November she scrambled up and, I believe, tumbled over. It was hushed up. Sorry you went there in November. I should have liked you to buy the place. I am sick of it.”

			I did buy Fernwood. What decided me was this: the plumbers, in mending the leads, with that ingenuity to do mischief which they sometimes display, succeeded in setting fire to the roof, and the result was that the west wing was burnt down. Happily, a wall so completely separated the wing from the rest of the house, that the fire was arrested. The wing was not rebuilt, and I, thinking that with the disappearance of the leads I should be freed from the apparition that haunted them, purchased Fernwood. I am happy to say we have been undisturbed since.

		

	
		
			The Face

			E.F. Benson

			Hester Ward, sitting by the open window on this hot afternoon in June, began seriously to argue with herself about the cloud of foreboding and depression which had encompassed her all day, and, very sensibly, she enumerated to herself the manifold causes for happiness in the fortunate circumstances of her life. She was young, she was extremely good-looking, she was well-off, she enjoyed excellent health, and above all, she had an adorable husband and two small, adorable children. There was no break, indeed, anywhere in the circle of prosperity which surrounded her, and had the wishing-cap been handed to her that moment by some beneficent fairy, she would have hesitated to put it on her head, for there was positively nothing that she could think of which would have been worthy of such solemnity. Moreover, she could not accuse herself of a want of appreciation of her blessings; she appreciated enormously, she enjoyed enormously, and she thoroughly wanted all those who so munificently contributed to her happiness to share in it.

			She made a very deliberate review of these things, for she was really anxious, more anxious, indeed, than she admitted to herself, to find anything tangible which could possibly warrant this ominous feeling of approaching disaster. Then there was the weather to consider; for the last week London had been stiflingly hot, but if that was the cause, why had she not felt it before? Perhaps the effect of these broiling, airless days had been cumulative. That was an idea, but, frankly, it did not seem a very good one, for, as a matter of fact, she loved the heat; Dick, who hated it, said that it was odd he should have fallen in love with a salamander.

			She shifted her position, sitting up straight in this low window-seat, for she was intending to make a call on her courage. She had known from the moment she awoke this morning what it was that lay so heavy on her, and now, having done her best to shift the reason of her depression on to anything else, and having completely failed, she meant to look the thing in the face. She was ashamed of doing so, for the cause of this leaden mood of fear which held her in its grip, was so trivial, so fantastic, so excessively silly.

			“Yes, there never was anything so silly,” she said to herself. “I must look at it straight, and convince myself how silly it is.” She paused a moment, clenching her hands.

			“Now for it,” she said.

			She had had a dream the previous night, which, years ago, used to be familiar to her, for again and again when she was a child she had dreamed it. In itself the dream was nothing, but in those childish days, whenever she had this dream which had visited her last night, it was followed on the next night by another, which contained the source and the core of the horror, and she would awake screaming and struggling in the grip of overwhelming nightmare. For some ten years now she had not experienced it, and would have said that, though she remembered it, it had become dim and distant to her. But last night she had had that warning dream, which used to herald the visitation of the nightmare, and now that whole store-house of memory crammed as it was with bright things and beautiful contained nothing so vivid.

			The warning dream, the curtain that was drawn up on the succeeding night, and disclosed the vision she dreaded, was simple and harmless enough in itself. She seemed to be walking on a high sandy cliff covered with short down-grass; twenty yards to the left came the edge of this cliff, which sloped steeply down to the sea that lay at its foot. The path she followed led through fields bounded by low hedges, and mounted gradually upwards. She went through some half-dozen of these, climbing over the wooden stiles that gave communication; sheep grazed there, but she never saw another human being, and always it was dusk, as if evening was falling, and she had to hurry on, because someone (she knew not whom) was waiting for her, and had been waiting not a few minutes only, but for many years. Presently, as she mounted this slope, she saw in front of her a copse of stunted trees, growing crookedly under the continual pressure of the wind that blew from the sea, and when she saw those she knew her journey was nearly done, and that the nameless one, who had been waiting for her so long was somewhere close at hand. The path she followed was cut through this wood, and the slanting boughs of the trees on the sea-ward side almost roofed it in; it was like walking through a tunnel. Soon the trees in front began to grow thin, and she saw through them the grey tower of a lonely church. It stood in a graveyard, apparently long disused, and the body of the church, which lay between the tower and the edge of the cliff, was in ruins, roofless, and with gaping windows, round which ivy grew thickly.

