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After completing my attempt to replicate an early-twentieth-century Sax Rohmer type tale of retro and escapist fiction in “Let Sleeping Evils Lie”, I decided to turn my attention to paying homage to the writers of that same period with, let us say, a darker edge to them.

Hence the tale you will find below in “Destin-sur-Sarthe” and its tribute to the writing of the late and great Algernon Blackwood and his tales of horror, the occult, and obsessive love.

I’ve done my utmost to frame the writing in the same style as Mr Blackwood in the hope my readers will find it at least plausible as a text from the time in which the writer was active and hope it does not detract from a story of mystery, vengeance, and occult horror with heavy undertones of sexual obsession.

If the negative proves true, however, I beg your forgiveness and will redouble my efforts on my next literary outing.

Theo Hopcraft

Leigh-on-Sea

Essex

April 2024
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It had been observed by his few friends and associates - and with near complete accuracy - that Joshua Bentham was not a man given much to nostalgia or introspection. 

Approaching his thirty-seventh year of life, however, the steadfastly unmarried wine-merchant who yet cut a striking figure, despite a certain emotional aridity sometimes contradicted by an impish and cutting humour, was about to refute the widely held descriptions of himself in a way that would have far reaching consequences for the years left to him and, perhaps, his sanity itself.

Returning to Cherbourg by train, this after a successful buying trip that had taken in many of the great houses of Bordeaux and the Loire Valley, it was not until the train was passing through scenery vaguely familiar to him from youthful trips to the area with his late-father, Isaac, some miles out from Le Mans, that a feeling he could not quite describe as lassitude, but was certainly nothing approaching vitality, began to make him feel uneasy.

Up to this point, he had been enjoying his time in the first-class compartment he shared with a French couple who were obviously husband and wife. 

Obviously, he had told himself, as he could see no other reason for the man staying with such a termagant other than through those same ties of matrimony by which men with more in the way of staying power than himself allowed themselves to be bound. That Bentham was enjoying himself at all was owed to the fact he had introduced himself in English to the couple when first boarding while bemoaning his lack of all but the most basic French.

It was a deceitful gambit he had amused himself with before and, as ever, it had not failed him on this occasion.

In fact, he had been vastly entertained by the interaction of the couple once they were assured their fellow traveller could understand nothing of their conversation – or termagant monologue, as was the case.

Or at least not enough to allow comprehension. 

Though, his thoughts assured him, “interaction’ was far too inclusive a word to describe the litany of complaints aimed at the inoffensive looking husband who, if the termagant could be believed, was surely the world’s most ineffectual husband, lover, provider and man. 

Either that or he had been gradually worn-down and transformed into such by the not physically unattractive harridan who had been berating him since Bentham first boarded and convinced them he would understand nothing of their conversation.

Yet another reason to be added to the long list of those making him grateful to be single still. 

Sitting back in comfort surrounded by the blue-and-gold livery of the Wagon-Lits compartment, he had listened in while also taking in the countryside passing beyond the windows. The wine-merchant knowing that had he harboured any doubts regarding his decision to remain a bachelor – and he certainly hadn’t – they were now a thing of the past. The litany of complaint and criticism being heaped on the follicle free pate of the poor man who, if nothing else, at least shared his gender, would have been enough to have him seek solitary confinement in one of His Majesty’s more inaccessible and Spartan houses of correction; rather than persuade Bentham to consider a change of mind regarding his own marital status.

That said, his private thoughts of the more libidinous kind had to confess that, for a shrew, the woman was remarkably well put-together. 

The two contrasting forms: Rubenesque wife, with slightly built and temperamentally timid husband, making the possibility of Bentham imagining them in carnal congress all but impossible. Though, if the looks he could see her reflection in the carriage window throwing his way spoke truly, she appeared to be having no difficulty imagining the possibility. 

With the Englishman sharing their compartment anyway.

Interest and frustration on her part, perhaps, explaining why she continued to berate the partner suffering in silence alongside her in respect of his... 

Shortcomings. 

The feeling mentioned earlier, the one falling just short of lassitude, cut short his ruminations on the woman’s sexual allure as they attempted to mitigate, at least a little, his distaste for her shrewishness.

The attempt aided in this regard by the voice of the conductor he could hear from the corridor outside as it advised his passengers that:

“Nous arriverons bientôt au Le Mans. Les passagers souhaitant se rendre à Paris doivent se changer ici.”

Which was the exact moment, and having no idea why, given he had booked passage all the way to Cherbourg, that Joshua Bentham – and without any inkling he had been considering doing so - found himself rising from his seat and taking down his case from the luggage rack.

Missing, in the process, the disgruntled termagant’s look of disappointment for his departure.

Not two minutes later he found himself on the platform of Le Mans station in a condition of bafflement as to why.

Though his bafflement at his behaviour had not prevented an impish sense of mischief from embarrassing the well-put-together wife as he told her in excellent French:

“Je vous remercie, Madame, pour ces deux heures très instructives qui m'ont confirmé dans ma détermination à rester célibataire...”

Then, tipping his hat to the husband:

“Mes plus sincères sympathies, Monsieur.”

Then, after having thanked the woman for confirming his decision never to marry and given the poultry-pecked husband his condolences for being shackled to her, he had stepped down to the platform and closed the compartment door upon two shocked faces – one of which could not quite hide the smile creasing the features below a hairless summit as the train moved off. 

Which left him alone on the platform as the last of those departing the train to Cherbourg made for the exits to either change trains or travel home.

But why?

Why was he on the swiftly emptied station platform at all?

And, with the next train to Cherbourg, according to his Compagnie Internationale des Wagons-Lits timetable, over two hours away, how was he to fill his time?

“Votre voiture vers le Destin est dehors, Monsieur Bentham,” a voice to his side that appeared to have come from nowhere cut into his baffled thoughts.

Then, in English, the man taking in his bafflement and thinking he had not understood:

“You carriage to Destin-sur-Sarthe is outside, Monsieur Bentham.”

“Destin-sur-Sarthe?” Bentham repeated aloud as his thoughts translated: ‘Destiny on the river’.

At some level he couldn’t fathom, the name of the town resonated with him as his earlier feeling of near lassitude found itself joined by an indecision that was uncharacteristic to his nature.

So indecisive was he, in fact, he made no attempt to prevent the man taking his case from him and moving away to the exit as, almost in slow motion, he followed and found himself shown to a Barouche. Within seconds he was seated, unresistingly, in the four-wheeled horse-drawn carriage. A mode of transport once popular but no longer since the arrival of the automobile. Its retractable hood drawn up over the rear-half to protect its passengers from the elements and separate them from the driver's seat.

Stunned to silence by the impossibility his wholly unplanned arrival had been expected and by his own compliance in the face of it, he did not recover some smidgen of his usual sang froid until they had been travelling for at least a mile upon a deserted carriageway following the bank of the Sarthe itself.
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