			At that point this prefatory dream always stopped. It was a troubled, uneasy dream, for there was over it the sense of dusk and of the man who had been waiting for her so long, but it was not of the order of nightmare. Many times in childhood had she experienced it, and perhaps it was the subconscious knowledge of the night that so surely followed it, which gave it its disquiet. And now last night it had come again, identical in every particular but one. For last night it seemed to her that in the course of these ten years which had intervened since last it had visited her, the glimpse of the church and churchyard was changed. The edge of the cliff had come nearer to the tower, so that it now was within a yard or two of it, and the ruined body of the church, but for one broken arch that remained, had vanished. The sea had encroached, and for ten years had been busily eating at the cliff.

			Hester knew well that it was this dream and this alone which had darkened the day for her, by reason of the nightmares that used to follow it, and, like a sensible woman, having looked it once in the face, she refused to admit into her mind any conscious calling-up of the sequel. If she let herself contemplate that, as likely or not the very thinking about it would be sufficient to ensure its return, and of one thing she was very certain, namely, that she didn’t at all want it to do so. It was not like the confused jumble and jangle of ordinary nightmare, it was very simple, and she felt it concerned the nameless one who waited for her… But she must not think of it; her whole will and intention was set on not thinking of it, and to aid her resolution, there was the rattle of Dick’s latch-key in the front-door, and his voice calling her.

			She went out into the little square front hall; there he was, strong and large, and wonderfully undreamlike.

			“This heat’s a scandal, it’s an outrage, it’s an abomination of desolation,” he cried, vigorously mopping. “What have we done that Providence should place us in this frying-pan? Let us thwart him, Hester! Let us drive out of this inferno and have our dinner at – I’ll whisper it so that he shan’t overhear – at Hampton Court!”

			She laughed: this plan suited her excellently. They would return late, after the distraction of a fresh scene; and dining out at night was both delicious and stupefying.

			“The very thing,” she said, “and I’m sure Providence didn’t hear. Let’s start now!”

			“Rather. Any letters for me?”

			He walked to the table where there were a few rather uninteresting-looking envelopes with half penny stamps.

			“Ah, receipted bill,” he said. “Just a reminder of one’s folly in paying it. Circular … unasked advice to invest in German marks… Circular begging letter, beginning ‘Dear Sir or Madam’. Such impertinence to ask one to subscribe to something without ascertaining one’s sex… Private view, portraits at the Walton Gallery… Can’t go: business meetings all day. You might like to have a look in, Hester. Someone told me there were some fine Vandycks. That’s all: let’s be off.”

			Hester spent a thoroughly reassuring evening, and though she thought of telling Dick about the dream that had so deeply imprinted itself on her consciousness all day, in order to hear the great laugh he would have given her for being such a goose, she refrained from doing so, since nothing that he could say would be so tonic to these fantastic fears as his general robustness. Besides, she would have to account for its disturbing effect, tell him that it was once familiar to her, and recount the sequel of the nightmares that followed. She would neither think of them, nor mention them: it was wiser by far just to soak herself in his extraordinary sanity, and wrap herself in his affection… They dined out-of-doors at a river-side restaurant and strolled about afterwards, and it was very nearly midnight when, soothed with coolness and fresh air, and the vigour of his strong companionship, she let herself into the house, while he took the car back to the garage. And now she marvelled at the mood which had beset her all day, so distant and unreal had it become. She felt as if she had dreamed of shipwreck, and had awoke to find herself in some secure and sheltered garden where no tempest raged nor waves beat. But was there, ever so remotely, ever so dimly, the noise of far-off breakers somewhere?

			He slept in the dressing-room which communicated with her bedroom, the door of which was left open for the sake of air and coolness, and she fell asleep almost as soon as her light was out, and while his was still burning. And immediately she began to dream.

			She was standing on the seashore; the tide was out, for level sands strewn with stranded jetsam glimmered in a dusk that was deepening into night. Though she had never seen the place it was awfully familiar to her. At the head of the beach there was a steep cliff of sand, and perched on the edge of it was a grey church tower. The sea must have encroached and undermined the body of the church, for tumbled blocks of masonry lay close to her at the bottom of the cliff, and there were gravestones there, while others still in place were silhouetted whitely against the sky. To the right of the church tower there was a wood of stunted trees, combed sideways by the prevalent sea-wind, and she knew that along the top of the cliff a few yards inland there lay a path through fields, with wooden stiles to climb, which led through a tunnel of trees and so out into the churchyard. All this she saw in a glance, and waited, looking at the sand-cliff crowned by the church tower, for the terror that was going to reveal itself. Already she knew what it was, and, as so many times before, she tried to run away. But the catalepsy of nightmare was already on her; frantically she strove to move, but her utmost endeavour could not raise a foot from the sand. Frantically she tried to look away from the sand-cliffs close in front of her, where in a moment now the horror would be manifested…

			It came. There formed a pale oval light, the size of a man’s face, dimly luminous in front of her and a few inches above the level of her eyes. It outlined itself, short reddish hair grew low on the forehead, below were two grey eyes, set very close together, which steadily and fixedly regarded her. On each side the ears stood noticeably away from the head, and the lines of the jaw met in a short pointed chin. The nose was straight and rather long, below it came a hairless lip, and last of all the mouth took shape and colour, and there lay the crowning terror. One side of it, soft-curved and beautiful, trembled into a smile, the other side, thick and gathered together as by some physical deformity, sneered and lusted.

			The whole face, dim at first, gradually focused itself into clear outline: it was pale and rather lean, the face of a young man. And then the lower lip dropped a little, showing the glint of teeth, and there was the sound of speech. “I shall soon come for you now,” it said, and on the words it drew a little nearer to her, and the smile broadened. At that the full hot blast of nightmare poured in upon her. Again she tried to run, again she tried to scream, and now she could feel the breath of that terrible mouth upon her. Then with a crash and a rending like the tearing asunder of soul and body she broke the spell, and heard her own voice yelling, and felt with her fingers for the switch of her light. And then she saw that the room was not dark, for Dick’s door was open, and the next moment, not yet undressed, he was with her.

			“My darling, what is it?” he said. “What’s the matter?”

			She clung desperately to him, still distraught with terror.

			“Ah, he has been here again,” she cried. “He says he will soon come to me. Keep him away, Dick.”

			For one moment her fear infected him, and he found himself glancing round the room.

			“But what do you mean?” he said. “No one has been here.”

			She raised her head from his shoulder.

			“No, it was just a dream,” she said. “But it was the old dream, and I was terrified. Why, you’ve not undressed yet. What time is it?”

			“You haven’t been in bed ten minutes, dear,” he said. “You had hardly put out your light when I heard you screaming.”

			She shuddered.

			“Ah, it’s awful,” she said. “And he will come again…”

			He sat down by her.

			“Now tell me all about it,” he said.

			She shook her head.

			“No, it will never do to talk about it,” she said, “it will only make it more real. I suppose the children are all right, are they?”

			“Of course they are. I looked in on my way upstairs.”

			“That’s good. But I’m better now, Dick. A dream hasn’t anything real about it, has it? It doesn’t mean anything?”

			He was quite reassuring on this point, and soon she quieted down. Before he went to bed he looked in again on her, and she was asleep.

			Hester had a stern interview with herself when Dick had gone down to his office next morning. She told herself that what she was afraid of was nothing more than her own fear. How many times had that ill-omened face come to her in dreams, and what significance had it ever proved to possess? Absolutely none at all, except to make her afraid. She was afraid where no fear was: she was guarded, sheltered, prosperous, and what if a nightmare of childhood returned? It had no more meaning now than it had then, and all those visitations of her childhood had passed away without trace… And then, despite herself, she began thinking over that vision again. It was grimly identical with all its previous occurrences, except… And then, with a sudden shrinking of the heart, she remembered that in earlier years those terrible lips had said: “I shall come for you when you are older,” and last night they had said: “I shall soon come for you now.” She remembered, too, that in the warning dream the sea had encroached, and it had now demolished the body of the church. There was an awful consistency about these two changes in the otherwise identical visions. The years had brought their change to them, for in the one the encroaching sea had brought down the body of the church, in the other the time was now near…

			It was no use to scold or reprimand herself, for to bring her mind to the contemplation of the vision meant merely that the grip of terror closed on her again; it was far wiser to occupy herself, and starve her fear out by refusing to bring it the sustenance of thought. So she went about her household duties, she took the children out for their airing in the park, and then, determined to leave no moment unoccupied, set off with the card of invitation to see the pictures in the private view at the Walton Gallery. After that her day was full enough, she was lunching out, and going on to a matinée, and by the time she got home Dick would have returned, and they would drive down to his little house at Rye for the weekend. All Saturday and Sunday she would be playing golf, and she felt that fresh air and physical fatigue would exorcise the dread of these dreaming fantasies.

			The gallery was crowded when she got there; there were friends among the sightseers, and the inspection of the pictures was diversified by cheerful conversation. There were two or three fine Raeburns, a couple of Sir Joshuas, but the gems, so she gathered, were three Vandycks that hung in a small room by themselves. Presently she strolled in there, looking at her catalogue. The first of them, she saw, was a portrait of Sir Roger Wyburn. Still chatting to her friend she raised her eye and saw it…

			Her heart hammered in her throat, and then seemed to stand still altogether. A qualm, as of some mental sickness of the soul overcame her, for there in front of her was he who would soon come for her. There was the reddish hair, the projecting ears, the greedy eyes set close together, and the mouth smiling on one side, and on the other gathered up into the sneering menace that she knew so well. It might have been her own nightmare rather than a living model which had sat to the painter for that face.

			“Ah, what a portrait, and what a brute!” said her companion. “Look, Hester, isn’t that marvellous?”

			She recovered herself with an effort. To give way to this ever-mastering dread would have been to allow nightmare to invade her waking life, and there, for sure, madness lay. She forced herself to look at it again, but there were the steady and eager eyes regarding her; she could almost fancy the mouth began to move. All round her the crowd bustled and chattered, but to her own sense she was alone there with Roger Wyburn.

			And yet, so she reasoned with herself, this picture of him – for it was he and no other – should have reassured her. Roger Wyburn, to have been painted by Vandyck, must have been dead near on two hundred years; how could he be a menace to her? Had she seen that portrait by some chance as a child; had it made some dreadful impression on her, since overscored by other memories, but still alive in the mysterious subconsciousness, which flows eternally, like some dark underground river, beneath the surface of human life? Psychologists taught that these early impressions fester or poison the mind like some hidden abscess. That might account for this dread of one, nameless no longer, who waited for her.

			That night down at Rye there came again to her the prefatory dream, followed by the nightmare, and clinging to her husband as the terror began to subside, she told him what she had resolved to keep to herself. Just to tell it brought a measure of comfort, for it was so outrageously fantastic, and his robust common sense upheld her. But when on their return to London there was a recurrence of these visions, he made short work of her demur and took her straight to her doctor.

			“Tell him all, darling,” he said. “Unless you promise to do that, I will. I can’t have you worried like this. It’s all nonsense, you know, and doctors are wonderful people for curing nonsense.”

			She turned to him.

			“Dick, you’re frightened,” she said quietly.

			He laughed.

			“I’m nothing of the kind,” he said, “but I don’t like being awakened by your screaming. Not my idea of a peaceful night. Here we are.”

			The medical report was decisive and peremptory. There was nothing whatever to be alarmed about; in brain and body she was perfectly healthy, but she was run down. These disturbing dreams were, as likely as not, an effect, a symptom of her condition, rather than the cause of it, and Dr. Baring unhesitatingly recommended a complete change to some bracing place. The wise thing would be to send her out of this stuffy furnace to some quiet place to where she had never been. Complete change; quite so. For the same reason her husband had better not go with her; he must pack her off to, let us say, the East coast. Sea-air and coolness and complete idleness. No long walks; no long bathings; a dip, and a deck-chair on the sands. A lazy, soporific life. How about Rushton? He had no doubt that Rushton would set her up again. After a week or so, perhaps, her husband might go down and see her. Plenty of sleep – never mind the nightmares – plenty of fresh air.

			Hester, rather to her husband’s surprise, fell in with this suggestion at once, and the following evening saw her installed in solitude and tranquillity. The little hotel was still almost empty, for the rush of summer tourists had not yet begun, and all day she sat out on the beach with the sense of a struggle over. She need not fight the terror any more; dimly it seemed to her that its malignancy had been relaxed. Had she in some way yielded to it and done its secret bidding? At any rate no return of its nightly visitations had occurred, and she slept long and dreamlessly, and woke to another day of quiet. Every morning there was a line for her from Dick, with good news of himself and the children, but he and they alike seemed somehow remote, like memories of a very distant time. Something had driven in between her and them, and she saw them as if through glass. But equally did the memory of the face of Roger Wyburn, as seen on the master’s canvas or hanging close in front of her against the crumbling sand-cliff, become blurred and indistinct, and no return of her nightly terrors visited her. This truce from all emotion reacted not on her mind alone, lulling her with a sense of soothed security, but on her body also, and she began to weary of this day-long inactivity.
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